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Aria James didn't go to that rooftop bar to fall in love. She went to catch a killer.

As one of New York City's most fearless investigative journalists, Aria has spent years chasing the truth behind her younger sister's unsolved death — a trail that has finally led her to one of the most powerful and dangerous men in the city. One more step and the story breaks. One more step and she gets justice.

She never counted on him.

Damien Cole is not what he appears to be. Calm. Controlled. Devastatingly handsome. He sits down next to her like it's an accident. It isn't. She's on a list — his list — and his job is simple: find out what she knows and shut it down before she gets too close.

But the moment he looks into her eyes, simple becomes impossible.

Now Aria is falling for the one man sent to stop her. And Damien is breaking every rule he's ever lived by — for a woman he was never supposed to protect.

In a city full of secrets, trust is a luxury neither of them can afford. But love? Love has never cared about the rules.

The Night I Met You is a gripping romantic suspense novella about danger, desire, and the kind of love that changes everything — even when everything is on the line.
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She was eleven years old the night her sister didn't come home.

Aria remembers the rain. She remembers her mother's hands shaking as she held the phone. She remembers the police officer at the door — young, uncomfortable, unable to hold eye contact — and the way he said the words like they were an apology he hadn't practiced enough.

We're sorry for your loss.

But there was no loss. Not in the way they meant. Maya hadn't wandered off. Maya hadn't had an accident. Maya had been taken — and then silenced — and everyone in a position of power had looked the other way so fast it made Aria's ten-year-old head spin.

Twenty years later, Aria still feels that spin.

It's why she became a journalist. It's why she doesn't sleep enough, doesn't love easily, doesn't stop until she finds what's buried. It's why tonight — on a rainy Thursday in Manhattan, in a rooftop bar full of expensive suits and quiet corruption — she is here.

She is always here. Chasing the truth. Chasing Maya.

What she doesn't know — what she couldn't possibly know — is that tonight, the truth is also chasing her.

And it has a face she will never forget.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THE NIGHT I MET YOU

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


One Encounter. Two Secrets. A Deadly Game of Trust.


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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The rain didn't care that it was May.

It came down anyway — sharp and indifferent — the way New York always did things. No warning, no apology. Just a sudden shift in the sky and then the whole city was wet and everyone pretended they had somewhere important to be.

Aria James had somewhere important to be.

She stood at the far end of the rooftop bar called Elevation, one hand curled around a glass of club soda dressed up to look like gin and tonic — a trick she'd learned three years ago when she'd spent six weeks undercover inside a money laundering ring in the Bronx. Look like you're drinking. Never actually drink. The moment your edges soften is the moment you miss the thing that matters.

And tonight, everything mattered.

She was positioned perfectly. Corner table, partially shielded by a tall cylindrical heater throwing orange light into the damp air. To her left, the Manhattan skyline bled its colours into the low clouds. To her right, thirty feet away and holding court like a man who had never once questioned his own importance, was Senator Richard Holt.

Sixty-one years old. Silver-haired. The kind of handsome that had probably opened doors for him before his money did. He was laughing at something one of his companions said — a big, easy laugh — and Aria watched the laugh the way a surgeon watches a patient's vitals. Looking not at what it showed, but at what it was hiding.

She had been watching Richard Holt for fourteen months.

Fourteen months of public records, sealed court documents, offshore account trails and whispered conversations with sources who asked her to never call them sources. Fourteen months of following a thread that started with a dead girl in 2003 — a girl nobody powerful had seemed particularly bothered about — and ended, so far, right here. At this man. At this laugh.

Maya, she thought, and then she shut the thought down the way she always did. Not here. Not now. Later, when the work was done, she could feel things. Right now she needed to be sharp.

She lifted her glass and pretended to sip.

Senator Holt leaned in to say something to the younger man beside him — early thirties, sharp suit, the restless energy of someone who ran errands for powerful people and told himself it was a career. She didn't recognise him. She photographed him anyway, her phone angled casually on the table, the shutter sound turned off.

She was so focused on the table across the room that she didn't notice the man until he was already sitting down.

Not across the bar. Not nearby.

Right next to her.



"That's a very serious face," he said, "for someone at a rooftop bar on a Thursday night."

Aria didn't startle. She'd trained herself out of that years ago. But something moved through her — a current, quick and unexpected — and she turned to look at him with the measured calm of someone who was absolutely, completely fine.

He was — and she registered this the way she registered everything, clinically, before the rest of her caught up — extraordinary looking. Not pretty. Not polished. Something harder than that. Dark hair, slightly damp from the rain. A jaw that looked like it had been drawn by someone who took the assignment seriously. Eyes that were an unusual shade of grey-green and were, she noticed immediately, not doing what most men's eyes did when they looked at her.

They weren't undressing her. They were reading her.

She didn't like that.

"Is it?" she said pleasantly. "I thought it was a perfectly normal face."

"It's not." He signalled the bartender with the ease of someone who was comfortable being noticed. "You've looked at your phone four times in the last ten minutes but you haven't typed anything. You're drinking whatever that is very slowly. And you've been watching the room like you're expecting something to happen."

Aria tilted her head. "Or I'm just bad at relaxing."

"Possible." A slight curve at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile. Something more controlled than that. "Most people who are bad at relaxing fidget. You're completely still."

"Maybe I'm a statue."

"Statues don't notice when someone sits down next to them."

"You noticed that I noticed."

"I notice most things," he said simply.

The bartender arrived. He ordered whiskey — neat, no brand preference specified, which told her he either knew enough not to need to perform it or didn't care, and either way that was interesting — and then he turned back to her with that unhurried attention that was starting to make her feel like the subject of an experiment she hadn't consented to.

"Damien," he said.

She paused for exactly one beat. "Aria."

"What brings you to Elevation on a rainy Thursday, Aria?"

"A friend recommended it." She smiled easily. The lying came naturally now — not because she was dishonest by nature, but because the truth had always been something she had to protect. "You?"

"Needed a drink above the noise," he said. "I find the higher up you go in this city, the quieter everything gets."

"That's almost poetic."

"Almost," he agreed, and something in the way he said it — dry, self-aware, not trying to impress her — made her want to smile for real, which annoyed her.

She glanced, briefly, in the direction of Senator Holt's table. Holt was still talking, still laughing, completely unaware of her existence. Good.

When she looked back, Damien was watching her.

Not where she'd looked. Her. Like he was more interested in her reaction than whatever she'd looked at.

"You keep doing that," she said.

"Doing what?"

"Watching me watch things."

"You're more interesting than the things," he said, and it landed differently than it would have from anyone else — not as a line, not as flattery, but as a simple observation that somehow felt more dangerous than either.

Aria studied him for a moment. The set of his shoulders. The way his hands rested on the bar — relaxed but not lazy, the hands of someone who knew exactly what they were capable of. The way he took up space without seeming to need it validated.

Who are you, she thought, really.

"What do you do, Damien?" she asked.

"Consulting," he said.

"That's what people say when they don't want to answer the question."

His mouth did the almost-smile thing again. "Security consulting. I help people and organisations manage risk."

"Risk," she repeated. "That's a clean word for something that probably isn't."

He looked at her steadily. "Most clean words are."

She held his gaze and didn't look away and neither did he and the rain came down around the edges of the rooftop canopy in thin silver curtains and somewhere behind her Senator Holt laughed again at something and for just a moment — one strange, unguarded moment — Aria forgot to be focused.

She picked up her glass. Set it back down.

"It was nice to meet you, Damien."

"You're leaving."

"I have an early morning."

He nodded slowly, like he'd expected this. Like he'd expected all of it. "Of course."
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