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ONE ROOM AT THE VINEYARD


PROLOGUE
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The headboard struck the wall again.

The dull wooden thud echoed softly through the quiet hotel room, the only sound breaking the warm stillness of the late afternoon.

Daniel barely noticed it.

The fabric bunched beneath his fingers as he struggled to hold on to something—anything—steady. Each time Nico pushed deeper, Daniel felt that unfamiliar pressure again, intense enough to make his breath stutter. The realization flashed through him, sudden and dizzying—Nico was fucking him, and the shock of it sent another rush of heat through his body. It was overwhelming at first, his body instinctively tensing before slowly relaxing as the moment continued, the sensation changing from something startling into something he couldn’t quite bring himself to resist.

Everything felt too intense.

Too close.

Too real.

The open balcony doors let in the warm air from the vineyard outside, carrying the faint scent of sun-warmed grapes and dry earth. Golden light spilled across the bed from the low afternoon sun, catching the edges of rumpled sheets and the scattered trail of clothing on the floor.

Daniel’s breathing came in uneven bursts.

He had always been the calm one.

The responsible one.

The best man who kept the wedding organized, the man everyone trusted to stay level-headed when things got stressful.

But there was nothing calm about this moment.

Nothing controlled.

Nico’s hands gripped his ankles with a confidence that made Daniel’s pulse race harder. The heat of him surrounded Daniel completely, the closeness overwhelming in a way that made his head spin.

Daniel tipped his head back against the headboard, breath catching as a sharp rush of sensation moved through his body.

His fingers tightened instinctively in the sheets.

He had never imagined himself here.

Not like this.

For two days he had tried to ignore the tension building between them.

The way Nico looked at him across the rehearsal dinner table.

The way their shoulders brushed during the afternoon vineyard tour.

The way his attention kept drifting back to the groom’s cousin no matter how many times Daniel told himself to focus on the wedding schedule instead.

It had felt like something electric sitting just beneath the surface.

Something he didn’t want to name.

But the moment they had stepped into the hotel room together that afternoon, the tension that had been building between them for two days had finally snapped.

They had been sharing the room since Daniel arrived at the vineyard—two nights of careful distance, quiet routines, and pretending the air between them wasn’t charged with something neither of them wanted to name.

Two nights of sleeping on opposite sides of the same bed.

Two nights of hearing each other breathe in the dark.

Two nights of trying not to notice the small things—the brush of shoulders in the narrow bathroom doorway, the heat of another body only inches away beneath the sheets, the way silence in the room felt heavier than it should.

Now there was no pretending.

No careful distance.

Just the two of them in the same room again, the late afternoon sunlight spilling across the bed as the door clicked shut behind them. And the tension that had been simmering between them all weekend finally breaking open.

Now, Daniel was only aware of one thing; Nico’s body pressed close to his, the warmth of skin against skin, the rhythm of movement that made his breath catch again and again.

His mind tried to keep up with what was happening, but his body reacted faster.

Every sensation felt amplified.

New.

Unexpected.

The kind of intensity that made it impossible to think clearly.

Sunlight shifted across the bed as the afternoon slowly moved toward evening. Dust motes floated lazily through the warm light, the quiet vineyard outside stretching endlessly beyond the balcony.

Daniel’s chest rose and fell as another wave of sensation rolled through him.

He had spent his entire life believing he understood himself.

Understood the lines he wouldn’t cross.

But right now those lines felt blurred in a way he hadn’t anticipated.

Nico’s grip moved to the base of his neck, tightening slightly; it was both steady and reassuring at the same time.

Daniel’s hand slid across the sheets, instinctively reaching for balance as the moment built again.

The headboard thudded softly against the wall.

His breathing grew heavier.

Somewhere deep in his mind a distant voice reminded him that the wedding reception would begin soon.

That he was supposed to be downstairs greeting guests.

Making sure everything ran smoothly.

But those thoughts felt far away now.

The world had narrowed to the warm light in the room, the quiet vineyard outside, and the intensity of the moment unfolding between them.

And Daniel realized—somewhere between the first touch and this breathless moment—that whatever had just begun between them was going to change far more than just the wedding weekend.
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Daniel Carter reached the crest of the hill just as the vineyards opened beneath him like a green ocean.

