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Chapter 1 — The Stranger in the Rain
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The rain arrived without warning.

One moment, the city glowed beneath the soft gold of evening lamps, crowded sidewalks alive with hurried footsteps and distant laughter. The next, dark clouds swallowed the sky whole, and rain poured down in silver sheets heavy enough to blur headlights and wash color from the streets.

Sophia Bennett stood beneath the narrow awning of a closed bookstore, clutching her bag tightly against her chest.

“Perfect,” she muttered under her breath.

Her apartment was still six blocks away.

A cold gust of wind swept rainwater across the sidewalk, dampening the hem of her black dress. She sighed, brushing wet strands of chestnut hair from her face while people rushed past her beneath umbrellas.

The city never slowed down for anyone.

Not for heartbreak.

Not for exhaustion.

And certainly not for women who had just spent twelve miserable hours trying to convince wealthy clients that their marketing campaign wasn’t a disaster waiting to happen.

Sophia leaned against the brick wall and closed her eyes for a moment.

She was tired.

Not the kind of tired sleep could fix.

The deeper kind.

The kind that settled quietly inside a person after too many disappointments.

Her phone vibrated in her hand.

Emma.

Sophia hesitated before answering.

“You survived?” Emma’s cheerful voice echoed through the speaker.

“Barely.”

“That bad?”

“You know that feeling when you want to throw your laptop through a window?”

A laugh. “Ah. Corporate success.”

Sophia smiled faintly despite herself.

“You still coming tomorrow night?” Emma asked. “And don’t even think about canceling.”

Sophia looked out at the endless rain.

“I don’t know.”

“Sophia.”

“I’m serious, Em. I’m exhausted.”

“That’s exactly why you need to come. You work too much, you never go out anymore, and if I hear you say the word ‘deadline’ one more time, I might physically fight you.”

Sophia laughed softly.

“I’ll think about it.”

“No. You’ll come.”

“We’ll see.”

Emma groaned dramatically before lowering her voice.

“And maybe you’ll finally meet someone interesting.”

“There it is.”

“I’m just saying. It’s been almost a year since Daniel.”

Sophia’s expression dimmed immediately.

Rain hammered the pavement harder.

“I have to go,” she said quietly.

“Soph—”

“I’ll call you later.”

Before Emma could answer, Sophia ended the call.

Silence settled around her except for the storm.

Daniel.

Even hearing his name still felt like pressing against a bruise.

She hated that.

Hated how someone who had once known every fragile part of her could still affect her months later.

Sophia exhaled slowly and stepped out from beneath the awning.

The rain instantly soaked her.

Cold water slid down her neck as she hurried across the street, heels splashing through shallow puddles.

Maybe walking in the storm was exactly what she needed.

Something sharp enough to drown out her thoughts.

Thunder rumbled overhead.

The streets shimmered beneath neon signs and blurred reflections. Cars hissed past on wet asphalt while music spilled faintly from crowded bars and restaurants.

Then her heel snapped.

Sophia stumbled hard.

“Seriously?”

She caught herself against a streetlamp, glaring down at the broken shoe hanging uselessly from her foot.

For one long second, she considered screaming.

Instead, she slipped the shoes off entirely and continued barefoot through the rain.

People stared.

She didn’t care.

By the time she reached the next block, her dress clung to her skin, damp and cold.

And then she saw it.

A small jazz bar tucked between two buildings, warm amber light glowing through fogged windows.

The Midnight Hour.

Sophia hesitated.

She usually avoided places like that alone.

But the rain was relentless, and warmth suddenly sounded impossible to resist.

So she pushed open the door.

Immediately, heat wrapped around her like velvet.

Soft jazz drifted through the dimly lit room while quiet conversations hummed beneath the music. The scent of whiskey, coffee, and rain-soaked coats filled the air.

Sophia paused near the entrance.

The atmosphere felt intimate.

Dangerously intimate.

Couples sat close together in curved booths while a singer in a dark red dress stood beside the piano, her smoky voice filling every corner of the room.

Sophia suddenly became aware of how she looked.

Wet hair.

Bare feet.

Ruined mascara.

Fantastic.

She almost turned around.

Then a deep voice spoke beside her.

“Rough night?”

Sophia looked up.

And forgot how to breathe for half a second.

He stood near the bar, one hand wrapped loosely around a glass of whiskey.

Tall.

Dark-haired.

