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      “Welcome to heaven.  Care for a Cabernet?”

      Holly Elliott spun in the direction of the familiar voice.  In her hurry to photograph the sunset view from the Famiglia Barrali winery’s second floor patio, she’d completely missed her brother’s fiancée, Chelsea Davis, sitting in a low-slung wooden chair just outside the door.  Two clean glasses, a corkscrew, and a bottle of wine occupied the table beside the petite brunette, who looked at Holly with a smirk on her face.

      “I saw you walking up from the bed and breakfast and figured I could persuade you to help me taste test before the rehearsal dinner.  But if you’d rather take pictures….”

      “Hey, you!”  A wide smile lifted Holly’s face at Chelsea’s invitation.  She crossed the patio to hug her future sister-in-law.  “I wasn’t sure you’d be back from the church.  I’m so sorry I missed the rehearsal.  But yes, I’d be happy to taste test.”

      Chelsea laughed, then leaned over the table to uncork the wine.  “Planes are late all the time.  No big deal.  Besides, all you have to do is stand beside me in front of the altar.  I can talk you through it before the ceremony.”

      “Either you’re the most calm bride in history or you’ve already had the wine.”  Whereas Holly had spent most of the three hours her plane was delayed chastising herself for not taking an earlier flight.

      One of Chelsea’s shoulders lifted, then fell as she set the cork to the side.  “It’s a small wedding and Ben planned everything.  Makes my life easy.”

      “If you say so.”  Holly wasn’t sure she’d be so calm at her own wedding.  Then again, Chelsea’s unflappability was one of many reasons Ben had fallen hard for the vivacious flight attendant.

      Unable to resist the pull of the gorgeous scenery, Holly moved to the patio’s railing to survey the landscape while Chelsea poured.  Nestled in the center of the Mediterranean island of Sarcaccia, the winery truly constituted a slice of heaven.  Neatly pruned vineyards climbed the hillsides surrounding the cluster of ancient stone buildings that housed winemaking equipment, storage rooms, event spaces, and a bed and breakfast.  Tall, narrow cypress trees lining the entrance to the main building sparkled with white Christmas lights.  Throughout the valley, birds ignored the calendar, twittering away under the crisp blue sky as if it were summer rather than the last third of December.

      To top it off, the romantic scent of wood smoke permeated the air, likely from the fire pit Holly had noticed alongside the main building when she’d arrived at the winery from Rome less than a half-hour ago.  She’d checked into her room, been handed a heavy, antique iron key—given that the B & B had been built in the eighteenth century—left her bags in her room, then hustled so she could take photos before sunset.  She couldn’t imagine a more charming location for a wedding.

      “I can’t believe Ben actually works here now,” Holly said as she set down her camera on a table near the patio railing.  “This is the kind of job he’s dreamed of his whole life.”

      “It’s the kind of place I’ve dreamed of living my whole life.  Getting married here is a nice bonus.”  Chelsea came to stand beside Holly and handed her a glass of the winery’s prized Cabernet, then pointed over a low hill to their right.  “Our house is just over there, a half mile from the village.  I’ll give you a tour tomorrow if there’s time.  It’s old and it’s tiny, and the pipes rattle when we turn on the water, but it’s surrounded by vineyards and we can just see the Mediterranean from the top floor.  Assuming I ever finish unpacking the boxes so we can get to the windows, that is.”

      “Make Ben help you.  He’s perfectly capable of unpacking, you know.”

      Chelsea arched a dark eyebrow.  “You ever meet your brother?  He can’t be made to do anything.”

      “I figured you’re more persuasive than I am where he’s concerned.”

      A wicked glint lit Chelsea’s eyes.  “Well, there is that.”

      Holly tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear, then raised her glass in a toast.  “Here’s to having you join the family.  Twenty-four hours from now, you’ll be an Elliott, you poor thing.  Then we can work on Ben together.”

      Chelsea clinked her glass against Holly’s before taking a leisurely sip.  She pulled her sweater tighter around her shoulders and said, “Actually, Ben and I plan to work on you.  Now that you’re in Europe, too, we figure it’s high time to find you a—”

      “Stop right there.”  Holly waved a hand between them.  “No matchmaking.  Not that I don’t appreciate the thought, but I’m too busy and too far away.”

      After Ben left their hometown of Boston to accept a position managing the Famiglia Barrali winery’s dining operations, Holly decided there was nothing holding her in Boston, either.  She’d taken a leap of faith and nabbed a spectacular job with a tour company in Rome.  Though she was only two weeks into the job, she knew it was the perfect fit for her.  Helping American tourists make the most of their time abroad gave her a sense of satisfaction, and exploring the deep history, rich culture, and eclectic neighborhoods of the city appealed to her personal sense of adventure.

      More than that, Rome provided the new start she desperately needed.

      Chelsea curled her mouth into a mock pout.  “Oh, come on, Holly.  Sarcaccia’s only an hour away by plane.  And you haven’t seen Ben’s best man yet.  When you two are partnered up, believe me, you’ll want to be partnered up.”

      Holly resisted the urge to plant her elbow in Chelsea’s ribs.  “You’re awful.  And besides, I thought Ben didn’t have a best man with Gabe gone.”

