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Nights in Dallas
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Chapter 1 — Arrival Under Neon Skies
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Ethan pressed his forehead lightly against the cool glass of the taxi window as the Dallas skyline came into view. Even at night, the city shimmered—steel and light rising from the dark like something restless and alive. Neon signs pulsed along the streets below, colors bleeding into one another, promising stories that hadn’t yet been told.

He’d been here before, technically. Airports didn’t count, though. Neither did conference rooms or anonymous hotel hallways. This time was different. This time, he was staying long enough to learn the rhythm of the place—the way the air felt after sunset, the way people moved when the workday ended and the night claimed them.

The driver pulled up in front of the hotel, its glass façade reflecting the glow of downtown. Ethan thanked him, grabbed his bag, and stepped out into the warm Texas night. The air wrapped around him immediately—thick, almost intimate. It smelled like asphalt still holding onto the day’s heat, mixed with something faintly sweet drifting from a nearby restaurant.

Inside, the hotel lobby hummed softly with activity. Low music played somewhere overhead, blending with the murmur of voices and the clink of glasses from the bar tucked into one corner. Ethan checked in on autopilot, exhaustion creeping into his bones now that the adrenaline of travel had worn off.

The room was modern and impersonal in the way business hotels often were. Clean lines, neutral colors, a large window overlooking the city. Ethan dropped his bag by the door and crossed to the glass, pulling the curtain aside. Below him, Dallas stretched out in glowing fragments—traffic flowing like veins of light, buildings standing shoulder to shoulder, alive even this late.

He exhaled slowly.

Two months, he reminded himself. Eight weeks of early meetings, late nights, and emails that never seemed to end. He’d told himself it was a good opportunity—career momentum, new challenges, a chance to prove himself again. Still, the quiet that settled around him felt heavier than he’d expected.

After a quick shower, he changed into jeans and a simple T-shirt. The room was too silent, the bed too empty. Sitting alone with his thoughts felt like a bad idea, so he grabbed his wallet and headed back downstairs.

The hotel bar was dimly lit and comfortably busy. Conversations overlapped, laughter rose and fell, and glasses caught the light as bartenders moved with practiced ease. Ethan took an empty seat at the bar, ordering a whiskey he probably didn’t need but wanted anyway.

As he waited, he let himself blend into the room, content to observe. Dallas had a confidence to it, he realized—a kind of unapologetic presence. People leaned into each other when they talked, smiled easily, occupied space without hesitation.

The bartender slid his drink over. Ethan took a slow sip, letting the warmth settle in his chest.

That was when he noticed him.

He stood a few feet away, leaning casually against one of the high tables. Dark hair, neatly trimmed beard, an easy posture that suggested comfort rather than performance. He wore a button-down with the sleeves rolled up, forearms catching the light. There was something unforced about him, something grounded.

Their eyes met briefly.

It was nothing dramatic—just a second too long to be accidental. The man’s lips curved in a small, knowing smile before he looked away, returning to his conversation. Ethan’s pulse quickened despite himself.

He shook his head slightly, amused. Jet lag, he told himself. Or maybe the whiskey.

Still, as the city hummed outside and the bar’s low music wrapped around him, Ethan had the strangest sense that Dallas had already begun to work its way under his skin.

And it was only his first night.
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Chapter 2 — The Man at the Bar
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Ethan tried to focus on his drink, on the slow melt of ice and the steady rhythm of the bar around him, but his attention kept drifting back to the man at the high table. Lucas—he didn’t know his name yet, but somehow it already fit. There was a grounded ease to him, the kind that didn’t demand attention but quietly held it.

When he laughed, it wasn’t loud or performative. It came from deep in his chest, warm and unguarded. The people around him leaned in naturally, as if drawn by gravity. He wasn’t flashy or overly styled, just... comfortable in his own skin. Ethan realized that was what made him stand out.

Eventually, their eyes met again.

This time, the man didn’t look away. He lifted his glass slightly in a casual acknowledgment, eyebrows arching just enough to make Ethan’s breath catch. Before Ethan could overthink it, he returned the gesture, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

Moments later, the man excused himself from his group and crossed the short distance between them.

“Mind if I join you?” he asked, voice smooth and unhurried.

“Not at all,” Ethan replied, surprised at how steady he sounded.

The man settled onto the stool beside him, close enough that Ethan could feel his presence—solid, warm. “I’m Lucas,” he said, offering his hand.

“Ethan.”

Their hands met briefly, but the contact lingered a second longer than necessary. It sent a quiet spark up Ethan’s arm.