Rows of grapevines stretched across the Napa Valley landscape in perfect lines, their leaves glowing gold in the late afternoon sun. The road curved gently through the hills, winding past stone walls and weathered wooden fences that marked the boundaries of old wineries.

Daniel slowed his car slightly as the view widened.

He had been to Napa once before, years ago during a corporate retreat, but he had forgotten how beautiful it was.

The air looked different here—clearer somehow. Warmer. The light itself seemed richer, soaking into the hills and vineyards in a way that made everything feel quietly luxurious.

It was exactly the kind of place people chose for weddings.

His phone buzzed through the car speakers.

“Hey,” Daniel said, tapping the answer button on the steering wheel.

“Did you make it yet?” Lauren’s voice filled the car immediately.

Daniel smiled.

“Almost. I’m about fifteen minutes out.”

“Lucky you,” she said with a sigh. “Meanwhile I’m surrounded by anatomy flashcards and a gallon of coffee.”

Daniel chuckled as he navigated another gentle curve in the road.

His girlfriend, Lauren, had been studying for her final medical exam for weeks now. The timing had been terrible. She had originally planned to fly out with him for the wedding weekend, but the closer her exam date got, the more impossible that plan became.

“You’re going to crush that exam,” Daniel said.

“That’s what you keep telling me.”

“Because it’s true.”

He glanced out across the vineyards again.

“You would love this place,” he added. “It’s ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous how?”

“Like... every postcard you’ve ever seen about wine country rolled into one. Hills, vineyards, stone buildings. I think I just passed three wineries that looked like castles.”

Lauren laughed softly.

“Of course you did. That’s Napa.”

Daniel drummed his fingers lightly on the steering wheel.

“So what are you doing right now?” he asked.

“Trying not to panic about cardiology.”

“You don’t panic.”

“Oh, I absolutely panic,” she said. “I just do it quietly while highlighting things.”

Daniel smiled again.

Lauren had always been like that—focused, driven, constantly working toward the next goal.

That was one of the things he admired about her.

The GPS voice interrupted gently.

“Turn right in two hundred feet.”

Daniel slowed as the road narrowed, a wooden sign appearing beside a gravel driveway.

VINEYARD RIDGE ESTATE

The property stretched beyond the entrance gate—rolling hills covered in vines, a long driveway leading toward a large stone building that looked half resort, half winery.

“Well,” Daniel said, easing the car onto the gravel road. “I’m here.”

“Already?”

“Yeah.”

Lauren exhaled.

“Take pictures for me.”

“I will.”

“And try not to get drunk on expensive wine.”

“That seems unlikely given where I am.”

“And Daniel?”

“Yeah?”

“Have fun.”

He hesitated slightly at that.

Fun wasn’t usually the word people used when describing Daniel Carter.

Responsible.

Reliable.

Organized.

Those were more his speed.

Especially this weekend.

As best man, he was essentially the unofficial coordinator of the entire wedding schedule.

Rehearsal dinner tomorrow night.

Wine tasting tomorrow afternoon.

Ceremony on Saturday evening.

Reception afterward.

Then brunch the following morning before everyone flew home.

Daniel had a spreadsheet for all of it.

“I’ll try,” he said.

“You better.”

He could almost hear her smiling.

“Text me when you get checked in.”

“I will.”

“And Daniel?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t work the entire weekend.”

“I’m not working.”

“You’re the best man. That’s basically project management.”

Daniel laughed quietly.

“You’re not wrong.”

“Okay, I’m going back to cardiology hell.”

“You’ve got this.”

“Talk later.”

“Later.”

The call ended.

The car filled with silence again as Daniel followed the long driveway toward the estate.

The building grew larger as he approached—three stories of warm stone, tall windows reflecting the golden sunlight. Ivy crept up one side of the structure, and a wide terrace overlooked the vineyards below.

Guests were already arriving.

A few cars sat near the entrance, and someone in a staff uniform wheeled luggage across the courtyard.

Daniel parked near the front and shut off the engine.

For a moment he sat there, looking out across the valley.

