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BLURB


I came to California to save a vineyard. I didn't expect to fall for the women who'd save me.

My restaurant empire crashed. My girlfriend left. Then my old friend Julia offered me a partnership at her struggling Napa vineyard. Should've known there was a catch.

Gabriella, the passionate winemaker, moves through the vines like she owns them—all dangerous curves and a smile that makes me forget why workplace romance is a bad idea. When she kisses me in the equipment barn, I'm done for.

Julia, sophisticated and calculating, brought me here to save her inheritance. But the way she touches me during our late-night business meetings suggests she wants more than my financial expertise.

While I'm trying to save this failing vineyard from bankruptcy, I'm caught between two incredible women who are making me question if I ever want to go back to Chicago.

Some men can't handle one complicated woman. Turns out I might need two. Or even more…

Vineyard Desires is a sweet contemporary romance with approx. 15k words.
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The coastal highway twisted and turned, showing off stunning views of the Pacific at every bend. I kept the rental car's windows down, letting the salty air clear my head after days of airplane travel. Pine and eucalyptus eventually gave way to warmer landscapes, bathed in a golden haze that made California seem like a dream.

Twenty minutes past the last gas station, the GPS finally announced my destination. It felt like it had been guessing for the last ten miles. I turned onto a gravel drive marked by a weathered wooden sign reading "Castellano Vineyards." My stomach did the same nervous flip it had been doing since Julia's letter arrived two weeks ago.

Mike—I know this comes out of nowhere, but I need help. Real help. The vineyard is... complicated. I can't explain everything over the phone, but if you're willing to take a break from the Chicago scene for a few months, there's a partnership in this for you. Food and wine, like we always talked about. Think about it. —J

Three lines. After fifteen years of friendship and two years of radio silence, three lines.

I should have deleted the email. It felt like just another shot in the dark, a leap I wasn’t sure I could take. But something in Julia's words made it impossible to ignore. So, I'd given my sous chef the keys to my restaurant and booked a one-way ticket.

The partnership I'd been counting on had fallen through anyway—my investor backed out three days before signing, taking my expansion dreams with him. My long-term girlfriend had left two months earlier, tired of competing with a restaurant that consumed my every waking hour. At thirty-eight, I was successful on paper but completely burned out in reality.

The valley opened up, and it was breathtaking. The grapevines lined up toward the hills, leaves a mix of green and gold. Everything looked nicer in the late afternoon light, like a filter making everything more appealing.

A man emerged from a cluster of outbuildings as I parked near what had to be the main house—a sprawling Spanish revival that managed to look both elegant and lived-in. He was maybe sixty, with the kind of permanent tan that came from decades of outdoor work and the measured gait of someone who'd learned to conserve energy for the long haul.

"You must be Mike." His handshake was firm, calloused. "Diego Mendez. I keep things running around here."

"Julia mentioned you in her letter. Thanks for staying on during the transition."

Diego's smile carried enough diplomatic weight to fuel a small embassy. "Ms. Julia's a good boss. Been here since her uncle bought the place, may he rest in peace." He gestured toward the vines. "Though I gotta say, there's been some talk in town about what comes next."

"What kind of talk?"

"Oh, you know how it is. New owner, big city background." Diego's tone stayed carefully neutral. "Some folks are running a pool on how long before you sell to one of the corporate outfits. Nothing personal, you understand."

I understood. I also understood that I hadn't technically committed to staying past the initial consultation.

A burst of laughter drifted across the vineyard, bright and unguarded. I turned toward the sound and caught a glimpse of movement between the vine rows—someone in a flowing white top, dark hair catching the light, feet bare against the earth. The figure disappeared behind a equipment shed before I could make out more than an impression of easy grace and unself-conscious joy.

"That would be Gabriella," Diego said, following my gaze. "She handles the wine-making. Been here three years now, ever since she finished her masters in viticulture. Smart as hell and twice as stubborn."

Something in his tone suggested history, but before I could probe, he was already moving toward the house. "Come on, let's get you settled. Keys should be under the planter by the front door, just like Ms. Julia said."

The planter in question held a collection of succulents that looked healthy enough to survive nuclear winter, but no keys. We checked the obvious hiding spots—doormat, window ledge, decorative pottery—while I tried not to think about spending my first night sleeping in the rental car.

"Well, hell," Diego muttered, checking his phone. "She texted me this morning, said everything was ready." He squinted at the screen, then at me. "You try calling her yet?"

"Straight to voicemail for two days." I jiggled the front door handle with the optimism of someone who'd grown up with older sisters who never locked anything. Nothing.

Diego disappeared around the side of the house, returning five minutes later with a satisfied expression and a key ring that looked like it could unlock half of California. "Spare set in the wine barn. Should've thought of that first."

The front door opened onto cool tile and the kind of lived-in elegance that came from good bones and better taste. Sunlight streamed through tall windows, illuminating a kitchen that made my professional heart skip—granite counters, commercial-grade range, knife block that suggested someone who actually cooked.

"Power should be on," Diego said, flipping a switch that brought the ceiling fan to lazy life. "Water heater's gas, so you'll have hot showers tonight. Internet password's on the fridge if you need it."

I followed him through a quick tour—three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a living room that opened onto a patio overlooking the vineyard. Everything felt poised, waiting. Like Julia had just stepped out for groceries and would be back any minute.

"Want to see the operation?" Diego asked as we headed back outside.

The tour took us through the equipment barn—tractors and harvesters that looked like they belonged in a science fiction movie—and into the heart of the vineyard's operations. The fermentation building hit me first through my nose: a rich, yeasty sweetness that was part fruit, part earth, part something indefinably alive. Stainless steel tanks rose like silver monuments, connected by a maze of pipes and hoses that spoke to serious engineering.

"Harvest was two weeks ago," Diego explained, patting one of the tanks. "Gabriella's been living in here basically, monitoring the primary fermentation. Girl doesn't sleep during crush season."

I could smell why. The air hummed with transformation, sugar becoming alcohol, grape juice evolving into something worthy of reverence. It reminded me of my first restaurant kitchen—that sense of controlled chaos, of elements coming together in ways that seemed like magic until you understood the science.

"She around today?" I asked, trying to sound casual. "Figured I should introduce myself."

"Nah, she went into town this morning. Something about lab results and yeast cultures." Diego checked his watch. "Probably won't be back until late. You know how it is with wine people—they get an idea and suddenly it's three in the morning."

Back at the house, Diego left me with promises to check in tomorrow and a warning about the coyotes that liked to prowl the property after dark. I stood in the kitchen, surrounded by someone else's life, and wondered what the hell I'd gotten myself into.

The answer was waiting on the kitchen counter in Julia's familiar scrawl:

Mike—Sorry to miss you. Emergency in San Francisco, back Thursday. Gabriella knows you're coming but she's dealing with a problem batch in town. Make yourself at home. We'll talk when I get back. This place needs you more than you know. —J

PS: Don't let Diego talk you into his poker game. He cheats.

I read the note twice, then poured myself a glass of water and stepped onto the patio. The vineyard stretched before me in the dying light, row after row of potential, and somewhere in town, a woman I hadn't met was solving problems I didn't understand.

The smart move would be to call Julia, demand real answers, maybe book a return flight.


[ 2 ]


The guest bedroom had everything I needed except the ability to make me feel less like an intruder. I unpacked methodically—clothes in the dresser, toiletries in the bathroom, laptop on the desk by the window. The routine felt familiar, comforting even, until I caught myself arranging my shirts by color and realized I was stalling.

The view through the open window was irresistible, the vineyard glowing in the golden hour light. I left my unpacking behind and headed outside, eager to grasp what I had committed myself to.

Walking between the vine rows, the plants stood shoulder-high, their leaves rustling in the breeze. I ran my fingers along the nearest vine, feeling the rough bark and the lingering warmth from the day's sun. A few late grapes clung to the clusters the harvesters had missed—deep purple and almost black, with a dusty bloom.

The dirt under my feet felt strange after twenty years of big city restaurant floors. It was soft, giving way with each step, and smelled like earth and plants. I realized I was walking slower, actually paying attention to my breathing for the first time in forever.

The sound of voices carried across the valley as I reached the far end of the vineyard. Workers loaded gear onto a truck near the road, chatting loudly in Spanish. I caught enough to understand they were discussing weekend plans and someone's anniversary party.

Then I heard my name.

"—the city guy Julia brought in⁠—"

"—Diego says he's a chef. From Chicago."

"—wonder how long before he realizes this isn't some romantic movie⁠—"

I couldn't make out the rest, but the tone was clear enough. Skeptical amusement, with maybe a touch of sympathy. The kind of conversation that happened in every kitchen when corporate sent down a new manager who'd never worked the line.

Fair enough. I was the outsider here, and I hadn't exactly earned my place yet.

The rumble of an approaching engine made me turn back toward the main buildings. A dusty pickup truck wound up the drive, its bed loaded with equipment that looked scientific enough to intimidate. It parked near the fermentation building, and the driver's door opened to reveal a woman who made me forget whatever I'd been thinking about skeptical workers.