Broad shoulders beneath a charcoal coat dampened by rain.

But it was his eyes that caught her.

Calm gray eyes that studied her with quiet amusement.

Not mocking.

Just curious.

Sophia straightened slightly.

“You could say that.”

His gaze flicked downward briefly toward the shoes dangling from her fingers.

“I’m guessing the storm won.”

“My shoe lost a very violent battle with the sidewalk.”

A slow smile touched his mouth.

It was unfairly attractive.

“Tragic,” he said.

Sophia surprised herself by smiling back.

The bartender approached. “Can I get you something?”

Sophia glanced toward the empty tables.

“One coffee, please.”

The stranger lifted an eyebrow.

“Coffee? In a jazz bar?”

“I still have work tomorrow.”

“That sounds depressing.”

“It is depressing.”

He laughed quietly.

Sophia noticed then how relaxed he seemed.

Comfortable in silence.

Comfortable in himself.

That kind of confidence was rare.

Most men she met in the city tried too hard.

Too loud.

Too polished.

Too eager to impress.

But this man stood like he had nothing to prove.

And somehow that made him impossible not to notice.

The bartender handed her the coffee.

She reached for her wallet.

“It’s already taken care of,” the stranger said.

Sophia frowned immediately.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I know.”

“Then why did you?”

He took another sip of whiskey before answering.

“You looked like you were deciding whether to cry or commit arson outside.”

Sophia stared at him.

Then laughed despite herself.

A real laugh this time.

Warmth flickered briefly through his expression as though he’d been waiting for it.

“I’m Ethan,” he said finally.

“Sophia.”

Their eyes held for a moment longer than necessary.

Something shifted quietly in the air between them.

Not dramatic.

Not explosive.

Just awareness.

The kind that arrived suddenly and stayed.

Sophia looked away first.

Dangerous, she thought immediately.

Men like him were dangerous.

Not because they were cruel.

Because they were easy to fall for.

And Sophia had promised herself she wouldn’t do that again.

Still, when Ethan gestured toward the empty seat beside him at the bar, she sat down anyway.

Outside, rain continued to pour against the windows.

Inside, jazz wrapped around them softly.

“You come here often?” Ethan asked.

Sophia groaned.

“Was that a pickup line?”

“I’m embarrassed for both of us.”

She smiled into her coffee.

“No. First time.”

“What changed tonight?”

“My apartment is six blocks away and apparently God decided I needed character development.”

Ethan chuckled again.

Sophia found herself studying him carefully now.

He looked older than her by a few years, maybe early thirties. His dark hair was slightly damp from the rain, and faint stubble shadowed his jaw.

There was something tired about him too.

Not physically.

Something quieter.

Hidden beneath the calmness.

“What about you?” she asked. “Do you always rescue strangers from storms?”

“Only the dramatic ones.”

“I’m not dramatic.”

“You walked barefoot through Manhattan in the middle of a thunderstorm.”

Sophia opened her mouth.

Closed it again.

“Fair point.”

The piano music shifted slower now, softer.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

But the silence didn’t feel awkward.

Sophia couldn’t remember the last time silence with someone felt easy.

Usually she filled quiet moments with nervous conversation.

But with Ethan, she felt strangely calm.

Maybe because he wasn’t trying to impress her.

Maybe because he looked at her like he genuinely saw her.

Not just the polished version she showed the world.

“You’ve had a bad week,” he said suddenly.

Sophia blinked.

“How do you know that?”

“You have the face of someone running entirely on caffeine and stubbornness.”

“That’s disturbingly accurate.”

“And,” he added, “people who’ve only had a bad day don’t look that exhausted.”

Something about the way he said it made her chest tighten unexpectedly.

Gentle.

Careful.

Like he understood more than he let on.

Sophia stared down into her coffee.

“My ex got engaged.”

The words slipped out before she could stop them.

She almost regretted saying it immediately.

But Ethan didn’t react with awkward sympathy.

Didn’t offer empty comfort.

He simply nodded once.

“That explains the rain.”

Sophia looked at him again.

“What?”

“Feels cinematic.”

A laugh escaped her quietly.

“You’re strange.”

“I’ve heard worse.”

She shook her head slowly.

“I saw the pictures this morning,” she admitted softly. “Him and his fiancée smiling on some beach pretending they invented happiness.”

“That sounds irritating.”

“It was.”

“You still love him?”

The question should’ve annoyed her.

