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For the ones who kept loving even after the thread broke

For the quiet hearts that stitched themselves back

together when no one was watching.

You are proof that tenderness can survive the fire.

You are the seam that held when the world came undone.

“Cloth remembers.

So do people.

The trick is not to forget the pain—

but to learn which scars make you stronger in the light.”

— From Nonna’s Midnight Letters, Milan 2025
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​Synopsis
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Scars don’t ruin us—they remind us that we survived.

Isabella Cruz has finally stepped out of Ethan Blackwell’s shadow. Her gowns electrify Manhattan, critics whisper her name with awe, and for the first time, she is more than a headline. She is a designer with a voice stitched from fire and silver.

But the world refuses to let her forget him.

Every success is tangled with scandal. Every runway victory is shadowed by whispers of the billionaire who won’t let her go. And when sabotage strikes, Isabella must decide whether to burn quietly—or rise again, fiercer than before.

Ethan has chosen her over his empire, defying boardrooms and rivals who would rather see him broken than in love. Yet power always demands sacrifice, and Isabella isn’t sure if his devotion is salvation... or the beginning of her downfall.

From Paris rainstorms to Manhattan spotlights, from whispered betrayals to kisses that cut deeper than truth, Love Stitched in Shadows is a story of survival, passion, and scars turned into beauty.

Velvet Scars isn’t just romance. It’s fire stitched into silk.
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​Previously On The Velvet Scars

[image: ]




Rome taught Isabella Cruz how to love.

Paris taught her how to lose.

Now Milan waits — patient, glittering, full of ghosts.

When Ethan Blackwell’s empire began to crumble under scandal, Isabella swore she’d never bleed for him again. But some hearts don’t listen to vows, and some lies refuse to stay buried.

A brass key found in her late mother’s sewing box has led her to a door no one remembers and a truth that hums beneath the skin of silk itself — Project Midnight, the fabric that remembers.

As secrets resurface and love tangles with danger, the line between loyalty and survival begins to fray.

Our lovers have endured passion, distance, and betrayal — but what awaits them now?

Will Milan bring redemption or ruin? Calm or another storm? Let’s turn the page and find out.
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​Chapter 1—Shadows in the Atelier
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Paris in the autumn was a city painted in watercolor grays and golds. A soft, persistent mist clung to the ancient stone facades, and the Seine flowed like a ribbon of tarnished silver under a sulking sky. Inside the atelier of Maison Bianchi, however, the world was sharp, dry, and meticulously controlled. The air hummed with the scent of steamed silk, expensive perfume, and the metallic tang of ambition. It was a sanctuary of creation, a place where beauty was surgically extracted from raw material under the glare of halogen lights, a world away from the messy, unpredictable theatre of human emotion.

Isabella Cruz stood at her workstation, a pearl-headed pin clamped tightly between her lips, her focus a blade cutting through the fog of her own thoughts. Before her, a cascade of ivory duchesse satin spilled over the edge of the table, destined to become the bodice of a wedding gown for a minor European princess. It was delicate, unforgiving work. Every stitch had to be invisible, every seam a testament to perfection. She preferred it this way. The all-consuming nature of the task—the precise alignment of grain lines, the hypnotic pull of needle through cloth—left no room in her mind for billionaires with stormy eyes and hands that remembered the shape of her waist. Here, she was not Isabella, the woman tangled in Ethan Blackwell's complicated orbit; she was Cruz, the intern, a pair of skilled hands. It was an identity she clung to like a lifeline.

“Cruz!” The voice of Chiara, the senior assistant, sliced through the hushed concentration of the room. She clicked her fingers, a sound as sharp as her stiletto heels on the polished concrete floor. “The Fiorella gown. It must be prepared for its final fitting. Madame Bianchi inspects it at noon. I want no threads out of place. Not one.”