She unfolded from the truck with unconscious grace, all long legs and confident movement. Her dark hair framed her shoulders, and when she turned my way, I caught my breath. She had strong cheekbones, full lips, and dark brown eyes. But it was her expression that really struck me: intelligent and amused, like she was always about to laugh at a private joke.

She wore jeans that had clearly seen actual work and a tank top that showed off arms toned from hauling equipment and wrestling with fermentation tanks. Even from fifty yards away, she carried herself with the kind of confidence that came from knowing exactly who she was and what she was doing.

She noticed me watching and raised a hand in greeting, then started in my direction with a purposeful stride that suggested this wasn't a casual social call.

"You must be Mike," she said when she got close enough for conversation. She had a slight accent that sounded Mediterranean, maybe Italian.

"I'm Gabriella Costa. I would have been here to meet you properly, but your timing coincided with a rather dramatic yeast rebellion in town."

"Yeast rebellion?" I caught myself smiling despite my general policy of maintaining professional distance with new colleagues. "That sounds like the kind of problem that only happens to other people."

"Oh, you'd be surprised how personal yeast can get." She tilted her head, studying me with frank curiosity. "So you're the mystery partner Julia's been so secretive about. She said you were a chef, but she left out most of the interesting details."

"Probably because there aren't many interesting details to share."

"Hmm." The sound conveyed polite disbelief. "Twenty years in Chicago restaurants, James Beard nomination, opened your own place three years ago—that's not exactly boring resume material."

I stared at her. "Julia told you all that?"

"Julia told me you were coming and that you might be able to help with our restaurant situation. Google told me the rest." She grinned, unrepentant. "I like to know who I'm working with."

"Working with assumes I'm staying."

"Are you?"

The direct question caught me off guard. I'd been expecting small talk, maybe some polite probing about my background. Instead, she'd cut straight to the heart of the uncertainty I'd been wrestling with since stepping off the plane.

"I'm still figuring that out," I said honestly.

"Fair enough." She hefted a toolbox from the truck bed with easy strength. "Well, while you're figuring, want to make yourself useful? I need to return some equipment to Diego, and you look like someone who's not afraid to get his hands dirty."

There was challenge in her tone, but not malicious. More like she was testing to see what I was made of.

"Depends," I said. "What kind of dirty are we talking about?"

"The kind that involves actual dirt, some grape juice stains, and possibly disturbing a family of field mice who've made themselves at home in the equipment shed." She paused, watching my reaction. "Unless you're more of a 'supervise from a safe distance' kind of partner."

I thought about my spotless chef's whites, my temperature-controlled kitchen, the sanitized world I'd inhabited for the past two decades. Then I looked at her expectant face and realized she was offering me something I hadn't had in years: the chance to prove myself from the ground up.

"Lead the way," I said.

The next hour involved hauling tools, reorganizing storage bins, and indeed disturbing several families of rodents who'd grown entirely too comfortable in their rent-free accommodations. Gabriella worked with the efficient grace of someone who'd done this a thousand times, directing operations with good humor and the occasional colorful curse in what I was pretty sure was Italian.

"You're not terrible at this," she said as we secured the last of the equipment. "For a city boy."

"High praise," I said, brushing dirt off my hands. "I'll add it to my resume."

She laughed—the same bright, unguarded sound I'd heard earlier from across the vineyard. "Speaking of which, you should come to the harvest celebration Saturday night. It's our annual tradition—community potluck, terrible amateur band, dancing that gets progressively worse as the wine flows."

"Sounds... authentic."

"It is. And it's a good way to meet everyone who's been placing bets on your staying power." She shouldered her toolbox with casual strength. "Plus, I promised Mrs. Paola I'd make sure you came. She's been planning your welcome menu since Diego mentioned you were a chef."

The invitation felt like more than social courtesy. There was something in the way she said it, a note of possibility that made my pulse quicken despite my better judgment.

"I'll be there," I said.

"Good." She headed back toward her truck, then paused and looked back over her shoulder. "Wear something you can move in. I'll save you a dance."
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I found Gabriella the next morning where Diego said I would—elbow-deep in the controlled chaos of grape processing behind the fermentation building. She'd traded yesterday's tank top for a faded UC Davis sweatshirt that had seen better decades, her hair pulled back in a messy bun that somehow looked more elegant than most women managed with an hour and a styling team.

"Perfect timing," she called out without looking up from the stainless steel sorting table where she was examining clusters with the focused intensity of a jeweler grading diamonds. "I was starting to think you were one of those partnership consultants who preferred to consult from the comfort of an office."

"I don't have an office here," I pointed out, grabbing work gloves from the stack she'd left on a nearby crate.

"Exactly my point." She straightened, wiping her hands on a towel tucked into her belt. "Today's agenda: we've got twelve crates of late-harvest Pinot that came in this morning from the hillside blocks. Quality control, then into the destemmer."

The crates sat in the shade of an oak tree, each one filled with clusters that looked like they'd been hand-selected by someone with impossibly high standards. The grapes were smaller than what I was used to seeing in grocery stores, their skins dark and taut with concentrated sugars.

"These look expensive," I said, hefting the first crate. The weight surprised me—thirty pounds, maybe more.

"They are. This is the fruit that pays for everything else we do here." Gabriella grabbed the opposite handles of my crate, moving with the easy coordination of someone who'd done this dance before. "Careful with the⁠—"

The bottom of the crate chose that moment to give out completely. It tore apart with a wet ripping sound, sending grape clusters spilling toward the concrete floor.

"Shit," I muttered, lunging forward to catch what I could.

"Language," Gabriella said mildly, scooping grapes with both hands while somehow managing not to crush a single one. "Mrs. Paola doesn't approve of swearing around the fruit. She thinks it affects the flavor."

"Does it?"

"Probably not. But Mrs. Paola's been making wine longer than we've been alive, so we humor her. She always says this place has a way of bringing together people who belong together. Sometimes in ways that would surprise conventional folks, if you know what I mean."

She dumped the rescued grapes into a plastic bin with efficiency. "Besides, these grapes have heard worse. Diego’s vocabulary during harvest season could make a sailor blush."

We tried to save as many grapes as we could, sometimes bumping into each other. I caught her scent when she leaned close- something clean mixed with the grape juice we were both covered in.

"New plan," she announced, surveying the remaining crates with tactical consideration. "We carry them one at a time, and whoever drops one buys drinks at the festival tomorrow."

"That's not much of a challenge," I said. "I was planning to buy drinks anyway."

"Were you?" Something in her tone made me look up. She was watching me with those dark eyes, head tilted slightly, like she was trying to solve a puzzle. "Because Julia mentioned you might not stay for the festival. Something about needing to get back to Chicago for a consulting appointment."

I hadn't mentioned any consulting appointment to Julia. Which meant either Gabriella was fishing for information, or Julia was testing my commitment level through her winemaker.

"The appointment can wait," I said.

"Good." She hefted another crate with deceptive ease. "Because these grapes aren't going to process themselves, and I could use someone with actual upper body strength for the heavy lifting."

What followed was two hours of work that redefined my understanding of both "heavy lifting" and competitive spirit. Gabriella turned everything into a game—who could carry more crates, who could sort faster, who could spot the subtlest signs of overripeness or pest damage. Her energy was infectious, transforming what should have been tedious manual labor into something that felt more like play.

"You're cheating," I accused as she finished her third sorting bin while I was still halfway through my second.

"I'm experienced," she corrected, not slowing down. "There's a difference. Although if you want to make it interesting..." She grabbed a handful of grape stems and flicked them at me with deadly accuracy.

"Did you just—" A piece of stem hit me square in the forehead.

"Occupational hazard," she said innocently, already reaching for more ammunition.

What started as playful harassment escalated quickly. Grape juice splattered across my shirt as I retaliated with a perfectly aimed cluster that caught her on the shoulder. She laughed, the sound bright and wild, and launched a counterattack that left us both sticky and stained and completely ineffective at actual grape processing.

"Truce," I called out when she loaded both hands with ammunition. "I surrender."

"Smart man." She dropped the grapes back into their bin, still grinning. "Although your sorting technique could use some work."

"My sorting technique is fine. Your teaching method involves too much projectile fruit."

"Only for students who learn fast." She moved closer, ostensibly to examine my work, but close enough that I caught that lavender scent again. "See this cluster? The sugar concentration is perfect, but look at the stem attachment."

She guided my hand to the point where the cluster connected to the vine cutting, her fingers warm against mine. "Feel how loose that is? That's what we want. Means the vine knew exactly when to let go."

Her hand lingered on mine longer than strictly necessary for viticultural education. When I looked up, she was watching my face with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"The vine knew," I repeated.

"Plants are pretty smart," she said, stepping back but staying close. "They know when it's time to hold on and when it's time to let go."

Before I could figure out how to respond to that loaded statement, the afternoon took another turn toward chaos. Our overloaded sorting table, made slippery from the grape juice, chose that moment to give in to gravity.

The crash was spectacular. Grapes scattered across twenty feet of concrete, mixing with leaves and stems in a purple-stained explosion that looked like the aftermath of a very specific natural disaster.

