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        When college soccer star Mason walks into a gay bar for the first time since coming out, he's looking for freedom—not forever.

      

        

      
        But Adrian, the charismatic, confident bartender with a smirk that melts inhibitions, shows him just how intoxicating real connection can be. In one unforgettable night behind the bar, Mason learns that sometimes diving headfirst into the unknown leads to everything you've been missing.
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      I’d picked this bar on purpose.

      Not one of those neon-drenched clubs with thumping bass and sweaty dance floors. This place was older, quieter, a whisper from a friend of a friend. Intimate, low-key, perfect for dipping your toes in. Exactly what I needed—new to this, still mapping the terrain.

      Tonight was big. I’d come out three weeks ago. Told my teammates, my friends, even my parents over a stiff, stuttering phone call.

      But this? This was diving headfirst into the deep end.

      A faded sign dangled above the door—The Velvet Room—letters chipped and faded under the streetlight. My pulse jumped, excitement tangling in my gut. I sucked in a breath, adjusted my jacket, and shoved through the heavy oak door.

      Dim light flowed from low-hanging bulbs, their amber glow bouncing off polished wood floors and casting long shadows across the walls. Neon signs buzzed above the bar. Pink, blue, and green flickers pulsed like a heartbeat.

      The air was thick, the sharp sting of cologne, and a sweet undercurrent of spilled liquor—rum, and the citrus bite of half-finished cocktails. Jazz slithered through the room, low and sultry. A saxophone riff made my skin hum.

      I grinned, wide and unapologetic, soaking it all in. My first night out—really out—and I was damn well going to own it.

      My phone buzzed. I grabbed it from my pocket and thumbed through the messages. Jake—teammate, best friend, the one guy who didn’t flinch when I dropped the news.

      Jake: You sure about this place? Heard it’s wild.

      As if he would know. I smirked, tapping back fast.

      Me: That’s the point. Gotta live a little.

      His reply pinged instantly.

      Jake: Just don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.

      I laughed. Jake was straight as they came, but he had my back. Always did.

      I’d rushed home from that afternoon’s game, still wired from the win, to get cleaned up and come here. My legs ached in that good way—muscles loose and warm from ninety minutes of tearing up the field.

      The place was alive. Guys hunched over small tables, their laughter loud and jagged. Others stood in tight clusters, eyes darting over each other like predators sizing up prey. A few heads turned my way, their gazes lingering on my broad shoulders, the casual swagger in my step. I wasn’t used to this scene, not yet. But I liked it—liked the thrill of being here, out, no more hiding.

      For years, I’d kept this part of myself locked down tight. College locker rooms weren’t exactly known for tolerance. Tonight, though—tonight I was breathing for the first time. Like I’d been underwater my whole life and finally broke the surface. Terrifying and exhilarating all at once.

      I weaved through the crowd, dodging a guy with a sleeve of tattoos nursing a whiskey and another with a buzz-cut leaning too close to his date, until I reached the bar. The counter stretched wide, a gleaming slab of mahogany scarred with years of use. Bottles lined up behind it—gin, vodka, tequila. I slid onto a stool, the cracked leather creaking under my weight, and propped an elbow on the bar.

      That’s when I saw him.

      He was wiping a glass with this slow, lazy smirk, like he’d seen every story this place had to tell and wasn’t impressed by a single one. Dark hair swept back, a few strands falling loose over his forehead, with a hint of gray at the temples. Green eyes—sharp, piercing—flicked up through the crowd and locked on mine. My chest tightened, a jolt racing down my spine.

      Shit, he’s hot.

      Older, thirties maybe, but he wore it like a weapon. Lean muscle under a tight black shirt, sleeves rolled up to show forearms corded with veins and a tiny wave tattoo peeking out, dark ink curling against tanned skin. I wondered what it meant.

      His hands moved with practiced precision, each motion fluid and controlled as he mixed a drink for someone at the end of the bar. A confidence born from years of knowing exactly what he was doing. My mouth went dry watching those fingers work.

      Was I being too obvious? I wasn’t sure I knew the rules yet, but something about him made me want to break them anyway.

      “Beer,” I tossed out, leaning forward, voice edged with bravado. “Make it quick, hotshot.”

      He didn’t even blink. “Only if you say pretty please first.” His voice was low, like he’d said it a hundred times and still meant every word.

      I laughed, the sound bursting out of me before I could stop it. “You’re dreaming.”

      “Am I?” He popped the cap off a bottle with a flick of his wrist and set it down on the bar. His fingers brushed mine as he handed it over—deliberate, warm, calluses rough against my knuckles. My grin faltered, heat prickling up my arm. Up close, he smelled like leather and something sharp, with a faint edge of smoke that clung to his shirt.

      “First time I’ve seen you,” he said, leaning on the bar, hands braced wide. “Jock, right? That swagger’s a dead giveaway.”

      I took a swig, the cold beer biting my throat, crisp and bitter. “Soccer. You’re good at guessing, huh?”

      “Years of practice.” He smirked again, and damn, it did things to me—sent a flutter low in my gut, made my pulse kick up a notch. “I’m Adrian.”

      “Mason.” I tipped the bottle at him, playing it cool even as my heart thudded. “You always this cocky with newbies?”

      “Only the cute ones.” He straightened, wiping his hands on a towel slung over his shoulder, the motion pulling his shirt tight across his chest.