“It’s under control,” Isabella murmured around the pin, her fingers not pausing in their work. She reached for another pin, but her thumb, slick with a fine sheen of nervous sweat, betrayed her. The sharp point slipped, plunging into the soft pad of her thumb. A single, perfect bead of crimson welled up, a stark, vibrant stain against her skin.

She hissed, yanking her hand back and sucking the tiny wound. The taste of copper bloomed on her tongue, and for a dizzying moment, she was not in Paris. She was back on a Roman balcony, the air thick with jasmine and the lingering ghost of a first, devastating kiss, the memory of a different, deeper kind of pain. Her grandmother’s voice, warm and gravelly, echoed from a memory a world away: Bella, fabric remembers blood. That’s why you must be careful where you choose to bleed.

Shaking her head to dispel the phantom, she pressed a scrap of muslin against the prick and bent back over the satin, her movements more forceful, more deliberate, as if she could stitch her own composure back together.

⋯ ❦ ⋯

The Gossip Thread began, as it always did, not with a bang, but with a whisper. A low hum, a susurrus of French too rapid for casual comprehension but slow enough for the pointed words to snag in the air like stray threads on rough brick.

It started with Lucille, a seamstress with fingers like a pianist and a tongue like a razor, from behind a rack of half-finished cocktail dresses. Her voice was a stage whisper, meticulously calibrated to carry. “Did you see Le Figaro this morning? The financial section? It’s getting worse for him.”

Her counterpart, Annette, didn’t look up from the hem she was hand-stitching. “Mon Dieu, again? They say the investigation into Blackwell Holdings has widened. Something about the Milan acquisition. Embezzlement, breach of fiduciary duty... the words they use are so dramatic.”

“Men like that are never clean,” Lucille pronounced with the finality of a judge passing a sentence. “Too much money, too many corners cut. He thinks the rules are for other people.”

A third voice, younger, more hesitant, joined in. “And her...” A deliberate, theatrical pause, followed by the unmistakable weight of a glance thrown in Isabella’s direction. “She was with him in Rome, no? All those photos. And now he sends cars for her after work. Do you think she knows? Do you think she cares?”

Isabella’s spine straightened, a rod of steel forced into her vertebrae. She stabbed another pin into the satin, the action a silent, futile rebellion. She wanted to whirl around and scream that her work was her own, that her talent was earned with calloused fingers and sleepless nights, not bestowed by the favor of a man. She wanted to tell them that the car sent yesterday was because she had missed the last metro after working until midnight on their deadlines, and that Ethan’s driver had appeared like a specter, an unsolicited shadow she had been too exhausted to refuse. But she had learned that in the delicate, venomous ecosystem of the atelier, denial was merely fertilizer for rumor. Her silence was the strongest seam she could sew, a neat, tight line holding her dignity together. She became a statue of industry, hoping her indifference would starve their curiosity.

⋯ ❦ ⋯

––––––––
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The spectacle arrived just after three, a deliberate interruption to the afternoon’s rhythm. The receptionist, Sophie, had a voice that could curdle milk with its syrupy, faux deference. It carried across the open-plan space, effortlessly silencing the whir of sewing machines.

“Madame Cruz? A delivery for you. It requires your signature.”

Every head turned. The air grew thick with anticipation. Isabella felt the heat of a dozen gazes—curious, envious, scornful—as she slowly, deliberately, set down her shears. Their weight was a comfort in her palm. A courier, dressed in a ludicrously formal uniform complete with white gloves, stood wheeling a trolley bearing a box. It wasn't just a box; it was an event. Large enough to hold a small body, it was wrapped in a thick, black velvet ribbon, a stark, ostentatious declaration in a room dedicated to subtlety. And she knew, with a sinking certainty that hollowed out her stomach, who it was from. The card, perched on top, was heavy cream stock. She didn’t need to see the sharp, angular handwriting to know.

A wave of muted shock and prurient interest rippled through the room. Chiara glided over, a perfectly sculpted eyebrow arched so high it threatened to disappear into the severe fringe of her black bob. “It seems you have admirers, Cruz. And such... determined ones. Perhaps you should open it before it begins to smell.”