For a moment, we just stared at the wreckage. Then Gabriella started laughing—not the polite chuckle of someone trying to make the best of a bad situation, but deep, helpless laughter that was completely contagious.

"Mrs. Paola is going to kill us," she gasped between fits of giggles.

"Diego’s going to fire me before I'm officially hired," I added, which only made her laugh harder.

We spent the next hour on our hands and knees, salvaging what we could and accepting that the rest would become very expensive compost. By the time we finished, the sun was setting and we were both covered in enough grape residue to qualify as abstract art.

"Come on," Gabriella said, leading me to a spigot attached to the side of the building. "Cold water, but it gets the job done."

She filled a metal bucket and plunged her hands in first, sighing with relief. When she handed it to me, our fingers grazed, and a spark shot up my arm, unrelated to the chilly water.

"Better?" she asked as I scrubbed juice from under my nails.

"Much better," I said. I looked up to find her watching me again, that same unreadable expression from earlier. This time, though, she didn't look away.

"So," she said softly. "Tomorrow's festival. You're still planning to come?"

"Are you still planning to save me that dance?" I asked.

Her smile was answer enough.

"Wear something you don't mind getting wine on. The dancing gets enthusiastic after the third bottle."
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The harvest celebration had transformed the vineyard into something from a different century. String lights hung between the oak trees, casting a warm glow that made the old barn look cozy. Long tables groaned under the weight of potluck contributions—Mrs. Paola’s promised feast competing with casseroles, roasted vegetables, and bread that smelled like it had come from someone's grandmother's recipe box.

A makeshift stage at one end of the courtyard hosted a band that Diego hadn't been lying about—three guys who looked like they'd learned their instruments from YouTube, playing folk covers with more enthusiasm than accuracy. But the wine was flowing, and nobody seemed to care about missed notes when there was dancing to be done.

I'd been nursing the same glass of Pinot for twenty minutes, watching the easy camaraderie of people who'd known each other for decades, when Gabriella emerged from the farmhouse and made me forget how to breathe.

She wore a dress the color of deep wine, something flowing and simple that moved with her like it had been designed specifically for the way she walked. Her hair fell loose around her shoulders in waves that caught the firelight, and when she smiled at something Mrs. Paola whispered in her ear, the whole celebration seemed to revolve around that moment of pure joy.

"You clean up well," she said, appearing at my elbow with the stealth of someone who'd grown up moving quietly through vineyards.

"So do you." The understatement of the year, but anything more honest would have sounded like something out of a romance novel.

"Dance with me," she said, extending her hand without preamble or polite inquiry.

"I should probably mention that my dancing experience is limited to avoiding collision in restaurant kitchens."

"Perfect. Half the people here learned the same way." Her fingers were warm, slightly calloused from vineyard work, completely confident as they closed around mine. "Come on. The band's actually hitting their rhythm."

She led me into the loose circle of dancers with the kind of authority that made resistance seem foolish. The music was something folksy and forgiving, the kind of tune that didn't require perfect technique—just willingness to move and laugh when you inevitably stepped on your partner's feet.

"Feel the beat," Gabriella said, placing my hand on her waist and stepping closer than strictly necessary for instruction. "It's not about the steps. It's about listening."

She was right. Once I stopped overthinking the mechanics and started paying attention to the music, to the way she moved, to the warmth of her hand in mine, everything became easier. We fell into a rhythm that felt natural, her body responding to subtle pressure from my hand, my feet somehow finding the right places to land.

"See? You're not terrible at this," she said, spinning under my arm with fluid grace.

"High praise from someone who probably learned to waltz before she could walk."

"Actually, I learned to dance right here." She gestured toward the courtyard with her free hand. "Same celebration, fifteen years ago. I was nineteen, first harvest as an intern, convinced I was going to revolutionize winemaking with my brand-new viticulture degree."

"What happened?"

"Diego took one look at my thesis on innovative fermentation techniques and put me on grape-stomping duty for two weeks." Her laugh was self-deprecating but warm. "Best education I ever got. Nothing teaches you about wine like having grape juice between your toes."

The song shifted to something slower, and she moved closer, her hand settling more securely on my shoulder. I could smell her perfume now—something subtle and complex, like the wine we'd been drinking, with notes that revealed themselves gradually.

"What about you?" she asked. "When did you know you wanted to cook?"

"I was twelve. My mom got sick—nothing serious, just flu that wouldn't quit—and I took over dinner duty for two weeks." The words came easily, maybe because of the wine, maybe because of the way she listened with complete attention.

"First few nights were disasters. Burned everything, oversalted everything else. But then I made this simple pasta dish, just olive oil and garlic and herbs from my mom's garden, and when she took the first bite she started crying."

"Good tears or bad tears?"

"Good tears. Happy tears. And I realized I could do that—I could take raw ingredients and turn them into something that made people feel..." I searched for the right word.

"Loved," Gabriella said softly.

"Yeah. Loved."

We moved together in silence for a moment, the conversation settling between us like something tangible. Her fingers had found the hair at the nape of my neck, a casual intimacy that sent heat radiating down my spine.

"That's why Julia called you," she said eventually. "Not just because you're a good chef. Because you understand what food means to people."

"What does wine mean to you?"

She went quiet for a bit, really thinking about it. "Connection. To the land, to the old ways of doing things. Like that moment when you taste something and know you got it right."

Something about how she said it, the way her hand tightened on my shoulder- it hit me hard. Made my chest tight in a way that had nothing to do with how much I'd been drinking and everything to do with her.

The song ended, but we didn't immediately separate. The band launched into something more energetic, and couples around us shifted into livelier movements, but Gabriella and I remained close, caught in the afterglow of whatever had just passed between us.

"Walk with me," she said, and it wasn't really a question.

We left the party and walked down a path between the vines under the stars. The string lights created pools of amber warmth every few yards, but between them, the darkness was soft and complete.

"This is my favorite time," Gabriella said, her voice quieter now that we'd left the music behind. "After the harvest, when everything's settled and you can finally breathe again."

"Seems like you breathe pretty well during the chaos too."

"Practice." She smiled up at me, and in the dim light, she looked younger, less guarded. "Though having help makes it easier."

We walked in comfortable silence, the sound of distant laughter and music creating a soundtrack for our footsteps on the gravel path. When we reached the top of a small rise that overlooked the valley, Gabriella stopped and turned to face me.

"Thank you," she said simply.

"For what?"

"For staying. For today. For not being what I expected."

"What did you expect?"

"Someone temporary." Her hand found mine in the darkness, fingers intertwining with surprising familiarity. "Someone who would look at this place and see dollar signs instead of potential."

The touch was casual, friendly, the kind of gesture that could mean anything or nothing. But the way her thumb traced across my knuckles, the way she didn't immediately let go when we started walking again, suggested it meant something.

We made our way back to the celebration slowly, reluctant to break the spell of string lights and possibility. When we reached the edge of the courtyard, she finally released my hand, the absence of contact surprisingly acute.

"I should help with cleanup," she said, but her tone suggested she was as reluctant as I was to end the evening.

"Probably should too."

"Mike?" She turned back as I started toward the tables laden with empty dishes.

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad you came. To the festival. To the vineyard." A pause, weighted with unspoken implications. "To us."

Hours later, lying in the guest room with moonlight streaming through the windows, I replay every moment of the evening. The way she'd felt in my arms during that dance. The sound of her laugh when I'd finally relaxed enough to joke with her. Her hand held mine as we walked back under the string lights.

I told myself it was just the wine, just the romance of the setting, just the natural chemistry that sometimes sparked between people working closely together. I reminded myself that I hadn't decided to stay permanently, that getting involved with Julia's business partner would complicate everything, that I had a restaurant and a life waiting for me in Chicago.

But as sleep finally claimed me, the last thing I remembered was the way Gabriella had said "to us," and the uncomfortable realization that Chicago suddenly felt very far away. For the first time in years, I wasn't thinking about profit margins or staff schedules or the relentless grind of proving myself over and over. Here, under these stars, I felt like I could breathe again.
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The morning after the harvest festival arrived gray and restless, carrying the salt-sharp scent of the Pacific on a damp breeze that made the vine leaves whisper secrets to each other.

I'd been awake since five, too restless to stay in bed. I headed to the kitchen, hoping that cooking might help me sort through the thoughts that had kept me up all night. The gas range was exactly what I was used to, and I spread breakfast ingredients across the granite counters—farm eggs from town, sourdough bread, and thick-cut bacon.

The coffee was just finishing its patient drip when I heard bare feet on tile behind me.

"Something smells like heaven," Gabriella said, appearing in the doorway with sleep-tousled hair and wearing an oversized sweater that slipped off one shoulder. She looked younger in the morning light, less composed than her usual winemaker persona, and the sight of her made my chest tighten in ways that had nothing to do with caffeine withdrawal.

"Hangover cure," I said, cracking eggs into the cast iron pan. "Though you didn't seem to overindulge last night."

"I pace myself during festival season. Too much work to do." She settled onto one of the bar stools, chin propped on her hands. "Can I help?"

"You can tell me how you like your eggs."

"However you're making them is perfect."