      In fact, Holly’d counted on Ben’s lack of a best man.

      “Not Gabe.  Prince Stefano.  The Prince Stefano.”  Chelsea’s voice came out in a squeak.  “Can you believe it?”

      Holly felt her mouth go slack.  The Barralis behind the Famiglia Barrali winery happened to be Sarcaccia’s famous royal family.  While Holly knew the Barralis kept involved in the winery operations, she never in a million years expected to meet one of them in person, let alone Prince Stefano, who was a darling of the tabloid media thanks to his good looks and the string of catwalk models, actresses, and aristocratic women he’d dated over the years.

      If ever a man could make her forget her obsession with Gabriel Maddox, it’d be the larger-than-life Prince Stefano Barrali.

      “But how…how did that happen?” Holly asked once she’d recovered enough to speak.

      “He was planning to spend a few days here to inspect the property and review the changes Ben’s implemented with the menus, and said he’d love to attend our wedding.  When Ben mentioned that his best man couldn’t make it due to a business commitment, Stefano offered to step in, and…voila!” She flipped her hand in the air.  “You’re now partnered with a prince!  And you know the man’s a shameless flirt.  If I wasn’t the bride, I’d be insanely jealous.”

      Holly made a show of rolling her eyes.  She didn’t have a mouse’s chance in a lion’s den with a man like that.  Didn’t want a man like that, even if, as the maid of honor, she’d have plenty of opportunity to enjoy the man’s company for the weekend.

      “I haven’t met him yet, but Ben says Prince Stefano’s fantastic,” Chelsea continued, her words tumbling over one another.  “Smart about the business and a total gentleman, despite his reputation with the press.  If Prince Stefano doesn’t fit your standards, no one will.”

      For years, Chelsea, Ben, and nearly all of Holly’s friends accused her of holding impossible standards when it came to men, standards that meant she’d either suffered through dates that left her feeling hollow at the end of the night or—more often than not—turned down offers completely.  She’d shrugged and gone along with her friends’ assessment, figuring it was far safer than telling them the truth: For nearly a decade, she’d been obsessed with her brother’s best friend, Gabe Maddox.  None of the guys she met had Gabe’s charisma or the sharp mind that enabled him to graduate near the top of his law school class.  Nor did they possess the subtle attributes that made Gabe so…Gabe.  The sparkle that lit his face when he told a joke or won a hand of cards.  The smooth cadence of his walk.  The sweet way he interacted with kids, treating them as if they were his peers.  The deep, rolling laugh that emerged from him when he and Ben swapped stories of their college antics.  The strong, capable hands and muscle-corded arms that came from hours upon hours of hard, physical work taking care of his mother’s home and yard when she was too ill to do so herself.

      On the other hand, none of those men held a candle to Gabe when it came to loving and leaving women.  Given what he’d seen of his parents’ relationship, Gabe made no bones about the fact he wasn’t wired for long-term relationships.  And that was why, no matter how deep her attraction, Holly would never, ever let anyone know how she truly felt.  If Gabe didn’t possess the need for a singular, passionate romance, then neither should she.  At least not with him.

      She savored a mouthful of rich, red wine before telling Chelsea, “I’m honored you think I’m a good match for a man like Prince Stefano.  But I’m not looking for…that…right now.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”  Chelsea turned her face skyward, as if pleading with the heavens.  “Christmas with a prince and she says no.”

      Familiar male laughter came from behind them.  The women turned to see Ben crossing the patio.  “I see you two found each other.”

      “And the Cabernet!”  Chelsea raised her glass, then stood on tiptoe to give Ben a quick kiss before Ben turned and pulled Holly into a welcoming hug.

      “You look phenomenal,” Holly told her older brother once she stepped back from his embrace.  Living in Sarcaccia agreed with him, but she suspected Chelsea was the real reason for her brother’s cheerful expression and the buoyancy in his step.

      “So do you,” he said, though after a few polite questions about her flight, his attention quickly went back to Chelsea.  “Do you have enough time to get ready for the rehearsal dinner?”

      “Plenty,” she assured him.  “I was just telling Holly about Prince Stefano.”

      “And I was pretending I didn’t overhear you playing Cupid.”  He waved them toward the doors.  “Leave your drinks here and follow me.  Prince Stefano’s downstairs and I want to introduce you.”

      “Now?”  Chelsea’s hand flew to her hair.  “I’m in jeans and I’ve been out in the breeze—”

      “You look spectacular.  Besides, I thought you wanted the prince to be impressed with my sister?”  He winked, then led them through the second floor of the winery and down the stairs to the main room.

      Though the building was centuries old, it had been remodeled to let in more light and serve modern entertainment needs.  Wide-planked oak floors and stone walls kept the feeling of old Sarcaccia, while long, broad tables provided a place for guests to enjoy wine tastings and savor freshly-made dinners from the kitchen.  A massive stone fireplace, its mantel decorated with Christmas greenery and topped with a carved and painted wooden angel, served as the room’s focal point.  The atmosphere breathed romance and family tradition.