Instead, it felt oddly honest.

Sophia considered lying.

But something about Ethan made lying difficult.

“No,” she said eventually.

Then after a pause:

“I think I miss who I used to be before him.”

Ethan’s expression changed slightly.

Like that answer mattered.

“That,” he said quietly, “is a very different thing.”

Sophia swallowed.

For a moment, the noise of the bar faded into the background.

The rain.

The piano.

The warmth.

Him.

Everything blurred together into something strangely intimate.

And suddenly Sophia became very aware of how close they were sitting.

Close enough to smell cedarwood and whiskey on his skin.

Close enough to notice the way his fingers tapped absently against the glass.

Close enough that her pulse betrayed her.

She shifted slightly.

Ethan noticed.

Of course he noticed.

But he only leaned back casually, giving her space.

That simple gesture affected her more than it should have.

Most men pushed.

He didn’t.

“You know,” he said lightly, “you looked terrifying when you walked in.”

Sophia laughed. “Terrifying?”

“Like someone one inconvenience away from becoming a supervillain.”

“That’s fair.”

“I respected it.”

She smiled again.

God, she needed to stop smiling at him like that.

But it had been so long since conversation felt effortless.

So long since someone made her forget herself for even a few minutes.

The singer began a slower song then.

Soft.

Sultry.

The kind of song made for dim rooms and lingering glances.

Sophia took another sip of coffee.

“You always sit alone in jazz bars?” she asked.

“Sometimes.”

“Why?”

Ethan looked toward the stage briefly before answering.

“It’s quiet here.”

Sophia tilted her head slightly.

“That’s your reason?”

“Do I need a better one?”

“Usually people come to bars to avoid being alone.”

“And yet,” he said calmly, “most people here still look lonely.”

Sophia followed his gaze around the room.

Couples staring at phones.

Friends barely listening to one another.

Strangers pretending confidence.

Maybe he wasn’t wrong.

“You notice people a lot,” she murmured.

Ethan looked back at her.

“So do you.”

Their eyes locked again.

Longer this time.

Heat crept slowly beneath Sophia’s skin.

The kind that had nothing to do with the room.

Then the bartender interrupted.

“Another coffee?”

Sophia blinked quickly. “Oh— no, I should probably go soon.”

Ethan glanced toward the storm outside.

“It’s still bad.”

“I noticed.”

“You could wait it out.”

The invitation lingered carefully between them.

Not pressure.

Not expectation.

Just possibility.

Sophia should’ve left.

Really.

A smart woman would’ve thanked him for the coffee and walked away.

But Sophia stayed.

And an hour later, they were still talking.

About music.

Books.

Terrible jobs.

Childhood memories.

Favorite cities.

The conversation moved so naturally it startled her.

At some point, Ethan removed his coat and draped it across the back of his chair.

At some point, Sophia stopped thinking about Daniel entirely.

And at some point, she realized she couldn’t remember the last time a man had looked at her the way Ethan did.

Not hungrily.

Not carelessly.

Intently.

Like every expression mattered.

Like every word interested him.

It made her feel exposed in the most dangerous way.

The night deepened around them.

Rain softened outside.

The bar slowly emptied.

“You know,” Ethan said eventually, “I still don’t understand why you were walking home in heels during a thunderstorm.”

Sophia smiled tiredly.

“My train stopped running.”

“And your backup plan was suffering.”

“Exactly.”

“A bold strategy.”

She laughed again.

God, she loved his voice.

Low and rough around the edges.

The kind of voice that lingered.

Sophia checked her phone reluctantly.

“Midnight already?”

“Time moves faster in jazz bars.”

She looked toward the windows.

The rain had slowed to a drizzle now.

“I should go.”

Something unreadable flickered briefly across Ethan’s face before he nodded.

“Probably.”

But neither of them stood immediately.

Sophia hated that sudden disappointment curling quietly inside her.

Ridiculous.

She had known this man for barely a few hours.

And yet...

“You know what’s strange?” she asked softly.

“What?”

“I almost didn’t come in here tonight.”

Ethan’s gaze rested on her.

“Maybe that would’ve been unfortunate.”

Her heartbeat stumbled once.

The air between them shifted again.

Warmer now.

Closer.

Sophia stood carefully from her chair.

“So this is where we pretend this was a mysterious once-in-a-lifetime encounter?”

Ethan smiled faintly as he
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