What followed was the kind of improvised collaboration that only happened when two people understood rhythm without discussion. She buttered toast while I tended the eggs, our movements synchronized as if we'd been cooking together for years. When I needed the pepper, her hand was already reaching for it. When she noticed the bacon crisping too quickly, she adjusted the heat without being asked.

"Taste this," I said, loading a fork with scrambled eggs that had been finished with cream and fresh chives from the herb garden.

She leaned forward to accept the bite, her full lips closing around the fork with unconscious grace that made my pulse stutter. Her eyes closed as she processed the flavors, a small sound of appreciation escaping that seemed to resonate in my chest.

"That's not fair," she said softly, opening her eyes to meet mine.

"What's not fair about it?"

"Making something that simple taste that perfect." She reached for the coffee I'd poured, wrapping both hands around the mug as if drawing warmth from the ceramic. "It's like you speak some secret language with food."

I plated the eggs alongside the bacon and toast, creating compositions that looked almost too good to eat. She studied my face as I worked, and I could feel the weight of her attention like physical pressure.

"Show me," she said, standing and moving closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo—light and fresh, cutting through the kitchen smells.

"Show you what?"

"What makes you happy. Right now, in this moment."

I looked around the kitchen—morning light streaming through tall windows, the satisfying chaos of cooking in progress, Gabriella watching me with patient curiosity.

"This," I said. "Good ingredients, someone to share them with, nowhere else I need to be."

Her smile was radiant, transforming her entire face and making the kitchen feel smaller, more intimate. She reached for the wine I'd opened for cooking—a Chardonnay that had been chilling overnight—and poured one small glass.

"To nowhere else we need to be," she said, raising her glass.

I was about to comment on the pairing when Gabriella stepped closer, close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in her dark eyes.

"Try this," she said, offering her glass. "Different vineyard. Tell me what you think of the pairing."

Instead of pouring me a separate glass, she held hers to my lips, watching my face as I sipped. The wine was different—fuller, with more stone fruit notes—but all I could focus on was the warmth of her hand near my cheek and the fact that my lips were touching the same rim that hers had just left.

"Better?" she asked softly.

"Much better," I managed, though I was no longer entirely sure we were discussing wine.

She didn't immediately step back. Instead, she reached up and brushed a drop of wine from my lower lip with her thumb, the touch lingering longer than necessary and making my breath catch.

"You had a little..." she said, but her voice trailed off as our eyes met and held.

The kitchen suddenly felt so small, the morning light casting everything in golden relief. I could feel the heat radiating from her body, could count the subtle variations in the brown of her eyes, could see the pulse beating at the base of her throat where her sweater had slipped lower.

"Tell me about this place," I said, my voice rougher than intended. "How did you end up here?"

She settled back against the counter, cradling her wine glass with both hands. "My nonna. My grandmother. She came here from Tuscany in the fifties with nothing but recipes and stories about the old country."

"Your family made wine?"

"For generations. Until a devastating pest nearly wiped out the vineyards in the 1890s" Her voice had a heavy sadness, like it carried old family losses. "Nonna's father lost everything. She grew up hearing stories about what they'd lost, what they'd left behind."

"But she came back to wine anyway."

"She came back to the possibility of wine." Gabriella moved to the window that overlooked the vineyard, where morning mist was just beginning to lift from the vine rows. "When she met my grandfather, he was working harvest for Julia's great-uncle. She said she knew the first time she tasted the wine from these hills that this was where she belonged."

"And you feel the same way?"

"I feel like this place chose me as much as I chose it." She pressed her palm against the glass, watching the mist swirl between the vines.

Thunder rumbled far off, faint but clear. We both turned toward the sound, and I noticed for the first time how the wind had picked up, bending the oak trees outside with increasing urgency.

"Storm coming," Gabriella observed, her tone carrying an edge that suggested this was more than casual weather commentary.

"Should we be worried?"

"Depends how fast it moves in." She moved to the back door, studying the sky with the an eye of someone who'd learned to read weather patterns the hard way. "October storms can be unpredictable."

The rain ran down the glass in random paths, reflecting the morning light. The sound was gentle at first, almost soothing, but there was something in Gabriella's posture that suggested she was listening for more than just precipitation.

"What's the worst case scenario?" I asked.

"Power outages, flooded access roads, equipment damage if we don't get everything secured." She was already moving, gathering her hair back with the kind of efficiency that spoke to experience with weather emergencies. "The fermentation tanks have backup generators, but the pumps and temperature controls are all electric."

The wind gusted harder, rattling the windows and sending leaves skittering across the patio. In the distance, I could see wooden crates stacked on the covered porch of the fermentation building, waiting to be moved to storage.

"Those crates," I said, pointing toward the building.

"Shit." Gabriella was already grabbing a jacket from the hook by the door. "If the wind gets under them, they'll scatter across half the valley."

We ran through the increasing rain, our feet splashing in puddles that were forming faster than the ground could absorb the water. The crates were heavier than they looked, filled with equipment and supplies that represented thousands of dollars in vineyard infrastructure.

Working together, we hauled them inside the building just as the first real gust of wind arrived, strong enough to make the overhead lights flicker and sway. Thunder rolled across the valley, closer now, accompanied by a flash of lightning that illuminated the vineyard in stark relief.

"That was close," Gabriella said, brushing rain from her hair as we secured the last of the crates.

The lights flickered again, longer this time, and we both looked up at the fluorescent fixtures with the shared understanding that our morning was about to become much more complicated.
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The storm had left the vineyard looking like a battlefield. Puddles dotted the dirt lanes between vine rows, and twisted metal debris from a neighbor's barn decorated our fence line like abstract sculpture. I was picking grape leaves out of the truck's windshield wipers when Gabriella burst from the fermentation building, hair wild and boots already caked with mud.

"The destemmer's dead," she announced without preamble. "Lightning surge fried something, and I've got six tons of premium Cabernet that needs processing today or it's expensive vinegar."

I followed her into the building, where the hulking machine sat silent and accusatory. She'd already pulled off the side panel, revealing a maze of wires and components that looked like they'd been designed by someone who enjoyed making simple things complicated.

"Show me what happened," I said, grabbing work gloves from her toolbox.

"It was running fine yesterday, then the power flickered during the storm and..." She gestured helplessly at the mechanical patient. "Nothing. Won't even turn on."

I knelt beside the motor housing, following the logical trail of electrical failure. Restaurant kitchens had taught me that expensive equipment always failed at the worst possible moment, and that creative solutions were often the difference between service and disaster.

"Hand me that multimeter," I said, testing connections with the methodical patience of someone who'd diagnosed a thousand broken machines.

What followed was an hour of troubleshooting that reminded me why I'd always preferred fixing things to managing people. Gabriella proved to be an excellent assistant, anticipating which tool I'd need next and offering insights about the machine's quirks that only came from daily operation.

"There," I said finally, as the motor hummed back to life and the conveyor belt resumed its steady rhythm. "Blown fuse in the control panel. Simple fix once you know where to look."

"You're a lifesaver," she said, her hand settling on my forearm with warm tension that sent chills across my body. "I mean it. You just saved this entire harvest."

Her touch lingered longer than necessary, her fingers tracing the line of grease I'd somehow acquired from wrist to elbow. When I looked up, she was watching my face with an expression that made my pulse quicken.

"It's just mechanical troubleshooting," I said, trying to downplay the way her proximity was affecting my ability to think clearly.

"It's more than that." She stepped closer, close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in her eyes and smell the faint scent of lavender that seemed to follow her everywhere. "You could have told me it wasn't your problem."

Her hair had escaped its ponytail during our repair work, falling in waves that caught the afternoon light streaming through the building's windows. There was a streak of grease on her cheek that somehow made her look more beautiful instead of less, and when she smiled at me—really smiled, not the polite professional version—my chest constricted in ways that had nothing to do with engine fumes.

"Walk with me tonight?" she asked, her hand still resting on my arm. "I want to check the vines for storm damage, and..."

"And?"

"And I like your company."

That evening found us picking our way carefully between puddles and fallen branches, flashlight beams dancing across vine leaves as we assessed the storm's toll. The damage was minimal—a few broken stakes, some scattered debris—but Gabriella moved through the rows with the focused attention of someone who understood that small problems could become big ones if left unaddressed.

"This section looks good," she said, pausing where the hillside vineyard opened onto a view of the valley. "Storm missed the worst of it."

Above us, the sky had cleared to reveal stars sharp enough to cut glass. The air smelled clean and fresh, washed by rain and carrying the green scent of growing grapes. Gabriella turned off her flashlight, and I did the same, letting our eyes adjust to the silver moonlight.

"This is my favorite time," she said softly. "After the crisis passes and you can finally breathe again."

We stood close together in the darkness, our shoulders touching as we looked out over the vineyard. I could hear her breathing, could feel the warmth radiating from her body, could sense the tension building between us like static electricity before a storm.

"Mike," she said, turning to face me.

In the moonlight, she looked ethereal, her face tilted up toward mine with an expression that made my heart beat faster against my ribs. When she stepped closer, close enough that I could feel her breath on my lips, every rational thought about keeping things professional evaporated like morning mist.

