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The Cypress Grove – Castelmare, Sicily

The cypress trees whispered.

Their voices rode the wind, curling through Villa della Rosa, slipping between fractured stones and crumbling walls like ghosts unwilling to be forgotten. Below the cliffs, the Mediterranean churned—a restless mirror of the bruised sky, the air thick with the mingled scent of salt and earth.

Elena Marconi stood beneath the trees, her fingers trailing along the ridged bark of an ancient trunk, her pulse a quiet drum against the hush of the evening. She had not come for the view.

She had come for the past.

For the secrets buried beneath these roots.

In her hands, a rusted tin box lay open, its edges corroded with time, its lid stiff from years untouched. Inside, bound together with a faded ribbon, was a stack of yellowed letters—ink blurred, paper brittle, history bleeding between fragile fibers.

Her breath hitched as she lifted the first one.

The handwriting was unmistakable.

Livia Rossi.

Her grandmother.

Elena had spent years trying to understand her. The whispers of a war-torn youth. The love stories told in careful, curated pieces. The weight of silent grief that lingered long after death.

Her grandfather, Marcello Bonetti, had been a decorated soldier—his photographs still lined the villa’s aged halls. He had been Livia’s husband.

Her great love.

And yet, at the bottom of the letter, written in ink that defied time, was not his name.

"My dearest Angelo," it began.

Elena’s pulse slammed against her ribs.

Angelo?

She flipped through the letters, her fingers trembling as she scanned the dates—1943. 1944. 1945. The ink darkened in places, words smudged by time... or tears. She caught fragments, half-sentences that sent a chill through her bones.

"They are closing in on us. If we are caught, we die."

"I should never have let you go."

"You promised me forever. And forever is a war neither of us can win."

This was not just a love story.

It was something else.

Something darker.

Something buried.

Something waiting to be uncovered.

A gust of wind stirred the branches above her, rustling the letters in her hands. Footsteps sounded against the damp earth.

“Elena.”

She turned sharply, the voice grounding her.

Nico Romano stood near the old stone wall, watching her. His dark eyes held quiet concern, his lean frame half-lit by the dying light of day.

"Did you find something?" he asked.

Elena swallowed hard.

Everything.

Wordlessly, she handed him the letter, watching as his gaze traveled over the ink. His expression shifted—from curiosity to disbelief.

“This... isn’t your grandfather,” he murmured.

“No,” Elena whispered. “It’s not.”

The cypress trees shuddered, their whispers threading through the silence between them.

“We need to know,” she said finally, her grip tightening on the letters. “Who he was. What really happened.”

Nico exhaled, nodding. “Then we start at the beginning.”

Elena turned back toward the villa. Its walls loomed in the dimming light, silent as ever. But she knew the truth.

The past still lived here.

It had been waiting.

And as the cypress trees whispered their secrets, she let herself listen.
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Villa della Rosa – Castelmare, Sicily

The first time Livia Rossi saw him, he was dying.

Moonlight filtered through the cypress trees, their dark silhouettes bending in the wind, whispering secrets to the night. The scent of jasmine and salt clung to the air, carried in from the cliffs beyond. The villa loomed behind her, a golden glow spilling from its windows, but here—at the edge of the grove—the world was nothing but shadow and silence.

And blood.

She hadn't seen it at first—not until she stepped forward, the damp earth cool beneath her bare feet, the hem of her silk robe brushing against the rough bark of an olive tree.

A figure lay slumped against the trunk. A man, his body partially hidden by the undergrowth, his breaths coming in short, ragged gasps. Even in the dim light, she could see the deep gash across his side, the fabric of his shirt soaked through with blood. His right hand gripped a pistol, knuckles white with tension, even as exhaustion dragged him toward unconsciousness.

Livia's pulse thundered.

She should have turned back.

She should have screamed for help.

Instead, she stepped closer.

His fingers twitched around the gun, the movement sluggish. A warning.

"Stay away."

Livia ignored it.