Isabella’s cheeks burned with a fire that had nothing to do with the atelier’s heating. She wanted the floor to open up and swallow her, mannequin and all. Instead, she strode forward, her movements stiff with embarrassment and a rising tide of anger, and yanked the velvet ribbon. It fell away like a slain serpent. Inside, nestled in layers of tissue paper as fine as moth wings, was a bolt of fabric. It was a silk so deep a crimson it was almost black, until the light caught it and it shimmered, revealing hidden depths of crushed rubies, old wine, and fresh blood. It was the color of a secret, of a heart beating in the dark, of a promise that was also a threat. The note, pinned to the core of the bolt, was succinct, arrogant.

For the dress the world hasn’t seen yet.

—E

Her throat closed. The arrogance of it, the sheer, unadulterated presumption, was breathtaking. He was not just sending a gift; he was sending a challenge, a prophecy. He was seeing a version of her that she herself had not yet dared to design for. She crumpled the note in her fist, stuffing it deep into the pocket of her smock before anyone could read it, but the damage was done. The fabric itself was a shout in the quiet room, a declaration of war on her peace of mind.

“Exquisite quality,” Chiara remarked coolly, reaching out to feel the silk between her thumb and forefinger. “A shame the sentiment is so... transparent. Be careful, Cruz. Gifts like this always come with a price tag, even if it isn’t monetary.”

⋯ ❦ ⋯

––––––––
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That night, her tiny apartment in the 11th arrondissement felt more like a cage than a sanctuary. The rain had returned, tapping a frantic rhythm against the single skylight. The bolt of crimson silk stood propped in the corner, a brooding, silent presence that seemed to suck the light and air from the room. It was too beautiful, too potent. It felt less like a gift and more like a collar, a gilded chain connecting her to a man who was a continent of trouble.

Desperate for a voice that wasn’t laced with judgment or hidden agendas, she video-called her grandmother. The connection wavered for a moment before resolving into the familiar, beloved face of Nonna, framed by pink foam rollers and a pair of glasses that magnified her wise, mischievous eyes to comical proportions.

“Bella! Cara mia, you look pale. Are they feeding you in Paris, or are you living on espresso and heartache again? I can see the shadows under your eyes from here.”

“A little of both,” Isabella admitted, sinking onto her narrow bed and pulling a thin blanket around her shoulders. “The work is intense.”

Nonna’s magnified eyes narrowed, seeing right through the feeble deflection. “And what is this I hear about billionaires sending you entire rolls of fabric? Your mother called me, she saw something online. I raised you better than to let a man buy your thread. A woman provides her own thread. That is the first rule of life, and of sewing.”

“It’s not like that, Nonna,” Isabella protested, the lie feeling flimsy and transparent even to her own ears. “It was... a professional gesture. He appreciates design.”

“Pfah! Professional?” Nonna snorted, the sound crackling through the speaker. She waved a flour-dusted hand dismissively. “Men are like buttons, Bella. They look shiny and important, and they hold things together for a while. But they always, always pop off at the worst possible moment, and you are left scrambling on your knees, trying to find them before you are exposed to the world.” She leaned closer to the camera, her face filling the screen. “Do not sew this one into the fabric of your life unless you are prepared to spend the rest of your days on your knees, searching for him.”

Isabella let out a weak, watery laugh, the sound catching in her throat. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“See that you do. And eat a proper meal! Pasta! Not that baguette nonsense!” Nonna commanded before blowing a kiss and ending the call.

The screen went dark, plunging the room back into silence, broken only by the relentless Parisian rain. The absence of her grandmother’s voice felt louder than the noise. Drawn like a moth to a flame, she crossed the room and touched the crimson silk with her fingertips. It was cooler than she expected, and impossibly smooth. It whispered of gilded opera boxes and dangerous, moonlit promises, of a world where rules were written in smoke and consequences were for other people. It was a siren’s call, woven into thread, and she was terrified of how much she wanted to answer it.

