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The crisp Tuscan air hits me as I step out of the rideshare, and I pull my jacket tighter around me. My fingers brush against the silver pendant I'm wearing, a gift many years ago from my friend Scarlet. It's my good luck charm, and hopefully it will get me through Grace’s wedding without any mishaps so I can have a few days of solo relaxation.

The villa I’m staying at looks like it belongs on a postcard—warm stone walls wrapped in climbing ivy, terracotta roof tiles catching the golden evening light. The air is rich with the scent of sunbaked earth and autumn leaves. It's picture-perfect for a destination wedding.

This getaway couldn't have come at a better time. Between the chaos of college classes and dealing with guys who think I'm interested in a drunken party hookup, I desperately need this break. Maybe if one of them had actually tried taking me on a real date, I wouldn't still be a virgin. But right now, having this beautiful place to myself is better than any rushed romance.

Not everyone stumbles into love like Grace did. She found her perfect match—an older guy—while vacationing in Hawaii. Now here I am, ready to be a bridesmaid. Scarlet and a few of our other friends are here as well, but this villa is all mine. 

I wheel my suitcase down the stone path, my heeled boots clicking loudly. The sound echoes in the entryway, and I suddenly feel small and alone. "Hello?" I call out, not really expecting an answer.

"In here!" a deep voice responds.

My heart jumps into my throat. What the fuck? I follow the sound, my pulse racing with each step. I round the corner and freeze.

Holy. Shit.

There's a guy in the kitchen—possibly the hottest man I've ever seen in real life. Salt-and-pepper hair, bright blue eyes, and shoulders that fill out his button-down shirt in ways that should be illegal. His smile is irresistibly rugged, radiating confidence and a powerful allure that makes my body zing with awareness. 

"Hi there," he says, holding out his hand. "I'm Sean. And you are...?"

When my palm slides against his, I try to ignore the little zing that runs up my arm. "Ashley." Ugh, I sound breathy. Get it together, girl. "Nice to meet you, but...what are you doing here? I thought I had this place to myself."

His brow furrows, and that devastating smile fades a bit. "I was told the same thing. My niece, Grace, set it up as a thank you for helping with the wedding."

I blink, the pieces clicking into place. "There must be some mistake with the reservations.”

Sean runs a hand through his hair, and I can't help but watch those salt-and-pepper strands slip through his fingers. Focus, Ashley.

"Let me call the rental company," he offers.

I nod, letting go of the handle of my suitcase and trying not to panic. This can't be happening. I need alone time to decompress from my college classes. How am I supposed to concentrate with this sinfully sexy guy around?

He pulls out his phone, and after a few minutes of rapid Italian that I can't follow—(I add 'learn Italian' to my never-ending to-do list)—Sean hangs up with a sigh. "Well, it looks like they screwed up and double-booked us." 

My stomach drops. "Okay, so...what now? Is there another place available?"

Sean shakes his head, and I notice how the fading sunlight catches the silver in his hair. "Nope. Everything's booked solid because of the wedding and the fall wine festivals."

"Fantastic," I mutter, pinching the bridge of my nose. "Just what I needed to start my vacation."

“It’ll be okay, we can share. I promise I’m safe. Plus, it could be worse," Sean says, his tone light and teasing. "I could be terrible company or have a thing for playing bagpipes at midnight."

Despite myself, a smile tugs at my lips. "Do you?"

"Play the bagpipes? God, no. But I’m great at karaoke and I’ve been known to show off after a few drinks."

I can't help but laugh, even as my mind races. Oh shit, how old does he think I am? Wait, what’s the drinking age in Italy anyway?

I force myself to seem carefree. “Well, I can handle singing—bagpipe playing, not so much."

Sean grins again, and I feel a flutter in my chest that has nothing to do with stress. "I know this isn’t ideal,” he says. “But we can make it work. The villa's not huge, but there's enough space for two people."
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