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Prologue
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The city pulsed with life, its streets alive with the echoes of laughter and the clinking of glasses. Nestled among the towering buildings and vibrant nightlife was Mateo's Bar, a sanctuary for the lost and the broken, a place where souls mingled under dim lights and the haze of smoky air. Mateo, the bar owner, stood behind the polished wooden counter, his eyes scanning the crowd, searching for something he couldn't quite define.

At thirty, he was a man shaped by desire and regret, a playboy who wore his charm like armor. His rugged handsomeness drew attention, but it was the guarded intensity in his gaze that intrigued those who dared to linger a moment longer. Despite the bustling crowd, an emptiness lingered in his chest, a hollow ache from a past love that had left him wary of opening his heart again.

But everything changed the night Ava walked into his bar.

Ava was a breath of fresh air in a world that felt suffocating. At twenty-two, she was navigating her own path, juggling dreams of fashion and a complicated relationship with her father, Robert. Working at a clothing store during the day, she craved excitement and passion beyond the fabric and seams. When she entered Mateo's bar with her boyfriend, Alex, the air thickened with unspoken tension, and a spark ignited between them that neither could ignore.

Unbeknownst to Ava, her life was about to take a turn she never anticipated. The night would unravel secrets, test loyalties, and ignite a flame that threatened to consume them both. Mateo, caught between his guarded heart and the magnetic pull of Ava’s spirit, felt the walls he had built around himself begin to crumble.

As the evening unfolded, desires would clash, betrayals would surface, and the line between right and wrong would blur. In a world where passion intertwined with danger, love would prove to be both a refuge and a battlefield.

In the shadows of Velvet of Fire, the flames of their connection burned bright, promising both ecstasy and chaos. And as they ventured deeper into this tangled web of emotion, they would discover that love, once ignited, is a fire that cannot be easily extinguished.
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Chapter 1: The Bar Owner
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The soft glow of neon lights flickered outside, illuminating the bustling streets of the city as night fell. Inside Mateo’s Bar, the atmosphere buzzed with laughter, clinking glasses, and the low hum of conversation. It was a sanctuary for many—a refuge from the chaos of the world outside.

Mateo leaned against the polished wooden counter, his confident stance a testament to his ownership of this space. He was handsome in a rugged way, with tousled dark hair and striking green eyes that seemed to hold secrets. Dressed in a fitted black shirt that accentuated his muscular build, he exuded a charm that drew people in like moths to a flame.

But beneath that charismatic facade, Mateo was a man wrestling with his past. He had poured everything into this bar, a venture that his father, Willson—a retired businessman—had disapproved of. “A bar owner? You have so much potential, Mateo,” Willson had scolded during their last confrontation. But Mateo had refused to follow the corporate path laid out for him, opting instead to embrace a life filled with passion and unpredictability.

Tonight, as he poured whiskey into a glass, Mateo felt the familiar ache in his chest—a longing for something more. The bar thrived, but his heart remained untouched. He watched couples dance, friends share stories, and strangers become allies, but he stood apart, always the observer.

“Mateo! Another round for the table!” shouted a familiar voice. It was Carlos, a regular, his laughter infectious. Mateo shot him a quick grin, pouring another round for the boisterous group gathered at the corner table.

Just then, the door swung open, and a gust of cool air swept through the bar. Mateo glanced up, his gaze immediately landing on the woman who had just entered. She was captivating—a vision in a vibrant red dress that hugged her curves perfectly. Her long, dark hair cascaded over her shoulders, and her eyes sparkled with mischief and warmth.

Ava.

He’d seen her around before, always buzzing with energy, always lighting up the room. But tonight, she seemed different—more alive, as if she was on the brink of something exciting. Mateo’s heart raced as she stepped further inside, her laughter echoing against the walls. She was accompanied by a tall man with an easy smile—her boyfriend, Alex.

Mateo felt a pang of jealousy twist in his stomach, an unfamiliar sensation that he quickly pushed aside. He was used to the game of seduction, to the thrill of the chase. Yet, something about Ava felt different, more significant.

“Hey, can I get a drink?” she called out, her voice cutting through the noise as she approached the bar.

“Of course, miss,” Mateo replied, slipping into his charming persona. “What’s your poison?”

“Surprise me,” she said, flashing a smile that sent a jolt through him.

He prepared a cocktail, mixing vibrant colours that mirrored the chemistry brewing between them. As he slid the drink across the bar, their fingers brushed briefly, sending a shock of electricity between them.

“Thanks, it looks amazing!” she exclaimed, taking a sip. Her eyes widened in delight. “Wow, this is fantastic!”

“Glad you like it,” Mateo said, trying to maintain his composure while internally battling the rush of feelings she stirred within him. “I’m Mateo, by the way. The owner of this fine establishment.”