The quiet felt different here.

Not empty.

Peaceful.

He grabbed his phone and snapped a quick photo of the vineyard view before sending it to Lauren.

Wish you were here.

Then he stepped out of the car.

Warm air wrapped around him instantly, carrying the faint scent of grapes and sun-warmed earth.

Daniel stretched slightly after the long drive before grabbing his overnight bag from the back seat.

The gravel crunched softly beneath his shoes as he walked toward the main entrance.

Inside, the lobby was even more impressive.

Stone walls, high wooden beams, and wide windows overlooking the vineyards gave the space an open, relaxed atmosphere. A long wooden reception desk sat near the far wall, with a few guests already checking in.

Daniel approached the desk.

“Hi,” he said.

The woman behind the counter smiled warmly.

“Welcome to Vineyard Ridge. Checking in?”

“Yes. Daniel Carter.”

She typed for a moment.

“Ah yes, part of the Ramirez wedding party.”

“That’s me.”

She clicked a few more keys before reaching for an envelope.

“You’re in Room 214.”

Daniel nodded.

“Great.”

She handed him the key cards.

“Just up the stairs and down the hall to your left.”

“Thank you.”

Daniel took the cards and turned toward the staircase.

His mind was already shifting into weekend mode.

Check the rehearsal dinner time.

Confirm the transportation schedule.

Make sure the rings were with the groom.

He reached the top of the stairs and followed the hallway toward his room.

Room 214 sat near the end of the corridor.

Daniel slid the key card into the lock.

The door clicked open.

He stepped inside.

The room was larger than he expected—two tall windows overlooking the vineyards, a small sitting area near the balcony doors, and a wide king bed in the center.

Daniel set his bag down near the dresser.

Nice.

Very nice.

He walked toward the balcony and slid the glass door open.

Warm vineyard air drifted into the room again.

The view stretched endlessly across the valley.

Daniel rested his hands on the railing.

For the first time since leaving home, he felt the tension in his shoulders ease slightly.

This weekend might actually be enjoyable.

Behind him, the room remained quiet.

Peaceful.

Completely unaware that in a few short hours, someone else would walk through that same door.

And the carefully controlled life Daniel Carter had built for himself would begin to shift in ways he never expected.
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Daniel had barely finished unpacking his bag when his phone buzzed again.

BRO WHERE ARE YOU

Daniel smiled.

Only one person texted like that.

He grabbed his phone and typed back.

Just checked in. Room 214.

Three dots appeared immediately.

Come downstairs dude. Everyone’s already drinking.

Daniel laughed quietly to himself.

Some things never changed.

He slid his phone into his pocket, grabbed his sunglasses from the dresser, and stepped back out into the hallway.

The estate had grown busier in the last hour. Voices echoed softly through the corridors, guests arriving and luggage rolling across hardwood floors.

Daniel headed downstairs toward the courtyard.

The moment he stepped outside, warm Napa sunlight washed over him again.

The courtyard overlooked the vineyards, with long wooden tables arranged beneath strings of lights that would glow once the sun set. A temporary bar had been set up along one side, and a few members of the wedding party were already gathered there.

And right in the center of it all—

“DANIEL!”

Daniel barely had time to react before Miguel Ramirez barreled across the courtyard and wrapped him in a crushing hug.

“Jesus, dude,” Daniel laughed, trying to breathe. “Are you trying to break my ribs before the wedding?”

Miguel stepped back, grinning widely.

“Bro, you made it!”

“Of course I made it. I’m the best man.”

Miguel clapped him on the shoulder.

“Still. You flew here.”

Daniel shrugged.

“It’s not that far.”

Miguel looked exactly the same as he always had—dark hair slightly messy, broad shoulders, the easy smile that had gotten him out of trouble more times than Daniel could count.

They had met freshman year of college.

Miguel had been the loudest guy in the dorm hallway.

Daniel had been the quietest.

Somehow they had ended up best friends anyway.

Miguel grabbed two glasses of wine from the nearby table and handed one to Daniel.

“Welcome to wine country.”

Daniel took the glass.

“Thanks.”

They clinked glasses.

Miguel took a long sip and sighed dramatically.

