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"Wrong Terminal"

The departure board lied.

Ellie Hartwood had stared at it for a solid three minutes before the letters rearranged themselves into something cruel — her flight to Bangkok had been silently, catastrophically moved to Terminal 2, and she was sitting in Terminal 1 with a half-eaten convenience-store kimbap and seventeen minutes to spare. Seventeen minutes that had, without her noticing, become four. She looked around while feeling the kimbap stuck into her throat. 

"Oh, you have got to be kidding me," she whispered, already on her feet, already shouldering her oversized backpack like a soldier going to war. Incheon Airport at 6:14 in the morning was its own kind of chaos — gleaming and cavernous and ruthlessly efficient, the kind of place that made you feel small and slightly stupid for existing. 

She was small. She was slightly stupid. And she was very, very late. A mistake that could cost her more than just a ticket.

With these thoughts, Ellie broke into a half-jog, weaving between a family pulling matching luggage and an elderly man reading a newspaper as though time itself had personally agreed to wait for him. Her boots slapped against the polished floor. Her blog — Wander Wildly, 42,000 followers and climbing — would not write itself, and neither would the Bangkok piece if she missed this flight entirely. Her adrenaline started to go up while the thoughts of the incoming” disaster” in her arranged world would pile up. 

She fumbled for her phone. No signal. Of course.

By the time she reached the connector tunnel between terminals, she was breathless and slightly damp with sweat, and the travelogger in her brain was already composing sentences: Seoul's Incheon Airport is beautiful, efficient, and will absolutely humble you if you let it. She smiled despite herself. Even disasters were content. 

The gate area, when she finally found it, was half-empty — a small mercy. She slowed to a walk, scanning the screens overhead. Gate B7. Bangkok. Boarding now. She let out a breath and swung her backpack off one shoulder, scanning for an empty seat near the front of the waiting area. Being almost the boarding time seemed like all the chairs were filled.

But then was when she saw the jacket.

It was draped over the armrest of a seat in the second row — an expensive-looking thing, dark charcoal, clearly cashmere, clearly belonging to someone who didn't buy jackets at airport gift shops, and yet, would let them just sit on a seat in the airport like a usual cloth. And sitting beneath it, half-hidden by an oversized baseball cap and a black face mask pulled up to his nose, was a man. Tall, even seated. Long fingers curled loosely around a paper cup of coffee. Completely still, in the way that only someone practiced at being invisible could be.

Ellie didn't think much of it. Seoul was full of beautiful men; she'd noticed this within the first six hours of landing yesterday. What caught her eye was the empty seat next to him — and the bag.

It was a sleek black duffel, tucked against the base of the seat, and it looked almost exactly like the one she'd checked at the first terminal's luggage drop twenty minutes ago. Same shape. Same brand. Same small silver zipper pull.

She blinked. Looked down at her own carry-on — a battered canvas thing covered in patches from a dozen countries. Looked back at his bag. No. Not the same. She was tired and running on caffeine and bad kimbap. She was seeing things.

Ellie dropped into the seat beside him with a graceless thud, shrugging her backpack onto her lap.

"Sorry," she muttered, not looking at him. "Long morning."

He didn't respond. She didn't expect him to. She arranged herself better in the chair and fixed her eyes on the screen, waiting for the boarding call.

· · ·

Joon-seo had been sitting in Gate B7 for forty-three minutes, and he was beginning to regret every decision that had led to this moment.

Not the flight — the flight was fine. The flight was, in fact, the only part of the last seventy-two hours that made any sense. A quick trip to Bangkok for a photo shoot, a brief escape from the suffocating orbit of Seoul and the endless, relentless machinery of Apex Entertainment. His manager, Hye-jin, had arranged it with her usual ruthless efficiency, and for once, Joon-seo had not argued. He needed this, and he accepted it in a blink of an eye. And there he was, for the first time in a long time, ready to board and escape the real word, even for just a few hours.

What he regretted was the disguise.

The cap. The mask. The oversized jacket he'd thrown on as an afterthought. He looked, he knew, like someone trying very hard not to be recognized — which, of course, he was. But the effort itself drew attention. It always did. A man this tall, sitting this still, wearing this much black at six in the morning, was a magnet for curious glances. Two teenagers had already taken photos from across the terminal. A flight attendant had done a visible double-take.

He took a slow sip of his coffee and breathed. Only a few minutes more and he will be hidden in his chair, in the airplane.

The girl who dropped into the seat beside him was a welcome disruption — not because she was anything extraordinary at first glance, but because she was so completely, unapologetically unconcerned with him. She didn't linger on his face. Didn't nudge a friend. Didn't pull out her phone with a conspiratorial smile. She just sat down, muttered something about a long morning, and immediately began rummaging through her backpack with the focused chaos of someone looking for a charger. Or it could have been literally anything in that chaos. 

It was, Joon-seo thought, quietly refreshing. And so normal, that he had a shockwave at the thought that he might have forgotten what normal was like.