      A broad-shouldered man with dark, wavy hair sat at one of the tables, a sheaf of papers spread before him.  He looked up as the trio approached, then stood.  After warmly greeting Chelsea and wishing her the best on her upcoming wedding, he turned to Holly and extended a hand.

      “You must be Ben’s sister.”

      His handshake was as warm and friendly as his voice was seductive.  Holly couldn’t help but beam.  “It’s an honor to meet you, Your Highness.”

      “Please, call me Stefano.  And I’m the one who’s honored to participate in your family’s big event.”  His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled down at her.  They were intelligent, unusual eyes—green irises outlined in black, flecked with gold—which, when combined with his smooth olive skin and strong physique, made her suspect women would flock to this man even if he didn’t hold a title or come from one of Europe’s wealthiest families.  “I understand that you’re the maid of honor?”

      “I am.”

      “Then we’ll have to work together to ensure Ben and Chelsea have a memorable wedding.”  His hand tightened fractionally around hers.  “Perhaps we can come up with something during the rehearsal dinner?”

      The question was left hanging as the main door to the winery opened.  A gust of cool air blew through the room as a man entered carrying an overnight bag.

      “Gabe!”  Incredulity filled Ben’s voice as he crossed the room in long strides to greet his best friend.  “How in the world did you get here?”

      “Airplane,” Gabe replied, humor lacing his voice.  “They have several flights a day connecting through Paris, as it turns out.”

      Holly froze in place as her brother and Gabe exchanged a back-slapping hug.  Despite the fact Gabe sported an uncharacteristic five o’clock shadow, he looked as breathtakingly handsome as ever.  Perhaps, if such a thing were possible, he looked better.  His perpetually sunkissed hair had been cropped shorter than when she’d last seen him, giving him the appearance of a tough, take-no-prisoners military man.

      “I can’t believe this.  Weren’t you supposed to report yesterday?” Ben asked.  What he didn’t add was, “to Quantico.”  After two years practicing law in the Manhattan district attorney’s office, Gabe decided to follow his dream and apply to become an FBI agent.  He’d undergone rigorous physical training, a series of interviews, and had taken a battery of written and psychological tests after submitting his application.  Despite clearing every hurdle, he still wasn’t sure he’d be accepted.  Receiving the notification that he’d been selected for agent training was a cause for celebration.  Unfortunately, his scheduled report date at the FBI Academy was the day of Ben’s wedding, and missing it meant missing out on his dream.

      “Last minute change in the schedule,” Gabe said.  “I hope it’s all right that I decided to surprise you.”

      “We’re thrilled!” Chelsea assured him as she threw her arms around Gabe’s neck.  “It didn’t feel right getting married without you here.  There’s even an empty room on the third floor of the bed and breakfast with your name on it.”

      Gabe spun Chelsea around, making her squeal with delight, but as he did so, his rich, golden brown eyes locked with Holly’s.  A frisson of heat surged through her, igniting her clear to her core.  The impact of it caused her to take a half step backward.

      A subtle pull made her realize she was still holding Stefano’s hand.

      She glanced up at the prince and extracted her fingers from his.  “Um, sorry.  Distracted,” she mumbled.

      A curious smile curved his lips.  “Entirely my pleasure.”

      Before Holly could respond, the prince moved to introduce himself to Gabe.  “And this must be the missing best man.  I’m glad you could make it.”

      “About that,” Ben said, “Gabe, I asked Stefano to step in for you—”

      “No problem,” Gabe said at the same time Stefano shook his head.

      “No, please.  I’m more than happy to remain a guest and hand the duties back to you.”  Stefano glanced over his shoulder at Holly and added, “As long as I still get a dance with the maid of honor.”

      “I’m sure you can twist Holly’s arm,” Ben replied, his relief at avoiding a potentially awkward situation apparent.  “Thanks.”

      “Speaking of whom” —once more, Gabe’s piercing gaze landed on her— “I haven’t gotten a hello.  Long time, no see, Holly.”

      Chelsea glanced from Holly to Gabe, a confused frown creasing her forehead.  “You saw her in Boston three weeks ago, didn’t you?  She told me you were there wrapping up the sale of your mother’s house.”

      Gabe nodded.  His mother passed away from cancer the previous year.  It had taken Gabe and his siblings a while to sort through her belongings, put her home on the market, and find a buyer.  “I did.  She took me out to all my favorite places.  Much as I’ve liked living in New York, it’s not Boston.  I doubt even Sarcaccia can compete with the restaurants in the North End.”

      He skirted around Chelsea to lean in and kiss Holly’s cheek.  Holly forced a polite smile to her face as his lips brushed her skin and she caught a breath of his scent.  How could a man smell so amazing after spending an entire day on an airplane?

      And why, oh why, did it make her want to close her eyes and kiss him full on the mouth, when she knew from experience exactly what a mistake that would be?

      She managed a chipper, “Hello, Gabe.  Glad you’re here.”

      At the same time, he lingered near her ear long enough to whisper, “We need to talk.”

      A shuffle of feet nearby indicated the approach of the winery’s head chef from the direction of the kitchen, giving Holly an excuse to turn away.  The older man, a longtime employee of the winery, asked Chelsea if she wanted to make a last-minute check of the dinner preparations.

