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The letter arrived on a Tuesday, a day that smelled of ozone and impending rain, slipped between a glossy credit card offer and a water bill. Its envelope was a heavy cream, the kind of paper that felt expensive and important, bearing an elegant, foreign-looking stamp and a postmark from a place Julian couldn't pronounce. The return address was a law firm in Siena, Italy.

Julian Vance, a man who built his life on blueprints and logic, almost threw it away. He had no connection to Italy, no living relatives he knew of beyond his mother, who lived a quiet, sterile life in a grand, soulless house in Chicago. His own life was a meticulously drafted set of plans: a junior partnership at the architectural firm of Hammond & Croft dangling just out of reach, a minimalist condo in a glass tower overlooking the city's grimy river, and a carefully curated social life that left no room for messy, unpredictable entanglements. He was on schedule. On budget. Everything was according to plan.

But the weight of the envelope felt significant. Against his better judgment, he slit it open with a silver letter opener, a gift from his father he barely remembered.

The letterhead was formal, printed in both English and Italian. Bianchi & Associates, Avvocati. The text was a stark, black serif font.

Dear Mr. Vance,

It is with the gravest respect that I contact you regarding the estate of Signore Enzo Rossi. You may not be familiar with this name, but Signore Rossi was your maternal grandfather.

Julian froze, the letter suddenly feeling like a live wire in his hands. His grandfather? His mother had never spoken of her father, only ever of leaving her "old life" in Italy behind when she was nineteen. Any attempt Julian had made to ask about his heritage was met with a shuttered expression and a swift change of subject. He’d learned to stop asking.

He sank into his Eames lounge chair, the leather cool against his back, and continued reading.

Signore Rossi passed away three months ago at the age of eighty-four. His will, drafted some years ago, is quite specific. As his only living blood relative, you are the primary heir to his entire estate, the centerpiece of which is his property, a villa and its surrounding lands, in the small hilltop town of Valentina.

A villa. In Italy. The words were so foreign they felt like fiction. Julian, who dealt in steel and glass and concrete, couldn't picture it.

However, there is a condition. A rather unusual one. Signore Rossi’s will stipulates that to inherit the property outright, you must reside at the villa, La Vigna Solitaria, for a period of no less than ninety consecutive days. Furthermore, during this period, you must share the residence with his long-time business partner and co-executor of the will, Signore Mateo Rossi.

Julian’s brow furrowed. Share the residence? With a stranger? For three months? It was absurd. It sounded like the plot of a cheap paperback romance, not a legal document.

The purpose of this clause, as stated by your grandfather, was to ensure the property would only go to someone willing to understand its history and its connection to the community. Signore Mateo Rossi has been the steward of the property for many years and knows its soul. The will requires that you and he "cooperate in good faith" for the duration of your stay. Proof of this cooperation must be presented to the local town council at the end of the ninety-day period. Should you fail to meet these conditions, the entire property will be sold and the proceeds donated to a historical preservation fund in Florence.

Julian let the letter drop to his lap. This wasn't an inheritance; it was a trap. A bizarre, high-stakes game designed by a man he’d never met. He could already see the flaw in the plan. He was a junior partner on the verge of making senior. He had projects, deadlines, a life that couldn't simply be put on hold for three months.

And yet.

He thought of his condo, beautiful but empty. He thought of his romantic life, a series of brief, polished encounters with men who saw him as a career asset, a successful accessory. He thought of the relentless pace of his life, the constant pressure to perform, to climb higher. He thought of the gnawing, quiet ache of loneliness he refused to acknowledge. Ninety days. It was a sabbatical. An interruption. But what if it was more? What if it was an out?

The thought was seductive. The property was in Italy. Even a crumbling villa in the middle of nowhere had to be worth something. He could satisfy the conditions, sell the place, and pocket a tidy sum. Enough to maybe start his own small firm, free from the corporate ladder he was so tired of climbing. It was a risk, but the potential reward—freedom—was immense.

He spent the next week in a flurry of activity. He called the law firm, a harried but kind woman named Sofia who confirmed every ludicrous detail of the will. He spoke to his boss, a man who viewed Julian’s ambition as a reflection of his own, and framed the trip as a "personal sabbatical to explore European architectural history." It was a lie, but a palatable one. His boss, surprisingly, agreed, seeing it as a networking opportunity that might benefit the firm.

He packed a single suitcase, leaving his minimalist life exactly as he’d found it. Three weeks after the letter arrived, he was on a plane, the city of Chicago shrinking below him until it was just a grid of lights, a blueprint he was happy to leave behind.