⋯ ❦ ⋯

––––––––
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Across the city, in a penthouse that overlooked the glittering, indifferent sprawl of Paris, Ethan Blackwell stood at a wall of glass, a solitary king in a castle of his own making. The rain streaked the panoramic view, distorting the Eiffel Tower into a blur of golden light, like a tear-streaked masterpiece. His phone lay silent and dark on a low-slung, minimalist sofa, a hundred missed calls from lawyers, board members, and crisis managers ignored. The headlines screaming his name from digital newsfeeds—"Blackwell's House of Cards?", "Milan Deal Unravels"—were just static, the predictable cacophony of wolves smelling blood in the water.

His entire world was contracting, the walls of his meticulously built empire trembling under the coordinated onslaught of rivals and regulators. Victor Hale was making his move, and it was a brutal, surgical strike. Yet, in that moment, standing in the overwhelming quiet of his obscenely expensive apartment, the only thing that felt real, the only thing that cut through the numbness, was the memory of a woman with ink-stained fingers and a laugh that could dismantle his defenses in a second. A woman who looked at fabric as if it were a living, breathing thing, and at him as if she could see past the velvet armor and straight through to the frayed, damaged man beneath.

The world was clamoring for his downfall, but Ethan knew, with a terrifying, absolute clarity that felt more like a diagnosis than an epiphany, that Isabella Cruz was the one asset, the one truth, he could not afford to lose. She was the only stitch holding the frayed edges of his humanity together. He had sent the silk not as a mere gesture, but as an anchor, a tangible piece of himself thrown into her world, a desperate hope that she would not let go.

He turned from the window, the city’s lights reflecting in his eyes like a thousand fallen stars. The corporate war was one he knew how to fight. But this other battle, the one for a heart he had no right to claim, was uncharted territory. The game had changed. The stakes had just become irrevocably, terrifyingly personal.
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​Chapter 2—a Stain that Won't Wash Out
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Perfection, Isabella decided, was a beautiful lie. It was a lie the atelier told every day, presenting immaculate gowns that hid a thousand tiny imperfections—a hidden seam allowance let out in desperation, a bead glued where time ran out for stitching, a foundation garment doing the brutal work of sculpting reality into fantasy. The lie was the product. And now, she was the latest flaw in the pristine narrative of Maison Bianchi, a slubbed thread in the smooth weave of its reputation. The gossip wasn't just whispers; it was a dye, and it was coloring everything.

The morning air in the atelier was frigid with judgment. As Isabella walked to her workstation, she saw the story of the crimson silk reflected in the eyes of her colleagues. In Lucille’s gaze, it was a lurid tabloid headline. In the younger interns’, it was a forbidden romance novel. In Chiara’s, it was a breach of contract. She felt dissected, not with scalpels, but with pinking shears, the edges of their curiosity jagged and irreversible.

⋯ ❦ ⋯

––––––––
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Lucille didn’t wait for the morning coffee to take effect. She launched her assault with the precision of a missile strike. “They say the value of a gift is determined by the debt it incurs,” she mused, her voice a carefully projected soliloquy. She held up a length of pearl-gray chiffon, inspecting it against the light. “A bouquet of flowers implies a thank you. A bottle of champagne, a celebration. But an entire bolt of vintage Garnier silk? A fabric that costs more per meter than our monthly rent?” She finally lowered the chiffon, her eyes, sharp as needles, landing on Isabella. “What, precisely, does that imply, Cruz? It feels less like a gift and more like a down payment on a soul.”

Isabella’s fingers, sorting through a box of delicate lace, stilled. She focused on the texture, the intricate, fragile patterns. “It implies he has more money than sense—Lucille. It’s not a novel concept in this world.”

