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After the Rain

Chapter 1: The Storm Breaks
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Rain hit the windshield hard enough to sound like gravel.

Max tightened his grip on the steering wheel, fingers stiff, knuckles pale under the intermittent glow of passing headlights. The wipers dragged back and forth in a losing battle, smearing water faster than they could clear it. Beyond the glass, the world dissolved into streaks of silver and shadow.

He should have stopped miles ago.

But stopping meant thinking, and thinking meant going back—and he wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

Thunder rolled somewhere in the distance, low and heavy, like something collapsing in slow motion. Max exhaled through his teeth and leaned forward slightly, as if that might help him see through the storm. It didn’t.

The road curved unexpectedly, slick and shining under the rain. His tires slipped just enough to make his chest seize. Instinct jerked the wheel, overcorrecting. The car skidded sideways for a breathless second—

—and then caught.

Max sucked in a sharp breath, heart hammering. The car steadied, but his pulse didn’t.

“Damn it,” he muttered, voice swallowed by the storm.

That should’ve been it. That should’ve been the moment he pulled over, killed the engine, and waited it out like any sane person would. But instead, he kept driving. Because forward was easier than stillness. Forward meant distance.

From the city.

From the apartment.

From the last thing he said—and the way it had been answered with silence.

A flicker of lightning split the sky, bleaching the world white for a fraction of a second. In that instant, he saw it—a sign up ahead, half-obscured by rain and darkness.
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Riversend – 2 km
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Max almost laughed. Of course there’d be a town. There was always a town, like the universe’s idea of a bad joke. A place to stop, to regroup, to reconsider decisions he had no intention of reconsidering.

Still... two kilometers.

His car made a noise then—subtle, wrong. A low, uneven hum beneath the engine. Max frowned, easing his foot off the accelerator just slightly. The sound didn’t go away.

“Don’t do this,” he said under his breath, like the car might listen.

It didn’t.

The hum turned into a stutter. The dashboard flickered—just once, but it was enough. Max’s stomach dropped.

“Seriously?”

Another sputter, sharper this time.

He didn’t have a choice anymore.

Max guided the car toward the side of the road, tires crunching over wet gravel as he pulled off just before the edge of town. The engine coughed twice more before falling into an uneasy idle. Rain pounded against the roof, louder now that he wasn’t moving.

For a moment, he just sat there.

Hands still on the wheel. Eyes unfocused. Breathing shallow.

The silence inside the car felt different than the storm outside. Too close. Too tight.

“Great,” he said finally, dragging a hand down his face. “Just great.”

He turned the key. The engine sputtered, tried, failed.

Again.

Nothing.

Max let his head fall back against the seat, closing his eyes. For a second—just a second—everything threatened to catch up with him. The argument. The look. The way the door had closed behind him, final and quiet.

He pushed it down hard.

“Not here,” he whispered. “Not now.”

Another flash of lightning lit up the road—and beyond it, something else. A building, just past the curve. Warm light glowed through wide windows, soft and steady against the chaos of the storm.

Max opened his eyes, focusing.

A bar. Or a café. Something in between.

He hesitated.

Then he grabbed his jacket.



The rain was colder than he expected.

It soaked through his clothes within seconds, seeping into his collar, his sleeves, his skin. By the time he reached the door, his hair was plastered to his forehead, water dripping down the back of his neck.

He pushed inside without knocking.

Warmth hit him first. Then light. Then the low hum of conversation—muted, steady, alive.

Max paused just inside the doorway, blinking rain out of his eyes.

The place wasn’t crowded. A few scattered tables, a couple of people nursing drinks, the soft clink of glass somewhere to his left. It felt... grounded. Solid. Like the storm couldn’t quite reach inside.

“Rough night out there.”

The voice came from behind the bar.

Max turned.

And that’s when he saw him.

Ayton stood with one hand braced against the polished wood, the other holding a towel he’d been using to dry a glass. He didn’t look surprised to see a stranger walk in during a storm. If anything, he looked like he’d expected it.

Dark hair, slightly damp at the edges like he’d stepped outside not long ago. Sleeves rolled up to his forearms. A calmness about him that felt... deliberate.

Steady.

Max became suddenly aware of the water dripping from his jacket onto the floor.

“Yeah,” he said, voice rougher than he intended. “Something like that.”

Ayton’s gaze flicked over him—not invasive, but thorough. Taking in the soaked clothes, the tension in his shoulders, the way he hovered like he wasn’t sure he was allowed to be there.

“Car trouble?” Ayton asked.

Max huffed a quiet laugh. “That obvious?”

“Storm like this?” Ayton set the glass aside. “People don’t stop here unless they have to.”

Something in the way he said it—not unkind, just factual—made Max’s chest tighten.

“Guess I’m one of the lucky ones, then.”

Ayton’s mouth curved slightly. Not quite a smile, but close.

“Lucky might be a stretch.” He nodded toward the bar. “You want something warm? Coffee, tea... something stronger?”

Max hesitated.

He should say no. Should find a motel, call a tow truck, figure things out in the morning. Keep moving. That was the plan.

But the storm was still raging outside. And inside—

Inside felt... quiet.

“Coffee,” he said finally.

Ayton nodded once, already reaching for a mug. “Take a seat. You’re dripping all over my floor.”

There was no edge to it. Just a simple statement.

Max moved to the bar, shrugging out of his jacket and draping it over the back of the stool. The fabric was heavy with rain. So was everything else.