***
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THE DRIVE FROM FLORENCE to Valentina was a lesson in controlled chaos. Julian had rented a sensible Audi, but it felt out of place on the winding, narrow roads that snaked through rolling hills blanketed in vineyards and cypress trees. The world here was painted in hues of gold and green and ochre, a stark contrast to Chicago’s monochrome palette. His GPS eventually gave up, and he followed hand-painted signs toward a town that seemed to be carved directly from the top of a mountain.

Valentina was a cluster of terracotta-roofed houses clinging to a hillside, surrounded by ancient stone walls. As he navigated the cobblestone streets, the car’s low suspension scraped painfully. He was definitely not getting his security deposit back.

The lawyer’s directions were clear: the villa was a kilometer outside the town walls, down a rough, unpaved road. He found the turnoff, a pair of rusted iron gates hanging open, flanked by stone pillars overgrown with ivy. The road was a nightmare of potholes and loose gravel. He drove slowly, the Audi groaning in protest, until the trees parted and he saw it.

La Vigna Solitaria.

The Lonely Vine.

It was breathtaking and heartbreaking all at once. A magnificent two-story stone villa, clearly once the heart of a thriving estate, now stood in a state of elegant decay. The terracotta roof tiles were patched with moss, and sections of the stucco facade had crumbled away to reveal the ancient stone beneath. A sprawling, overgrown garden surrounded it, with rose bushes run wild and the skeletal remains of what might have once been formal hedges. It was a masterpiece of architecture slowly being reclaimed by nature.

Julian felt a pull in his chest, a professional and personal curiosity he hadn’t expected. This wasn't just a property; it was a story. He could see the bones of it—the symmetrical windows, the grand arched doorway, the graceful loggia on the second floor. It had soul.

He parked the car and got out, the air warm and smelling of early-evening sunbaked earth and wild herbs. As he approached the massive wooden front door, it swung open.

And there he was.

The man from the will. Mateo Rossi.

He was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, a picture of casual defiance. He was taller than Julian, with broad shoulders that stretched the thin fabric of a worn grey t-shirt. His skin was tanned the color of warm honey, and his hair was a riot of dark, unruly curls that fell across his forehead. He was, Julian registered with a jolt that had nothing to do with architecture, devastatingly handsome. His eyes, a startling shade of whiskey-brown, were fixed on Julian with an expression that was part curiosity, part hostility.

"You must be the American," Mateo said. His voice was a low, melodic baritone, laced with an accent that curled around the English words like smoke.

"Julian Vance," Julian replied, extending a hand.

Mateo looked at his hand for a long moment before taking it. His grip was firm, his palm calloused. "Mateo Rossi. The mayor called. The lawyers notified him of the will. I admit, I'm surprised you actually showed up."

"The inheritance was... persuasive," Julian said, pulling his hand back. He felt an odd spark where their skin had met, a static charge in the humid air.

Mateo’s lips twisted into a wry smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Ah, yes. The inheritance. The money. I assume that's why you're here. To see what you can get for the place."

Julian bristled. "I'm here to see what I've inherited. The will has conditions."

"Conditions," Mateo scoffed, pushing off the doorframe and gesturing for Julian to enter. "Enzo and his games. He always did love a good drama. Come in. The journey is long."

Julian stepped inside, and the cool, musty air of the house enveloped him. The foyer was vast, with a soaring, beamed ceiling and a floor of ancient stone flags. A grand, curved staircase dominated one wall. The space was filled with dust motes dancing in the shafts of light slanting from the tall windows. It was beautiful, but it was a tomb.

"It's... incredible," Julian murmured, his architectural eye taking in every detail. "The proportions are perfect. The light is phenomenal."

"It's a crumbling pile of stone," Mateo said flatly. "It leaks when it rains. The wiring is a fire hazard. And it's falling apart piece by piece because Enzo was too proud and too stubborn to accept help."

"Then why are you still here?" Julian asked, turning to face him.

Mateo’s gaze was intense, pinning him in place. "Because this place is my home. It was my home long before Enzo decided to play puppet master from beyond the grave. He and my father built this vineyard together. My family has worked this land for a hundred years. I am not about to let some stranger with a briefcase and dollar signs in his eyes waltz in and sell it to the highest bidder."

The accusation hung in the air between them, thick and heavy. This was the "cooperation" the will had mandated. It was a farce. This man saw him as the enemy.

Julian straightened his spine, channeling the cool, professional persona that served him so well in Chicago. "Look, Mateo. I don't know what the lawyers told you, but I don't know you, and I certainly didn't ask for this. But I am here. The will says we have to live together for ninety days. So, let's try to be civilized about it. Where's my room?"

