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Vineyard Valentine

Chapter 1: Cosmic Assignment
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The stars were unusually quiet.

Mike noticed it the moment he stepped onto the observation deck—a vast, curved expanse of translucent crystal that opened into infinity. Normally, the cosmos shimmered with restless motion: drifting nebulae, distant pulsars flashing like cosmic heartbeats, the faint hum of unseen forces weaving existence together. But today, there was a stillness to it. Not empty—never empty—but expectant.

He slipped his hands into the pockets of his dark coat, the fabric adjusting automatically to the temperature of the chamber. Below him, galaxies spiraled like luminous fingerprints across the void.

“Something important,” he murmured.

“You always say that.”

Mike didn’t turn around immediately. He recognized the voice—calm, resonant, threaded with quiet amusement.

“They only call me here when it is,” he replied.

At last, he turned.

The chamber behind him had come alive. What had once been an open, quiet hall was now filled with soft columns of light—each one a presence, a consciousness, a member of the Love Council. They did not have fixed forms; instead, they shimmered between shapes, sometimes vaguely human, sometimes pure energy. They existed somewhere between thought and matter.

At the center, brighter than the rest, stood the Speaker.

“Mike,” the Speaker said, their voice echoing both inside his mind and across the chamber. “You’ve been summoned for your next assignment.”

Mike gave a small nod. No ceremony, no bowing. He had worked with them long enough to understand that respect here wasn’t measured in gestures.

“I assumed as much.”

A ripple of light passed through the chamber—something like approval.

“You’ve completed your previous mission with a success rate exceeding projection,” another voice added. “Emotional synchronization achieved within optimal parameters.”

Mike smirked faintly. “They fell in love.”

“That,” the Speaker said, “is your interpretation.”

“It’s the only one that matters.”

A pause followed—not disapproving, but thoughtful.

Then the space between them shifted.

A sphere of light formed in the air, expanding slowly until it hovered at eye level. Within it, images began to take shape—first blurred, then sharpening into clarity.

Rolling hills.

Endless rows of grapevines stretching under a golden sky.

A rustic estate nestled among them, both elegant and worn, like something that had once been vibrant and had learned to live quietly instead.

“Location identified,” the Speaker said. “A vineyard on Earth.”

Mike stepped closer, studying the projection. He could almost feel the warmth of the sun on those hills, smell the soil, the faint sweetness of ripening fruit.

“Peaceful,” he said.

“Externally.”

Mike glanced back. “So not internally.”

The image shifted.

A man appeared—mid-thirties, maybe early forties. Strong features, sun-worn skin, hands that had known years of labor. His expression was neutral, but his eyes...

His eyes carried weight.

“Carl,” the Speaker said. “Owner of the vineyard.”

The image lingered on him as he moved through the vines alone, checking leaves, adjusting wires, performing tasks with practiced efficiency. There was no wasted motion.

No wasted emotion, either.

“He’s shut down,” Mike said quietly.

“Correct.”

The image changed again.

This time, a woman.

Tina.

She moved differently—fast, purposeful, energy contained but always on the edge of spilling over. She stood in a modern office setting at first, speaking rapidly, directing others, solving problems before they fully formed.

Then the image shifted—her arrival at the vineyard. Her expression changed. Still focused, still sharp... but something softer flickered underneath.

“Event planner,” another Council voice explained. “Highly capable. Highly driven.”

“Highly guarded,” Mike added.

“Yes.”

Mike watched as Tina walked through the vineyard, assessing, imagining, calculating. Her eyes lingered on details—the kind others would miss. Beauty didn’t distract her. It challenged her.

“She’s not here for him,” Mike said.

“No.”

“She’s here for work.”

“Yes.”

Mike exhaled slowly. “That’s always harder.”

The Speaker stepped forward—or rather, the light intensified in a way that felt like closeness.

“Their paths are already intersecting. A Valentine’s event has been scheduled at the vineyard. Tina has been contracted to organize it.”

Mike nodded. “So the stage is set.”

“Partially.”

The sphere shifted again.

