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Azure Haven

Some places feel like heaven—until love makes them dangerous.

Elena Vale pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the limousine window, watching the Mediterranean coastline blur past in shades of impossible blue. The water stretched endlessly toward the horizon, diamonds of sunlight scattered across its surface, and ahead, rising like a dream from the clifftop, stood Azure Haven.

The estate was legendary. Every society magazine, every wedding blog, every whispered conversation among the elite had praised its beauty. Crystal chandeliers imported from Venice. Gardens designed by world-renowned landscapers. A chapel that seemed to float between sky and sea. It was where dynasties came to seal their alliances, where love was performed for audiences of the powerful and privileged.

It was where Elena was going to marry a man she did not love.

"We're almost there, Miss Vale." Her assistant, Sophie, sat across from her, tablet in hand, already reviewing the week's schedule. "The Castellano family arrived this morning. Your mother and father will join us tomorrow. And the wedding coordinator wants to meet with you at four to finalize the floral arrangements."

"The white roses," Elena said automatically. "Marco prefers white roses."

"Of course. Everything is exactly as Mr. Castellano requested."

Everything was always as Marco requested. That was the nature of their arrangement—his family's shipping empire merging with her family's banking fortune, two great houses joining to become greater still. Love had nothing to do with it. Love had never been part of the equation.

Elena was twenty-eight years old, the only daughter of Victor and Isabelle Vale, and she had been raised to understand her place in the world. She would marry well. She would produce heirs. She would smile at galas and host charity events and never, ever let anyone see the hollow space where her heart should be.

The limousine wound up the private drive, passing through wrought-iron gates adorned with the Azure Haven crest—a seashell wrapped in climbing roses. The estate revealed itself gradually: first the gardens, lush with Mediterranean blooms; then the main house, a masterpiece of pale stone and arched windows; and finally, the wedding pavilion, its glass walls reflecting the endless blue of sky and sea.

"It's beautiful," Sophie breathed.

It was beautiful. Elena couldn't deny that. But beauty felt like a cage when you couldn't choose to leave it.

The car stopped before the grand entrance, and a uniformed attendant opened Elena's door. She stepped out into the warm salt air, her white linen dress fluttering in the coastal breeze. Above her, crystal wind chimes sang their welcome, and somewhere in the gardens, a fountain murmured its eternal song.

"Miss Vale?" A woman in an elegant navy suit approached, hand extended. "I'm Marguerite Fontaine, the estate director. Welcome to Azure Haven. We're honored to host your wedding."

"Thank you." Elena's smile was practiced, perfect. "The photographs don't do it justice."

"Nothing does, truly. This place must be experienced to be understood." Marguerite's eyes sparkled with genuine pride. "Now, Mr. Castellano is waiting in the library, but first, I thought you might like to see the chapel. Our lead architect is there now, making final preparations. He's created something quite extraordinary for your ceremony."

Elena nodded, following Marguerite along a winding stone path toward the chapel. She didn't particularly care about architectural details, but anything was better than facing Marco immediately. Better to delay the performance a few moments longer.

The chapel emerged from behind a grove of olive trees, and despite herself, Elena felt her breath catch. It was exquisite—a structure of glass and pale stone that seemed to hover at the cliff's edge, the sea stretching endlessly beyond its transparent walls. Inside, she could see someone working, adjusting something near the altar.

"Mr. Moretti," Marguerite called as they entered. "Our bride has arrived."

The man turned, and Elena's world tilted on its axis.

He was tall, with dark hair and eyes the color of the Mediterranean at twilight. His face was angular, almost severe, but when his gaze met hers, something in it softened—just for a moment, just enough to make her heart stutter in a way it hadn't in years.

"Miss Vale." His voice was deep, cultured, with the faintest trace of an Italian accent. "I'm Lucas Moretti. I designed this chapel for your wedding."

"You designed this?" She looked around with new appreciation at the soaring glass walls, the way the light fell like liquid gold across the marble floor. "It's... extraordinary."

"Thank you." A slight smile touched his lips. "I wanted to create a space where heaven and earth could meet. Where vows made here would feel blessed by both."

Their eyes held for a moment too long. Something passed between them—recognition, maybe, or warning. The kind of electricity that precedes a storm.

Then Elena looked away, forcing herself back into the role she was born to play.

"It's perfect for the wedding," she said, her voice cool and composed. "Marco will be pleased."

But as she turned to follow Marguerite toward the main house, she felt Lucas Moretti's gaze on her back like a touch she couldn't escape.

And she knew, with a certainty that terrified her, that this paradise had just become very, very dangerous.
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The Architect

Lucas Moretti had built beautiful things all his life.

He had constructed museums in Milan, restaurants in Paris, private villas for the kind of people who measured wealth in generations rather than bank accounts. He had learned his craft from his father and grandfather before him, Moretti architects stretching back two hundred years, each one adding to the family's legacy of turning stone and glass into poetry.

But he had never built anything that affected him the way this chapel did. And he had never met anyone who affected him the way Elena Vale just had.

He stood at the altar long after she had gone, watching the space where she had been as if her presence had left a visible mark. She was beautiful—that was obvious, the kind of beauty that launched ships and toppled kingdoms. But there was something else. Something in her eyes that looked like caged wings. Something in her smile that didn't reach its destination.

She was going to marry Marco Castellano in four days. Marco, who had been Lucas's closest friend since childhood. Marco, who had asked Lucas specifically to design the wedding chapel as a gift to his bride. Marco, who trusted him completely.

And Lucas had looked at Elena Vale and felt the earth shift beneath his feet.

"You're troubled." Marco's voice came from the chapel entrance, and Lucas turned to find his friend watching him with knowing eyes. Marco was handsome in the effortless way of men born to power—dark hair, easy smile, the confidence of someone who had never been refused anything.
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