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This is a fiction work. The characters, dialogues, plots, and events described in this book are products of the author’s imagination and are used for narrative purposes. While real-life events, locations, and competitions from the world of cycling, music, and other fields are mentioned, the outcomes and contexts have been adapted or modified to enrich the storyline.

Any resemblance to actual people, living or deceased, is purely coincidental, except when public figures are mentioned as part of the historical or cultural context. In such cases, their appearances are fictionalized and do not necessarily reflect actual events, words, or actions.

The educational and academic institutions mentioned, such as universities or conservatories, are referenced for creative purposes only and are not intended to represent any official affiliation.

The author does not intend to alter the official history of sporting or musical events, nor to diminish the achievements of athletes or the organizations involved. All names, brands, and titles mentioned belong to their respective owners and are used solely for creative purposes.
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New York

After two rings, the executive tone of George Matthews came through on the other end of the line.

“George, I’ll do it,” Liam said. The words left his mouth before he could measure the vertigo they stirred in him.

Out on the terrace of his apartment, with the city spread before him like an ocean of lights at his feet, Liam held the phone with a steadiness he didn’t feel inside.

The silence on the other end lasted barely a second.

“Fantastic!” George Matthews exclaimed, overflowing with enthusiasm. “Take all the time you need. We can move forward with some things remotely.”

Liam leaned back in the chair. The decision had just fallen over him like a collapsing curtain—inevitable, definitive.

It was official. He would go to Los Angeles.

While George kept talking—contracts, orchestra, rehearsals, tentative dates—Liam barely listened. Something deeper than professional excitement was beating inside him. 

When the call ended, he set the phone aside. His gaze fell on the script resting on the table.

The worn pages, the notes in the margins, the underlined lines...

A whole life devoted to the theater.

Hours earlier, on Broadway, the applause had wrapped around him like a warm embrace. He had taken an elegant bow, felt the audience’s energy, celebrated with the cast.

And then, in front of the dressing-room mirror, the reflection staring back at him was no longer just that of an actor with traces of makeup still blended on his skin, but of a man who had changed over the years.

His character, his voice, his way of seeing life... everything had evolved. Even now, at his temples, subtle silver strands had begun to appear.

Years of physical training and careful habits had done their part: his body remained agile, his face serene, and his forty-one years were far from showing. But maturity reminded him that the roles he once inhabited would, at some point, stop seeking him out. New roles would come with different shades.

And he... he no longer wanted to ignore what his heart was asking of him.

Now, back on the terrace, he took a sip of wine and held it on his palate for a few seconds. His thoughts drifted to Dylan. His son.

His smile was the center of his universe, and every “I miss you, Dad” echoed like a persistent call.

Broadway had been his life for the past two decades, but perhaps it was time to let other parts of his life take the leading role.
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Los Angeles

In the music world, the news was already making waves: Gaia’s Cry had been nominated for the prestigious Lyra Awards for Music and Sound Art.

The ceremony was scheduled for July 19th in London, and excitement ran high—not only within the band, but also among their growing fanbase. Social media was buzzing with messages of support, while the press began speculating on their chances of taking home the prize.

During a video call organized by George, the team began outlining their schedule of interviews and acoustic showcases leading up to the event.

“Listen up, everyone.” George adjusted his glasses as he held up a document bearing the Lyra Awards logo across the top. “These awards are considered the pinnacle of recognition in cinematic and sound music. Being nominated means you did more than just stand out in a high-profile project—it means you have officially entered the upper tier of the industry.”

He paused and let his gaze travel across each band member on the screen.

“To give you some perspective,” he continued, “less than five percent of film soundtracks produced each year even make it onto the consideration list for these awards. We are talking about competing with legendary composers, major studio productions, and projects backed by multimillion-dollar budgets.”

George leaned back in his chair, a satisfied smile forming on his face.

“And yet here you are. With your authenticity, your passion, and your music—sharing that stage.”

The silence that followed was different. It was not hesitation or doubt. It was the weight of reality settling in.

Brenda, who had been listening attentively, furrowed her brow in astonishment.

“So... this is basically like the Oscars of cinematic music?”

George nodded, clearly amused by her reaction.

“Exactly. Winning would be a dream, but honestly, just being nominated already places you at a level many never reach. This is history, guys.”

Paul let out a soft laugh, still incredulous, the emotion lingering on his face as he shook his head. 

“I never imagined something we started in Chester’s basement would get to this point. It is surreal.”

George gave them a few seconds to absorb the moment before shifting back to business mode.

“With that said, here is the interview schedule.” He shared a file from his laptop, making sure everyone received it.

On the screen, the group chat lit up with a flood of notifications. Celebration GIFs, surprise emojis, and a stream of excited messages filled the space. Gaia’s Cry was at the peak of their career—and they knew it.

George watched them for a moment. Their faces, their reactions... He could not help but think back to the young college students they once were—full of dreams, integrity, and raw authenticity.