“Ava,” she introduced herself, her gaze holding his a moment longer than necessary.

“Nice to meet you, Ava. Are you here to enjoy the nightlife, or do you have something else in mind?” he asked, curiosity lacing his voice.

Ava laughed, a sound so genuine it warmed him. “Just out for some fun. I need to unwind after a long week at the store.”

“Store?” Mateo prompted, intrigued.

“I work at a clothing store downtown,” she explained. “Fashion is my passion, but sometimes it feels like I’m stuck in the same routine.”

Mateo nodded, feeling an unexpected connection forming between them. “Life has a funny way of keeping us in our comfort zones.”

“Tell me about it,” she replied, her eyes glimmering with understanding.

As the night wore on, Mateo found himself stealing glances at Ava, captivated by her laughter and the way her spirit lit up the bar. For the first time in years, he felt a spark of hope ignite within him—an urge to break free from his guarded heart and embrace the thrill of something new.
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Chapter 2: A Chance Encounter
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It had been a week since Ava first set foot in Mateo’s bar. Ever since, the memory of the mysterious bar owner, with his intense gaze and commanding presence, had lingered in her thoughts. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the way he looked at her—those piercing eyes that seemed to strip away her defences. It unnerved her, but at the same time, it stirred something deep inside. Something she didn’t quite understand yet.

But Ava had Alex—her boyfriend of nearly two years. Things between them had once been passionate, even easy. But recently, everything felt...off. It was hard to pinpoint exactly when it had started, but there was no denying the distance between them. It was subtle, like a crack in the foundation that you didn’t notice until it was too late. Even their most mundane conversations felt strained, like there was an invisible barrier they couldn't push through.

Tonight was supposed to be different. Ava was determined to rekindle the connection between them. She had spent extra time getting ready, choosing a sleek black dress that hugged her curves and wearing her hair in loose waves that Alex used to love. They had plans to meet some of his friends at a new bar in town, and even though she wasn’t particularly excited, she thought maybe, just maybe, this night could be the start of getting things back on track.

“Ava, you ready?” Alex called from the hallway, his voice pulling her out of her thoughts.

“Yeah, just a second!” she replied, quickly applying a final coat of lip gloss and giving herself one last look in the mirror. She took a deep breath and forced a smile. This would be fine. Everything would be fine.

Alex was waiting for her by the door, dressed in his usual laid-back style—jeans and a crisp button-up shirt. He looked handsome, as always, but there was something missing. He smiled at her when she approached, but like so many times recently, it didn’t reach his eyes.

“You look beautiful,” he said, though his tone was more automatic than sincere.

“Thanks,” she murmured, grabbing her purse and stepping out with him.

The car ride to the bar was quiet. Ava stared out the window, watching the city lights flash by, trying to focus on the night ahead. She needed to be present with Alex, to focus on their relationship, not on some fleeting encounter with a bar owner who she’d probably never see again.

But as they pulled up to the bar, her heart sank. She recognized the exterior immediately—the dark wooden sign with the name Mateo’s etched in gold. Her stomach flipped, and suddenly, the air felt too thick to breathe.

This was Mateo’s bar.

Of all the places Alex could have chosen, he had unknowingly brought her back to the one place that had been occupying her thoughts for days. Her pulse quickened, and she couldn’t tell if it was excitement or anxiety swirling in her chest.

“This place looks nice,” Alex commented casually as he parked the car. “I’ve heard good things about it.”

Ava forced a smile and nodded, but her mind was racing. What were the chances that she’d end up here again? She hadn’t been able to get Mateo out of her head, and now she was about to walk right back into his world, with Alex by her side.

They entered the bar, and Ava was immediately hit with the familiar scent of whiskey, wood, and the sea breeze from the open windows. The warm, dim lighting gave the place an intimate, almost seductive atmosphere. People were laughing, drinking, and enjoying their night, but Ava’s eyes were scanning the room for one person in particular.

And there he was.

Mateo stood behind the bar, effortlessly commanding the space with his presence. He was dressed in a fitted black shirt that accentuated his broad shoulders and muscled arms. His dark hair was tousled just enough to give him that rugged, devil-may-care look. He was pouring drinks, his movements smooth and controlled, but he hadn’t noticed her yet.

A part of Ava hoped he wouldn’t. The last thing she needed was more confusion, more temptation. But another part of her—the part that had been restless and unsatisfied for months—longed for him to look her way.

“Let’s grab a table,” Alex said, guiding her toward a booth in the corner of the bar.

Ava followed, her legs feeling like lead as she walked past the bar. She kept her head down, willing herself to focus on the night ahead, on Alex, on their relationship. But as they sat down, she couldn’t help but sneak a glance back toward Mateo.