Now both of them appeared—Tina and Carl—standing several feet apart in the vineyard. Their body language said everything: distance, tension, misalignment.

They spoke—but no sound came through the projection. Still, it was easy to read.

Misunderstanding.

Resistance.

Friction.

“They don’t like each other,” Mike said.

“Not currently.”

“Do they have the potential?”

The chamber dimmed slightly, as if the question itself carried weight.

“Yes,” the Speaker said. “But the probability is low without intervention.”

Mike folded his arms, studying them more carefully.

Carl turned away first in the projection, retreating back into the vines. Tina remained standing, frustrated, already shifting her focus back to logistics, to control, to anything that didn’t require emotional risk.

“Let me guess,” Mike said. “He’s holding onto the past.”

“Yes.”

“And she’s running from hers.”

“Yes.”

Mike sighed, though there was no real frustration in it—more like recognition.

“They always think they’re protecting themselves.”

“They are,” another voice said.

“From the wrong thing.”

Silence settled over the chamber again.

Mike looked back at the vineyard. This time, the image zoomed in slightly—sunlight filtering through leaves, wind moving gently across the rows, shadows stretching long across the earth.

It was beautiful.

But it felt... unfinished.

“What’s the complication?” he asked.

The Speaker didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, the image shifted once more.

A glimpse of the past—Carl standing beside a woman, both laughing, both alive in a way he no longer was. The image flickered and disappeared.

Then Tina—standing alone in a city apartment, staring at her phone, choosing not to call someone. Choosing distance over vulnerability.

“Emotional resistance levels are elevated,” the Speaker said at last. “Carl associates Valentine’s Day with loss. Tina associates it with failure.”

Mike let out a soft breath. “And we’re sending them straight into a Valentine’s event.”

“Yes.”

He shook his head slightly, a faint smile forming. “You don’t make these easy.”

“Difficulty is not the objective,” the Speaker replied. “Authenticity is.”

Mike looked back at the projection one last time.

Carl, alone among the vines.

Tina, standing at the edge of something she didn’t yet understand.

Two lives already brushing against each other, but not connecting.

Not yet.

“Alright,” Mike said. “What’s my role?”

“You will integrate as an external consultant,” the Speaker said. “Your presence must remain subtle. Direct interference is discouraged.”

Mike raised an eyebrow. “Discouraged, not forbidden.”

A flicker of light—almost amusement.

“Correct.”

“And the goal?”

The chamber brightened slightly, as if aligning around a single truth.

“Connection,” the Speaker said. “Genuine, self-sustained, and freely chosen.”

Mike nodded slowly.

No shortcuts.

No forcing.

Just... nudging.

Timing.

Understanding.

“Got it,” he said.

The sphere of light began to fade, the vineyard dissolving back into the endless expanse of stars.

“Mike,” the Speaker said, just before the image disappeared completely.

He paused.

“This assignment will require patience.”

Mike smirked.

“They all do.”

“More than usual.”

That made him stop.

He turned back toward the Council, something sharper now in his expression.

“How much more?”

The light pulsed once.

“Enough that you may question the outcome.”

For a moment, Mike said nothing.

Then he smiled—not arrogantly, not dismissively, but with a quiet kind of certainty.

“Good,” he said. “That means it’s worth doing.”

The chamber began to dissolve around him, the crystalline floor fading into starlight, the Council’s presence retreating into the vastness from which it came.

“Proceed,” the Speaker’s voice echoed.

And then—

Mike was gone.



He arrived just before sunrise.

The air was cool, touched with the faint scent of earth and growing things. The sky stretched wide above him, painted in soft hues of blue and gold as the first light crept over the horizon.

The vineyard lay silent.

Peaceful.

Deceptively so.

Mike stood at the edge of the first row of vines, taking it all in.

“This is the place,” he said quietly.

Somewhere in the distance, a door opened.

Footsteps.

Routine beginning again.

Mike glanced toward the sound, a faint smile forming as he adjusted his coat—now perfectly suited to the world he had just entered.

“Alright,” he murmured.

“Let’s make this work.”

And with that, he stepped into the vineyard, just as the first rays of sunlight touched the leaves—unaware that, somewhere beyond the rows, two lives were already moving toward a moment neither of them was ready for.