“Oh, I think it’s profoundly novel,” Lucille countered, a smirk twisting her lips. She abandoned her station and glided closer, her perfume—a cheap, cloying rose—clashing with the atelier’s refined scents. “Men like Ethan Blackwell are calculators. They measure risk and return on investment down to the millimeter. That silk wasn’t a gift for you, my dear. It was a purchase of potential. He’s bought himself a front-row seat to your career, and I suspect he expects a commanding performance.” She leaned in, her voice dropping to a venomous whisper. “The question is, what exactly is he expecting to see on the runway? Your designs? Or you?”

The metaphor was so brutal, so terrifyingly apt, that Isabella felt the air leave her lungs. It was as if Lucille had reached into her deepest fear and held it up, squirming, for the whole room to see. Before the hot flush of humiliation could fully crest on her cheeks, Chiara materialized, her presence a sudden Arctic front.

“The only thing on any runway will be the Bianchi collection,” Chiara stated, her voice a whip-crack of authority that silenced the room. “And it will be flawless. Lucille, the muslin for the Vionnet-inspired gown is puckering at the waist. Your workstation, not Cruz’s, is the source of the current flaw. Fix it.” She turned her impassive gaze on Isabella. “Cruz. My office. Now.”

The command was a reprieve and a condemnation. Following Chiara into the small, glass-walled office felt like a perp walk. The click of the door closing was the sound of a cell door slamming shut.

Chiara didn’t sit. She stood behind her desk, a minimalist monument of polished steel and glass, and fixed Isabella with a long, assessing look that felt like an X-ray.

“I am not paid to manage the personal lives of the interns,” she began, her tone devoid of all emotion. “My only concern is the integrity of this atelier and the reputation of Maison Bianchi. You have talent, Cruz. Raw, unrefined, but genuine. It is the only reason you are here.”

She paused, letting the backhanded compliment hang in the air like a blade. “But talent is fragile. It is a delicate silk georgette, easily torn by the rough hands of drama. This... situation with Blackwell... it is a cloud of smoke, and everyone in this room is holding their breath, waiting to see if there is a fire. I need to know if you are going to be the flame, or the one holding the extinguisher. Because I cannot have my atelier burning down around me.”

“I’m here to work,” Isabella said, her voice low but clear, forcing a steadiness she didn't feel. “That’s all.”

“Is it?” Chiara leaned forward, planting her perfectly manicured palms on the glass desk. “He sent a second delivery this morning. Before you arrived.”

Isabella’s heart plummeted to the soles of her shoes. “What?”

“A mannequin. Draped with the silk, partially constructed into a gown. It is currently in the stockroom, under a sheet, on my orders.” Chiara’s eyes were hard, like chips of flint. “That is not a gift, Cruz. That is a statement. It is him building a stage inside my atelier and directing the spotlight onto you. And I will not have it. This is a house of Bianchi, not a Blackwell subsidiary. His name does not get to be stitched into our labels.”

The humiliation was a physical burn, spreading from her chest up her neck, setting her face aflame. He had gone too far. He had violated the sanctity of her professional space, the one place she had left that was supposed to be hers alone, and in doing so, had made her complicit in the invasion.

“I didn’t ask for it. I’ll have it removed immediately,” Isabella whispered, her throat so tight the words were strangled.

“See that you do,” Chiara said, her dismissal final. “And Cruz? Decide which master you serve. The one who signs your paychecks, or the one who sends you pretty presents. You cannot serve both. The fabric of your loyalty cannot be split down the middle. It will fray, and you will be the one left naked.”

⋯ ❦ ⋯

––––––––
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The need for escape was a primal scream in her blood. She fled the atelier at lunch, the weight of the morning pressing on her like a physical burden. The crisp autumn air outside was a shock to her system, but it did little to clear the static in her head. She ducked into the familiar, grungy comfort of the café across the street, a place that usually smelled of roasted beans and warm, buttery croissants. Today, the scent felt cloying, suffocating.

And then she saw him. Of course she did. It was as if her thinking of him had conjured him from the ether.