He sat.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Ayton set the mug in front of him, steam curling up into the space between them. “Careful. It’s hot.”

Max wrapped his hands around it anyway, welcoming the heat, letting it seep into his fingers.

“Thanks.”

“Mm.”

Silence settled again—but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Not exactly.

Outside, thunder cracked, sharp and immediate. Max’s gaze drifted to the window, watching the rain cascade down the glass in uneven rivers.

“They pass, you know.”

Max glanced back.

Ayton was watching the storm too, expression unreadable.

“What?”

“The storms,” Ayton said. “They always pass.”

Max let out a quiet breath, something almost like a laugh. “Not fast enough.”

Ayton’s eyes flicked to his, steady and knowing. “No. Usually not.”

Something about that—about the way he said it, like he meant more than just the weather—made Max look away.

He took a sip of the coffee instead. It was strong. Bitter. Grounding.

“Passing through?” Ayton asked after a moment.

Max stared into the mug.

“That was the plan.”

“Was?”

He shrugged. “Car kind of ruined that.”

Ayton hummed softly, like he expected as much. “There’s a mechanic in town. Not open tonight, obviously. But in the morning...”

“Yeah.” Max nodded. “Morning.”

The word felt distant. Unreal.

Another stretch of quiet.

Max could feel it now—the exhaustion creeping in. Not just physical. Something deeper. The kind that didn’t go away with sleep.

“You can stay here until the storm lets up,” Ayton said. “No one’s in a hurry tonight.”

Max glanced up.

“Thanks.”

Ayton nodded once, then reached for another glass, giving Max space without leaving entirely.

It was a strange balance. Presence without pressure.

Max found himself watching him. The easy way he moved, the quiet confidence in small gestures. Like this place—and everything in it—made sense to him.

Unlike Max, who felt like he’d stepped into someone else’s life by accident.

Another flash of lightning lit up the room.

For a second, everything stilled.

And in that moment, Max realized something he hadn’t expected—

He wasn’t in a hurry to leave.

Not yet.

Not tonight.

Maybe not in the morning, either.

He wrapped his hands tighter around the mug, letting the warmth anchor him as the storm began—slowly, almost reluctantly—to lose its edge.

Outside, the rain softened.

Inside, something else did too.
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Chapter 2: Morning After

[image: ]




Max woke to silence.

Not complete silence—there was still the faint hum of something in the distance, the creak of wood settling, the soft clink of dishes somewhere far off—but compared to the storm from the night before, it felt like another world entirely.

For a moment, he didn’t move.

He lay there, eyes half-open, staring at a ceiling he didn’t recognize. The light filtering through the window was pale and steady, not the harsh flicker of lightning but something softer. Morning light.

It took him a second to remember where he was.

Then it came back in pieces.

The storm. The car. The bar.

Ayton.

Max exhaled slowly, dragging a hand over his face. He was still fully dressed, save for his jacket and shoes, which he vaguely remembered kicking off sometime in the night. At some point, someone—Ayton, probably—had left a blanket over him. It had slipped halfway to the floor.

He pushed himself upright, wincing slightly at the stiffness in his neck.

“Great,” he muttered.

The space around him came into focus. He was stretched out on a worn but comfortable couch tucked into the corner of the bar. In the daylight, the place looked different—less shadowed, more open. The wood was warm-toned, the windows wide and clean, letting in a view of the street outside.

No rain.

Not even a hint of it.

The storm had passed.

Max stood, rolling his shoulders as he took in the quiet. The bar was empty, at least at first glance. No voices, no movement behind the counter.

He spotted his jacket hanging neatly on a hook near the door, dry now.

That alone made him pause.

A small thing. But deliberate.

Max walked over, running a hand over the fabric. Someone had taken the time to hang it up. To make sure it dried properly.

He wasn’t used to that.

“Morning.”

The voice came from behind him this time.

Max turned.

Ayton stood near the back doorway, a mug in one hand, looking exactly as composed as he had the night before—only now, in the clear light of day, the details were sharper. Less shadow to hide behind.

“Morning,” Max said, his voice still rough from sleep.

Ayton stepped closer, setting the mug down on the bar. “You look like you slept about as well as someone on a couch usually does.”

Max huffed a quiet laugh. “That obvious?”

“You didn’t move much,” Ayton said. “Figured you were either exhausted or dead.”

“Good to know you checked.”

A flicker of something—amusement, maybe—crossed Ayton’s face. It was gone just as quickly.

“Coffee’s fresh,” he said, nodding toward the pot. “Help yourself.”

Max hesitated for half a second, then moved behind the bar at Ayton’s silent permission. He poured himself a cup, the familiar motion grounding in a way he hadn’t expected.

“Thanks. For... last night,” he added, gesturing vaguely to the room, the couch, the everything.

Ayton shrugged one shoulder. “Storm was bad. Didn’t make sense for you to go back out in it.”

Still simple. Still matter-of-fact.

Max leaned against the counter, cradling the mug between his hands. The warmth seeped into his palms, steadier than the night before.

“So,” he said after a moment, “guess I should figure out my car.”

Ayton nodded. “Mechanic opens in about an hour. Place down the road—hard to miss.”

Max followed his gaze out the window. In the daylight, the town stretched out in quiet clarity. A single main street, lined with small buildings—shops, a diner, what looked like a bookstore. Everything clean, almost too still, like the storm had scrubbed it down to something new.

It didn’t look like a place people passed through.

It looked like a place people stayed.
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