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Vineyard Owner

ACT 1 – Attraction & Setup 

Chapter 1: Arrival at Vale Estate
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The road narrowed long before Elena expected it to.

One moment, she was driving past open countryside, her GPS insisting she continue straight for another three kilometers. The next, the asphalt gave way to a winding lane that curved between rows of vines stretching endlessly into the horizon. The world seemed to quiet there—as if the land itself demanded reverence.

She slowed the car.

The vineyard unfolded like something painted rather than grown. Neat, disciplined lines of green rolled over the hills, catching the late afternoon sun in soft flashes of gold. The air through her open window carried a scent she recognized immediately—earth, warmth, and the faint sweetness of ripening grapes.

Elena smiled despite herself.

“So this is Vale Estate,” she murmured.

She had read about it, of course. Anyone serious about wine had. Vale wines weren’t just expensive—they were respected. The kind sommeliers spoke about with careful language and measured admiration. Balanced. Complex. Unforgiving to amateurs.

Much like its owner.

Elena tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

Adrian Vale.

Even his name carried weight. Articles described him as brilliant, reclusive, and exacting. A man who had rebuilt the estate’s reputation after a near-collapse years ago—but no one ever wrote much about how. Or what it had cost him.

She wasn’t here for gossip, though.

She was here to learn.

And to prove she belonged.

The road curved once more before the estate revealed itself.

The main house stood on a gentle rise, pale stone glowing under the sun, its architecture elegant without being showy. Wide terraces overlooked the vineyard, and to the right, she spotted the winery buildings—modern, sleek, quietly expensive.

Elena let out a slow breath.

“Okay,” she whispered. “You’ve got this.”

She parked near the entrance, cutting the engine. For a moment, she just sat there, listening to the ticking of the cooling car and the distant hum of insects in the vines.

This was it. The opportunity she’d chased for years. A trainee position at Vale Estate wasn’t handed out easily. She’d written essays, passed blind tastings, endured interviews that felt more like interrogations.

And somehow—somehow—she had made it.

Elena stepped out of the car, smoothing her dress automatically. It was simple, professional, but she’d chosen it carefully. She wanted to look like she belonged here—even if her heart was starting to beat a little too fast.

Gravel crunched under her shoes as she approached the house.

Before she could reach the door, it opened.

A woman in her fifties stepped out, posture straight, expression efficient but not unkind. Her silver-streaked hair was pulled into a neat bun, and she wore a tailored blouse that suggested she ran more of this place than anyone might guess.

“You must be Elena Maris,” she said.

“Yes—yes, I am.”

“I’m Clara. I manage the estate operations.” She gave a brief nod. “You’re right on time. That’s a good start.”

Relief flickered through Elena. “I try to be.”

Clara’s gaze sharpened slightly, assessing. “We’ll see if you try hard enough in other areas. Vale Estate doesn’t tolerate half-measures.”

“I understand.”

Clara held her gaze a second longer, then turned. “Come. I’ll show you inside.”

Elena followed her into the house, immediately aware of the shift in atmosphere. Outside had been warm, open. Inside felt cooler, quieter—controlled. The kind of place where every object had been chosen with intention.

Stone floors, high ceilings, understated decor. Nothing excessive. Nothing careless.

“This is where tastings are held for private clients,” Clara said as they passed a long room with polished wood tables and carefully arranged glasses. “You’ll spend time here eventually. For now, you observe.”

“Of course.”

They continued down a corridor, sunlight filtering through tall windows.

“Elena.”

She looked up quickly. “Yes?”

Clara stopped walking, turning to face her. “You were selected because of your potential. Not your experience.”

Elena nodded. That much she already knew.

“But potential,” Clara continued, “is fragile. It can disappear quickly under pressure. Mr. Vale has no patience for wasted time. If you’re here, it’s because he allowed it.”

A small knot formed in Elena’s stomach.

“I won’t waste the opportunity,” she said.

Clara studied her for a moment, then gave a small, almost approving nod.

“We’ll see.”

They resumed walking.

“Where is he?” Elena asked before she could stop herself.

Clara didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she gestured toward a set of glass doors at the end of the corridor.

“Outside.”

The doors opened onto a wide terrace.

The light hit Elena first—warm, golden, stretching across the vineyard in long shadows. The air felt different here, richer somehow, carrying the scent of sun-warmed grapes and distant earth.

And then she saw him.

He stood at the far edge of the terrace, one hand resting lightly on the stone railing. In the other, he held a wine glass, tilting it slightly as he watched the liquid catch the light.

He didn’t turn when they stepped outside.

Didn’t acknowledge them at all.

For a moment, Elena wondered if he hadn’t heard.

But something about the stillness in his posture told her otherwise.

“That,” Clara said quietly, “is Mr. Vale.”

Elena swallowed.

Adrian Vale was taller than she expected. Broad-shouldered, dressed simply in a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled just enough to reveal strong forearms. There was nothing flashy about him—no obvious display of wealth.

But there was presence.

The kind that didn’t need to announce itself.

Clara stepped forward. “Mr. Vale. The trainee has arrived.”

Only then did he move.

He turned slowly, as if the action itself had to be deliberate.

Elena felt it the moment his eyes met hers.

Assessment.

Sharp. Immediate. Unforgiving.

It was like being seen—and measured—in the same breath.

He didn’t smile.

Didn’t offer a greeting.

His gaze flicked over her, taking in everything from her posture to the way she held her hands, before returning to her face.

“This is her?” he asked.