“Dude, I cannot believe I’m getting married tomorrow.”

“Saturday,” Daniel corrected.

Miguel waved a hand.

“Same thing.”

Daniel laughed.

“You sound nervous.”

“I’m not nervous.”

“You sound nervous.”

Miguel leaned closer.

“Okay maybe a little.”

Daniel smirked.

“You’ve only been dating Sofia for six years.”

“Exactly,” Miguel said. “That’s a long time to suddenly make it official.”

Daniel shook his head.

“You proposed.”

“I know.”

“And planned a destination wedding.”

“I know.”

“And booked an entire vineyard.”

Miguel sighed again.

“Okay when you say it like that it sounds insane.”

Daniel took a sip of the wine.

It was good. Smooth, rich, probably far more expensive than anything he usually bought.

“This place is incredible,” he said, glancing out across the vineyards.

Miguel nodded proudly.

“Right?”

“Seriously. Sofia picked it?”

“Yeah.”

Miguel leaned against the table.

“Wait until you see it tonight once the lights turn on. It looks like something out of a movie.”

Daniel glanced around the courtyard again.

Guests were beginning to gather—family members greeting each other, friends from different parts of the country reconnecting.

It already felt festive.

Relaxed.

Miguel bumped his shoulder.

“So where’s Lauren?”

Daniel took another sip of wine.

“Home.”

Miguel frowned slightly.

“What? Why?”

“Med school finals.”

Miguel winced.

“Oof.”

“Yeah.”

“She okay?”

“She’ll survive.”

Miguel shook his head.

“Man, I was really hoping to meet her.”

“You will.”

“Soon.”

Miguel grinned.

“I like her already.”

“You haven’t even met her.”

“Exactly.”

Daniel chuckled.

Miguel suddenly straightened.

“Oh dude—there’s someone you need to meet.”

Daniel raised an eyebrow.

“Who?”

“My cousin Nico.”

Miguel scanned the courtyard.

“He flew in from Barcelona yesterday.”

Daniel leaned casually against the table.

“Barcelona?”

“Yeah, dude’s been working in wine distribution over there.”

Miguel pointed across the courtyard.

“There he is.”

Daniel followed his gaze.

A man stood near the far end of the terrace speaking with a small group of guests.

Tall.

Broad shoulders.

Dark hair.

Even from a distance he looked relaxed, leaning one arm against the railing as he laughed at something someone said.

Miguel waved.

“NICO!”

The man turned.

And for a brief moment his eyes landed directly on Daniel.

Something about the look felt unexpectedly steady.

Curious.

Then Nico pushed away from the railing and started walking toward them.

Miguel clapped Daniel on the back.

“You guys are sharing a room, by the way.”

Daniel blinked.

“I’m sorry—what?”

Miguel grinned.

“Long story dude.”

Daniel stared at him.

“You didn’t mention that.”

“Yeah I forgot.”

“You forgot that I’m sharing a room with someone?”

Miguel shrugged.

“Budget cuts.”

Daniel shook his head.

“You rented an entire vineyard.”

“Yeah but the hotel filled up fast.”

Miguel lowered his voice conspiratorially.

“Plus Nico’s cool. You’ll like him.”

Daniel looked back across the courtyard again.

Nico was getting closer now.

Close enough that Daniel could see the easy confidence in the way he moved.

Miguel leaned toward him.

“Relax bro.”

Daniel exhaled slowly.

“This weekend just got more interesting.”

Miguel grinned.

“Oh it definitely did.”

And as Nico stepped into the warm Napa sunlight in front of them, Daniel had the strange feeling that the quiet, organized wedding weekend he had imagined might not unfold quite the way he expected.
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Daniel noticed him before Miguel even finished waving.

At first it was just movement across the courtyard.

A tall figure leaning against the terrace railing, sunlight cutting across the vineyard behind him. The man turned when Miguel called his name, and for a moment the world seemed to narrow in a way Daniel couldn’t quite explain.

Nico Ramirez pushed away from the railing and started walking toward them.

Daniel felt something tighten unexpectedly in his chest.

The guy was... striking.