      “Ben’s more likely to have an opinion,” she said.  “And I need to get to my room to dress for dinner and make sure my parents are ready.  Anyone else heading downhill to the B & B?”

      Seeing her chance to escape, Holly gestured toward the staircase.  “I need to run back to the patio to get my camera.  Why don’t you and Gabe go ahead?  You can show him his room.”

      “Actually, I’d like to see the view before it gets too dark.”  Gabe’s words were innocuous, but Holly caught the determination in his dark eyes.  He wanted her alone, and he wanted her alone now.

      Chelsea, on the other hand, didn’t notice a thing.  “I suppose I can wait for you.  Don’t take too long, though.  My parents are going to take a zillion pictures tonight and I need to look good.”

      “I’m happy to walk you down,” Stefano offered.  “I know the path well.  Holly and Gabe can follow when they’re ready.”

      At Ben’s urging, Chelsea left with Stefano, leaving Holly to head to the porch with Gabe at her heels.
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      Gabe watched Holly’s backside as she climbed the stairs in front of him.  He could tell from the rigid set of her shoulders that she was resisting the urge to stomp her way up.

      What right did she have to be mad?  She was the one who oh-so-casually announced she was leaving for Rome after he’d finally told her how he felt about her.  She was the one who blew him off as a joke.

      And now here he was, twelve-plus hours after boarding a plane in New York, gambling his future on her.

      Without looking back at him, she made her way across the large stone patio to a wooden table holding two half-full wineglasses and her camera.  “Shoot,” she said.  “Chelsea and I left our wine up here.  I should take all this downstairs.  Do you see where she put the bottle?”

      As Holly pivoted to scan the patio, he caught her in his arms.  Even in the fading light, he could see the shock in her clear blue eyes as his hands spread across her narrow waist.  “Gabe, what are you—”

      “I’m finishing what we started in Boston.”

      “There’s nothing to finish.”  Two hands planted on his chest, sending his mind reeling back to the last time she’d touched him.  “Even if there were, Prince Stefano and Chelsea are right below us on the path and Ben will be following them down any minute.  If they look up here—”

      “It’s dark and I can be very, very quiet.”  Never had he wanted a woman so badly he physically ached with it, but he sensed now wasn’t the time for that particular approach.  “I just want to talk.  Without you running away.”

      A few strands of long, dark brown hair blew across her face as an evening breeze came in from the vineyards.  Resisting the urge to swipe them from her cheeks, he released her and stepped back.

      She didn’t bolt.  Instead, she crossed her arms in front of her and regarded him as if he were a schoolchild in need of a lecture.  “What do you want to talk about?”

      “How about the fact we slept together?”  There.  He’d dropped the bomb.

      She didn’t flinch, but her eyes narrowed in warning…and if he wasn’t mistaken, in fear.  “Shhh.”

      “No one can hear me.”

      “I can hear you.”  A long, soft sigh escaped her.  “Look, this is inappropriate.  We’re here for Ben and Chelsea’s wedding.”

      “I’m here for a lot more than the wedding.”

      “This weekend is about them,” she barreled on as if he hadn’t spoken.  “What happened with us was a fluke.  A one-time thing, no strings attached.  No need to discuss it.”

      And you’re lying through your beautiful teeth.  He could tell from the mix of panic and desire that flitted across her face the moment he crossed the winery’s threshold.  When they’d locked eyes, it was as if nothing else existed in the room.  She’d even seemed to forget she was in the middle of shaking hands with an honest-to-goodness royal.  If that glimpse of her emotions hadn’t convinced him, it was apparent in the way she looked at him now, taking in the sight of his travel-wrinkled shirt and freshly-shorn hair as if she itched to reach out and smooth the creases in the fabric, then check the texture of his hair with her fingertips, but feared what would follow if she did.

      Keeping his voice low and controlled, he said, “We’ve known each other for what, twenty-plus years?  Ever since Ben and I were in preschool together.  I know you well enough to know you don’t have one-night stands.  What happened between us was no fluke.”

      “And I know you well enough to know one-night stands are your forte,” she retorted.

      “Wow.  Speak your mind, why don’t you?”

      “I didn’t say there was anything wrong with it.”  One side of her mouth jerked up and she shook her head before he could argue.  “But that’s neither here nor there.  My life is here now, in Europe, and you’re starting with the FBI.  That’s been your dream for as long as I’ve known you.  Hanging out in Boston a few weeks ago was fun.  And maybe you needed someone familiar and safe to be around, given that you were saying goodbye to the last of your mother’s things and the house where you were raised. I was more than happy to be that comfort for you.  I enjoyed  it.  But you and I both know it’s ridiculous to pursue—”

      “Holly, you couldn’t be more—”

      “You guys still up here?”  Ben’s voice came to them from inside the winery, followed by the pounding of his feet on the stairs.  A heartbeat later, he emerged onto the patio.  “I’m heading down to the B & B to get ready for the dinner.  Figured I’d grab Gabe to show him his room.”