Ethan Blackwell was nestled in a corner booth, a man carved from power and privilege, trying to fold himself into a space meant for bohemians and dreamers. He looked profoundly out of place, a wolf in a sheep’s café, and yet he commanded the room simply by existing within it. A half-finished espresso sat before him, and he was staring out the window, his profile sharp and pensive, the morning light carving shadows under his eyes. He turned his head as she entered, and his gaze—a turbulent, storm-gray sea of weariness and unwavering focus—locked onto hers. There was no surprise in his expression. Only a deep, unsettling recognition, as if he had been waiting for her all along.

Her feet carried her to his table, propelled by a fury that overpowered her fear. She slid into the booth opposite him, her hands trembling under the table where he couldn't see.

“You sent a mannequin to the atelier,” she said, her voice a low, furious whisper that vibrated with barely contained rage.

He didn’t flinch. “I did.”

“Why? Why would you do that? Do you have any idea what that looks like? What they’re saying about me? My boss just compared my loyalty to a piece of fraying fabric!”

“I know exactly what it looks like,” he replied, his voice calm, infuriatingly so. He took a slow sip of his espresso, his eyes never leaving hers. “It looks like I believe in you more than you believe in yourself. It looks like I see a vision for you—a fierce, brilliant, untamable vision—that you’re too afraid to claim for yourself. I am holding up a mirror, Isabella, and you are furious at the reflection.”

“It looks like you’re a possessive bastard who’s trying to buy me and then flaunt your purchase!” The words burst out of her, louder than she intended. A few heads at the counter turned. She lowered her voice, leaning across the table, the cheap wood digging into her forearms. “Chiara called me into her office. She said you were ‘building a stage.’ She told me to choose my master.”

A shadow crossed his face then, a flicker of genuine emotion—not remorse, but a sharp, frustrated anger. “I am not your master, Isabella. I have never wanted to be.” He leaned in, his voice dropping to an intimate, gravelly murmur that was for her ears only, a secret in the crowded room. “I am the only one who seems to understand that you were born to be the artist, not the assistant. That silk... that mannequin... it’s not a cage. It’s a key. I’m trying to hand you the key to a door you’re too terrified to open on your own. I am on my knees, begging you to walk through it.”

“And what’s on the other side of that door, Ethan? More scandal? More headlines? A life where I’m never sure if my success is mine or just a reflection of your influence? A life where I’m ‘Blackwell’s Seamstress’ forever?”

“On the other side of that door,” he said, his eyes holding hers with a terrifying, absolute intensity, “is the woman I met in Rome. The woman with ink-stained fingers and a laugh that could disarm kings. The woman who isn’t afraid of crimson silk or the truth. The woman who doesn’t give a damn what Chiara or Lucille or anyone else thinks. I’ve met that woman. I’m in love with that woman. And I am desperately trying to convince her to stop hiding in the shadows and step into the goddamn light.”

The words—I’m in love with that woman—landed not with a romantic sigh, but with the devastating, concussive force of a bomb. They were not sweet. They were a challenge. A declaration of war against her own insecurities. They stripped away the pretense of a simple affair and laid bare the terrifying depth of his feelings. She stared at him, utterly disarmed, the fight draining out of her, replaced by a confusing, overwhelming torrent of emotion that left her dizzy and unmoored.

⋯ ❦ ⋯

––––––––
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She returned to the atelier in a daze. The world seemed muffled, the colors too bright, the sounds distorted. She avoided the stockroom, unable to face the shrouded mannequin, this phantom limb of her complicated relationship. She threw herself into her work, attacking the ivory satin of the princess’s gown with a ferocious, almost violent concentration, but her mind was a thousand miles away, trapped in a café booth with a man who claimed to love a version of her she wasn’t sure she knew how to be.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
“SCARS DON'T RUIN
THEY REMIND US THAT WE SURVIV D2 %

()
o IR

“She bled art,

he bled empire

and somewhere betw

2 two,

\élove learnt to surv
(
A

LOVE STITCHED TN.SHADOWS:
BOOK. 3

= MBIGANYI MABHSZ:





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