Not just handsome. There was something about the way he carried himself—loose, relaxed confidence that made people turn their heads without even realizing it.

His shirt sleeves were rolled halfway up his forearms, the fabric clinging lightly across his chest as he moved through the courtyard. The warm afternoon sun caught the shape of his shoulders and the easy strength in the way he walked.

Daniel found his gaze drifting before he could stop it.

First the broad line of Nico’s chest beneath the thin cotton shirt.

Then the subtle outline of muscle beneath the fabric.

Then, strangely, his eyes lingered for a moment at the center of Nico’s chest where the shirt pulled slightly tighter when he moved. The shirt clung just enough that Daniel could see the faint outline of Nico’s nipples beneath the fabric.

Daniel swallowed.

He had never looked at another man like this before.

Never noticed things like that.

But something about Nico made it impossible not to.

The way he moved.

The way he carried himself.

The slight curve of his mouth as he approached.

Daniel forced his attention back upward.

And immediately regretted it.

Because Nico’s face was... unfairly attractive.

Dark hair that looked like he’d run his hands through it one too many times. Sharp cheekbones softened by a relaxed smile. Lips that seemed permanently on the verge of amusement.

Daniel’s breath slowed slightly as he watched him get closer.

He couldn’t explain why he was staring.

Only that he couldn’t quite seem to stop.

And then Nico’s eyes lifted.

Right to him.

The moment their gazes met, Daniel felt something electric pass through the space between them.

Not dramatic.

Just... awareness.

Like Nico had caught him in the act of staring.

Daniel looked away quickly.

Too quickly.

But when he glanced back a second later, Nico was still looking at him.

Not offended.

Not confused.

Just... noticing.

The faintest hint of a smile touched the corner of Nico’s mouth, as if he had already figured something out that Daniel himself hadn’t quite processed yet.

Miguel clapped his hands suddenly.

“There you are!”

Nico stepped up beside them.

“Hey, man,” he said, pulling Miguel into a quick hug. “How’s the almost-married life?”

Miguel laughed.

“Terrifying.”

Nico grinned.

“Good.”

Miguel stepped back and gestured toward Daniel.

“Bro, this is Daniel.”

Nico turned fully toward him now.

Up close, the effect was even more disorienting.

Daniel noticed the warmth in Nico’s eyes first.

Then the subtle curve of his lips again.

And suddenly he was painfully aware that he had been staring.

Miguel continued cheerfully.

“My best friend. Best man. Spreadsheet wizard. The guy making sure this whole wedding doesn’t fall apart.”

Daniel rolled his eyes slightly.

“That’s an exaggeration.”

“It’s really not,” Miguel said.

Then he clapped Nico on the shoulder.

“And this is my cousin Nico. The one I told you about.”

Nico extended a hand.

“Nice to meet you.”

His voice was smooth.

Easy.

Daniel took the offered hand.

The handshake lasted maybe a second longer than necessary.

Long enough for Daniel to feel the warmth of Nico’s grip.

Long enough for Nico to glance at him again with that same curious expression.

“Nice to meet you too,” Daniel said.

Miguel suddenly snapped his fingers.

“Oh right.”

Daniel felt an immediate sense of dread.

“What?” Nico asked.

Miguel grinned.

“You two are sharing a room.”

Nico blinked.

“Seriously?”

Miguel held up both hands.

“Dude, don’t look at me like that. The place filled up.”

Daniel rubbed the back of his neck.

“I thought Lauren was coming.”

Miguel nodded.

“Yeah but unfortunately, she couldn’t make it.”

Daniel sighed.

Miguel turned to Nico.

“His girlfriend had to stay home and study.”

Nico glanced back at Daniel briefly.

“Rough timing.”

Daniel nodded.

“Yeah.”

Miguel slapped Daniel on the shoulder.

“But hey—now you’ve got company.”

Daniel laughed under his breath.

“Apparently.”

Nico leaned casually against the wooden table beside them.

“Well,” he said lightly, “I promise I’m not a terrible roommate.”

Daniel looked at him again.

And once more, without meaning to, his eyes drifted across Nico’s chest. To his nipples.

Then quickly back up again to his lips.

Something about this weekend suddenly felt... unpredictable.