I was reaching for her, my hand settling on her small waist, when my phone exploded into life with the jarring electronic intrusion of an incoming call.

Gabriella stepped back as if she'd been shocked, the spell broken so completely that I wondered if I'd imagined the whole thing. I fumbled for the phone, ready to send whoever it was straight to voicemail, but Julia's name on the screen made me hesitate.

"I should take this," I said reluctantly.

"Mike! Perfect timing," Julia's voice carried clearly in the still night air. "I'm driving back from the city. Should be there in about two hours. How did everything survive the storm?"

"Everything's fine," I managed, glancing at Gabriella, who was watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read. "Minor equipment issue this morning, but we got it sorted out."

"Excellent. I can't wait to hear all about it."

When the call ended, we stood in awkward silence under the stars. Gabriella picked up her flashlight, clicking it on and off in a nervous rhythm.

"Julia's back," I said unnecessarily.

"I heard." She smiled, but there was something frustrated in her expression, a look that suggested she was as affected by the interrupted moment as I was. "Probably for the best. Things were about to get complicated."

"More complicated than they already are?"

"Much more." She started walking back toward the house, then paused and looked over her shoulder. "Next time, city boy, turn off the phone."

The promise in her voice sent heat racing through my bloodstream and left me standing alone under the stars, wondering what the hell I was getting myself into and why I was looking forward to finding out.
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Early morning mist clung to the vine rows like smoke, slowly burning off as the sun climbed higher over the coastal hills. I was nursing my second cup of coffee on the patio when the sound of a car engine cut through the quiet—something expensive and well-maintained, purring up the gravel drive with the confidence of someone who belonged here.

Julia stepped out of a fancy white BMW, and I saw why investors trusted her with the vineyard. She was tall and poised, with the kind of effortless elegance that came from good breeding and better genetics. Shoulder-length blonde hair fell in perfect waves, and when she turned toward the house, her face was all sharp cheekbones and intelligent green eyes that seemed to take in everything at once.

She had on a white top that highlighted her curves, dark jeans, and brown boots, pulling off a look that was both polished and inviting. But there was something in the set of her shoulders, the way she surveyed the property as she walked toward me.

"Mike." Her smile was warm but measured as she climbed the patio steps. "You look... settled."

"Julia." I stood, accepting her brief hug and catching a hint of expensive perfume—something subtle and sophisticated that probably cost more than most people spent on groceries. "Good trip to the city?"

"Productive. Emergency board meeting for one of my other investments." She glanced around the patio, taking in the coffee cup, the newspaper I'd been reading, the casual way I'd made myself at home. "I see Gabriella's been taking good care of you."

Before I could respond, the woman in question emerged from the fermentation building, wiping her hands on a towel as she approached. If she was surprised to see Julia back early, she didn't show it. Instead, she watched the interaction between us with the focused attention of someone reading subtext.

"Welcome back," Gabriella said, her tone perfectly neutral. "How did the investors take the storm damage reports?"

"Better than expected. They're more concerned about long-term viability than short-term weather issues." Julia's gaze flicked between Gabriella and me, and I had the uncomfortable feeling I was being evaluated. "Speaking of which, I'd love to hear Mike's initial assessment of the operation."

The words were casual enough, but something in Julia's tone suggested this was more than friendly curiosity. Gabriella seemed to pick up on it too, because her smile took on a knowing quality that made me think of a cat watching mice play.

"I'll let you two catch up," she said, already backing toward the fermentation building. "I've got tanks to monitor anyway. Mike, you know where to find me if you need anything."

The emphasis on 'anything' was subtle but unmistakable, and from the slight tightening around Julia's eyes, it wasn't lost on her either.

Once we were alone, Julia settled into the chair across from me with fluid grace, crossing her legs and fixing me with the kind of direct stare that had probably closed a hundred business deals.

"So," she said without preamble. "What's your honest assessment?"

"Of the vineyard?"

"Of everything. The operation, the potential, the... people."

I chose my words carefully, sensing undercurrents I didn't fully understand. "The facility is impressive. Good equipment, solid infrastructure. Gabriella knows what she's doing—the wine quality speaks for itself."

"And the business side?"

"Still figuring that out. You were pretty vague in your initial pitch about the financial situation."

Julia's laugh was rueful. "Because the financial situation is complicated. We're operating on thin margins, Mike. Very thin. One bad harvest, one major equipment failure, one significant drop in tourism, and we're looking at bankruptcy."

The bluntness caught me off guard. In her letter, she'd painted a picture of opportunity and partnership. Now she was talking about bankruptcy.

"How thin are we talking?"

"Six months of operating capital, maybe eight if we're careful. The bank's quarterly review is in January—six weeks from now. If we can't show a clear path to profitability by then, they'll call the loan. And the Meridiano Investment Group has been circling like vultures, making offers every other week."

She leaned forward, her expression serious. "I brought you here because I need someone who understands both food service and business operations. Someone who can help me figure out if this place has a future or if I should cut my losses now."

"And if I decide it doesn't have a future?"

"Then we liquidate. Sell the equipment, auction the wine inventory, put the property on the market." Her voice was matter-of-fact, but I caught a flicker of —regret, maybe, or disappointment—in her green eyes. "There are developers who'd pay premium for this location."

I thought about Gabriella's stories of her grandmother, about Diego's decades of loyalty, about the workers who'd been placing bets on how long I'd last. The idea of turning it all into suburban tract housing made my stomach clench.

"What about Gabriella? Diego? The people who work here?"

"They'd be taken care of, obviously. Severance packages, letters of recommendation. Gabriella's talented enough to find work anywhere." Julia's tone was cool, professional, but something in her expression suggested the topic wasn't as simple as she was making it sound.

"She doesn't know about the financial situation?"

"She knows we're not flush with cash. She doesn't know how close to the edge we really are." Julia stood, smoothing imaginary wrinkles from her blazer. "I'd prefer to keep it that way until we have a clearer picture of our options."

The request sat uneasily with me. Gabriella had been nothing but honest and forthcoming since I'd arrived. The idea of keeping her in the dark about the vineyard's future felt like a betrayal of the trust she'd shown me.

"How long do I have to make this assessment?"

"Take your time. A few weeks, maybe a month. Just remember that every day we delay is money we can't afford to lose." Julia headed toward the house, then paused at the French doors. "And Mike? Try not to let personal feelings cloud your professional judgment. I've seen what happens when business partners get... involved."
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Sunlight glinted off dewdrops scattered across the vine leaves like scattered diamonds as Julia emerged from the house, clipboard in hand and purpose in her stride. She'd changed into boots and a fitted white shirt that managed to look both practical and expensive—the kind of outfit that said she could write checks or stomp grapes with equal confidence.

"Ready for the grand tour?" she asked, falling into step beside me as we headed toward the cellars. "The real one, not whatever Diego showed you on your first day."

Her pace was brisk, efficient, each stop planned and executed with the precision of someone who'd given this presentation before. She rattled off production numbers, aging schedules, and market projections with the kind of casual competence that made million-dollar decisions sound like grocery lists.

The cellar entrance was cut into the hillside, heavy wooden doors opening onto stone corridors that stayed cool even in California heat. Julia led me down narrow aisles between towering oak barrels, the space forcing us close enough that I caught hints of her perfume mixing with the rich scent of aging wine.

"These are the 2019 reserves," she said, running her hand along the curved wood of a barrel that probably cost more than my car. "Eighteen months in French oak, another year in bottle before release."

"Expensive inventory to have sitting around."

"Wine isn't fast food, Mike. Everything here represents patience." She paused at a barrel marked with chalk symbols I couldn't decipher. "The question is whether we have enough patience to see it through."

Her shoulder brushed mine as she reached up to check a valve, the contact brief but unmistakably deliberate. When she looked back at me, there was something calculating in her green eyes, as if she was measuring my reaction.

"The wine snobs love this place," she continued, moving deeper into the cellar. "They come up from the city with their notebooks and their pretentious vocabulary, tasting hints of blackcurrant and whispers of vanilla." Her voice took on a mocking edge. "Half of them couldn't tell a Cabernet from a Chianti if their trust funds depended on it."

The dry humor caught me off guard. "Sounds like you have strong feelings about your customers."

"I have strong feelings about people who pretend expertise they don't possess." She shot me a sideways glance. "Present company excluded, of course."

Before I could respond, footsteps echoed from the entrance, and Gabriella appeared at the far end of the aisle. She moved with her usual easy grace, but something in her expression suggested this wasn't a coincidental encounter.

"Julia, I've been looking for you." Her voice was pleasant enough, but there was an undercurrent I couldn't quite identify. "We need to discuss the sulfite levels in tank seven."

"Can it wait? I'm showing Mike the operation."

"I'm sure Mike would find fermentation chemistry fascinating." Gabriella's smile was sharp enough to cut glass. "Unless you were planning to keep him away from the actual winemaking."

The temperature in the cellar seemed to drop several degrees. Julia's posture straightened, and when she spoke, her tone carried the kind of authority that had probably cowed boardrooms full of executives.

"I'm giving him the complete picture, Gabriella. Financial realities included."