He glanced sideways. Long brown hair, pulled back messily, but nice. A canvas backpack plastered in travel patches — Thailand, Portugal, somewhere with a flag he didn't immediately recognize. Freckles across the bridge of her nose, giving her the air of a student. A small scar on her left thumb, half-hidden by a silver ring, having who knows what story.

He looked away, almost blushed. He was feeling a warm heat coming into his cheeks, but was hidden by his mask. He was staring. He did that sometimes — catalogued people the way a songwriter catalogued sounds, pulling details out of the air and holding them up to the light. It was a habit. It was also, Hye-jin had warned him more than once, the kind of thing that got him into trouble. 

· · ·

Ellie found her charger, plugged into the USB port on the seat beside her with a small, triumphant exhale, and finally allowed herself to go still.

The gate area was quiet. Sunlight was just beginning to spill through the floor-to-ceiling windows, painting the floor in pale gold. Somewhere behind her, a child laughed. A boarding announcement played in Korean, then English, then Japanese — a small symphony of elsewhere that she had come to love about airports. They were the only places in the world, she thought, where everyone was going somewhere and no one really cared where you were going.

She let her head fall back against the seat and closed her eyes.

Three seconds later, she opened them again.

The black duffel bag was gone.

She turned her head. The man beside her was on his feet, tall and lean and moving with a quiet urgency toward the gate counter. The bag was slung over his shoulder — but it wasn't his bag. It was hers. The one she'd checked. The one that was supposed to be somewhere in the belly of the airport, waiting to be reunited with her in Bangkok.

Except it was right there. In his hand. And it was open, just slightly, and she could see the corner of the silk scarf she'd bought in Kyoto peeking out from the zipper.

"Hey," she said. Then, louder: "Hey — excuse me —"

He turned. And for the first time, he looked at her — really looked — and something shifted behind his eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or the dawning, slow-motion realization that the universe had just played a very specific kind of trick on both of them.

Ellie stood up, pointed at the bag, and said, with the calm and clarity of someone who had spent too many years navigating foreign airports to be embarrassed by anything:


"That's mine."



He looked down at the bag. Then back at her. Then, incredibly, he laughed — a quiet, startled sound, barely there, like he'd surprised himself.


"I think," he said, his English careful and warm and slightly crooked, "you might be right."



And Ellie Hartwood, who had spent the last two years building a life out of motion and momentum and never, ever staying in one place long enough to get attached to anything — felt something catch, like a thread snagged on a nail.

Small. Almost nothing.

But there.

––––––––
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End of Chapter One
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"The Rooftop at 2 AM"

Seoul at 2 AM was a different city.

Not quieter — Seoul was never quiet, not really. Even now, from the fourth-floor rooftop of a guesthouse wedged between a noraebang and a closed barbecue restaurant, Ellie could hear the distant pulse of traffic, the muffled thump of bass from somewhere below, the occasional sharp laugh carried on the wind. But the energy had shifted. The daytime version of this city — frantic, dazzling, a little overwhelming — had peeled itself back, and what remained was something softer. Something that breathed. A feeling like nowhere else.

She hadn't meant to come up here.

She'd meant to sleep. She'd meant to collapse into the narrow bed in her room on the third floor, set an alarm for seven, and recover from the disaster that had been her morning — the wrong terminal, the near-missed flight, the fact that she had somehow, against all odds, made it onto the plane to Bangkok and then back to Seoul within the same twelve hours because the Bangkok piece had been pushed by two days and her editor had called mid-flight with a new assignment: cover a private K-pop industry event happening in three days.

She'd meant to sleep. But sleep hadn't come.

So she'd grabbed her jacket, climbed the narrow staircase at the end of the hall, and pushed open the metal door that led to the roof. And now she was here, sitting on a plastic chair that someone had left behind, legs pulled up, arms wrapped around her knees, watching the city glow.

The air was cold. February in Seoul was a specific kind of cold — dry and sharp, like breathing glass. But Ellie didn't mind. She'd spent winters in worse places. Iceland in January. Mongolia in December. Cold was familiar. Cold was useful — it kept her awake, kept her sharp, kept her from sinking into the kind of stillness that made her uncomfortable.

She pulled out her phone and typed a few notes into her blog draft. Nothing coherent. Just fragments. Seoul at night. The way the light doesn't stop. The way you can be completely alone in a city of ten million and it feels less lonely than being alone in a room.

She paused. Reread the last line. Deleted it.

· · ·

He almost didn't go up.

The rooftop had been an accident — or at least, that was what Joon-seo told himself when he'd found the unlocked door at the end of a hallway that smelled like kimchi and old wood. He'd been walking for an hour. Couldn't sleep. Couldn't stay in the small, anonymous room his manager had booked, couldn't stand the silence of it, couldn't stop replaying the conversation he'd had with Hye-jin that afternoon — the one about the contract renewal, the one where she'd laid out the terms with the calm precision of someone reading a grocery list and he'd sat there, nodding, feeling something inside him go very, very quiet. A silence that became quite familiar with, when he thought better of himself, he would have this feeling that became part of him.