And judging by the quiet, observant look Nico was giving him, Daniel had the strange feeling that Nico had already noticed.
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Daniel didn’t realize how tense he still was until he and Nico stepped back into the hotel room together.

The door clicked shut behind them, sealing off the warm noise of the courtyard and leaving the quiet comfort of the room around them again. Late afternoon sunlight filtered through the tall windows, spilling across the floor and the wide king bed in soft golden lines.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Daniel set his glass of wine down on the small table near the window and ran a hand across the back of his neck.

Sharing a room with a stranger was one thing.

Sharing a room with someone who looked like Nico Ramirez was... something else entirely.

Nico tossed his phone onto the dresser and stretched slightly, rolling his shoulders as if shaking off the long flight and the afternoon heat.

“Well,” he said casually, glancing around the room. “Not bad.”

Daniel nodded.

“It’s nice.”

Nico walked toward the balcony and pushed the door open wider, letting more warm vineyard air drift inside.

“You’ve never been to Napa before?” he asked.

“Once,” Daniel said. “Work trip. Didn’t see much outside the hotel.”

“That’s tragic.”

Daniel laughed softly.

“I was there for meetings.”

“Still tragic.”

Nico turned back toward him.

Up close again, Daniel felt that same strange awareness creep back into his chest.

He tried not to stare.

Really.

But it was difficult.

Nico had loosened the top buttons of his shirt sometime during drinks downstairs, the collar falling open just enough to reveal the strong line of his chest beneath. The thin fabric clung lightly to his body from the warmth outside, outlining the shape of muscle across his torso.

Daniel’s eyes drifted for half a second longer than they should have.

Then he quickly looked away.

Nico noticed.

Daniel could feel it.

A faint, knowing smile touched Nico’s mouth.

“So,” Nico said lightly, walking past him toward the bathroom. “You good with the shower situation?”

Daniel blinked.

“What?”

“Sharing a bathroom.”

“Oh.”

Daniel cleared his throat.

“Yeah. Of course.”

“Good.”

Nico paused at the doorway, glancing back over his shoulder.

“I’m going first. Long flight.”

Daniel nodded quickly.

“Go ahead.”

The bathroom door closed.

Daniel exhaled slowly.

What the hell was wrong with him?

He dropped onto the edge of the bed and rubbed his face with both hands.

He had never reacted like this to another guy before.

Ever.

Sure, he could recognize when a man was objectively good-looking. Everyone could. But this was different.

This was noticing things.

The way Nico’s shirt stretched across his chest.

The relaxed confidence in the way he moved.

His lips.

Daniel groaned quietly under his breath.

This was ridiculous.

He stood up and walked to the balcony instead, gripping the railing and staring out across the vineyards.

The view helped.

Rolling green rows stretched across the valley, sunlight dipping lower as the afternoon slowly shifted toward evening.

A wedding was happening here.

He was the best man.

His girlfriend was at home studying for one of the most important exams of her life.

And he was standing here trying not to think about the groom’s cousin walking around their shared hotel room.

The sound of the shower running stopped.

Daniel straightened slightly.

The bathroom door opened a minute later.

And Daniel’s brain promptly stopped working.

Nico stepped out into the room with a white hotel towel wrapped low around his waist.

His hair was damp, darker now, small drops of water trailing slowly down his neck and across the broad planes of his chest. The towel sat loosely on his hips, tied just enough to stay in place.

Daniel looked away immediately.

Too late.

He had already seen everything.

The strong lines of Nico’s torso.

The subtle definition of muscle across his stomach.

The faint trail of water sliding slowly downward.

Daniel’s ears felt suddenly warm.

Nico walked casually toward the dresser as if nothing about the situation was unusual.

“You can go ahead if you want,” he said, grabbing a clean shirt from his bag.

Daniel cleared his throat.

“Right.”

He was very aware of the color rising in his face.

Nico glanced over his shoulder.

And stopped.

His eyes flicked briefly across Daniel’s expression.

The faint flush.

The way Daniel was suddenly extremely interested in the carpet.

A slow smile spread across Nico’s face.

“Daniel.”

Daniel looked up cautiously.

“Yeah?”