He was young. Younger than she had expected. Not much older than Marcello, perhaps. His face was streaked with dirt and sweat, his jaw clenched in pain. But it was his eyes that held her still—dark and sharp, filled with something that should not have belonged to a dying man.

"Who are you?" she whispered.

His lips parted, but the words never came. His body slumped against the tree, the gun slipping from his grip.

The wind shifted.

Livia froze.

Voices. Low, clipped, speaking German.

Soldiers.

Her breath caught in her throat.

She had grown up surrounded by war, but only in whispers—discussions her father quickly silenced, rumors exchanged by the staff when they thought she wasn’t listening. The war did not belong to them, he had always insisted. The villa was neutral. Safe.

But the war was here.

And if she left this man to die, it would not be long before they found his body.

And then, they would come looking for whoever had been foolish enough to hide him.

Livia exhaled, her heart slamming against her ribs.

"Don't," the man rasped, barely audible.

But it was too late.

She crouched beside him, slipping her arm beneath his shoulders, ignoring the searing heat of his blood soaking into her nightgown.

"We have to move," she murmured.

The muscles in his jaw tightened. "You'll be caught."

"Then let me be."

His breath hitched as she lifted him, bracing herself against his weight. He was heavier than she expected, the strain of his body pressing against her slight frame.

Somewhere beyond the trees, the voices grew louder.

Livia swallowed hard, tightening her grip.

She did not know who this man was.

She did not know what he had done.

But in this moment, it didn’t matter.

Because war had come to her doorstep.

And she had just let it in.
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Villa della Rosa – Castelmare, Sicily

The cellar smelled of damp stone and aged wine, the air cool against Livia’s skin as she struggled to lower the man onto an old wooden bench. His body was deadweight, his breaths uneven and shallow. Blood smeared her hands, warm and slick, staining the fabric of her nightgown.

She had never touched blood before.

Not like this.

Not when it was still inside a person.

She exhaled sharply, forcing herself to think.

The villa was silent above them, the soldiers still somewhere beyond the cypress grove. She had little time—if her father woke, if the housekeeper, Vittoria, heard her, if anyone found him here—

No. She would not think about that now.

Livia grabbed a clean linen from the nearby shelves and pressed it against his wound.

His body jerked under her touch. A sharp hiss of breath escaped his lips.

"You should have left me," he muttered, voice hoarse.

Livia ignored him, pressing harder. "You would have been found within the hour."

He let out a weak, bitter chuckle. "That was the plan."

She stilled.

Her hands trembled slightly as she unwound another cloth, dipping it into a bowl of water from the kitchen pump.

"You want to die?"

His jaw tightened. "I expected to."

She frowned, glancing up at him. His face was pale, his dark eyes unreadable.

"Then why fight so hard to live?" she asked softly.

The silence between them stretched.

Then, barely above a whisper—

"Because I still have something left to do."

Livia swallowed.

She did not know who he was.

Not yet.

But something inside her told her that this man—whoever he was—was not meant to be dead. Not tonight.

Not here.

She carefully unwound the fabric of his shirt, her breath catching at the jagged wound slicing across his ribs. It was deep but not fresh—the blood had started to clot, though not well. It needed stitches.

"You’re Livia Rossi, aren’t you?" he murmured suddenly.

Her hands faltered.

She looked up sharply. "How do you know my name?"

His lips twitched, a ghost of something like amusement. "Because your father sits at the table of men who want me dead."

Livia inhaled slowly.

"You’re wrong," she said.

"Am I?"

He watched her carefully, his gaze sharp despite his fever.

"You live in a house untouched by war," he continued. "Surrounded by men who call themselves neutral but drink wine with the Fascists. Do you really believe you’re not part of this?"

Livia’s stomach twisted.

She wrung out the cloth in her hands, watching the pink-stained water drip back into the bowl.

She had never considered herself part of the war.

Not until tonight.

"You should rest," she murmured instead. "You’ve lost too much blood."

A flicker of something passed through his eyes—something she could not quite name.

But he said nothing more.