So, he walked. Through the back streets of Itaewon, where no one looked twice at a tall man in a cap and mask, where the bars were still open and the light was amber and warm and forgiving. He walked until his legs ached and his lungs burned and the knot in his chest had loosened, just slightly, to something bearable. 

And then he'd seen the door. And climbed.

The rooftop was small — a patchwork of concrete and exposed pipes, a water tank humming in one corner, a view of Seoul's skyline that, even in February, managed to take his breath away. He'd been up here for about thirty seconds before he noticed her.

She was in the far corner, on a plastic chair, curled up like a question mark. Long brown hair, still a little bit messy. A canvas jacket over what looked like pajama pants. Phone in her hands, though she wasn't looking at it anymore — she was staring out at the city, and there was something in her expression that he recognized. Something he saw in his own mirror, sometimes, in the moments between performances, between interviews, between the endless parade of versions of himself that the world demanded.

Tiredness. Real, bone-deep tiredness. And something in him moved. He was amazed, because she was a stranger, but the familiarity that she had in her pose, made him.

He almost turned around. Almost...

Instead, he stepped onto the roof, and the metal door swung shut behind him with a clang.

· · ·

Ellie turned.

The man from the airport stood in the doorway — or rather, near it, as though he hadn't fully committed to being here. Same height. Same cap. Same black mask. But something about his posture was different now. Looser. Less guarded. As though the hour and the rooftop and the cold had stripped something away.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then Ellie, because she had spent enough time alone in enough strange places to know that silence could become a trap, said:


"Couldn't sleep either?"



He hesitated. Then, slowly, he crossed the roof and sat down on the edge of the concrete ledge — not close to her, but not far. A careful distance. A respectful one.


"No," he said. "You?"

"Jet lag. And existential dread. The usual."



She said it lightly, the way she said most things — like the words were offerings, tossed into the air to see if they'd be caught. He caught them. She could tell, because the corner of his eyes — the only part of his face she could see above the mask — creased, just slightly, in what might have been amusement.


"Which one is worse?"

"Depends on the day." She tilted her head, studying him. "Nice night for it, though. The dread, I mean. Seoul does a good job of creating an atmospheric feel."



He laughed. It was the same laugh as the airport — quiet, a little startled. As though laughter was something he'd forgotten he was allowed to do. A shiver crept over her skin at the sound, but she blamed it on the cool morning air.


"It does," he agreed.



They sat in silence for a while after that. But it was an easy silence — the kind that didn't need to be filled. The city hummed below them. Somewhere, a siren wailed and faded. Ellie pulled her jacket tighter and watched her breath curl white in the air.

She didn't ask his name. She didn't ask why he was here, or why he was dressed like someone trying to disappear, or why he looked like he hadn't slept in days. And he didn't offer any of it. Instead, he asked her about the travel patches on her jacket — the ones she'd sewn on herself, in airports and hostels and the backs of taxis — and she told him, one by one, the stories behind them. Mongolia. The Azores. A village in northern Vietnam where the road had turned to mud and she'd gotten lost for a whole afternoon and hadn't minded at all.

He listened the way very few people did — not waiting for his turn to speak, but actually listening, absorbing, his eyes tracking her face in the dim light with an attention that felt almost physical.

And Ellie, who was not used to being listened to like that, felt something shift — small and quiet, like a gear turning somewhere deep in her chest. A feeling so new, that didn’t even bother to recognize at the beginning, and so unfamiliar with it, that she was not sure what name she should put it. She had only an idea, of what that it could be. 

· · ·

They talked for two hours.

Later, Ellie would not be able to remember exactly how it happened — how the conversation moved from light to heavy, from stories to something rawer. But at some point, the laughter stopped and the words got slower, more careful, and the space between them on that rooftop became less about distance and more about attention.

He told her things. Not everything — she could feel the edges of things he was holding back, the places where his sentences stopped just short of something real. But enough. Enough for her to understand that whatever glamour or ease his life might carry on the surface, underneath it was something much more complicated. Something tired.


"Do you ever just — " he started, and then stopped. Pulled the mask down, just slightly, as though it was suddenly too heavy. She still couldn't see much of his face — mostly shadow, mostly the outline of something sharp and a little sad. "Do you ever feel like you're performing? Even when no one is watching?"



Ellie considered this seriously, the way she always did when a question mattered.


"Yes," she said. "But I think the trick is figuring out which version of the performance is actually you. And if you accept it in full."



He turned to look at her. And in the half-dark, for just a moment, the mask fell — not physically, but something behind his eyes opened, just a crack, and she saw it: the exhaustion, the loneliness, the quiet rebellion of a man who had been told what to be for so long he'd almost forgotten there were other options. The revelation was intense, and so many words remained in the air.

She looked back at him. Didn't flinch. Didn't fill the silence with something comfortable.

Just looked. And it was enough. She had the confirmation in his eyes. 

· · ·

At 4:17 AM, the sky began to lighten — barely, just a bruise of gray along the eastern edge of the city. Ellie noticed it first and uncurled from her chair, stretching, her back aching pleasantly from the cold and the stillness.
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