For a moment, nostalgia wrapped around him. They had come a long way.

The buzz of the Lyra nomination and the packed schedule still lingered in the studio when George cleared his throat lightly, drawing the group’s attention once more.

“And now that I have your full attention...” he began, raising an eyebrow with a hint of anticipation, “we have confirmed a short European tour.”

He paused, sliding a document across his desk before continuing.

“Just two weeks in September—but it will be something different. Croatia, Slovakia, Hungary, and Poland.”

The impact was immediate.

Charles let out a low whistle, somewhere between surprised and impressed.

“Europe again, huh? No complaints here.”

Brenda let out a laugh, caught somewhere between disbelief and excitement.

“When were you planning to mention this, George? After we were already on the plane?”

“The timing had to be locked in before I could break the news,” George said, raising his hands in mock innocence. “But now it is official.”

A subtle shiver ran down Camila’s spine.

Europe again.

The very thought stirred a rush of overlapping images and emotions.

Verona. Paolo. The final goodbye. The weight of distance.

And then, another thought hit her with equal force.

Poland.

The tingling on her skin shifted into something deeper she could not quite name. It was not nostalgia. She had never been there. It felt more like a pull, as if something or someone was calling her.

Maksym. His last message had said he was in Kraków.

And now, unexpectedly, she would be there too.

She had tried not to dwell on it since they last exchanged messages. Still, the doubt lingered inside her—quiet but constant.

Would she see him? Would he even want to see her?

There was no certainty. Only the feeling that she was walking toward something inevitable.

Camila blinked, brought back to the present by George’s voice leading the conversation.

Later that night, once she was home, she followed her nightly routine: getting ready for her video call with Paolo. There was a lot to share.
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Verona

Early in the morning, at the usual time, Paolo pressed the call button.

The wait was short. Just a few seconds, and Camila’s image appeared on the screen—her hair tousled from the end of the day, already in her pajamas and ready for bed.

“Buongiorno, my love!” she greeted him, her warmth instantly closing the distance between them.

Paolo smiled slowly, leaning a little closer to the camera.

“Buona sera to you, amore.”

For a moment, they just looked at each other, quietly taking in the presence of the other across the screen. Then Camila bit her lip, holding back an emotion clearly pushing to surface.

“We have big news,” she said, eyes sparkling with excitement.

Paolo raised an eyebrow, resting his coffee mug on the table.

“Tell me.”

Camila exhaled before speaking, as if saying it aloud would finally make it feel real.

“Gaia’s Cry has been nominated for the Lyra Awards—and apparently, we’re the front-runners.”

Paolo blinked, processing the words—then burst out laughing, pure joy lighting up his face.

“Mamma mia, Camila!”

He ran a hand through his hair, still processing what he had just heard. “This is incredible. I knew your work on the film was powerful, but the Lyra Awards... that is another league entirely.”

She gave a shy smile, still a little stunned by it all.

“It feels a bit surreal.”

“It is not.” Paolo shook his head.

“You all deserve this. You deserve this.”

Camila covered her face with her hands for a moment, as if trying to keep her emotions in check.

“Thank you, my love.”

Paolo opened his mouth to say something more, but a sound from his phone caught his attention.

A new message had landed in his inbox.

One quick glance was all it took for a tight knot of anticipation—and something close to anxiety—to form in his chest.

The sender: the chair of the academic jury.

Camila, noticing the shift in his expression, tilted her head with curiosity.

“Is everything okay?”

Paolo quickly unlocked his phone and opened the message.

His eyes scanned the lines of text—and then came the wave of warmth and relief washing over his body.

Approved.

“Camila...”

His voice dropped slightly, taking on that tone she had come to recognize—the one he used when something truly meaningful had just happened.

“Yes?”

He looked up, his eyes gleaming with restrained emotion.

“My thesis has been approved.”

It took Camila a second to react, but when she did, the joy burst out of her instantly.

“Paolo!” she clapped her hands with delight, laughing aloud.

“That is fantastic!”

Paolo ran a hand down his face, exhaling slowly.

“Ah! I do not think it has fully sunk in yet.”

“Well, start letting it sink in, because this calls for a celebration.”

Camila looked at him with pride.

“You and I are both closing chapters.”

Paolo smiled, giving in to the shared happiness.

“How do you plan to celebrate?”

“Well... I have an idea.” And just like that, the conversation took an unexpected turn.

“Gaia’s Cry is going on a short tour in Europe this September.”

Paolo sat up straighter, his interest immediately piqued.

“Really?”

“Yes. Croatia, Hungary, Slovakia, and Poland.”

For a moment, the excitement of being so close overpowered every other thought.

“Croatia... hmm... We will be in nearly the same time zone.” Paolo grinned mischievously.

“That means... we might be able to see each other.”

“That is exactly what I was thinking.”

Camila looked at him with a special light in her eyes.

