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Chapter 1 — The Girl in the Rain
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The rain always came early in Brighton.

It painted the sidewalks silver, turned café windows into mirrors, and filled the air with the scent of salt and wet stone. Most people hurried through it with lowered heads and tired expressions.

But not Lena Hart.

Lena loved the rain.

At twenty-six, she had mastered the art of appearing calm even when her mind felt like a crowded train station. She worked at a small independent bookstore called Moonlit Pages, a quiet little place hidden between a flower shop and a bakery near the old pier.

Every morning she arrived before sunrise, unlocking the wooden door while the city still slept.

And every morning, she wondered whether her life would ever truly begin.

She lived alone in a tiny apartment above the bookstore. Her walls were lined with novels, old vinyl records, and unfinished paintings she never showed anyone. Friends called her mysterious. Her ex-girlfriend had called her emotionally unavailable.

Maybe both were true.

That Thursday evening, the storm was worse than usual.

The bookstore was empty except for the sound of rain drumming against the windows. Lena sat behind the counter reading a worn poetry collection while jazz music played softly in the background.

Then the bell above the door rang.

A woman stepped inside.

She was drenched from head to toe, dark hair sticking to her cheeks, leather jacket soaked with rainwater. She looked annoyed, cold, and impossibly beautiful.

Lena looked up.

And forgot how to breathe.

The stranger pushed wet hair behind her ear and glanced around the bookstore.

“Do you mind if I stay here until the rain calms down?”

Her voice was low and rough, like velvet over whiskey.

Lena blinked once before answering.

“Not at all.”

The woman smiled faintly.

It was dangerous.

Not literally.

But the kind of smile that made people abandon common sense.

She wandered slowly between shelves, fingers brushing across book spines. Lena tried to return to reading but failed miserably because she could feel the woman’s presence everywhere.

Finally, the stranger stopped near the counter.

“You own this place?”

“I manage it.”

“Still impressive.”

Lena closed her book carefully. “You like bookstores?”

“I like places that smell like old paper and coffee.”

“There’s coffee in the back.”

“Even better.”

Lena stood. “I can make you some.”

The woman studied her for a moment, eyes warm but unreadable.

“I’d like that.”

Her name was Maya Quinn.

She was twenty-nine, a freelance photographer, and apparently terrible at checking weather forecasts.

They sat near the back of the store with steaming mugs between them while rain thundered outside.

Conversation came strangely easy.

Maya talked about traveling across Europe for photography exhibitions. Lena talked about books she loved but never recommended because she wanted to keep them selfishly to herself.

Maya laughed often.

Lena noticed every single time.

“You don’t talk much,” Maya said eventually.

“I do sometimes.”

“When?”

“When I trust someone.”

Maya leaned back in her chair. “And do you trust me?”

Lena should have said no.

Instead, she said, “Maybe.”

The silence that followed felt heavier than it should have.

Not uncomfortable.

Just charged.

Maya’s eyes drifted across Lena’s face slowly enough to make her pulse stumble.

Then Maya smiled again.

“You’re interesting, Lena Hart.”

The way she said her name made it sound intimate.

Like something precious.

Lena looked down at her coffee before Maya could notice the color rising in her cheeks.

She had always been cautious with people. Especially women she found attractive.

Experience had taught her that desire complicated everything.

And Maya Quinn looked like trouble wrapped in rainwater and leather.

The storm lasted nearly two hours.

By the time it slowed, the bookstore was supposed to be closed.

Neither of them mentioned it.

Maya eventually stood and slipped her jacket back on.

“I should go.”

Lena nodded even though disappointment hit her instantly.

“Right.”

Maya hesitated near the door.

“Do you always work this late?”

“Usually.”

“Good.”

Lena frowned slightly. “Why?”

“Because I’d like to see you again.”

Direct.

Confident.

No games.

Lena’s heart beat painfully hard.

Maya pulled a small notebook from her pocket, scribbled something quickly, then handed Lena the paper.

Her phone number.

“Call me if you want coffee somewhere that isn’t surrounded by dusty novels.”

Lena smiled softly. “Dusty novels are part of my personality.”

“I noticed.”

For one brief second, neither moved.

The air between them tightened.

Lena became suddenly aware of how close Maya was standing.

Close enough to smell rain and perfume.

Close enough to kiss.

But Maya stepped backward first.