For a split second, surprise flickered in Mateo’s whiskey-colored eyes, as if he hadn't expected such a direct, business-like response. Then, a slow, dangerous smile spread across his face.

"Civilized," he repeated, the word a soft challenge. "Of course. We can be civilized." He started up the grand staircase, his footsteps echoing in the cavernous space. "Your room is at the end of the hall. I hope you don't mind ghosts. They say the old masters are very particular about who they share their home with."

Julian stood alone in the decaying grandeur of the foyer, the suitcase in his hand suddenly feeling incredibly heavy. He had a sinking feeling that the next ninety days were going to be the longest of his life.
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The room at the end of the hall was a master suite, or at least, it had been once. A massive, canopied bed dominated the space, its dark wood carving intricate and beautiful, but the velvet drapes were threadbare, and the air hung heavy with the scent of dust and dried lavender. French doors led to a small, crumbling balcony overlooking the overgrown gardens. Julian dropped his suitcase on the floor, the sound echoing like a gunshot in the profound silence.

He was exhausted, a weariness that went bone-deep, settling in his joints and making his eyelids feel heavy. The flight, the drive, the emotional whiplash of the last twenty-four hours had worn him down to a raw, exposed nerve. All he wanted was a hot shower and a flat surface to sleep on. But first, he needed to shed the skin of his journey, to peel away the stale, recycled air of the airplane and the fine layer of Tuscan dust that clung to him.

He pushed open the door to the adjoining bathroom and found a relic from another era. A large, claw-foot tub, its porcelain stained with age, stood on a tiled floor. There was no shower curtain, no glass door, just a single, ornate faucet that looked like it belonged in a museum. It was charming and inconvenient in equal measure.

With a sigh that seemed to drain the last of his energy, he turned the knobs. A groaning shudder ran through the pipes, a sound like a dying animal, and then a gush of brown water sputtered from the faucet. He let it run, watching as it slowly, reluctantly, cleared to a rusty, then a pale, then a surprisingly clear and powerful stream. Steam began to fog the small window, clinging to the cobwebs in the corners.

He began to unbutton his shirt, his fingers moving with a practiced, weary efficiency. But as his mind drifted, unbidden, back to the man downstairs, his movements slowed. Mateo Rossi. He was an irritant, a splinter under Julian’s skin. He was also, Julian had to admit with a jolt of pure, objective honesty, devastatingly attractive.

It wasn't just the classic, rugged handsomeness. It was the way he inhabited his body. In Chicago, Julian was surrounded by men who were as meticulously curated as their condos, their bodies honed in sterile gyms, their movements self-conscious. Mateo was different. He was raw, elemental. He moved with an unconscious grace, a fluid, confident economy of motion that spoke of a life lived outdoors, a body that was a tool, not just an ornament.

Julian’s shirt fell open, and he remembered the way Mateo’s worn t-shirt had stretched across his chest, hinting at the solid muscle beneath, the dark shadow of his nipples clearly visible against the thin cotton. He remembered the confident, almost arrogant set of his shoulders, and the way his dark, unruly curls fell across his brow, begging to be touched, to be tamed.

An unwelcome, intrusive heat pooled low in Julian’s gut. He shrugged off the shirt, letting it fall to the floor. He toed off his shoes and socks, his movements slowing further. He remembered the powerful muscles of Mateo’s thighs, the way his worn jeans had hugged them, and the firm, high curve of his ass as he had walked away. Julian had found himself, to his own surprise and dismay, staring.

His hands went to his belt. The buckle made a soft, metallic sound in the quiet room. This was a problem. A serious problem. His life was about control, about logic, about blueprints and straight lines. Mateo Rossi was chaos. He was a winding, unpaved road in the Tuscan hills, and Julian was terrified of getting lost.

He unzipped his trousers, the sound loud in the steam-filled room. He had to remind himself why he was here. He thought of the letter from the lawyers, the crisp paper a stark reminder of his mission. Ninety days. Cooperate in good faith. He was not here to lust after the local help. He was here to assess the property, to be civil, and to count the days until he could sell this beautiful, crumbling prison and return to his life of predictable, manageable solitude.

He let his trousers and boxers fall to the floor in a heap. He stood there, naked, in the growing steam. He tried to focus on the numbers, on the logistics, on the cold, hard facts of his situation. But his body, treacherous thing that it was, had other ideas.

The image of Mateo’s whiskey-colored eyes, the way they had looked at him with that unnerving, assessing intensity, flashed in his mind. He thought of the low, melodic baritone of his voice, laced with an accent that curled around the English words like smoke. He thought of the firm, calloused grip of his hand when they had shaken, a touch that had sent a jolt straight through him.