      “Good idea.”  Holly’s bright tone made it sound as if they’d been discussing a topic as fluffy as wedding cake frosting.  “Let me take the wineglasses down to the kitchen.”

      “You want us to wait?” Ben asked, though Gabe already knew what she’d answer.

      “Nah.  I can see well enough to make it down the path.  I’ll catch you both at dinner.”  With that, she swiped the glasses and her camera from the table, then disappeared.

      “Heaven up here, isn’t it?”  Ben asked, looking out toward the western hills where the sun dipped below the horizon, leaving only the deep purple of clouds fading to black.

      “Most romantic spot I’ve seen in a long time, if ever,” Gabe agreed.  When Ben slid him a sideways glance, eyebrow raised in question at the uncharacteristic statement, Gabe quickly added, “Let’s go get you married.”
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      The chef’s tarragon chicken had been roasted to perfection.  Squash from the winery’s gardens, homemade bread, a delicious tomato and mozzarella salad, and decadent chocolate blackberry soufflé left the entire room in a relaxed, chatty mood as wedding guests savored generous pours of Famiglia Barrali’s finest red dessert wine.  Ben and Chelsea stood near the fireplace, arms around each other’s waists, glasses raised in a final toast to their friends and family as they celebrated their last night as an unmarried couple.  Holly held her glass aloft with everyone else, warmed by the happiness that filled the room.  Cameras flashed as cheers of salute! and cin cin! echoed through the room.

      Despite the picture-perfect scene, she struggled to remain still.  She didn’t need to look for confirmation to know Gabe’s tawny-lashed gaze was upon her, watching her every move from his seat at the far end of the table.  She doubted he’d stare openly—he was too discreet for that—but she could feel his scrutiny.  He had the ability to heat her skin with nothing more than a glance or a smile.

      She wished she could attribute the intense feeling of warmth to the wine, but she’d consumed very little, knowing she’d need to keep her wits about her.

      I’m here for a lot more than the wedding.

      Gabe knew exactly what to say and how to say it to entice her.  With no other single women present and a twenty-one week training session at Quantico looming, he knew this weekend would be his last hurrah.

      She balled her fists under the table.  She’d been right to push him away.  She’d known what she was doing when she’d let him seduce her in Boston.  She’d been well aware he was going away, that it was a one-time deal.  It had been her last hurrah.  And she’d moved on.  To Rome.  No matter what, she couldn’t allow him to corner her again tonight.  Because if he slid those strong, sensuous hands around her waist once more, if he locked his dark, expressive eyes onto her face, then leaned in and told her he wanted to talk…she suspected the talking would never happen.  She’d allow his mouth to do any of the other wondrous things she knew were in Gabe’s repertoire.

      I’m here for a lot more than the wedding.

      “They seem very happy,” Stefano murmured beside her.

      Holly snapped her attention from thoughts of Gabe to the prince.  Though she’d seen Stefano before on television and in newspapers, seeing him in person was an entirely different experience.  It wasn’t just the finely-tailored suit or the confident smile that came with fame, wealth, and power; his voice enveloped a person with the smoothness of a silk blanket.  She suspected he knew exactly what that voice did to women and wielded it as a sexual weapon as easily as Gabe worked his affable grin and wicked glances.

      Unfurling her curled fingers, she smiled and placed her napkin beside her empty dessert plate.  “They are.  They love each other to death and they’re living and working in paradise.  Your family’s winery is unbelievably romantic, like a movie set come to life.”  She stole a look at her brother, who leaned down to plant a kiss on his bride-to-be, before focusing once more on Stefano.  “Thank you for hiring him.  This position is the perfect fit for him.”

      “Wish I could take the credit, but it was the general manager’s decision.  I heartily agreed with it, though.”  He handed his empty soufflé dish to a passing member of the waitstaff as he added, “I saw a television interview with Ben when I was visiting Boston last year and was intrigued.”

      Holly remembered the piece, which aired at the end of the evening news as a local interest story.  Ben discussed the renovation of the Beacon Hill hotel where he worked.  He’d highlighted the updated menus and wine pairings, showing off the fifth-floor private dining room with its view of Boston Common while noting its availability for everything from high-end business luncheons to romantic, once-in-a-lifetime dinners.  He’d taken great pride in modernizing the centuries-old hotel while retaining its colonial charm.

      Stefano leaned in closer, resting his arm against the back of Holly’s chair.  “I meant it when I said I wanted to do something special for them.  Perhaps since Gabe’s here and he’s the best man, you’d rather arrange something with him—”

      “Oh, I’m sure he’s doing his own thing.”

      Stefano tipped his head, acknowledging the comment.  “In that case, what would you say to decorating Ben and Chelsea’s house with me?  The manager mentioned that Ben keeps a spare key here in his desk.  Since Ben and Chelsea are staying at the B & B tonight, we could head over the hill and put up a Christmas tree for them without anyone being the wiser.”

      “They don’t have one yet?”  She found it hard to believe with Christmas less than a week away.

      “Not according to what Ben told the winery manager.  He’s been too busy getting acclimated to the job and unpacking to look for a tree.  I made a call a few hours ago to have one delivered along with several boxes of ornaments and accessories from one of the village shops.  It should be on their doorstep now, but I’d appreciate your assistance getting it into the house and decorated.”