“Goodnight, bookstore girl.”

Then she disappeared into the rain.

Lena stared at the phone number for a full minute after the door closed.

Then another.

And another.

“Shit,” she whispered quietly.

Because she already knew she was going to call.

Three days later, they met at a small café overlooking the sea.

Maya arrived late wearing black jeans and an oversized sweater that somehow made her look even more attractive.

“You came,” she said while sitting down.

“You sounded surprised.”

“I’ve learned not to expect people to follow through.”

Lena tilted her head slightly. “Who hurt you?”

Maya laughed softly. “Straight women mostly.”

Lena nearly choked on her coffee.

Maya grinned immediately.

“There it is.”

“What?”

“That expression.”

“What expression?”

“The one you make when you’re flustered.”

“I don’t get flustered.”

“You absolutely do.”

Lena looked away, embarrassed.

Maya’s smile softened.

“Relax. It’s cute.”

Cute.

Nobody had called Lena cute in years.

Beautiful, sometimes.

Intimidating once.

Difficult more than once.

But cute?

That somehow affected her more.

They spent hours talking.

About music.

About terrible first dates.

About family expectations and the strange loneliness of adulthood.

Lena learned that Maya had grown up in London but left after a painful breakup two years earlier.

“I thought changing cities would change me too,” Maya admitted.

“Did it?”

“Not really.”

Lena understood that feeling too well.

There were parts of yourself you carried everywhere no matter how far you ran.

As sunset painted the ocean gold, Maya suddenly asked, “Can I photograph you sometime?”

Lena blinked.

“Why?”

“Because you have a face people write poems about.”

The compliment hit harder than it should have.

Maya said things so naturally, like honesty wasn’t something to fear.

Lena wished she could be like that.

Instead, she hid behind caution and sarcasm and quiet smiles.

Still, she found herself saying yes.

The photoshoot happened the following weekend.

Maya rented a tiny studio filled with plants, soft lighting, and records scattered across the floor.

Lena felt awkward immediately.

“I’m terrible in front of cameras.”

“That’s fine,” Maya said while adjusting her lens. “I’m interested in real people, not perfect ones.”

Easy for her to say.

Maya looked effortlessly magnetic.

Even holding a camera, she seemed cinematic.

Lena stood near the window uncertainly.

“What do I do?”

“Nothing.”

“That sounds stressful.”

Maya laughed.

“Just exist.”

For the next hour, Maya photographed her while music played softly in the background.

At first, Lena felt stiff and self-conscious.

But Maya guided her gently.

“Look at me.”

“Turn slightly.”

“Good.”

Every compliment felt intimate.

Every lingering glance felt dangerous.

Eventually the atmosphere shifted.

The air grew warmer somehow.

Closer.

Maya lowered her camera slowly.

Neither spoke.

Lena’s heartbeat became impossible to ignore.

Maya stepped forward.

“So,” Maya said quietly, “I’ve been trying very hard not to kiss you.”

Lena swallowed hard.

“That bad, huh?”

“You have no idea.”

Their eyes locked.

And suddenly the space between them felt microscopic.

Lena had imagined this moment since the bookstore.

Still, reality felt more intense than fantasy.

“Then maybe,” Lena whispered, “you should stop trying.”

Maya kissed her immediately.

Soft at first.

Careful.

Like she was testing whether Lena might disappear.

But Lena kissed back with enough feeling to erase any doubt.

The world narrowed into warmth and breath and trembling fingers.

Maya’s hand slid gently against Lena’s waist.

Lena felt electricity rush through her entire body.

When they finally pulled apart, both were breathless.

Maya rested her forehead lightly against Lena’s.

“You’re trouble,” she murmured.

Lena smiled shakily. “I was about to say the same thing.”

After that, everything changed too quickly.

And not quickly enough.

They spent nearly every day together.

Late-night walks along the pier.

Movie marathons that ended with them ignoring the movie entirely.

Mornings tangled together beneath blankets while rain tapped softly against windows.

Lena discovered that Maya snored slightly when exhausted.

Maya discovered that Lena talked in her sleep sometimes.

“You said my name at 3 a.m.,” Maya teased one morning.

Lena groaned into her pillow.

“I hate you.”

“No you don’t.”

No.

She really didn’t.

That was the terrifying part.

Because Lena hadn’t expected love to arrive like this.

Fast.