His cock began to stir, a slow, thickening against his thigh. He squeezed his eyes shut, a silent curse on his lips. No. Not here. Not now. He tried to think of anything else—steel beams, concrete foundations, profit margins, anything to quell the rising tide of desire. But it was useless. The image of Mateo was burned into his mind, a vivid, high-definition photograph that refused to fade.

He thought of the way Mateo had leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed over his chest, a picture of casual defiance. He imagined what it would be like to be pinned against that doorframe by that powerful body, to feel that strength pressed against him, to have those whiskey-colored eyes darken with desire.

His cock was fully erect now, a heavy, aching length that throbbed with a life of its own. He groaned, a low, frustrated sound that was swallowed by the hiss of the water. He couldn't remember the last time he'd been so instantly, so powerfully aroused by just the thought of someone. It was unnerving. It was intoxicating. It was a complete and total loss of control.

He opened his eyes and looked at himself in the steam-fogged mirror above the sink. He saw himself—pale, a little travel-worn, his body lean and defined but in a way that felt academic, not primal. And then he looked down at his erection, hard and insistent, a traitorous testament to the chaos that man had already unleashed in him.

He had two choices. He could either get into the shower and try to will it away, or he could give in, just for a moment, to the overwhelming need.

He hesitated, his hand hovering over his cock. He was in a strange house, a man he barely knew just downstairs. It was reckless. It was foolish.

But God, he wanted to.

He wrapped his hand around his shaft, the contact sending a sharp jolt of pleasure through him. He was so hard it was almost painful, the skin stretched taut, the head already slick with pre-come. He leaned against the cool porcelain of the sink, his eyes closing, his head falling back. He began to stroke himself, his movements slow and deliberate at first, then faster, more urgent.

He didn't try to fight the images in his mind anymore. He let them come. He thought of Mateo’s hands, strong and calloused, imagined them touching him, exploring his body. He thought of Mateo’s mouth, the full, sensual lips, imagined them kissing him, biting him, tasting him. He thought of Mateo’s body, hard and hot, imagined it pressing against his, imagined them moving together, skin on skin, a frantic, desperate rhythm.

The pleasure built, a coiling tension in his groin, a wave of heat that washed over him. He stroked himself faster, his grip tightening, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps. He was so close, so close to the edge. He imagined Mateo whispering his name, imagined him saying the things he wanted to hear, the things he didn't even know he wanted to hear.

"Julian," a low, melodic baritone seemed to whisper in his ear.

His eyes snapped open. It wasn't a memory. It was real.

He spun around, his heart hammering against his ribs, his hand still wrapped around his hard, glistening cock.

And there he was.

Mateo was leaning against the bathroom doorframe, holding two fluffy towels, one folded over his arm. He was watching Julian with an unnerving, unapologetic intensity. His gaze was not just on Julian’s face; it swept down his body, lingering on the hand that was still wrapped around his erection.

A slow, dangerous smile spread across Mateo’s face. "I see the water works," he said, his voice a low, rumble that vibrated right through Julian's bones. "But it seems you've found another way to work up a sweat."

Julian’s first instinct was to cover himself, to lunge for a towel, to do something to reclaim the privacy that had just been so spectacularly violated. But he was frozen, caught in the act, a hot, mortifying flush creeping up his neck and chest. He was completely exposed, water streaming down his body from the shower, his hand still on his cock, and Mateo was just... watching.

"What the hell are you doing?" Julian’s voice was a strangled croak, a mix of shock, indignation, and a dark, shameful thrill.

Mateo didn't flinch. He took a slow step into the room, his gaze never leaving Julian’s. "The water heater is ancient," he said, his voice calm, as if they were discussing the weather. "It can only handle so much. If you use all the hot water, the pipes will groan all night. I was bringing you extra towels. I knocked. You didn't answer."

He gestured to the towels in his hand, but his eyes were still fixed on Julian's body, on the hard, desperate evidence of his desire.

"You can put them down and get out," Julian managed to say, his voice tight, his hand finally falling away from his cock, leaving it achingly, visibly erect.

"I could," Mateo agreed, his voice a low, challenging murmur. He didn't move. He just stood there, a predator admiring his prey, a small, knowing smile playing on his lips. "But I think you'd prefer it if I stayed."
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Julian’s blood ran cold, a stark contrast to the heat that had been pooling in his groin just moments before. He was naked, hard, and caught in the most humiliating, compromising position imaginable. The remnants of his fantasy, the raw, unfiltered desire he had just been indulging, were still humming through his veins, a silent, screaming testament to his betrayal of his own rules.