      Holly’s hand went to Stefano’s sleeve.  The man truly was a prince, in every sense of the word.  “They’ll love that.  Ben and Chelsea are both crazy about the holidays.”

      “So you’ll help me?”

      “Of course!”

      Mischief flashed in Stefano’s eyes at the knowledge he had a co-conspirator.  Keeping his voice down and moving his head closer to hers, he said, “Things are wrapping up here.  How about you say good night to your brother, then meet me by the fire pit in fifteen minutes?  I know a shortcut through the vineyard.  I’ll bring the house key and flashlights.”

      “Done.”

      She reached for her glass to take a last sip of wine only to see Gabe and one of Ben’s college friends crossing the room toward Ben and Chelsea.  Though Gabe’s smile made it appear as though his focus was on the couple, his gaze had drifted to Stefano’s arm, which remained on the back of her chair.

      Instinct for self-preservation drove her to shift closer to the prince.  Winking at Stefano over her wineglass, she whispered, “We are going to have so much fun!”

      “You know, I think we are.”  His mouth curved into a playful smile.  “But beautiful as it is, don’t wear that.”

      She glanced down at the form-fitting purple dress she’d bought especially for the rehearsal dinner.  “I’ll find something more appropriate.”

      “As will I.  See you in fifteen.”
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      Located at the edge of the vineyard along a twisting country road connecting two rural Sarcaccian villages, Ben and Chelsea’s ivy-covered stone cottage seemed conjured from a fairy tale.  Lit by the glow of wrought iron porch lamps on either side of its aged wooden front door, the place was the epitome of old country romance.

      Maneuvering the freshly-cut tree through the home’s narrow door proved a challenge that threatened to take the romance out of it.

      After several grunts and groans, a cut finger—Stefano’s—and a face full of spruce needles—Holly’s—they managed to wiggle it into Ben and Chelsea’s cozy living room.  Securing the fragrant evergreen into the tree stand Stefano situated opposite the fireplace proved a far easier task.

      “They’re going to be so surprised when they see this,” Holly said after stepping back to inspect the tree and brush the needles from her clothing.  She’d managed a quick change into jeans and a sweater before meeting Stefano at the fire pit, which turned out to be smart.  After traipsing through the vineyard and wrestling the tree, she was filthy.

      “Only if we get it decorated and make it back to the winery before anyone realizes you’re not at the bed and breakfast.”

      She glanced over at him.  She couldn’t help the wryness in her tone as she asked, “You don’t think anyone will miss you?”

      He shook his head as he bent to withdraw a string of colored lights from a large cardboard box.  “My family keeps a private room in the winery itself.  People will assume I’m there.  On the other hand, I suspect your absence will be noticed, if it hasn’t been already.”

      She grabbed a chair and set it beside the tree to use as a makeshift ladder, then gestured for him to hand her the lights.  “Let’s be quick.  I’ll string these if you lay out the ornaments.  We’ll figure out which are the heaviest so they can go on the lower branches.”

      “Done this before, have you?”

      “Every year.  Love it.”  She hooked one end of the light string at the top of the tree, then stretched to loop the lights in a circle.  “You haven’t?”

      “Never,” he admitted as he unwrapped the ornaments one by one and laid them out on Ben and Chelsea’s coffee table.  All of them appeared handcrafted, which Holly knew Chelsea would adore.  “We have several trees in the palace each year, but they’re professionally decorated.  Showpieces, really.  I was allowed to put on a few ornaments when I was a child, but now that I’m an adult, there’s no real reason for me to do it.”

      She grinned.  “Perhaps you needed this tree as much as Ben and Chelsea?”

      “Perhaps,” he answered with a laugh.  “The older I get, the more I enjoy time away from the palace doing ordinary things.  I’ve found they’re not so ordinary.”  He studied the ornaments, then looked back at Holly, an odd expression on his face.  “May I ask you a personal question?”

      Holly paused.  While the words themselves surprised her coming from Stefano, who didn’t strike her as the type to ask anyone personal questions, it was the sudden softness of his voice that put her on alert.  “I suppose.”

      “You have no romantic interest in me whatsoever.  So why the flirting back at the winery?”

      Holly’s grip tightened on the string of lights.  She forced herself to resume hanging them along the wide branches, working her way down the tree bit by bit, in an attempt to hide her shock.  “That’s a rather blunt question.  And it assumes a lot.”

      “That you have no interest in me, you mean?”  His quiet, confident tone unnerved her.  “Don’t worry.  Contrary to what the tabloid press might say, women who have the ability to resist my charms actually do exist.  Many women.  But I think you’re the first to out-and-out flirt with me who harbors no hopes of a relationship.  Do you?”

      The curiosity in his voice made her turn on the chair.  He extended a hand to help her down, given that she’d looped the lights low enough that he could take over from floor level.  When her feet hit the hardwood, she looked up at him.  “No.  I admit, I don’t.  Though I must say, you’re perfectly attractive.  And kind.”

      “Well, thank you.”  He flashed the dimpled grin that made him world famous.  “Yet somehow, I don’t believe you were flirting with me to bolster my ego.”