His voice was low, controlled. Not loud—but it carried easily.

“Yes,” Clara said. “Elena Maris.”

A brief pause.

Then he stepped closer.

Elena resisted the instinct to step back.

Up close, he was... intense. Not just in appearance, but in the way he occupied space. Like everything around him had to adjust slightly to accommodate him.

“You’re young,” he said.

Not unkindly. Not kindly either. Just a statement.

“I’m qualified,” Elena replied before she could second-guess herself.

One eyebrow lifted—just slightly.

“Qualified,” he repeated.

Heat rose to her cheeks, but she held his gaze.

“I passed your selection process.”

Another pause.

Something shifted in his expression then—not quite approval, but not dismissal either.

“Barely,” he said.

Elena’s lips pressed together.

“Walk with me.”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He simply turned and started down the terrace steps toward the vineyard.

Elena glanced at Clara.

Clara gave a small nod. Go.

So she did.

The gravel path crunched beneath their steps as she caught up to him. For a few moments, neither of them spoke.

The silence wasn’t empty.

It felt... intentional.

Finally, he spoke again.

“Why Vale Estate?”

The question was simple. The tone was not.

Elena inhaled slowly.

“Because your wines are precise,” she said. “They don’t hide behind boldness or excess. They demand attention.”

He didn’t look at her, but she saw the slight tilt of his head.

“Go on.”

“They’re... honest,” she added. “And rare.”

That earned her a glance.

“Wine isn’t honest,” he said. “It’s controlled. Every outcome is decided long before it reaches a glass.”

Elena shook her head. “Not entirely. You can guide it, but you can’t force it. There’s always an element you don’t control.”

A faint breeze moved through the vines around them.

For a moment, he said nothing.

Then, unexpectedly—

“Most people try to impress me,” he said. “You’re arguing instead.”

“I’m answering,” she replied.

That almost sounded like a challenge.

He stopped walking.

So did she.

He turned to face her fully now, closer than before. Close enough that she could see the faint lines at the corners of his eyes. Close enough to notice the way his gaze lingered—not idly, but deliberately.

As if deciding something.

“Training here won’t be easy,” he said. “You’ll be tested. Pushed. Corrected.”

“I expect that.”

“If you fail, you leave.”

Her chest tightened slightly—but she nodded. “Understood.”

Another pause.

Then, finally—

A faint shift in his expression.

Not warmth.

But something... less cold.

“We start tomorrow,” Adrian Vale said.

And just like that, he turned and walked away.

Leaving Elena standing among the vines, her pulse just a little faster than before.

And with the unmistakable feeling—

That this was going to be far more complicated than she had planned.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: First Tasting
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Morning came with a quiet kind of brightness that felt almost deceptive.

Elena stood by the wide windows of the tasting room, watching the vineyard stretch into the early light. The air inside still carried a faint chill, but beyond the glass, the rows of vines were already warming under the rising sun.

It looked peaceful.

It did not feel peaceful.

Her pulse had been steady all morning—but not calm. Controlled. Like she was bracing for something she couldn’t quite predict.

“Don’t hover.”

The voice cut cleanly through the silence.

Elena turned.

Adrian Vale stood near the long tasting table, already in place as if he had always been there. Dark sleeves rolled, expression unreadable, a row of bottles arranged with precise spacing in front of him.

“I wasn’t hovering,” she said.

“You were thinking too loudly,” he replied.

Her lips pressed together.

He gestured to the table. “Come here.”

Elena crossed the room, each step measured. Up close, she could see the setup clearly now—five glasses, identical in shape and size, each holding a small pour of wine in varying shades from pale gold to deep ruby.

No labels.

Of course.

Adrian watched her as she approached, his gaze as sharp as it had been the day before.

“Sit.”

She did.

The chair felt almost too formal, too deliberate, positioned exactly across from him. Not beside. Not angled.

Opposite.

A test.

“Today,” he said, “you taste.”

Elena nodded once. “Blind?”

“Always.”

A flicker of anticipation cut through her nerves.

This, at least, was familiar territory.

Adrian reached for the first glass, lifting it slightly before setting it down in front of her with controlled precision.

“Begin.”

No instruction. No guidance.

Just expectation.

Elena wrapped her fingers lightly around the stem, steadying herself. She didn’t rush. That would be the first mistake.

Instead, she lifted the glass slowly, tilting it just enough to catch the light.

Pale straw color. Clear. Clean.

She gave it a gentle swirl.

Then leaned in.

The aroma unfolded gradually—green apple, citrus, something floral beneath it. But not overly expressive. Restrained.

Her brow furrowed slightly.

Interesting.

She took a small sip, letting it sit on her tongue before drawing in a soft breath.

Acidity—bright, but balanced. Minerality. A subtle weight that lingered longer than expected.

She set the glass down carefully.

“White,” she began, her voice steady. “Cool climate. High acidity. Likely stainless steel fermentation—no heavy oak influence.”

Adrian said nothing.

She continued.

“Old World style... possibly northern Italy. Or...” She paused, recalibrating. “No. There’s more structure than that. France. Burgundy. A Chablis.”

Silence stretched between them.

Elena resisted the urge to look up immediately.

When she did, his gaze was fixed on her.

Not impressed.

Not dismissive.

Evaluating.

“Continue,” he said.

He slid the second glass toward her.

Deeper color this time—golden, almost amber at the edges.

She repeated the process. Sight. Swirl. Scent.

This one opened faster. Stone fruit. Honey. A hint of
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