And Mateo was just... watching him. A small, knowing smirk played on his lips, a look that was a mixture of amusement, challenge, and something hotter, something that made Julian’s skin feel too tight for his body.

"I could put them down and get out," Mateo was saying, his voice a low, challenging murmur that vibrated right through Julian's bones. "But I think you'd prefer it if I stayed."

The words hung in the steamy air, a gauntlet thrown at Julian’s feet. Every fiber of his being, every lesson he had ever learned about control, about composure, about maintaining the upper hand, screamed at him to deny it. To tell this arrogant, beautiful man to get the hell out. To reassert his dominance, his professionalism, his sanity.

But he couldn't. Because on some level, some terrifying, exhilarating level he didn't want to examine too closely, Mateo was right. The thought of Mateo leaving, of being left alone with his shame and his unfulfilled arousal, was somehow worse than the humiliation of being watched.

He said nothing. He just stood there, trapped, his heart a frantic drum against his ribs, his body a traitorous canvas displaying his every desire.

Mateo’s smirk widened slightly, as if Julian’s silence was the only answer he needed. He took another slow step into the room, his movements fluid and predatory. He didn't approach Julian, but moved to the side, leaning his hip against the vanity. He placed the folded towels on the counter, a casual, domestic gesture that was at odds with the raw, sexual tension that was crackling in the small space. He was making himself comfortable. He was settling in for the show.

"The water's getting cold," Mateo said, his voice dropping to a near whisper, his gaze flicking from Julian's face, down his chest, to his still-hard cock, and then back to his eyes. "It would be a shame to waste it."

It was a dismissal and a command, all wrapped in one. It was an invitation to continue, to perform, to finish what he had started under the weight of that knowing stare.

Julian’s mind was a battlefield. His pride was at war with his body. His logic was at war with his lust. He had spent his entire life building walls around himself, walls of blueprints and schedules and emotional distance. And in the space of five minutes, this man had systematically dismantled every single one of them.

He turned his back on Mateo, a final, desperate attempt to reclaim some semblance of privacy, of control. He stepped into the tub, the water now lukewarm, a shock against his overheated skin. He pulled the shower curtain, a flimsy, transparent piece of plastic that offered no real protection, only the illusion of it. He could still see Mateo’s silhouette through the fogged plastic, a dark, powerful form leaning against the counter, watching him.

He tilted his head back, letting the water stream over his face, his eyes squeezed shut. He could feel Mateo’s gaze on him, a physical weight. It was on the back of his neck, on his shoulders, on the sensitive skin of his ass. It was a touch without touching, a caress that was more intimate, more invasive, than any physical contact.

He tried to ignore it. He tried to focus on the simple, mundane act of washing himself. He grabbed the soap, a harsh, industrial-smelling bar, and began to lather his hands. He washed his face, his chest, his arms, his movements stiff, robotic. He was putting on a performance, a show of nonchalance for an audience of one, and he was a terrible actor.

He could hear the soft sound of Mateo’s breathing, a steady, calm rhythm that was in stark contrast to the frantic, panicked beat of his own heart. He could smell him, too, even over the scent of the soap and the damp air. That same earthy, masculine scent from before—sun-warmed soil, olive leaves, and something uniquely, intoxicatingly Mateo.

He had to wash his hair. He tipped his head back, the water slicking his dark hair down his back. He reached for the shampoo, his fingers fumbling with the cap. As he lathered his hair, his mind, despite his best efforts, began to drift again. He imagined Mateo’s hands in his hair, not his own. He imagined Mateo’s fingers massaging his scalp, his thumbs stroking the sensitive spot behind his ears. He imagined Mateo leaning in, his lips brushing against Julian’s neck, his whispering something dirty, something demanding, in that low, melodic baritone.

His cock, which had begun to soften with the shock and humiliation, was hard again, a demanding, insistent ache. He groaned, a low, desperate sound that was swallowed by the hiss of the water. He couldn't do this. He couldn't survive this.

He rinsed his hair, the soap suds running down his back. He was running out of things to wash, of ways to prolong the agony. He had to face him. He had to get out of this shower.

He turned off the water. The sudden silence was deafening. The only sound was the frantic, ragged sound of his own breathing. He stood there, naked and wet, his body thrumming with a tension that was part fear, part anticipation, and pure, undiluted need.

He took a deep breath, a final, desperate attempt to gather his composure. He was Julian Vance, an architect. He was a professional. He was in control.

He turned around.

Mateo hadn't moved. He was still leaning against the
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