"Of course you are." Gabriella moved closer, her attention shifting between Julia and me like she was watching a tennis match. "And what financial realities are we discussing today?"

I get caught between two very different types of energy—Julia's cool professionalism and Gabriella's warm intensity, both focused on me with uncomfortable precision. The narrow aisle made escape impossible, and I had the distinct feeling I was being used as ammunition in a conflict I didn't understand.

"Just the basics," Julia said smoothly. "Production costs, market positioning, growth potential."

"Growth potential." Gabriella repeated the words with the kind of inflection that suggested they meant something entirely different to her. "Interesting phrase."

"It's a business term, Gabriella. You might want to familiarize yourself with a few of them."

The verbal jab landed with visible impact. Gabriella's jaw tightened, and when she smiled this time, it was all teeth and no warmth.

"Oh, I'm familiar with business terms. Hostile takeover. Asset stripping. Slash and burn." She paused, letting the words hang in the air. "All very educational."

"You know, Gabriella, sometimes I think you forget we used to work well together. Before you decided I was the enemy." There was something wistful in her tone, a hint of regret that suggested their relationship had once been more complex.

Julia's laugh was like crystal breaking. "Dramatic as always. This is exactly why major decisions require adult supervision."

I watched the exchange with growing discomfort, feeling like I was witnessing something more personal than professional disagreement. There was a lot of history and conflict between them, way more than just business stuff.

"Ladies," I started, but Gabriella was already moving, heading back toward the entrance with quick, angry steps.

"Don't let me interrupt your tour," she called over her shoulder. "I'm sure Julia has lots more reality to share."

The cellar fell silent except for the distant drip of condensation and the sound of my own breathing. Julia stood perfectly still for a moment, watching the space where Gabriella had disappeared, her expression unreadable.

"She's passionate about this place," Julia said finally, as if that explained everything.

"And you're not?"

"I'm practical about it. There's a difference." She turned back to me, her professional mask sliding back into place. "Passion doesn't pay bills, Mike. It doesn't keep equipment running or employees fed."

We finished the tour mostly in silence, with Julia pointing out details while I tried to process everything. By the time we emerged into sunlight, the easy rapport from earlier had evaporated, replaced by something more complex and harder to navigate.

"Think about what you've seen," Julia said as we reached the main house. "And remember that sometimes the hardest decisions are also the most necessary ones."

She walked away without looking back, but I caught her reflection in the window of her BMW as she retrieved something from the passenger seat. For just a moment, her carefully maintained composure slipped, and I saw something vulnerable in her expression—doubt, maybe, or regret.

Then she straightened, her mask firmly back in place, and I was left wondering which version of Julia was real and what the hell I'd gotten myself into.
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Heavy clouds rolled in from the Pacific like an advancing army, their bellies dark with the promise of another storm. The wine tasting had been Julia's idea—a chance to showcase the vineyard's premium offerings to potential distributors and local food writers. Now thirty guests milled around the covered patio, sampling vintages while thunder grumbled ominously in the distance.

"The 2018 Pinot has notes of cherry and earth," Julia explained to a cluster of sommeliers, her voice carrying easily over the conversations. She'd changed into a black dress that hugged her curves and projected confident sophistication. "We aged it fourteen months in French oak to develop complexity without overwhelming the fruit."

I worked the other side of the crowd, pouring tastes and answering questions about food pairings. The guests were an eclectic mix—restaurant owners from San Francisco, wine bloggers with serious cameras, local chefs I recognized from the harvest festival. Everyone seemed to be having a good time despite the increasingly threatening sky.

Gabriella moved through the crowd like a natural hostess, her laughter bright and infectious as she told stories about the vineyard's history. She wore a flowing sundress the color of burgundy that made her skin glow, and I caught myself watching her more than was probably professional.

"This Cabernet is exceptional," said a restaurant owner from Napa, swirling his glass appreciatively. "What's your annual production?"

Before I could answer, the lights flickered once, twice, then died completely. The hum of the sound system cut out, leaving only the murmur of confused voices and the increasingly aggressive rumble of thunder overhead.

"Ladies and gentlemen," Julia's voice cut through the darkness with calm authority. "We're experiencing a brief power outage, but please don't let that stop you from enjoying the wine. We have plenty of candles and battery-powered speakers."

Within minutes, we'd transformed the space with flickering candlelight and acoustic guitar music from one of the guests who happened to be a musician. If anything, the intimate lighting made the wine taste better, and the crowd seemed to embrace the rustic romance of drinking by candlelight.

"This is actually perfect," Gabriella said, appearing at my elbow with a bottle of the reserve Pinot. "Nothing like a little drama to make a tasting memorable. You know, much as Julia and I clash, she's impressive in a crisis. Takes a special kind of person to turn a power outage into an intimate experience instead of a disaster."

She was close enough that I could smell her perfume over the wine and candle wax, close enough to see how the flickering light played across her face. When she looked up at me, there was something mischievous in her dark eyes.

"Come with me," she whispered, her hand finding mine in the darkness. "I want to show you something."

She led me away from the crowd, around the corner of the house where the shadows were deeper and the sound of conversation became a distant murmur. Before I could ask what she wanted to show me, she pressed me back against the stone wall, her body warm and solid against mine.

"Gabriella, what are you⁠—"

She silenced me with her mouth, her full lips soft pressed against mine. The kiss was everything I'd been imagining since that interrupted moment under the stars—heat and wine. Her hands fisted in my shirt, pulling me closer, and I responded without thinking, my arms circling her waist as she melted against me.

She kissed me with the same passion she did everything else, no holding back. Her tongue teased against mine, sending fire racing through my bloodstream, and when she made a small sound of pleasure against my mouth, I forgot every reason why this was a bad idea. I was getting aroused in all places imaginable.

"I've been wanting to do that for days," she breathed against my lips, her forehead resting against mine.

"Gabriella—"

"Shh." She traced her thumb along my jaw, her touch gentle but possessive. "Don't overthink it."

Before I could respond, footsteps crunched on gravel nearby, and we sprang apart like guilty teenagers. A moment later, Julia appeared around the corner, flashlight in hand.

"There you are," she said, her tone perfectly neutral despite the fact that we were both breathing hard and probably looked exactly as guilty as we were. "The power company says it'll be another hour at least. I thought we might move everyone inside."

"Good idea," I managed, my voice rougher than intended.

Gabriella smoothed her dress and picked up the wine bottle she'd dropped, her movements casual but her cheeks flushed in the flashlight beam. "I'll help get everyone organized."

She walked past Julia without a word, leaving me alone with the woman who'd brought me here in the first place. Julia watched Gabriella disappear around the corner, then turned her attention to me.

"Interesting evening," she said mildly, stepping closer. "Though I suppose power outages have a way of bringing out people's... true natures."

In the darkness, her perfume seemed stronger, more intoxicating. When she moved past me toward the house, her hand brushed against my chest—a contact so brief it could have been accidental, except for the way she let it linger.

"We should talk tomorrow," she murmured as she passed, her lips close enough to my ear that I felt her breath on my skin. "About the vineyard's future. And yours."

Then she was gone, leaving me standing alone in the darkness with the taste of Gabriella still on my lips and the phantom sensation of Julia's touch burning through my shirt.

Hours later, I lay in bed listening to rain hammer against the windows, my mind circling endlessly between the two women who'd somehow become the center of my California exile. Gabriella's kiss had been everything I'd wanted and everything I shouldn't have allowed. Julia's touch had been brief but loaded with implications I didn't fully understand.
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The morning after the wine tasting dawned bright and deceptively calm, with cleanup crews already moving efficiently across the patio by the time I emerged with my first cup of coffee. Paper lanterns hung limp from their strings, and folding chairs sat stacked in neat rows, waiting to be loaded onto the catering truck.

I was helping Roberto dismantle the makeshift bar when Gabriella appeared, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail and wearing jeans that had seen better days. She surveyed the organized chaos with the satisfied expression of someone who'd successfully navigated a minor crisis.

"Look at you," she said, nodding toward the case of wine glasses I was carefully packing. "Actually earning your keep instead of just supervising from a safe distance."

"I'm full of surprises," I said, trying to keep my tone light despite the way her presence made my pulse quicken. Last night's kiss hung between us like an unfinished conversation.

"Are you?" She moved closer, ostensibly to help with the glassware but close enough that I caught the scent of her shampoo. "Because I'm starting to think you're not quite the buttoned-up city consultant Julia described."

"What gave me away?"

"The way you look at me when you think I'm not watching." Her fingers brushed mine as she reached for a wine glass, the contact brief but deliberate. "The way you kissed me back last night."

Heat flooded my chest at the memory. "Gabriella⁠—"

"Walk with me," she said, abandoning the glassware and heading toward the equipment barn. "I want to show you something."

I followed her away from the cleanup crews, through the open doors of the barn where agricultural machinery cast long shadows in the morning light. She led me toward the back corner, where stacked hay bales created a makeshift alcove hidden from view.

"This is what you wanted to show me?" I asked, though my voice came out rougher than intended.

"This is where no one can interrupt us." She turned to face me, backing me against the hay bales with slow, deliberate steps. "Where Julia can't appear with her clipboard and her perfectly timed interruptions."