Unexpected.

Beautiful enough to ruin her.

One evening, while they cooked dinner together in Lena’s apartment, Maya became unusually quiet.

Lena noticed immediately.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Liar.”

Maya sighed and leaned against the kitchen counter.

“I got an offer.”

“What kind of offer?”

“A photography contract in Berlin.”

The room went still.

Lena felt her stomach tighten instantly.

“Oh.”

“It’s only six months.”

Only.

The word felt cruel somehow.

“When would you leave?”

“Three weeks.”

Three weeks.

Lena stared at the cutting board in silence.

Fear crept into her chest slowly and viciously.

Of course this would happen.

Of course something temporary had found her.

Maya walked closer carefully.

“Say something.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“The truth.”

Lena laughed bitterly.

“You barely know me, Maya.”

“That’s not true.”

“You’re leaving.”

“It’s work.”

“It’s always something.”

Maya frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means people leave.”

The words escaped sharper than intended.

Maya’s expression softened instantly.

“Lena...”

“My father left. My ex left. Everyone eventually decides I’m easier to abandon than understand.”

Maya stepped forward again.

“I’m not them.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“No,” Maya admitted quietly. “But I can promise I care about you.”

Lena looked away because suddenly her eyes burned.

She hated crying.

Especially in front of people.

Maya touched her hand gently.

“I haven’t felt this way about someone in a very long time.”

The honesty in her voice hurt.

Because Lena believed her.

And that made things worse.

That night, Maya stayed over.

Neither slept much.

The unspoken reality hung heavily between them.

At around 2 a.m., Lena lay awake staring at the ceiling while Maya traced lazy circles against her arm.

“Come with me.”

The words were soft.

Barely above a whisper.

Lena turned her head slowly.

“What?”

“Berlin.”

Maya looked nervous for the first time since they met.

“I know it sounds insane. But maybe insane isn’t always bad.”

Lena’s chest tightened painfully.

Part of her wanted to say yes immediately.

To run toward something instead of away from it for once.

But fear had lived inside her too long.

“You don’t even know if this thing between us will last.”

Maya’s eyes searched hers carefully.

“Do you want it to?”

Lena didn’t answer right away.

Because the truth was overwhelming.

Yes.

Terrifyingly yes.

She wanted mornings together.

Inside jokes.

Shared apartments.

Future plans.

She wanted Maya in ways that reached far beyond desire.

And maybe that was the scariest thing of all.

Finally, Lena whispered, “I think I’m already in love with you.”

Maya stared at her.

Then smiled slowly.

Not playful this time.

Not teasing.

Just real.

“Good,” she whispered back. “Because I’m already in love with you too.”

Outside, rain fell softly over Brighton again.

And for the first time in years, Lena allowed herself to imagine a future that didn’t end in loneliness.

But love stories were rarely simple.

And neither were they.
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Chapter 2 — Berlin Between Us
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Lena barely slept after confessing she loved Maya.

Even after Maya finally drifted asleep beside her, one arm loosely wrapped around her waist, Lena remained awake staring at the ceiling while dawn slowly painted the apartment gray-blue.

The words still echoed inside her head.

I’m already in love with you.

She had never said those words first before.

Not once.

In her previous relationships, love had always felt like negotiation. Something fragile and conditional. Something people weaponized once they grew bored.

But with Maya, it had arrived quietly.

Naturally.

Like rain finding the ocean.

Lena turned slightly, watching Maya sleep.

Messy dark hair covered part of her face. Her breathing was slow and steady. Peaceful.

Beautiful.

Dangerously easy to love.

Lena brushed a strand of hair from Maya’s forehead carefully, trying not to wake her.

Instead, Maya smiled without opening her eyes.

“You stare a lot for someone supposedly emotionally unavailable.”

Lena laughed softly.

“You were awake?”

“Mostly.”

“That’s creepy.”

“You love me anyway.”

The confidence in Maya’s voice made Lena roll her eyes, though warmth spread through her chest immediately.

Maya finally opened her eyes.

There was something vulnerable in them this morning. Less teasing. Less armor.

“You’re thinking too much again,” Maya murmured.

“How do you know?”

“You get this little wrinkle between your eyebrows.”

Lena touched her forehead instinctively.

Maya smiled.

“See?”

Lena sighed and lay back down.

“I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“With me?”

“With all of this.”
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