And when his body finally succumbed to exhaustion, Livia sat beside him in the flickering candlelight, listening to the slow, steady sound of his breath.

She had saved a man’s life tonight.

But she had also made a choice.

One that could never be undone.
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Villa della Rosa – Castelmare, Sicily

Livia did not sleep.

The house was silent above her, the distant crashing of waves against the cliffs the only sound beyond the slow, labored rhythm of the man’s breath. She sat at the far end of the cellar, arms wrapped around her knees, watching him in the dim lantern light.

He had not moved since drifting into unconsciousness. His chest rose and fell with unsteady effort, his face drawn, skin waxen from fever. She had done what she could—cleaned the wound, packed it with linen, pressed a damp cloth to his forehead—but he needed more than water and quiet prayers.

She should go.

Should return to her room before anyone woke to find her missing.

But she couldn’t move.

She had never been this close to war before.

She had heard the stories—the whispered warnings from the staff, the fearful glances when soldiers rode through Castelmare’s streets. But until tonight, war had always been something happening elsewhere.

Never in her home.

Never in her hands.

The man stirred, a deep groan slipping from his lips as his body tensed against pain. Livia tensed, holding her breath. His eyelids fluttered before opening just enough to reveal dark, heavy-lidded eyes.

For a moment, he looked at her as if he had forgotten where he was.

Then—his body stiffened.

"You’re safe," Livia whispered before he could reach for the pistol lying just out of reach.

His breathing was shallow, his gaze flicking to the bandages at his ribs, to the water and blood-stained cloth beside him. Understanding dawned slowly, the sharp tension in his frame easing just slightly.

"You shouldn’t be here," he rasped.

Livia exhaled, ignoring the warning. "I need to know your name."

A faint smirk touched his lips, though it held little humor. "Would it change anything?"

"Yes."

He studied her for a long moment, his gaze searching hers in the dim light.

Then, finally—

"Angelo Moretti."

The name sent a chill down her spine.

She had heard it before.

Spoken in whispers. Spat in curses by men who feared him.

Angelo Moretti.

The resistance fighter. The traitor. The partisan.

Livia swallowed.

Her father would kill her if he knew who she had just saved.

"You’ve heard of me," he murmured, watching the flicker of recognition in her eyes.

Livia lifted her chin. "Everyone in Castelmare has."

Angelo let out a low chuckle, wincing as the motion pulled at his wound. "Then I imagine you also know how much the Fascists would pay for my head."

She hesitated. "If I wanted to turn you in, I wouldn’t have dragged you through the dirt."

His dark eyes studied her, quiet, unreadable. "No. You wouldn’t have."

Silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken truths.

Livia’s fingers curled in her lap. "Why were they chasing you?"

Angelo exhaled slowly, his expression shifting, hardening.

"Because I killed one of them."

Livia inhaled sharply.

The weight of his words settled between them, heavy as the scent of damp stone.

She knew, of course, what the partisans did.

The stories had spread—of ambushes in the hills, of bridges destroyed, of German convoys disappearing into the night.

But hearing it from him—from the mouth of a man who had just barely escaped death—made it real in a way she had never imagined.

"You’re afraid now," he said quietly, watching her reaction.

Livia met his gaze, pulse steady. "No."

A flicker of something passed through his eyes—something like surprise.

He tilted his head slightly, studying her. "Then what are you?"

Livia swallowed against the tightness in her throat.

She did not have an answer.

Not yet.

But as she sat there, staring into the eyes of a man her father would call a criminal, she understood one thing with startling clarity—

She was not the same girl she had been yesterday.

And she would never be again.
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Villa della Rosa – Castelmare, Sicily

By the time the first rays of sunlight crept through the high cellar window, Livia knew she had made a mistake.

Not in saving Angelo.

But in believing that she could keep him hidden.

The villa was not a place for secrets. Every corridor had ears, every whisper carried through stone walls. And Vittoria—the housekeeper who had raised her since childhood—saw more than anyone ever realized.