Nico tilted his head slightly.

“You’re blushing.”

Daniel blinked.

“I am not.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

Nico chuckled softly and pulled a shirt over his head, though he didn’t seem particularly rushed about it.

“Relax,” he said.

Daniel grabbed his bag and headed toward the bathroom.

“I am relaxed.”

“Sure you are.”

Daniel paused at the bathroom door.

Nico was leaning casually against the dresser now, still watching him with quiet amusement.

Daniel became suddenly very aware of the warmth in his face.

Nico’s gaze flicked briefly over him again, taking in the faint flush that Daniel was clearly trying to ignore.

A small smile tugged at the corner of Nico’s mouth.

“Well,” he said lightly, “that’s one way to make a first impression.”

Daniel blinked.

“What?”

Nico tilted his head slightly.

“Most people at least try not to stare.”

Daniel felt his ears burn hotter.

“I wasn’t staring.”

Nico’s smile widened just a fraction.

“Of course you weren’t.”

Daniel grabbed his bag quickly and headed for the bathroom.

Behind him, Nico chuckled softly.

“Don’t worry,” he added, his voice relaxed. “I’ll pretend I didn’t notice.”

Daniel paused at the bathroom door for half a second before stepping inside and shutting it behind him.

The moment the door closed, he leaned back against it.

And let out a quiet groan.

This weekend was already getting complicated.
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By the time Daniel came out of the shower, the light outside had shifted.

The warm gold of late afternoon had softened into the early blue of evening, and strings of lights stretched across the courtyard below were beginning to glow one by one.

For a moment he simply stood near the bathroom door, running a towel through his hair.

The room smelled faintly of Nico’s soap—clean and citrusy—and Daniel found himself suddenly aware that the other man was still somewhere behind him.

He glanced up.

Nico had changed.

Dark jeans. A casual button-down shirt, sleeves rolled again, the top button undone. The fabric fit him easily, falling across his shoulders and chest in a way that made Daniel instantly regret looking.

Because now he couldn’t stop.

Nico was leaning against the balcony railing, looking out over the vineyards.

Relaxed.

Completely comfortable in the space.

Daniel had the strange feeling that Nico was the kind of person who was comfortable anywhere.

Daniel cleared his throat lightly.

“You ready to go down?”

Nico turned.

For a split second his eyes moved across Daniel—hair still damp from the shower, the clean white shirt he’d pulled on, the dark jeans.

A faint smile appeared again.

“Yeah,” Nico said. “Let’s go.”

***
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THE COURTYARD LOOKED completely different at night.

The long wooden tables had been filled with wine bottles, candles, and platters of food. Music drifted softly from hidden speakers, and the entire vineyard seemed wrapped in golden light from hundreds of small hanging bulbs.

Guests were already gathering.

Miguel spotted them immediately.

“BRO!”

Daniel barely had time to react before the groom was throwing an arm around his shoulders.

“There you are,” Miguel said. “We thought you two got lost.”

“We’re in the same building,” Daniel said.

Miguel shrugged.

“You never know.”

Sofia appeared beside him, already laughing.

“Hi Daniel.”

“Hey Sofia.”

She hugged him warmly before turning toward Nico.

“Nico! You finally made it.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Nico said.

Within minutes Daniel found himself pulled into a group of people—college friends, cousins, relatives he only half remembered from engagement parties.

Someone handed him another glass of wine.

Then another.

Dinner unfolded slowly, the way vineyard dinners seemed designed to do.

Long conversations.

Shared plates.

Wine refilled almost as soon as glasses emptied.

Daniel tried to focus on the conversation around him.

But he was increasingly aware of one small problem.

Nico was sitting across from him.

And every time Daniel looked up, he caught himself staring again.

It was ridiculous.

But Nico had rolled his sleeves up again, and the soft glow of the hanging lights cast warm shadows across his arms and chest.

At one point he laughed at something Miguel said, leaning back slightly in his chair.

The movement pulled his shirt tighter across his chest.

Daniel looked down at his plate immediately.

Focus.

Food.

Conversation.

Anything else.

“You good, man?”

Daniel looked up.

Miguel was watching him.