Yet.
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Chapter 2: Arrival Among the Vines
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Morning unfolded slowly over the vineyard, like a secret reluctant to be told all at once.

The first light of dawn had softened into a warm glow, stretching across the rolling hills and settling gently over the endless rows of vines. Dew clung to the leaves, catching the sunlight in tiny flashes, as if the earth itself was quietly celebrating another day.

Mike walked between the rows, his pace unhurried, his gaze attentive.

To anyone watching, he was just another early riser—someone new, perhaps, taking in the land for the first time. His clothes matched the setting perfectly now: sturdy boots, worn denim, a neutral shirt, and a light jacket. Practical. Unremarkable.

Invisible in the way he needed to be.

But his eyes saw more than most.

He reached out, brushing his fingers lightly against a vine. The leaves were healthy, the grapes developing well. The soil beneath his feet was rich, well cared for.

“Technically,” he murmured, “everything’s in place.”

A soft breeze moved through the vineyard, carrying with it the scent of earth, wood, and something faintly sweet.

And yet—

Something was missing.

Mike straightened, letting his gaze travel farther. The vineyard was beautiful, undeniably so. The kind of place people would travel across countries to visit. The kind of place that should feel alive.

But it didn’t.

Not fully.

There was no warmth behind it. No sense of shared joy. It felt... maintained, not loved.

“Emotionally underdeveloped,” he said quietly to himself. “You can feel it.”

A distant metallic sound broke the stillness—tools shifting, a gate creaking open.

Mike turned.

At the far end of one of the rows, a figure moved with quiet precision.

Carl.

Even from a distance, there was something unmistakable about him. He didn’t walk like someone admiring the morning. He walked like someone following a schedule written long ago and never changed.

Step. Check. Adjust.

Step. Check. Adjust.

Mike watched him for a moment, saying nothing.

Carl paused beside a vine, inspecting it closely. His hands moved with confidence, tightening a wire, lifting a branch, ensuring everything was exactly as it should be. There was care in the way he worked—but it was a carefulness born from responsibility, not affection.

No hesitation. No lingering.

Just function.

“Routine-driven,” Mike observed under his breath. “Highly structured.”

Carl moved to the next vine without looking up.

No awareness of the sunrise.

No pause to take it in.

No sign that any of this still meant something beyond the work itself.

Mike began walking again, angling his path so it would eventually intersect with Carl’s—but not yet. Not too quickly. Timing mattered, even in something as simple as a first impression.

As he moved, he let his awareness expand slightly—not enough to disrupt anything, just enough to listen.

Places held echoes.

Not literal sounds, not memories you could replay like recordings. But impressions. Emotional residue. Moments that left traces behind.

And this place...

Mike slowed.

There it was.

A faint shift in the air, like warmth that didn’t belong to the present moment.

Laughter.

Soft, distant, almost gone—but not completely.

He turned his head slightly, scanning the vineyard again.

For a brief second, the space near the old wooden fence seemed... different. Brighter somehow. Lighter.

And then it was gone.

Mike exhaled slowly.

“Yeah,” he said. “You had something here.”

His gaze drifted back to Carl.

Still working. Still moving forward. Never looking back.

But the vineyard remembered.

That was the thing about places like this. They absorbed life. Held onto it long after people tried to let it go.

Mike resumed walking, closing the distance now.

Gravel crunched softly under his boots as he stepped onto a narrower path between rows. Carl was closer now—close enough to see the details.

The lines at the corners of his eyes weren’t just from age or sun. They were from restraint. From holding things in, over and over again, until it became second nature.

His expression was neutral, but not relaxed.

Controlled.

Mike stopped a few feet away, giving just enough sound to announce his presence without startling him.

Carl looked up immediately.

Sharp. Alert.

For a brief moment, their eyes met.

Mike saw it then—clearer than before.

Not anger.

Not even sadness, exactly.

Absence.

Like a door that had once been open and was now firmly shut.

“You’re early,” Carl said.

His voice was steady, low, with no wasted energy in it
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