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			Dedication

			
		
    To Jesus Christ,

the author of all love, hope, and mercy 

may every heartbeat of this story reflect Your grace.

 

To my dear mother and my siblings,

who have been my first home, my steadfast shelter and the silent strength behind every word.

 

And to my realist friend, Gilbert Agyei,

whose truth, loyalty, and encouragement

have been a quiet flame in the journey of this dream.

 

This book is yours as much as it is mine.



    



  	
        
            
            In a world that demanded silence, they chose to speak in the language of hearts.

In a time that punished love, they dared to love louder still.
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Chapter One


[image: ]




Venice, 1887 – Nightfall

The city slept in velvet shadows. Beneath the arching bridges and behind closed shutters, Venice exhaled. The day had gone, and with it, the chatter of gondoliers, the clatter of hooves on stone, the bells. Night moved differently here—quiet but never still, a mirror for the restless and the broken-hearted.

Elira Vassilacchi was both.

Her footsteps echoed lightly along the narrow calle, muffled by the heavy silk of her cloak. Her mother’s voice still rang faintly in her ears—“One does not leave a ball without being seen. What would they say?”—but Elira did not care what they said. Not tonight. Not when the moon called to her like an old friend and the air carried the scent of salt and something older, something forgotten.

She had danced her part at the masquerade in Ca’ d’Oro. Smiled. Curtsied. Pretended not to notice the eyes of her future husband tracing the curve of her spine like a man measuring an object for purchase. He was twice her age and half as alive.

So she left.

Not through the grand entrance, but through a side corridor and down into the shadowed arteries of the city. Her slippers were soaked through with canal mist by the time she reached the bridge near San Zaccaria, the place she always came when she wished to feel unobserved.

But someone was there.

A golden light spilled from an open window—unusual in this part of the city, at this hour. Warm, flickering. Alive. Drawn by it, she stepped closer, into the curve of a crumbling stone wall, and looked through.

Inside, a man stood in front of a canvas that seemed too wild to belong in such a still room. He was tall, lean, with the careless grace of someone who lived too often in his own head. His shirt sleeves were rolled, his hands stained with paint and something darker. One streak of charcoal traced along his jaw like a battle scar. The candle beside him flickered with every motion of his brush.

He was painting something he did not want the world to see.

She saw blood. Or perhaps roses. A woman, maybe. Or a memory.

Elira leaned forward without realizing, breath catching in her throat. The sight stirred something ancient inside her—a recognition that made no logical sense. Like reading a line of poetry you don’t understand but feel all the same.

He turned.

Eyes met across the threshold of two worlds. Hers—structured, noble, silent. His—burning, bleeding, full of ache.

He didn’t speak right away. Neither did she.

Then, voice low, almost regretful, he said, “You shouldn’t be here.”

His accent was French. Not the clipped Parisian one, but something softer. Worn by rain and hunger.

She straightened her spine, heart drumming like cathedral bells beneath her corset. “Neither should you.”

That made him smile—but only with one side of his mouth. The other half stayed weary.

“I live here,” he said, nodding to the room behind him. “This is my punishment.”

“And mine is a ballroom filled with liars,” she whispered, not knowing why she’d said it. Or why it mattered that he heard.

The silence stretched between them like the space between stars.

“I’ve seen your work,” she added. “On the shutters. On old stone walls. You paint women like they have thoughts.”

He tilted his head, brush still in hand. “Don’t they?”

“In my world, they’re not allowed to.”

The candle between them flickered harder, as if it, too, held its breath.

She turned to leave. She should have. But before her foot touched the bridge again, she looked back.

“What’s your name?”

He hesitated. Then, without taking his eyes off hers, he said: “Adrien. Adrien Moreau.”

“Elira,” she replied, her voice barely more than breath.

And just like that, the night folded itself around them. Two names, softly spoken, drifting into the black water below—already forbidden, already beginning.
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Chapter Two
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Venice, 1887 – Afternoon Light

The sun did not shine in Venice—it spilled, it softened, it kissed. It crept over the domes and bridges like a lover unsure of its welcome. By mid-afternoon, the city was golden, warm in hue but hushed in soul.

Elira sat at the edge of her mother’s winter garden, a book open in her lap, unread. Her eyes moved over the words, but her mind returned to a window glowing with candlelight... and a name spoken like confession.

Adrien.

It was foolish. It was dangerous. But it was real.

Her mother, draped in pearls and propriety, sat across the garden with two visiting duchesses, fanning herself and speaking of dowries as if they were prayers. Elira had long mastered the art of pretending to listen. But today, she could not pretend. Not after last night.

She hadn’t slept. She had replayed their exchange again and again—his hands stained with color, the quiet storm in his voice, the way her own name had sounded in his mouth. No one had ever said it like that. As though she were a person, not a promise.

The memory ached in the space beneath her ribs.

“Elira, darling,” her mother’s voice rang like a warning bell, sweet and sharp. “Come, show the duchesses the sketch your fiancé gave you.”

Elira stood automatically, blood cooling in her limbs. She smiled, the kind of smile that weighed more than it offered, and fetched the drawing. It was a neat portrait—of herself, seated in a chair, modest and well-lit. The lines were clean, lifeless, safe. Exactly the sort of likeness her fiancé preferred.
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