
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Bartender 
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Chapter 1 — Last Call, First Look
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The neon lights outside The Silver Lantern flickered in the cool evening air, painting the sidewalk in soft streaks of purple and blue. It was nearly midnight, the hour when the city shifted from noisy to intimate, when strangers’ shadows stretched long and secrets grew heavier.

Inside, the bar hummed with low music and the quiet chatter of the last few patrons lingering over their drinks. Noah wiped down the polished counter with steady hands, his movements practiced, smooth, almost ritualistic. He liked this hour—the quiet half between the rush and the close—when he could breathe without having to smile for too long.

Then the door opened.

A man stepped in, shaking off the cold with a flick of his jacket collar. Dark hair slightly wind-tousled. Eyes sharp despite the exhaustion behind them. Presence—quiet but unmistakably magnetic. He paused for a second as if adjusting to the dimness, then headed directly for the bar.

Noah’s pulse hitched, just barely.

The man sat, placing his hands on the bar—musician’s hands, Noah thought. Or maybe someone who worked late nights and carried the weight of them. The mystery made it impossible not to stare.

“Long night?” Noah asked, voice calm, smooth like he’d practiced it over the years.

The stranger huffed a quiet breath that might’ve been a laugh. “Long week,” he replied. His voice was low, warm, a little tired. “Got anything for that?”

Noah tilted his head, studying him the way he studied customers who needed something beyond the usual. “Depends,” he said. “You want something sweet, strong, or something that pretends to be both?”

This earned a real smile—small, quick, but genuine. “You decide,” the stranger said. “I trust the expert.”

Not many people came to the bar and surrendered like that. Something about the man felt like he’d been running from something, or toward something—Noah couldn’t tell which. But he turned, selecting bottles from the shelf with instinct of someone who had learned to read people through their drinks.

He crafted something smooth, amber, a little sharp at the end—something that lingered the way the man’s eyes lingered on him when he returned to set the glass down.

The stranger took a slow sip. His brows arched in impressed approval. “Damn,” he murmured, “that’s... exactly what I needed.”

Noah shrugged lightly, though warmth crept into his cheeks. He wasn’t used to praise hitting like that. “First drink’s on me,” he said.

“You don’t even know my name,” the man teased.

“Don’t need to,” Noah replied. “Bad nights are free.”

That smile again—brighter this time, more alive. “Adrian,” he said, extending a hand.

“Noah.” Their hands met over the counter—warm skin brushing warm skin, a brief shock running up Noah’s arm. He pulled away a second too late.

Adrian noticed. He didn’t comment, but he held Noah’s gaze for a heartbeat longer than strangers usually dared.

“So, Noah...” Adrian said slowly, swirling his drink. “Is this a quiet place, or am I just late?”

“Quiet,” Noah said. “But you’re not late. The last hour is... different here.”

“How so?”

“Feels more honest,” Noah replied, leaning against the bar. “People stop pretending around midnight.”

“And what about you?” Adrian asked, an edge of curiosity slicing through the warm, low atmosphere. “Do you stop pretending too?”

The question caught Noah off guard. Few people ever turned attention back on him—people usually came here to hide in the drinks, not to look closely at the bartender.

He took a breath, steadying himself. “I don’t pretend,” he said quietly. “Not anymore.”

Adrian nodded like he understood the weight in those words. Maybe he did.

The bar slowly emptied until only Adrian remained, sipping the remnants of his drink while watching Noah close tabs and wipe down surfaces. There was no rush in him, no awkwardness—just a comfortable silence that wrapped around them like a warm jacket.

Finally, Noah approached him. “Last call,” he said softly.

Adrian finished his drink, set the glass down with care, and stood. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” he said, tone easy, but the meaning behind it unmistakable.

“Do you come to bars often?” Noah asked.

“Only when they have something—or someone—worth coming back for.”

Heat rose in Noah’s chest, but he kept his expression calm. “Then... I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Adrian’s smile widened, slow, confident, a little dangerous. “Yeah,” he murmured. “You will.”

He turned and walked out, the door closing gently behind him, leaving Noah alone with the faint buzz of neon and a feeling he hadn’t felt in a long time—anticipation.

Something had shifted tonight.

Something Noah couldn’t ignore.

And when he looked at the empty glass Adrian had touched, he knew this was only the beginning of something he wasn’t ready for—yet wanted more than he cared to admit.
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Chapter 2 — A Drink Called Desire
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By the time the next evening arrived, Noah had convinced himself Adrian might not show. Maybe last night had been a coincidence—one of those fleeting connections that burned bright for a moment and vanished by morning.

But at 10:17 p.m., the door opened.

And there he was.

Adrian stepped into the bar with the same quiet confidence, the same softened exhaustion around his eyes, the same effortlessly magnetic presence. Tonight, he wore a black jacket and a simple fitted shirt, but somehow it felt like he’d walked in wearing an invitation.

Noah’s pulse reacted first—quick, involuntary.

Adrian caught his eye instantly, like he’d been searching for him the moment he entered. Then, with a slow, almost intentional stride, he made his way to the same seat at the bar.

“You came back,” Noah said, keeping his voice even.

“Told you I would.” Adrian’s smile was gentler tonight, more personal. “Hope that’s allowed.”

“It’s a public bar,” Noah replied, struggling not to smile back. “You’re allowed.”

“I meant...” Adrian paused, eyes flicking over Noah’s face with warm intentionality. “Is it okay with you?”
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