He was still busy with customers, laughing and chatting with the ease of someone who knew exactly how to handle people. He hadn’t seen her yet, and for a moment, Ava felt a mix of relief and disappointment.

Alex and his friends were soon deep into conversation, talking about work, sports, and their usual topics of interest. Ava tried to engage, but her mind was elsewhere. She felt like she was on autopilot, nodding and smiling at the right moments, but her heart wasn’t in it.

Then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mateo glance in her direction.

Her breath hitched. It was just a moment, but their eyes locked across the room, and it was as if the rest of the world faded away. There was something in his gaze—something dark, intense, and undeniably magnetic. Ava’s pulse quickened, and a wave of heat rushed through her.

He remembered her. She could see it in the way his eyes lingered on her, just for a second too long.

Mateo didn’t break his stride as he made his way toward their table. He moved with a quiet confidence; the kind of man who never had to try too hard to command attention. The closer he got; the more Ava’s heart raced.

When he reached their table, he greeted them with a charming smile, though his eyes were locked on hers. “Good evening, folks. What can I get you tonight?” His voice was low, smooth, with just the slightest hint of an accent that made the words roll off his tongue like honey.

Alex looked up from his conversation, completely unaware of the tension between Ava and Mateo. “We’ll take two beers, whatever’s good on tap,” he said, his tone friendly but distracted.

Mateo nodded, then turned his gaze back to Ava. “And for you, miss?” he asked, his voice soft, but there was a teasing edge to it.

Ava swallowed hard; her throat suddenly dry. “Whiskey,” she managed to say. “Neat.”

Mateo’s lips curved into a small, knowing smile. “Bold choice,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers. “I’ll get that right out for you.”

As he turned to leave, Ava’s heart was pounding so hard she was sure Alex could hear it. But he was oblivious, too busy chatting with his friends. Ava tried to calm herself, tried to act normal, but every nerve in her body was on edge.

What was she doing? This was dangerous, this tension with Mateo. She was here with Alex, and they were supposed to be working on their relationship. But all she could think about was the way Mateo had looked at her, the heat that had passed between them in that brief exchange.

When Mateo returned with their drinks, he placed the whiskey in front of Ava with a lingering glance. “Enjoy,” he said, his voice low and smooth, before turning his attention to the rest of the group.

Ava picked up her glass and took a long sip, the burn of the whiskey grounding her, if only for a moment. She needed to get a grip. This was just a passing attraction, nothing more. But deep down, she knew it was more than that. And that terrified her.

As the night wore on, Ava found herself stealing glances at Mateo, and each time, she caught him looking back. There was an undeniable chemistry between them, something electric that she couldn’t ignore. She knew it was wrong, but she couldn’t help the way she felt.

By the time they left the bar, Ava’s mind was spinning. She knew she had to figure out what these feelings meant, and what she was going to do about them. But for now, all she could think about was the way Mateo had made her feel—alive, excited, and more than a little scared. Her boyfriend, approached, wrapping an arm around her waist possessively. “Hey, babe! You good?” he asked, pulling her closer.

Mateo’s heart sank. He’d forgotten about Alex—her boyfriend, the barrier between them. The warmth of the moment faded, and reality crashed back in.

“Yeah, just enjoying Mateo’s special,” she replied, her smile slightly faltering as she caught Mateo’s eye.

“Let’s dance,” Alex suggested, leading Ava away. Mateo watched them move to the dance floor, the bittersweet pang of jealousy tightening in his chest.

As he poured another drink for a customer, he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was only the beginning of something monumental—a dance with destiny that was just waiting to unfold.
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Chapter 3: The Night at the Gala
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The air was buzzing with excitement as Ava stepped out of the sleek black car, the long train of her satin evening gown trailing behind her. She glanced up at the grand hotel, its glass façade sparkling like a jewel against the night sky. Tonight was the annual charity gala, one of the biggest events of the year. It was a night of glamour, high society, and generosity, but Ava had mixed feelings about attending.

Alex had insisted they go, despite her hesitations. The past few weeks had been tense between them, filled with awkward silences and unspoken words. They were supposed to be reconnecting, but somehow, they were drifting further apart. Even now, as Alex walked beside her in his tailored tuxedo, there was a noticeable distance between them.

He was preoccupied, scanning the crowd of people, most of whom were friends and acquaintances from his high-profile job. His hand rested lightly on her back as they entered the grand ballroom, but the gesture felt more like a formality than a genuine connection. Ava swallowed the lump in her throat and forced a smile. She didn’t want to cause a scene tonight. Not here. Not now.

The ballroom was breathtaking. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, casting a soft golden glow over the sea of elegant dresses and tuxedos. Waiters moved through the crowd with trays of champagne flutes, and a soft melody played in the background. The night had all the makings of something magical—if
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