“So,” Lucas said, glancing around, “you look like someone who’s either just arrived or seriously considering escape.”

Ethan laughed softly. “That obvious?”

“A little,” Lucas admitted with a grin. “Dallas can be... a lot.”

“I just got in tonight. Work trip.” Ethan took a sip of his drink. “Figured I’d explore before collapsing.”

“Good call,” Lucas said. “The city’s better after dark.”

They talked easily after that—about the bar, the skyline, how the heat never really left even after sunset. Lucas had grown up in Texas, but not in Dallas. He spoke about the city with affection, not blind loyalty. Ethan found himself relaxing, words coming without effort.

Lucas listened the way few people did—fully, attentively. He asked questions that showed genuine interest, not polite obligation. Ethan hadn’t realized how long it had been since someone had made him feel that seen.

Time slipped by unnoticed.

Eventually, Lucas glanced at his watch and exhaled. “I should probably get going. Early morning.”

“Yeah,” Ethan said, disappointment settling in before he could stop it. “Same here.”

They stood together for a moment, neither quite ready to move.

“Well,” Lucas said, hands slipping into his pockets, “it was really nice meeting you.”

“Yeah. It was.”

Another pause. Something unspoken hovered between them—an invitation neither named.

“Maybe I’ll see you around,” Lucas added lightly.

“Maybe,” Ethan echoed.

Lucas smiled once more, softer this time, before turning toward the exit. Ethan watched him go, the space beside him suddenly too empty.

As he finished his drink and headed back upstairs, Ethan knew one thing for certain: they hadn’t exchanged numbers, hadn’t made plans.

But something had shifted.

And it felt like the beginning of a night that wouldn’t be so easy to forget.
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Chapter 3 — Crossed Paths
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Dallas looked different in daylight.

The neon glow from the night before had been replaced by sharp lines and blinding sun, glass buildings reflecting heat and movement in every direction. Ethan stepped out of the office tower just after noon, loosening his tie as warm air pressed in on him immediately. His morning had been a blur of introductions, systems briefings, and polite smiles that felt a little too tight.

He needed coffee. Strong, uncomplicated coffee.

A small café sat on the corner across the street—shade spilling from an awning, windows fogged slightly from the air-conditioning inside. Ethan crossed over, grateful for the break from fluorescent lights.

The line was short. He checked his phone absently, scanning emails, when a familiar voice reached him.

“Didn’t take you for a cold brew guy.”

Ethan looked up, heart stuttering.

Lucas stood a few feet away, sunglasses perched on his head, button-down traded for a fitted T-shirt that made his relaxed confidence even more obvious. In the harsh daylight, he looked real in a way that almost unsettled Ethan—less like a fleeting night encounter, more like someone who belonged in his life.

“Lucas,” Ethan said, smiling despite himself. “You stalking me?”

Lucas laughed. “Hardly. This place just has decent coffee. And good timing, apparently.”

They ordered together and found a small table near the window. Sunlight spilled across the surface, catching in the condensation on their cups.

“So,” Lucas said, stirring his drink, “you really are in town for work.”

“Yeah. Office a few blocks from here. Two-month assignment.”

Lucas’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “That explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“Why you looked like you were trying to decide whether Dallas was a mistake,” Lucas teased gently. Then, more seriously, “I work nearby. Marketing firm. We steal all our caffeine from this place.”

Ethan blinked. “You’re kidding.”

Lucas shook his head. “Guess the city’s smaller than it feels at night.”

There it was—that faint shift. The realization that this wasn’t just coincidence anymore. Their lives brushed closer than Ethan had assumed, close enough to collide again.

They talked, but differently this time. Lighter. More measured. The daylight stripped away some of the bar’s anonymity, replacing it with reality. Ethan noticed the way Lucas hesitated before certain questions, the way he didn’t immediately offer details about his life beyond the surface.

And Ethan found himself doing the same.

“So,” Lucas said eventually, glancing at his watch, “how’s day one treating you?”

“Overwhelming,” Ethan admitted. “But manageable.”

“Dallas has that effect,” Lucas said. “Keeps you on your toes.”

They stood outside the café, neither in a hurry to leave, the hum of traffic filling the spaces between them.

“Well,” Lucas said, stepping back slightly, “maybe I’ll see you around again.”

Ethan nodded. “Seems likely at this point.”

Their eyes held for a beat longer than necessary—attraction still there, unmistakable, but now edged with caution. Something unspoken passed between them, a mutual awareness that this
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