"You think she was interrupting on purpose?"

"I think Julia's very good at getting what she wants." Gabriella placed her hands flat against my chest, her touch warm through my shirt. "And I think she wants you."

The directness of the statement caught me off guard. "It's not that simple."

"Isn't it?" She stepped closer, eliminating the space between us. "She brought you here, Mike. Made you an offer you couldn't refuse. And now she's watching to see which way you'll fall."

"Which way do you want me to fall?"

Her answer was to rise up on her toes and kiss me, her mouth soft and insistent against mine. This time there was no hesitation, no surprise—just the inevitable collision of attraction that had been building since I'd first seen her laughing between the vine rows.

I responded without thinking, my hands settling on her waist as she pressed closer. When she made that small sound of pleasure against my mouth, rational thought became impossible.

"I've been thinking about this," she whispered against my lips, her fingers working at the buttons of my shirt. "About you. About what it would feel like to have you touch me."

Her hands were warm against my skin, tracing patterns across my chest that made my breath catch. When I pulled her closer, she melted against me with a sigh that went straight to my core.

"Gabriella," I managed, though it came out more like a plea than a protest.

"I know this is complicated," she said, her lips finding the spot where my neck met my shoulder, her tongue flicking against my pulse point. "I know Julia has plans for you. But I need you to know how I feel before she makes her move."

The confession hit me like cold water. "Her move?"

"She's not just offering you a business partnership, Mike." Gabriella pulled back to meet my eyes, her expression serious despite the heat building between us. "She's offering you everything. The vineyard, the life, herself if that's what it takes to keep you here."

"And what are you offering?"

Her smile was soft, vulnerable in a way I hadn't seen before. "Why don't you find out?"

She kissed me again, deeper this time, her body molding against mine with perfect familiarity. I could feel her heart racing against my chest, could taste the desperation in her kiss. My hands found the hem of her shirt, and she arched into my touch as I traced the smooth line of her back.

"Touch me," she breathed against my ear, her voice husky with need. "Please, Mike. I need to feel your hands on me."

I didn't need to be asked twice. My fingers found the clasp of her bra through the thin cotton of her shirt, and she gasped when I unhooked it, her breasts pressing against my chest as the fabric loosened.

"God, yes," she whispered, her hands fumbling with my belt buckle with an urgency that made my cock strain against my jeans. "I've been wet thinking about this since yesterday."

The blunt confession sent fire racing through my veins. I lifted her shirt over her head, revealing perfect breasts with dusky nipples that were already hard with arousal. She was fucking gorgeous—all golden skin and soft curves that begged to be touched.

"You're so beautiful," I said, cupping her breasts in my hands, running my thumbs over her nipples until she moaned.

"Don't stop," she panted, her head falling back as I bent to take one nipple into my mouth. The taste of her skin was intoxicating, salt and sweetness that made me want to explore every inch of her body.

She managed to get my jeans undone, her hand wrapping around my hard cock with a confidence that made me groan against her breast. Her touch was firm, knowing, and when she stroked me slowly, I nearly lost control right there.

"I want you inside me," she said, her voice thick with desire. "Right here, right now. I can't wait anymore."

I helped her out of her skirt, my hands shaking slightly as I revealed her completely to me. She was perfect—all long legs and smooth skin, with a small triangle of dark hair between her thighs that made my mouth water.

"Are you sure?" I asked, even as my hands roamed over her body, memorizing every curve and hollow.

"I've never been more sure of anything," she said, pulling me down onto the scattered hay. The golden stalks cushioned our bodies as she positioned herself beneath me, her legs wrapping around my waist.

I could feel her heat against my cock, could smell her arousal mixing with the earthy scent of the barn. When she reached between us to guide me to her entrance, I nearly came from the anticipation alone.

"Please," she whispered, her dark eyes locked on mine. "I need you."

I pushed inside her slowly, both of us gasping at the incredible sensation of connection. She was hot and tight and perfect, her body welcoming me like we'd done this a thousand times before.

"Fuck," I groaned, staying still for a moment to let her adjust. "You feel incredible."

"Move," she demanded, her nails digging into my shoulders. "God, Mike, please move."

I began to thrust, slowly at first, then faster as she matched my rhythm. The hay scattered beneath us with each movement, and the barn filled with the sounds of our breathing, our soft moans, the slick sound of our bodies joining.

"Harder," she gasped, her back arching off the makeshift bed. "I'm not going to break."

I gave her what she wanted, driving into her with increasing intensity. She met every thrust, her body moving with mine in perfect synchronization. Her breasts bounced with each movement, and I couldn't resist leaning down to capture a nipple in my mouth again.

"Yes, like that," she cried out, her fingers tangling in my hair. "Don't stop…don't fucking stop."

I could feel her getting closer, her inner walls beginning to flutter around my cock. I reached between us to find her clit, circling the sensitive bundle of nerves with my thumb.

"Oh god, Mike," she moaned, her hips bucking against my hand. "I'm going to cum."

"Cum for me," I said against her neck, increasing the pressure on her clit. "Let me feel you come around my cock."

She shattered beneath me with a cry that echoed through the barn, her body convulsing as waves of pleasure crashed over her. The sensation of her climax triggered my own, and I buried myself deep inside her as I came hard, filling her with hot pulses of release.

We lay tangled together in the aftermath, our bodies slick with sweat and satisfaction. She traced lazy patterns on my chest as our breathing slowly returned to normal.

"This changes things," I said, stating the obvious.

"Everything was already changing." She propped herself up on one elbow, studying my face. "The question is whether you're going to let Julia convince you this was a mistake."

"Are you asking me not to tell her?"

"I'm asking you to decide what you want before she makes the decision for you." Gabriella leaned down to kiss me softly, then sat up and began gathering her scattered clothes.

"Julia's very persuasive when she wants something. And she wants you to save this place."

"What if I want to save it too?"

"Then we figure out how to do it together." She pulled her shirt over her head, her hair falling in waves around her shoulders. "But Mike? Don't let her make you think this was just physical. What just happened between us—that was real."

She was dressed and moving toward the barn entrance before I could respond, leaving me alone with the scent of her perfume and the uncomfortable realization that everything had just become infinitely more complicated.

Through the open doors, I could see Julia's BMW pulling up the drive, and I wondered how long I had before the conversation Gabriella had warned me about became inevitable.
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Cool afternoon light slanted through the office windows, casting long shadows across the desk where financial reports and harvest projections lay scattered like evidence of a complex crime. Julia sat across from me, reading glasses perched on her nose as she worked through production costs with the methodical precision of someone who'd learned that every decimal point mattered.

I tried to focus on the spreadsheet in front of me, but my mind kept drifting to this morning—the weight of Gabriella's body against mine, the way she'd whispered my name, the taste of her still lingering on my lips hours later. Every time I shifted in my chair, I caught the faint scent of hay and lavender on my clothes.

"These numbers don't add up," Julia said, pulling off her glasses and rubbing her temples. "According to this, we should have been profitable last quarter, but the bank statements tell a different story."

"Equipment depreciation?" I suggested, grateful for the distraction.

"Among other things." She leaned back in her chair, and for the first time since I'd met her, she looked tired. Really tired. "You want to know the truth about this place, Mike? I've been hemorrhaging money for three years, trying to keep it afloat on charm and stubbornness. The insurance company is threatening to drop our coverage after the storm damage claims. Without insurance, the bank pulls funding automatically. We're looking at a two-week window to find alternative coverage or..." She didn't finish the sentence.

The honesty caught me off guard. The composed businesswoman I'd met yesterday had been replaced by someone more human, more vulnerable.

"Why?" I asked. "Why not sell to those developers you mentioned?"

Julia was quiet for a long moment, staring out the window at the vineyard rows where afternoon shadows were beginning to stretch. "Because my uncle believed in this place. Because Gabriella's grandmother planted those original vines with her bare hands. Because sometimes the things worth saving aren't the things that make financial sense."

She stood and moved to the window, her silhouette outlined against the golden light. "You should have seen this place five years ago. Equipment falling apart, wine quality inconsistent, barely breaking even. Now look at it."

I followed her gaze across the perfectly maintained vineyard, the state-of-the-art fermentation building, the carefully tended grounds that spoke to years of investment and care.

"You did all this?"

"Gabriella and I did it together." Her voice carried a note of pride mixed with something else—regret, maybe.

"She had the vision for the wine, I had the business sense to make it happen. We made a good team."

"Made? We still could, under the right circumstances. If we could all get past the idea that wanting something means someone else can't have it too."

Julia turned back to me, and there was something guarded in her expression. "People change. Priorities shift. Sometimes partnerships... complicate themselves."

Before I could ask what she meant, she was moving back to the desk, gathering papers with brisk efficiency. "Speaking of complications, remember the Mendocino tasting disaster I mentioned?"

"You said it involved a fire department."

"And a very expensive Persian rug." Her smile was genuine now, transforming her face in a way that made her look years younger. "Picture this: fifty wine snobs in formal wear, standing in a nineteenth-century mansion, when the sprinkler system decides to malfunction during my presentation."