      His eyes narrowed, studying me with an intensity that made me shift on my barstool. “First time in a place like this?”

      The directness caught me off guard. “That obvious, huh?”

      “There’s a difference between confidence and bravado.” His smile softened, barely. “You’ve got both. It’s interesting.”

      “Interesting good or interesting train wreck?” I leaned closer, trying to play it cool despite feeling exposed.

      “Definitely good.” Adrian reached for a bottle of amber liquid. “You don’t want that beer. Let me make you something better.”

      I watched, mesmerized, as he grabbed a silver shaker, ice clinking against metal as he poured liquor from three different bottles, each movement precise. His hands never hesitated, adding a dash of this, a splash of that. There was something hypnotic about it—the sureness of every gesture.

      “You playing bartender or magician?” I asked, trying to mask how captivated I was.

      “Little of both.” He strained the liquid into a rocks glass, garnished it with a twist of orange peel that he flamed with a lighter, releasing a burst of citrus into the air. “Try this.”

      Our fingers touched again as he handed me the glass, and this time the contact lingered. I took a sip. The drink hit my tongue with warmth and complexity—sweet, bitter, and something deeper I couldn’t name.

      “Damn,” I whispered, genuinely impressed. “What is this?”

      “Something I make for people who don’t know what they want yet.” His eyes held mine over the rim of the glass. “But deserve better than they’re asking for.”

      A shout from the end of the bar broke our moment.

      “Adrian! Need you, man—register’s acting up again!” The other bartender, a guy with a sleeve of tattoos and a harried expression, was jabbing at the touchscreen.

      Adrian sighed. “Duty calls. Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Is that an order?” I countered.

      “Consider it a strong suggestion.” He winked, then moved down the bar.

      I watched him go, sipping the mystery drink and feeling the liquor warm my chest. From across the room, I caught a few envious glances. Apparently, Adrian’s attention was something of a commodity here.

      I was nursing my drink, sneaking glances at Adrian as he fixed the register, when someone slid onto the stool beside me.

      “You must be new.” The guy was around my age, maybe a year or two older, with sharp features and confidence rolling off him in waves. “I’m Roger. And you look like you could use some company.”

      “Mason,” I replied, feeling oddly territorial about my spot at the bar. “And I’m good, thanks.”

      “You sure?” Roger leaned closer. “I know all the best spots in this neighborhood. We could start with a drink and see where the night takes us.”

      Before I could answer, a glass clinked down on the bar beside me.

      “Water,” Adrian said, his voice cool and even. “Looks like you’re thirsty, Roger.”

      Roger’s smile tightened. “Adrian. Always the knight in shining armor.”

      “Just doing my job.” Adrian turned to me, something possessive flickering in his eyes. “Everything good here?”

      “Better now,” I said, holding his gaze.

      Roger muttered under his breath and slipped away, leaving his water untouched.

      “So, what’s your deal Mason?” Adrian asked, picking up our conversation as if it had never been interrupted. “Out to celebrate, or just looking?”

      “Little of both.” I grinned wider, leaning into the flirtation. “Won the game today—two goals, my assist. Figured I’d treat myself.”

      His eyes flicked over me, slow and deliberate, lingering on my chest, the way my shirt clung to my shoulders, then back up to my face. “And what’s the treat? Beer… or something else?”

      I swallowed hard, heat creeping up my neck, pooling under my collar. “Depends what’s on offer.”

      He chuckled, low and rough, the sound rolling over me like a wave. “Careful, college boy. You might get more than you bargained for.”

      “Maybe that’s the point.” I leaned in closer, bold as hell, fueled by the special drink and that damn smirk of his. My voice dropped, teasing. “You gonna keep talking shit or do something about it?”

      “You collect records?” he asked suddenly, noticing my phone on the bar top, it’s case a vintage vinyl design I’d almost forgotten about.

      “Trying to,” I admitted, caught off guard by the shift. “Can’t afford much on a student budget, but I’ve got a decent starter collection. Jazz, some classic rock.”

      Something genuine flickered across his face. “I’ve got every Miles Davis album. Original pressings.”

      “No shit? Kind of Blue?”

      “First edition.” The pride in his voice wasn’t like his earlier cockiness—this was different, more personal. “You’ve got good taste, Mason.”

      I hadn’t expected this moment of connection, this glimpse beneath the surface. It made my heart thud harder than any of his earlier flirtation.

      For a second, he just looked at me—green eyes sharp, sizing me up, peeling me apart layer by layer. My breath caught, anticipation coiling tight in my chest. I wondered if he could tell how my experience didn’t match my confidence, if he saw through the act. But instead of calling me out, he nodded toward the velvet drapes at the bar’s edge, heavy and red.

      “Back there. If you’re game.”

      My heart slammed against my ribs. Loud enough I swore he could hear it. I thought about what this might be—just tonight, or maybe something more. For the first time, I found myself hoping for the latter.

      “Lead the way.”

      He slipped out from behind the counter, all lean muscle, and quiet swagger.

      “Hoyt, I’m taking my ten,” he told the other bartender, who waved him off, content now that the register was working.

      Adrian tossed a glance over his shoulder that dared me to follow.

      That look—fuck, it was like a hook in my chest, tugging me forward before my brain even caught up.

      I slide off the stool and
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