Livia stood outside the kitchen, smoothing the wrinkles from her nightgown, willing the tremor in her hands to still. Vittoria was already at the stove, stirring a pot of something rich and fragrant, her movements slow and methodical. She did not turn when Livia entered.

"You were out late," the older woman murmured.

Livia's stomach twisted.

Vittoria had always known things she shouldn’t.

"I couldn’t sleep," Livia said carefully, reaching for the bread knife.

Vittoria finally turned, drying her hands on a cloth. Her gaze landed on the smudge of dirt near the hem of Livia’s gown, the faint traces of blood still beneath her fingernails.

Livia had washed her hands in the basin outside, but not well enough.

Vittoria exhaled. "How bad is he?"

Livia froze.

Her breath caught, her fingers tightening around the knife.

Vittoria arched a brow. "Do not look so surprised, bambina. You think I do not know when my kitchen rags have gone missing? Or when the cellar door is unlocked before dawn?"

Livia swallowed hard, her mind racing. She could lie. She could pretend. But Vittoria already knew.

And the older woman was not a fool.

"He’s hurt," Livia admitted quietly. "Badly."

Vittoria sighed, shaking her head. "Foolish girl."

Livia’s pulse pounded. "I couldn’t leave him to die."

Vittoria gave her a long, measured look.

Then, softly—"Then you had better find a way to keep him alive."

Livia blinked.

"You’re not going to stop me?"

Vittoria’s lips pressed into a thin line. "You have already made your choice. And now, there is no undoing it."

Livia exhaled, relief and fear twisting together in her chest.

"You must be careful," Vittoria continued, lowering her voice. "Your father will not be pleased if he finds out. And Marcello—"

Livia’s breath caught at the name.

Marcello Bonetti.

Her childhood friend. The man her father hoped she would marry.

A soldier, now. A man who wore the uniform of Mussolini’s army.

If Marcello found Angelo...

Livia pushed the thought away.

"He won’t find out," she murmured.

Vittoria gave her a sharp look. "See that he doesn’t."

Silence stretched between them.

Then, Vittoria turned back to the stove. "There is broth in the pot," she murmured. "Take some to your partisan before he dies in my cellar."

Livia’s throat tightened.

Vittoria would not ask questions. Not now.

But the warning had been clear.

The villa was no longer safe.

And neither was she.

The broth was still warm when Livia stepped back into the cellar, balancing the tray carefully. Angelo was awake now, his body tense against the cold stone wall.

His gaze flicked to the tray. "That for me?"

Livia set it down beside him. "Unless you’d rather starve."

He huffed a weak chuckle, reaching for the bowl with slow, deliberate movements. His fingers brushed hers.

Livia pulled away too quickly.

Silence stretched between them as he drank, his throat working with each careful sip.

Then—

"You trust her," he said quietly.

Livia stiffened. "Who?"

"The housekeeper."

Livia exhaled. "I have no choice."

Angelo studied her over the rim of the bowl. "You always have a choice."

Livia lifted her chin. "Do I?"

He didn’t answer.

Because they both knew the truth.

War had already made the choice for her.

And now, there was no turning back.
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Villa della Rosa – Castelmare

The villa had never felt smaller.

Livia moved carefully through the corridors, her every step measured, her ears attuned to the faintest sound. The walls, once a source of comfort, now felt suffocating, pressing in on her with every secret she carried.

Angelo Moretti was alive because of her.

And if anyone found out, she would not be able to stop what came next.

She had spent the morning waiting—waiting for suspicion, for a misplaced glance, for the weight of someone’s gaze to settle upon her like a noose tightening. But the house remained the same as it always had. The staff busied themselves with their daily tasks, the sound of footsteps and distant conversations drifting through the halls.

And Marcello had returned.

His presence was a reminder of how quickly everything could change.

Livia found him in the sunlit courtyard, his uniform crisp despite the long ride back from Palermo. His boots were still dusted with dirt, his dark hair neatly combed, though the sharp lines of his face seemed more severe than the last time she had seen him.

"Marcello."

He turned at the sound of her voice, his sharp blue eyes softening for the briefest moment before he gave her a small, tired smile.

