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Midnight in Bronze

Prolog

Chicago always sounded different after midnight. The city’s sharp edges blurred beneath glowing streetlights and distant sirens while music drifted through warm summer air like secrets too heavy to keep inside. Amara Bennett stood barefoot on her balcony three stories above Bronzeville, holding a glass of red wine she’d barely touched. The skyline stretched endlessly in front of her, it was beautiful and seemed untouchable.

Rain earlier that evening still clung to the streets below, turning the pavement gold beneath passing headlights. Somewhere nearby, somebody played old-school jazz through open windows while laughter echoed faintly down the block. The city was alive; she still felt alone inside it; her silk robe shifted gently against her skin as the wind curled around her bare legs.

Inside the condo behind her, soft lighting glowed against marble counters and expensive furniture she’d once prayed to afford; Everything looked successful because it was, she built all of it herself, the condo. The business. The life. Every polished inch of it came from years of sacrifice nobody saw. 

People loved talking about successful Black women like the journey was empowering every second of the way. They never talked about the loneliness. Never talked about how independence could become isolation so quietly you didn’t notice until your entire life became routines instead of memories. Amara closed her eyes briefly.

Tiredness sat deep in her bones tonight. Not physical exhaustion. Something heavier. The kind success couldn’t fix. Behind her, Larry jumped onto the outdoor lounge chair with dramatic annoyance before curling into a ball. Amara smiled faintly. “At least somebody around here knows how to relax." The cat ignored her completely. Typical.

Her phone buzzed against the balcony table. Another client notification. Another sale. Another woman somewhere thanking her for teaching them how to build an investment business. Normally that feeling fulfilled her.

Tonight it didn’t reach her at all.

She picked up the phone, glanced at the message, then silenced it again. For the first time in years, she didn’t want to answer anybody. I didn't want to be needed. I didn't want to be the strong one. The thought unsettled her immediately. Amara Bennett did not fall apart.

She adapted,survived,built,that’s what Black women like her did. Still, her gaze drifted toward the skyline again. Toward all the glowing windows scattered across downtown high-rises. A strange ache settled low in her chest, not jealousy, longing, and maybe that was worse.

Longing meant there was still a part of her hoping for something she’d almost convinced herself she no longer needed partnership,softness,love without struggle attached to it.She laughed quietly under her breath at the thought." Dangerous mindset,” she murmured to herself. 

Love had never exactly arrived gently in her life. Every serious relationship she’d ever had demanded pieces of her. Her time. Her energy. Her softness. And in return? Disappointment dressed up as potential. So eventually she stopped looking.

Focused on work instead. Work was predictable. Success made sense. Numbers made sense; people didn’t.

A warm breeze moved through the balcony again, carrying distant music through the night air. Then something unexpected happened. A feeling.  The universe quietly shifting direction before you even realize your life is changing. Amara frowned slightly and looked down at the city below.

Nothing looked different.

Cars still moved through wet streets. Music still drifted through Bronzeville. The skyline still glittered endlessly beneath the midnight sky. Something inside her whispered: Everything is about to change.

She didn’t know yet that somewhere across the city, a man named Isaiah Cole stood in his own penthouse staring out over the exact same skyline.

Didn’t know he carried loneliness wrapped neatly inside expensive suits and quiet confidence.

Didn’t know fate was already pulling them toward the same rooftop the same conversation the same collision neither of them were prepared for.

All she knew was that suddenly the night felt restless, alive somehow, like the city itself was holding its breath, Amara finished the last sip of wine slowly before turning back toward the warmth of her condo.

Tomorrow would be another long day. Another meeting. Another launch. Another version of herself presented to the world polished and untouchable. She had no way of knowing that by tomorrow night. A stranger with steady eyes and dangerous patience would look at her like she was something worth slowing down for. And for the first time in years Amara Bennett would want to be seen.
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Chapter One
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I built my business the same way some women build armor. Piece by piece.
People see the polished version now. The luxury branding. The client waitlists. The Instagram clips where I teach Black women how to create investment income without begging for opportunities. They see the soft glam photos, the expensive candles in the background, the confidence in my voice when I talk about financial freedom.
What they don’t see is the version of me that cried over a shut-off notice at twenty-six. Or the version sitting on the edge of a mattress with two hundred dollars left in her account trying to decide whether groceries mattered more than internet service. The internet won. Every time.

Deep down, I knew access was survival. My name is Amara Bennett, and before I became the woman people asked for advice, I was exhausted. Burned out from corporate jobs where I had to smile through disrespect. Tired of watching less qualified people move ahead because they were louder, whiter, or male. Tired of being called “intimidating” when I simply refused to shrink.

I remember the exact moment everything changed. A rainy Tuesday night. Chicago looked cold and unforgiving outside my apartment window. Larry, my tabby cat, was curled against my thigh while I sat cross-legged on my couch staring at a laptop that sounded like it was seconds away from death. I had spent six straight hours watching free marketing videos online. Funnels. 

Branding. Email lists. Digital products. Everybody online made it sound easy." Make a passive income while you sleep." That part always made me 

laugh. Nobody tells you how many sleepless nights come first. I rubbed my eyes and whispered to myself, “One more try." That became my motto for almost two years.

One more try before quitting. One more launch. One more late night. One more disappointed sigh before forcing myself to keep going anyway. My first digital product made thirty-seven dollars,Thirty-seven.I stared at the notification email like it was a winning lottery ticket. I called my cousin, screaming.

“She bought it! Somebody actually bought it!" Didn't matter that it wasn’t thousands yet. A stranger spent money on something I created with my own mind, that changed me.After that, I became obsessed not with money, with 

Freedom.

Freedom to wake up without anxiety chewing holes in my chest. Freedom to stop asking jobs for permission to live my life. Freedom to help other Black women stop settling for survival mode. So, I studied harder,

Worked smarter.

Learned algorithms while eating takeout noodles at midnight. Built sales pages during lunch breaks at work. Answered client emails in bathroom stalls because I was still stuck in a corporate office pretending I cared about meetings that could’ve been emails. Then one day, I quit. Everybody thought I was crazy." You're leaving a stable job?”

“You’re risking everything for the internet? "What if it fails?”

The truth? I was more afraid of staying miserable than failing. So, I jumped. And somehow, I flew. Now, three years later, my condo overlooked the city skyline I once cried beneath. Floor-to-ceiling windows. Warm lighting. Soft jazz drifting through hidden speakers. Luxury without apology.

I should’ve felt satisfied. Instead, I felt restless. Successful women don’t talk enough about loneliness. People assume ambition fills every empty space inside you. It doesn't. Some nights success just means having nobody to celebrate with. I closed my laptop around nine that evening after finishing a coaching session with a client in Atlanta.

“You make this look easy,” she’d told me.I almost laughed,nothing worth having was easy. Larry stretched dramatically across my marble kitchen counter while I poured myself a glass of red wine. You contribute absolutely nothing financially,” I informed him. He blinked at me slowly before turning away; Rude.

The city glowed outside my windows. Bronze and gold lights reflecting against dark glass buildings. Chicago always looked cinematic at night. Beautiful enough to make you forgive it for being cruel. II carried my wine to the balcony and leaned against the railing.

The summer air wrapped warm around my bare shoulders,below me, music drifted up from the street. Somebody laughed loudly. Tires rolled across wet pavement from an earlier rainstorm. And for the first time all day. I exhaled. That's when my phone buzzed. My best friend, Nia. You’re still coming tonight, right? I groaned immediately.

The rooftop opening. I had completely forgotten." I'm tired,” I texted
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