      That brought a smile to her face.  She might not be romantically attracted to him, but she liked the man more and more every minute.  “No.  You appear to have a perfectly healthy ego without me.  Plus, you seem to be under the impression I was flirting rather than simply being nice.”

      He touched his index finger and thumb to his chin, pretending to ponder a serious issue.  “Let’s see…winking at me, touching my arm, leaning in closer than necessary…I’d say that constitutes flirting.”

      “Maybe a little.” She hadn’t contemplated how she’d address the issue with Stefano.  She’d assumed he was used to women far more glamorous and sophisticated flirting with him nonstop and wouldn’t think a thing of her behavior during dessert.

      She really had winked at him, hadn’t she?  The thought of what she’d done brought a rush of heat to her cheeks.

      “It’s for Gabriel, isn’t it?”

      “No!”

      Stefano laughed as he took the light string from her hands, knowing from her knee-jerk reaction that his remark hit the target.

      “What makes you think that?” she asked.

      “Men know when other men have their sights set on a particular woman.”  He began to wind the lights around the tree near his eye level, moving lower as he went.  “From the minute he walked into the winery, his attention was squarely on you.  Even if he pretended it wasn’t.”

      Holly bent over the coffee table to study the ornaments, hoping Stefano couldn’t see her embarrassed expression.  After selecting two lightweight pieces, a camel and a star carved from olive wood, she stepped onto the chair and hung them on upper branches.  She climbed back down as Stefano plugged in the lights, illuminating the tree.  She’d always been a fan of the all-white-lights look, considering it classy and clean, but the multicolored strands Stefano had ordered gave the entire room a nostalgic air.  It was the perfect tree for a traditional couple’s first Christmas as husband and wife.

      “It’s gorgeous,” she breathed.  “And we haven’t even done the ornaments.”

      “That it is.”  A broad grin lit Stefano’s face as he handed her another ornament, then grabbed two for himself.  “Now, about Gabriel…were you hoping to make him jealous?  Because I don’t think it’s necessary.”

      She selected a spot for the tiny Santa Claus, then eyed the prince.  “You realize I’m feeling self-conscious as it is, sneaking through a vineyard in the middle of the night and decorating a Christmas tree with a prince?”

      “You forgot handsome.  You should’ve said, ‘decorating a Christmas tree with a handsome prince.’”

      “What I said earlier about your healthy ego—”

      “Yes, yes.”  His richly accented voice made her smile as she found a spot for a snowflake crafted of sparkling lace.  “So, are you trying to make him jealous?”

      “No.  The opposite, actually.”  It hadn’t been a conscious thought at the time, but deep down, she’d hoped to dissuade him.  “He thinks he’s interested in me, but he’s not.”

      She managed to sound lighthearted, but saying the words aloud pained her.  For too many years, she’d watched Gabriel Maddox from afar.  Through grade school, when he’d innocently held hands with girls at the movie theater or in the school hallways, then in high school, whenever he’d stopped by the Elliotts’ house with a pretty girl at his side to pick up Ben for a weekend night out.  While Ben dated the same girl throughout much of high school, Gabe seemed to find a different one every few weeks.  Always one of the popular girls, or the super-talented girls who could play an instrument or sing, or, in one case, a girl nearly his height who’d broken the school’s point record for a single basketball game.

      Always girls who had more to interest him than Holly did, the two-years-younger sister of his best friend who loved history books and wanted to travel and see the world, but had no particular attribute that made her stand out from the crowd.  Always girls who had their pick of guys and never seemed to expect anything more than a few weeks of entertainment during their time with Gabe.

      Stefano and Holly continued taking ornaments from the table and hanging them on the tree, occasionally making adjustments to ensure the look was balanced and none of the pieces dragged down tree branches.  Neither of them spoke until Stefano handed Holly the richly dressed angel destined for the top of the tree.  “You think flirting with me will deter him, rather than make him jealous?”

      “Positive.”

      He absorbed that for a moment, then said, “Whether you think so or not, Gabriel is deeply attracted to you.  In my experience, a man in that situation is more likely to be encouraged than discouraged.”

      “Not Gabe.  He may be attracted—and it’s lovely of you to say so—but I’m not his type.  And even if I were, it’s pointless where he’s concerned.”  If he’d really wanted her, he’d have done something about it long ago.  Long before he was scheduled to head to the FBI Academy for a five-month stint, followed by an assignment who-knows-where.

      “Because you don’t live in the same town?  Ben mentioned that Gabe’s in New York.”

      “That’s a factor, but it’s not that.  Not really.”  A deep, hard knot formed in her throat.  She couldn’t believe she was about to spill her guts to this man—this prince—but the caring way in which he spoke to her made her trust him.  “Gabe has said on more than one occasion that he thinks love and romance are for suckers.”

      “Hasn’t every man on the planet?”  Stefano offered his hand as she climbed the chair to secure the angel.  “Common masculine bluster.”

      “Not for Gabe.  I mean, he knows other people believe in happily ever after, but he doesn’t.  I can’t blame him, either.  His father was a first-class jerk.  Treated Gabe’s mother like dirt, had affairs with other women, then finally left her and the kids.”