"Livia."

She hesitated before stepping closer, keeping her posture relaxed, natural. "You’re back early."

His smile faded slightly, and he rolled his shoulders, as if shaking off an unseen weight. "They sent me ahead to oversee security."

A prickle of unease traced down her spine.

"Security?" she echoed.

Marcello exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. "There was an attack on a supply convoy two nights ago. Outside the village."

Livia forced her expression to remain still.

She knew exactly what attack he was talking about.

"They think it was the partisans?" she asked carefully.

Marcello’s jaw tightened. "We know it was."

Livia’s pulse pounded.

The weight of the truth sat heavy on her tongue.

Angelo had been bleeding out beneath the cypress trees that night. Had it happened before or after the attack? Had he killed another man before he nearly died himself?

She forced herself to breathe, to keep her voice even. "Did anyone... escape?"

Marcello studied her, his gaze searching, but if he sensed anything beneath her question, he didn’t let it show.

"One," he murmured. "But not for long."

The air seemed to thin around her.

She knew what that meant.

The Germans were searching for Angelo.

And if they didn’t find him, they would look for someone else to punish.

She swallowed hard, pushing away the fear rising in her throat.

"Be careful, Livia," Marcello said suddenly, his voice quieter, more serious.

Her breath caught. "Why do you say that?"

Marcello exhaled. "Because the war is closing in on everyone, whether we want it to or not."

A lump formed in her throat.

He wasn’t wrong.

War had already arrived at her doorstep.

And soon, it would knock.

By the time she returned to the cellar that night, her hands were still trembling.

She had waited for the villa to settle, for the last of the staff to retire, before slipping through the narrow servants’ passageway. The dim lantern glow cast flickering shadows across the stone walls as she stepped inside.

Angelo was awake.

He sat against the wall, his posture relaxed, but his dark eyes were sharp, alert. Watching.

"You’re late," he murmured.

Livia scowled. "I didn’t realize we had a schedule."

Angelo smirked, but there was no humor in it. "You look nervous."

She hesitated, then crossed her arms. "The Germans are looking for you."

Something in his expression darkened.

"They won’t find me," he said simply.

Livia clenched her jaw. "And if they do?"

A long pause.

Then—"Then I die."

The words were too easy, too certain, and something about the way he said them sent a shiver down her spine.

She inhaled sharply. "I didn’t save your life just to watch you throw it away."

Angelo studied her for a long moment, as if weighing something in his mind. Then, finally, he exhaled, shifting slightly against the wall.

"You should be careful," he murmured.

Livia frowned. "Why?"

Angelo tilted his head, his dark gaze flicking to hers. "Bonetti isn’t stupid."

She stiffened. "Marcello is my friend."

Angelo let out a low chuckle. "Maybe he was."

Livia’s stomach twisted.

"You don’t know him," she whispered.

Angelo’s smirk faded, his expression unreadable. "People change, princess."

She hated the way that made her chest tighten.

Because she knew it was true.

And if Marcello was forced to choose between her and his duty...

She didn’t know what he would do.

But she wasn’t ready to find out.

Not yet.
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Villa della Rosa – Castelmare, Sicily

Livia awoke to the sound of distant gunfire.

She bolted upright in bed, her breath sharp, her heart pounding against her ribs. The room was still dark, the cypress trees outside swaying in the wind. The echoes of the shots faded into silence, but she remained rigid beneath the heavy blankets, listening.

The war had never felt so close.

She knew better than to leave her room immediately. She lay there for several minutes, forcing her heartbeat to slow, willing herself to think. The Germans were growing restless—that much was clear. If they had fired shots, it meant something had happened in Castelmare.

Something that would bring them closer to the villa.

Slowly, she pushed the covers back and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, her bare feet pressing against the cool floor. A glance at the clock told her it was just past four in the morning. The house would still be quiet.

Which meant she could move unnoticed.

