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Chapter 1 – Arrival in the City of Light
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Paris did not welcome him quietly.

It greeted him with noise and movement and the low, constant hum of life spilling from cafés onto sidewalks, from open windows into the streets, from the river itself as it slid through the city with unhurried confidence. The moment he stepped out of the taxi, suitcase in hand, the air felt different—cooler, heavier somehow, scented faintly with rain and bread and something old that refused to disappear.

He stood there for a moment longer than necessary, blocking the narrow sidewalk, watching people pass as if they were part of a carefully choreographed performance he hadn’t rehearsed for. Couples walked arm in arm. Friends laughed too loudly. A man leaned against a lamppost smoking, entirely unbothered by the world.

No one noticed him.

And somehow, that felt both comforting and terrifying.

He dragged his suitcase inside the small hotel near the Seventh Arrondissement, the kind with narrow stairs and a receptionist who smiled politely but didn’t ask questions. The room was exactly as advertised—compact, clean, and utterly foreign. A single bed. Pale walls. A small window that looked out over rooftops dotted with chimneys and antennas.

He set his suitcase down without opening it.

This wasn’t a vacation. He reminded himself of that. This was a pause. A reset. A temporary escape that wasn’t meant to mean anything more than breathing space between who he had been and whoever came next.

Still, his heart beat faster than it had in months.

After a quick shower, he changed clothes and stepped back outside, letting instinct guide him. Paris didn’t demand plans; it invited wandering. He walked without direction, letting streets curve where they pleased, following sounds of conversation and clinking glasses, resisting the urge to check his phone.

Back home, his life had become painfully predictable.

Work. Obligations. Relationships that never quite reached the point where love felt safe to say out loud. Men who wanted parts of him but never the whole. Conversations that circled commitment and always found excuses to turn away.

Paris, at least, didn’t know his patterns.

He crossed a bridge without realizing it, pausing halfway to look down at the Seine. The river moved steadily, unbothered by the city built around it. Boats passed beneath him, carrying strangers and stories he would never hear.

For the first time since arriving, he smiled.

The Eiffel Tower appeared slowly, not announced but revealed—first the iron lattice peeking above buildings, then the full structure rising into the evening sky like something unreal. He had seen it a thousand times in photographs, in films, in scenes meant to symbolize love so loudly it almost felt cliché.

In person, it was quieter.

Stronger.

He stood across the street from the Champ de Mars, watching lights flicker on as dusk deepened. Couples sat on the grass, wine bottles between them. Laughter drifted through the air. Someone played music somewhere nearby—soft, romantic, entirely unfair.

He felt the familiar ache settle in his chest.

Not loneliness exactly. Something more complicated. A sense of standing at the edge of something beautiful while unsure whether it was meant for him.

He sat on a bench, letting the city happen around him. His phone buzzed once in his pocket—a message from home he didn’t read. He didn’t need reminders of why he’d left. He knew. He’d reached the point where staying felt heavier than leaving, where pretending he was satisfied took more energy than starting over somewhere new.

Paris didn’t promise answers.

But it offered possibility.

A group of tourists passed, snapping photos, voices loud and excited. He watched them go, feeling oddly detached from the idea of documenting the moment. Some things, he thought, were better held privately.

As darkness settled, the Eiffel Tower began to glow in earnest, lights shimmering against the night. The effect was almost obscene in its beauty. He exhaled slowly, as if he’d been holding his breath for years without realizing it.

“This is temporary,” he murmured to himself.

The city didn’t respond.

Eventually, he stood and continued walking, buying a coffee he didn’t need from a street vendor, listening to French spoken rapidly around him. The language rolled and curved, musical even when he didn’t understand it. He liked being surrounded by words that demanded nothing from him.

By the time he returned to his hotel, his feet ached pleasantly. He unlocked the door, closed it behind him, and leaned against it for a moment, eyes closed.

Tomorrow, real life would begin here. Meetings. Schedules. Reasons he could give for being in Paris that didn’t involve running away from the quiet fear that he might never find the kind of love he wanted.

But tonight—

Tonight belonged to the city.

He opened the window and let the sounds of Paris drift in. Somewhere in the distance, the Eiffel Tower continued to shine, steady and unashamed of its presence.

He lay back on the bed fully clothed, staring at the ceiling, a strange thought slipping through his mind before he could stop it.

Maybe something changes here.

He didn’t know yet that the city had already begun to answer.
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Chapter 2 – A Chance Encounter
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Paris woke slowly, as if it understood the value of anticipation.