      “Sounds rough.”  Stefano walked around the chair and put his hands on the back to steady it.  “Surely he doesn’t think he’s like his father?”

      “No.  It’s more about his mother.  Right up until her death, she believed her husband would come home.  She answered the phone whenever he called, watched his house when he traveled, even paid his bills from time to time over her children’s objections.”  She shrugged as she fluffed the angel’s lace skirt, using it to hide the end of the light string.  “I know that makes it sound like Gabe had an awful childhood, but he didn’t.  He and his siblings are all happy and loved their upbringing with their mom.  But when it comes to romance, Gabe’s understandably jaded.  He thinks it caused his mother to waste a lot of her life.”

      “I see.”  Skepticism laced his expression, though he kept it from his voice.

      “Anyway…if Gabe thinks I’ve moved on, he will, too,” she explained as she hopped down.  “I’ve watched him do it a dozen or more times over the years.  But I’ve never, ever seen him act jealous.  It’s simply not in his psyche.”

      “He’s a rare individual, then.”  Stefano located an empty spot near the middle of the tree, then picked up the final ornament, a wooden piece depicting elves in Santa’s workshop, and slid it over a branch to fill the space.  “In which case…I’m happy to help you.”

      “What do you mean?  Are you…are you offering to flirt with me?”  The idea struck her as ludicrous now that she said it aloud.  Prince Stefano Barrali, flirting with her?

      His deep, resonant laugh filled the small room.  “Or you could flirt with me.  Perhaps you’ll find that Gabriel isn’t the man you believe him to be.”

      She’d known Gabe more than twenty years.  Watched him through high school, through college vacations, then during his visits home from New York.  If he was anything other than what she believed, he was an incredible actor.

      “I suppose we’ll see,” she finally said.  “Though it might not even be necessary.  He’ll likely pay attention to someone else tomorrow.  Come on, let’s pack up the boxes and put them in the storage shed.”

      “First this,” he said, opening a bag she hadn’t noticed.

      He withdrew a tree skirt depicting a small village decked out for Christmas, which he handed to Holly, then two knit stockings and weighted hooks.  While she arranged the embroidered skirt around the tree, he hung the stockings on either end of the mantel.  As he finished, he asked her to grab the last item in the bag.  Her fingers wrapped around a solid piece of plastic, which she realized was a light timer.

      “For someone who’s never decorated a tree, you’ve certainly thought of everything,” she marveled.

      “I can’t take all the credit.  The store owner had a number of suggestions.  I deferred to her judgment.”  He attached it to the plug while she gathered the boxes, readying them for storage.  When he finished, he stood and surveyed the room  “I think we’re all set.  Back to the winery?”

      “Back to the winery.”  Emotion clogged her throat as she looked at what they’d done.  It was a perfect, romantic Christmas scene.  Chelsea and Ben would love it.  For a moment, Holly felt a pang of jealousy at the intimate holiday the two would share.

      Someday.  When Gabe is gone and you’ve moved on.

      She couldn’t help but give Stefano a watery smile.  “Thank you.  This was unbelievably generous of you to do.”

      “Thank you for your help.”  As they exited and he locked the door to the house, she picked a few needles off the shoulder of his sweater.  “For the record, that’s not flirting, that’s being nice.”

      “Good, because I prefer nice to flirting.  More rare and more valuable.”  His smile could’ve sold a thousand newspapers.  “But don’t tell anyone I said that.”

      “I won’t,” she promised.

      “And I won’t tell anyone that you’re in love with Gabriel.”

      She nearly dropped the empty ornament box to the walkway.  “What?”

      “You said Gabe isn’t really interested in you.  But you never once said that you aren’t interested in Gabe.”  He clicked on the flashlight, then headed toward the storage room.  “Come on.  With any luck, we’ll get back through the vineyard without being seen.”
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      “I now pronounce you man and wife.  Benjamin, you may kiss your bride.”

      Cheers, lighthearted applause, and a few celebratory whistles filled the rustic village church as Ben captured Chelsea’s tear-streaked face in his hands, then leaned in to give her a gentle, love-filled kiss.  Gabe joined in the cheers as Ben pulled Chelsea into a brief embrace, then took his new wife’s hand to lead her down the aisle to the back of the church.  The organist, located high in the choir loft behind the guests’ seats, began to play, and the rich, elegant sound seemed to swell with every heart in the room.

      Even Gabe had to admit that it had been a beautiful ceremony.

      As he’d been instructed before the service, Gabe moved to the head of the aisle and offered his arm to Holly.  The routine action left him inexplicably unsettled.  He’d been unable to tear his eyes from her during the ceremony.  The ruby dress Chelsea had chosen for Holly was intended to match the joyful spirit of the season, but left Gabe with far more prurient thoughts.  The silk glided over Holly’s smooth shoulders as if it were liquid, then dipped below her collarbone to a level low enough to entice without being inappropriate for the setting.  Glorious red folds swirled around her narrow waist, ending just above her knees to show off her long, lean legs and a pair of sparkly gold heels.

      Most captivating of all, however
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