She slipped into a simple dress, tying a shawl loosely around her shoulders before stepping out into the hallway. The marble floors were cold beneath her as she made her way down the back stairs, her hands grazing the wooden railing.

The kitchen was empty when she arrived, save for the low embers glowing in the hearth. But she wasn’t alone.

Vittoria stood near the stove, her back turned as she poured herself a cup of coffee.

"You should be sleeping, bambina," the housekeeper murmured without looking up.

Livia hesitated in the doorway. "So should you."

Vittoria let out a quiet hum, turning at last to face her. Her eyes were tired but sharp, taking in Livia’s stiff posture, the tension in her shoulders.

"You heard the shots," she stated.

Livia nodded. "Do you know what happened?"

Vittoria sighed, setting down her cup. "The Germans executed a man in the square last night."

Livia’s stomach clenched.

"Who?" she whispered.

"One of the partisans," Vittoria said simply. "No name was given."

A wave of nausea rolled through her.

She gripped the edge of the kitchen table to steady herself, swallowing against the bile rising in her throat.

It wasn’t Angelo. It couldn’t be.

She had left him in the cellar just hours ago, still too weak to stand without effort.

But it didn’t matter.

Someone had died tonight.

And if the Germans had their way, more would follow.

Vittoria’s gaze softened slightly. "You should eat something before you make yourself sick."

Livia exhaled, nodding. She wasn’t hungry, but she needed to keep her strength. If she lost control now, if she let the fear consume her, she would be no help to anyone.

She sat at the long wooden table, watching as Vittoria placed a fresh loaf of bread in front of her, along with a small dish of honey.

Livia hesitated before picking up a piece. "How much longer can I keep him here?"

Vittoria didn’t ask who she meant. She didn’t need to.

The older woman’s fingers tightened around the edge of the counter. "Not long."

Livia forced herself to chew, though the bread tasted like dust in her mouth.

"I need to find him a way out," she murmured.

Vittoria nodded. "Before Bonetti finds him first."

Livia’s chest constricted.

She had spent years trusting Marcello. Had grown up beside him, had listened to their fathers speak of alliances and future plans over long, candlelit dinners.

But Marcello was no longer the boy she had known.

He was a soldier now.

And soldiers followed orders.

Even when it meant betraying the people they once loved.

By the time Livia returned to the cellar, the first hints of morning light had begun creeping through the cracks in the stone walls.

Angelo was awake.

He sat on the bench where she had left him, his injured side wrapped in fresh bandages, his dark hair damp with sweat. But there was more color in his face now. More awareness in his sharp gaze as it landed on her.

"You look terrible," he muttered.

Livia scowled, setting a bundle of food down beside him. "You’re welcome."

A faint smirk tugged at the corner of his lips, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

She hesitated before speaking. "There was an execution last night."

Angelo’s smirk vanished.

His hands curled into fists, his jaw tightening as he looked away.

Livia swallowed. "Did you know him?"

A long silence stretched between them.

Then—softly—"I knew all of them."

Her chest ached at the quiet grief in his voice.

She had spent her life surrounded by men who fought wars with ink and ledgers, who discussed politics over expensive wine but never lifted a weapon themselves.

But Angelo...

Angelo had lived this war in a way she never had.

"More will die," he murmured. "Unless we stop them."

Livia exhaled slowly. "And how do we do that?"

He lifted his gaze to hers, something fierce burning behind his exhaustion.

"You get me out of here," he said simply.

Livia’s breath caught.

She had known this moment was coming. Had known, from the second she pulled him from the dirt, that she could not keep him here forever.

But hearing him say it made it real.

"If you leave, they’ll hunt you down," she whispered.

Angelo tilted his head. "They’ll hunt me anyway."

Livia’s hands clenched at her sides. "I don’t know how to get you out."

He studied her carefully. "But you know someone who does."

Vittoria.

Livia inhaled sharply.

She had trusted the older woman with every secret she had ever carried.

But asking her to help Angelo escape was something else entirely.

If Vittoria agreed, she would be risking everything.

Her home. Her life.

And yet, Livia already knew what she had to do.
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