Morning light spilled through the narrow streets in pale gold ribbons, catching on café tables and windowsills, warming stone that had already seen centuries of sunrises. He stepped outside with no real plan beyond coffee and movement, the city already less intimidating in daylight.

A small café on the corner drew him in—not because it was special, but because it wasn’t trying to be. A few tables outside. A chalkboard menu. The smell of espresso thick enough to convince him to stop.

He ordered in hesitant French, earning a patient smile from the barista, then took his cup outside and sat with his back to the street, watching Paris go by.

That was when he noticed him.

The man stood across the street, camera in hand, studying the buildings with the focus of someone who saw more than façades. He wasn’t taking photos constantly—he waited, adjusted, watched the light. Dark hair, slightly unruly. Clothes simple but intentional. There was an ease to him, a grounded presence that made him feel like he belonged to the city rather than just occupied it.

Their eyes met by accident.

It should have ended there.

Instead, something held.

The moment stretched—not dramatic, not obvious, just long enough to register awareness. The photographer’s mouth curved into a small, almost surprised smile, as if he hadn’t expected to be seen watching. Heat rose faintly in his chest before he could talk himself out of it.

He looked away first, suddenly fascinated by his coffee.

Don’t be ridiculous, he told himself. Paris was full of attractive men. This meant nothing. A glance was just a glance.

Still, he felt it when the man crossed the street.

“Excuse me,” a voice said—soft, accented, careful with English. “I’m sorry to bother you.”

He looked up.

Up close, the man’s eyes were warmer than he’d expected, a shade between brown and amber, curious rather than confident. There was something open in his expression, like he wasn’t used to intruding.

“You were sitting in perfect light,” the man continued, lifting the camera slightly. “I wondered if you’d mind if I took a photo. Just—of the moment. Not you, exactly. The feeling.”

The request caught him off guard.

Most people asked to take something from him—time, attention, effort. This felt different. Observant. Gentle.

“I—” He hesitated, then nodded. “Sure.”

The man’s smile widened, relief flickering across his face. He stepped back, framed the shot, waited as a cloud passed overhead. The shutter clicked once. Then again.

“Thank you,” he said sincerely, lowering the camera. “I’m—” He paused, then laughed softly. “I’m terrible at this part. Talking to strangers.”

He found himself smiling back. “You did fine.”

A brief silence settled between them—not awkward, just unclaimed.

“I’m visiting,” he added, surprised by his own impulse to explain. “Just arrived yesterday.”

“Ah.” The man nodded. “Paris can be a lot on the first day.”

“And the second.”

That earned him a quiet laugh. “True.”

Another pause. The city continued around them, unaware of the small moment unfolding on a café corner.

“Well,” the man said eventually, shifting his camera strap. “I should let you enjoy your coffee.”

“Right,” he replied, though part of him felt an odd disappointment.

They exchanged a look then—longer than before. Something unspoken passed between them, a recognition without definition. The man lifted a hand in a half-wave before turning and walking away, already blending back into the rhythm of the street.

He watched him go longer than necessary.

The coffee had gone lukewarm, but he drank it anyway, gaze drifting back to where the man had disappeared. The encounter replayed itself in his mind—brief, unremarkable, and somehow impossible to dismiss.

He told himself he’d forget it by afternoon.

Paris, he was learning, enjoyed proving people wrong.
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Chapter 3 – Paris Between Them
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He told himself not to look for him.

Naturally, the first thing he did was scan the street when he stepped out of the hotel.

The café corner came into view before he realized his feet had carried him there. Same chalkboard menu. Same clatter of cups. He ordered coffee without thinking too hard about it, choosing a table outside again—pure coincidence, he assured himself.

He was halfway through his first sip when a familiar voice drifted toward him.

“You again.”

He looked up, startled—and smiled before he could stop himself.

The photographer stood a few feet away, camera slung casually over his shoulder, expression caught somewhere between amused and pleased. This time, there was no hesitation in his posture, no careful distance.

“Either Paris is very small,” the man continued, “or we’re both creatures of habit.”

“Given how big this city feels,” he replied, “I’m hoping it’s the second.”

The man laughed and gestured to the empty chair. “May I?”

“Please.”

He sat, stretching his legs slightly, entirely too comfortable for someone who had been a stranger less than twenty-four hours ago.

“I didn’t catch your name yesterday,” the man said.

He told him.

“And I’m—” The man introduced himself, rolling his name softly, as if it were something meant to be enjoyed. “I come here most mornings. The light behaves better before noon.”

“Does it misbehave later?”

“Oh, terribly,” he said with mock seriousness. “Very dramatic. Too many opinions.”

That made
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