“Yeah,” Daniel said quickly.

“Just tired from traveling.”

“Fair.”

Miguel turned back to the group.

Daniel exhaled quietly.

Across the table, Nico was watching him again.

Not staring.

Just... observing.

And when Daniel’s eyes lifted again, Nico didn’t look away this time.

Instead, one eyebrow lifted slightly.

Like he knew exactly what had just happened.

Daniel felt heat creep into his face again.

He picked up his glass and took a long drink.

Smooth.

Expensive.

Dangerous.

Nico’s foot shifted under the table.

Daniel felt the contact a second later.

Just the light brush of denim against denim.

It could have been accidental.

Probably was.

Except Nico didn’t move his foot away.

Daniel’s entire body went suddenly still.

He stared down at the table.

The contact lasted maybe two seconds.

Then Nico leaned slightly to the side, reaching for the wine bottle near Daniel.

The movement broke the contact.

But when Daniel looked up again, Nico was pouring wine into his glass.

“You looked like you needed it,” Nico said calmly.

Daniel blinked.

“Thanks.”

Nico placed the bottle back down.

“Long day?”

“Yeah.”

The corner of Nico’s mouth lifted slightly.

“You blush a lot.”

Daniel nearly choked on his wine.

“I do not.”

Across the table Miguel laughed loudly at something Sofia said, completely unaware of the conversation happening just inches away.

Nico leaned back again, completely relaxed.

“I think you do.”

Daniel shook his head.

“That’s not a thing.”

Nico studied him for a moment.

Then he smiled again.

“You’re interesting, Daniel.”

Daniel frowned slightly.

“How so?”

Nico shrugged.

“You look like someone who always knows exactly what he’s doing.”

Daniel snorted.

“I usually do.”

“But tonight,” Nico said softly, “you look like you’re trying very hard not to.”

Daniel held his gaze for a second.

Then looked down again.

Because the worst part was—

Nico wasn’t wrong.

***
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DINNER CONTINUED LATE into the evening.

More wine.

More laughter.

Stories from college.

Embarrassing childhood memories from Miguel’s relatives.

By the time people began drifting away from the tables, the vineyard had grown quiet again.

Daniel stood and stretched slightly.

“Well,” Miguel said. “Tomorrow we actually have to do wedding stuff.”

“Rehearsal,” Sofia said.

“Wine tasting,” someone else added.

“Then dinner.”

Miguel clapped Daniel on the shoulder again.

“You ready, bro?”

Daniel nodded.

“Of course.”

Miguel grinned.

“Good.”

Then he gestured toward Nico.

“Because you two are roommates for the weekend.”

Daniel glanced sideways.

Nico met his gaze calmly.

“Don’t worry,” Nico said lightly.

“I promise I’m a very respectful roommate.”

Daniel exhaled slowly.

Somehow... that didn’t make him feel better at all.
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By the time Daniel and Nico left the courtyard, the vineyard had grown quiet.

Most of the guests had drifted back toward their rooms or deeper into the estate where soft music still floated from one of the terraces. The night air had cooled slightly, the scent of grapes and warm earth lingering over the hills.

Daniel walked beside Nico along the gravel path toward the main building.

For a few moments neither of them spoke.

Wine had left a warm, easy buzz in Daniel’s chest. Not enough to make him sloppy—he was still far too controlled for that—but enough to soften the sharp edges of his usual focus.

“You survived dinner,” Nico said casually.

Daniel glanced over at him.

“Barely.”

Nico laughed quietly.

“My family can be a lot.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Oh?”

Daniel hesitated.

“I’m just not great at big social events.”

Nico tilted his head slightly.

“You seemed fine.”

“That’s because I’m good at pretending.”

The gravel crunched under their shoes as they walked.

Nico studied him for a moment, hands in his pockets.

“You’re interesting, Daniel Carter.”

Daniel chuckled.

“You said that earlier.”

“And I meant it.”

They reached the entrance of the estate and stepped inside, the quiet hallway lit by soft lamps along the walls.

Daniel slid the room key into the lock.

The door opened.

The familiar warmth of the room greeted them again.

Nico immediately walked to the balcony doors and pushed
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