"Please tell me you didn't lose the account."

"Are you kidding? The chaos was so memorable they booked us for three more events." She laughed, a sound that was surprisingly warm and unguarded. "Nothing sells wine like shared trauma."

I couldn't help but grin despite everything. "That explains your calm during last night's power outage."

"Crisis management is half this job. The other half is pretending you know what you're doing while everything falls apart around you. Gabriella thinks I don't understand what this place means to people. She's wrong about that. I understand perfectly. That's what makes the financial decisions so damn hard."

he reached for a clipboard at the same time I did, our hands colliding over the paperwork.

The contact was brief, accidental, but neither of us immediately pulled away. Her fingers were warm, slightly trembling, and when I looked up, she was watching my face with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"Mike," she said softly, and something in her tone made my heart race.

"Yeah?"

"I know this is complicated. The vineyard, the business situation, everything that's happening here." Her hand stayed on mine, her thumb rubbing my knuckles gently. "But I want you to know that having you here—it feels right."

The confession hung between us, loaded with implication. I could smell her perfume, could see the pulse beating at the base of her throat, could feel the heat radiating from her body across the small space of the desk.

"Julia—"

"I'm not asking for anything," she said quickly, finally pulling her hand away. "Not yet. But you should know that you're..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "You might be worth keeping around."

She said it like it was just friendly advice, but the way she looked at me felt much more personal.

Before I could respond, the office door opened and Diego appeared, hat in hand and mud on his boots.

"Sorry to interrupt," he said, though his timing felt suspiciously convenient. "Julia, we've got that delivery truck stuck in the south gate again. Driver's asking for help."

"Of course he is." Julia stood, smoothing her blazer with movements that seemed designed to restore her professional composure. "Mike, we should finish this later. When we have fewer interruptions."

She headed for the door, then paused and looked back over her shoulder. "Think about what I said. About staying. About what this place could become with the right partnership."

After she left, I sat alone in the office with scattered paperwork and the lingering scent of her perfume, wondering if she'd been talking about business partnerships or something else entirely.

Outside, the afternoon light was fading, and somewhere in the vineyard, Gabriella was probably checking fermentation tanks and thinking about this morning.
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Evening sun painted the vineyard in shades of gold and amber, the light softer now that the frantic energy of harvest season had finally settled into something resembling calm. I stood on the patio with a glass of the reserve Pinot, watching shadows stretch between the vine rows and trying to process how completely my life had changed in just two weeks.

My phone buzzed against my hip—a Chicago number I didn't recognize.

"Mike? This is Sandra Whitman, Julia's friend from the city. She said you might be interested in a consulting opportunity."

I knew the name from Julia's stories—venture capitalist, wine enthusiast, the kind of connected person who made things happen with phone calls.

"What kind of opportunity?"

"I've got a property about forty minutes north of you. Neglected vineyard, good bones, needs someone who understands both restoration and business development." Papers rustled in the background. "Julia speaks very highly of your work. Says you're exactly what the industry needs—someone who gets both the romance and the reality."

The offer was flattering, lucrative, and exactly the kind of challenge that would have excited me a month ago. Now all I could think about was how it would mean leaving this place, these people, the complications I'd somehow grown attached to.

"I'll think about it," I said.

"Actually, I'm sending someone down to evaluate the property first. She'll probably want to pick your brain about restoration challenges, maybe get your read on the local market." More paper shuffling. "Her name's Kathy Morrison. Ring any bells?"

The name hit me like cold water. Kathy Morrison. My ex-girlfriend from culinary school, the one who'd left Chicago for California wine country five years ago, the one I hadn't spoken to since she'd walked out of my restaurant and my life without looking back.

"Mike? You still there?"

"Yeah, I'm here. When's she arriving?"

"Next week sometime. I'll have her call you directly."

After the call ended, I stood staring at the phone, wondering what cosmic joke had decided to drop my past into the middle of my already complicated present.

"You look like someone just told you the grapes turned to raisins overnight."

Gabriella appeared beside me, hair loose around her shoulders and wearing a sundress that caught the evening light. She'd been working in the lab all afternoon, but now she looked relaxed, content, the kind of beautiful that made my chest tighten.

"Just business stuff," I said, slipping the phone back into my pocket.

"Good business or bad business?"

"Complicated business." I took a sip of wine, letting the flavors ground me in the present moment. "Seems to be my specialty lately."

She laughed, stepping closer until I could smell her perfume mixing with the scent of cooling earth and growing vines. "Speaking of complicated..." She traced a finger along my forearm, her touch light but deliberate. "I was thinking maybe we could make tonight less complicated. Just us, some wine, nowhere else to be."

The invitation was clear, tempting, loaded with memories of this morning's stolen hours in the hay-scattered barn. Before I could answer, Julia's voice carried across the patio.

"Mike? Could I steal you for a moment?"

She approached with two glasses and a bottle I recognized as the vineyard's most expensive Cabernet—the kind they saved for special occasions or important investors. She'd changed into a flowing white dress that moved with her like silk, and when she smiled, there was something different in her expression. Warmer. Less guarded.

"Sunset tasting," she explained, pouring wine with practiced grace. "I wanted to show you what we're really capable of here."

Gabriella watched the interaction with hooded eyes, then smiled with the kind of politeness that carried sharp edges. "I'll leave you two to your... business discussion."

She walked away without looking back, but I caught the subtle sway of her hips, the way she let her hand trail along the patio railing—gestures designed to remind me exactly what I was giving up for wine and conversation with Julia.

"Cheating on me already?" Julia asked lightly, though her green eyes tracked Gabriella's departure with calculating attention.

"It's not like that."

"Isn't it?" She handed me a glass, her fingers brushing mine in a contact that lasted just long enough to feel calculated. "Taste this. Tell me what you think."

The wine was incredible—probably the best I'd ever tasted. But I barely noticed it. I was too busy watching Julia, how the sunset made her hair look golden, the little smile she had while waiting for my reaction.

"Incredible," I said honestly.

"It should be. That's a five-hundred-dollar bottle." She moved closer, close enough that I could see the flecks of amber in her eyes. "I don't open it for just anyone."

"What makes me special?"

"You're still here." Her smile was soft, genuine, without the professional armor she usually wore. "Despite everything—the financial uncertainty, the crazy weather, Gabriella's attempts to seduce you away from making smart business decisions."

"Is that what she's doing?"

"Among other things." Julia stepped closer, and suddenly the space between us felt so little. "But I'm not worried. I think you're smart enough to see what really matters."

Before I could ask what she meant, she was rising up on her toes, her hand settling on my chest as she kissed me. Her lips were soft, warm, tasting of wine. The kiss was different from Gabriella's—controlled, purposeful, like everything else about Julia.

When she pulled back, her eyes searched my face with an intensity that made my pulse stutter.

"Something to think about," she murmured, then walked away toward the house, leaving me alone with two glasses of expensive wine and the phantom sensation of her mouth against mine. As she walked away, I caught sight of Gabriella watching from the fermentation building window. But instead of anger, there was something calculating in her expression, like she was working out a puzzle rather than witnessing betrayal.

I stood there as the sun disappeared behind the coastal hills, painting the sky in shades of pink and purple that would have been romantic under different circumstances. I was stuck between two very different women, each pointing me in a different direction.

Gabriella offered passion, authenticity, the kind of connection that made everything else fade to background noise. Julia offered stability, sophistication, the chance to build something lasting and financially secure.

The smart move would be to choose one or the other, to stop playing with fire before someone got burned. But as I finished Julia's expensive Cabernet and watched the last light fade from the vineyard, I realized I wasn't ready to make that choice.

My phone buzzed again—a text from an unknown number.

Heard you're in wine country now. Small world. Looking forward to catching up. See you soon. —K

Kathy. The woman who'd taught me that loving someone didn't guarantee they'd stay, that sometimes the best relationships ended not with arguments but with quiet acknowledgments that you wanted different things from life.

Now she was coming here, to this place where I'd finally found something worth fighting for just when everything was getting complicated enough to require a scorecard. Kathy represented everything I'd walked away from—the endless networking, the corporate restaurant groups, the kind of success that looked impressive from the outside but felt hollow at three in the morning.

I looked out over the vineyard one more time, then headed inside to figure out how to navigate a situation that had just gotten exponentially more complex.
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I came to Kenya to escape disgrace. I never expected to find purpose.

After my Wall Street career imploded in scandal, my uncle's safari lodge inheritance offered the perfect hideout. I planned to sign some papers, avoid questions, and disappear again. Simple.

Then I met Mara.

The lodge manager's fierce competence and undeniable beauty knocked me off balance from day one. She challenged everything- my city arrogance, my ignorance about the wilderness, my plans to sell and run.

When flash floods threaten to destroy the lodge, we work through the night side by side, soaked to the skin and fighting for this place she loves. Something fundamental shifts between us under that vast African sky. Each sunrise game drive and starlit conversation pulls us deeper into something I never expected to find.

As I learn to read the savanna's rhythms and Mara's heart, I'm building something new in this wild place…

This is harem romance novella for adults. Approx. 18.000 words.
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