“Maybe we can plan a meeting point.”

Paolo crossed his arms and tilted his head, pretending to be in deep thought.

“Hmm... Principessa, I am not sure I have the strength to let you go again. I might have to consider a kidnapping plan.”

Camila burst out laughing.

“And what is the plan?”

“It is still in development. You will know when the time comes,” he replied with a wink.

But then, the conversation took on a more serious tone.

Poland.

Paolo noticed it in the shift of Camila’s expression, in the way her smile faded just slightly.

“Amore... how do you feel about that?”

She lowered her gaze, toying with the hem of her T-shirt—one of those little habits she had when trying to untangle her thoughts.

“I do not really know how to explain it,” she said softly. “I will be in Kraków, Paolo.”

He drew in a deep breath.

Kraków. The place where Maksym was now.

“Do you think you will see him?”

Camila bit her lower lip, a clear sign of her uncertainty.

“I don’t know,” she said in barely more than a whisper. “We have not spoken since his last message. I know he is there, but... I am not sure I would dare step into his world.”

Paolo nodded slowly, taking in the weight of what that possible encounter could mean.

“And you?” he asked gently. “Do you want to see him?”

She stayed silent.

Paolo watched her, giving her space while quietly waiting for her answer.

Finally, Camila exhaled, as if releasing a weight she had been carrying.

“Yes. But I do not know how I could hold a conversation without thinking about...”

Paolo looked at her with tenderness and understanding.

“If you do end up seeing him, the conversation will come naturally. You will see. Besides, you need to close that chapter, Cammie.”

Camila blinked, surprised.

“You are not going to tell me to be careful or to think twice?”

He gave her a faint smile.

“I know you have already thought it through.”

Camila fell silent for a moment, then nodded.

“Thank you.”

“Always,” Paolo replied, with that smile of his that carried the quiet certainty that everything would be all right.
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Verona

That morning, Paolo Sartori walked through the doors of his department building with a clear sense of purpose, though the faint flutter in his stomach reminded him of the gravity of the moment.

His hair, carefully pulled back, contrasted with the morning breeze that kept trying to tousle it. His freshly shaved face and impeccable attire revealed the care he had put into every detail.

The assigned meeting room was at the end of a corridor bathed in golden morning light. With each step, Paolo felt his breath falling into rhythm, as if his body understood he was about to cross another threshold in his life.

As he opened the door, the soft murmur of the three faculty members fell silent.

Dr. Elisa Conti, a specialist in sports psychology, stood up with a warm smile. Beside her, Dr. Marco Pellegrini—distinguished by his unmistakable academic air and a long record of scientific publications—inclined his head in greeting. Finally, Dr. Freddo Canessa, one of the most innovative minds in applied therapy, regarded him with genuine interest.

“Paolo, welcome,” said Dr. Conti. Her voice was firm, yet it held a trace of warmth. “Before we get into the details, I want to say that we are deeply impressed with your work. Congratulations on such a brave and innovative approach.”

Paolo allowed himself a slow exhale before replying.

“Thank you very much, Dr. Conti.” His tone reflected humility, but also a quiet pride. “This project means a great deal to me.”

The group settled around the wooden table, and it was Dr. Pellegrini who spoke first.

“Paolo, the next step is to set the date for your defense. We have some options in June, but we also know you are training for the Olympics. We do not want you to feel pressured. You can choose June, or wait until after your return, at the end of August. The only difference is that if you choose the latter, your graduation would be postponed to November.”

Paolo did not hesitate.

His response came with the same confidence he summoned when gripping his bike through the most grueling sections of a race.

“I want to do it in June.”

A brief silence fell over the room.

Dr. Conti raised an eyebrow, visibly impressed.

“Are you sure?” she asked, a trace of curiosity in her voice. “We don’t want this decision to become an unnecessary burden.”

Paolo held her gaze, steady and composed.

“More than certain.” His eyes moved to each of the jury members. “In fact, I’m ready.”

Dr. Pellegrini smiled, leaning forward slightly, as if Paolo’s determination had swept away any lingering doubt.

“Well, I admire your confidence and tenacity.”

He opened his planner and flipped through a few pages.

“How does Tuesday, June 11, at 9:00 a.m. sound?”

The other two members nodded in agreement.

“Perfect. June 11 it is,” confirmed Dr. Conti, jotting down the date.

Before they could adjourn, Dr. Canessa turned to Paolo with a look that carried unmistakable weight.

“Paolo...” Dr. Canessa paused briefly, making sure he had his full attention. “Once you complete your defense, we will proceed with the publication of your thesis.”

Paolo froze for a second.

“Publication?”

“That’s right.” Dr. Canessa offered a satisfied smile. “It is an outstanding piece of work, Paolo. We are confident it will have a meaningful impact both in academic circles and in the sports world.”

A wave of surprise and gratitude surged through Paolo’s body. His eyes gleamed with genuine emotion.

With a slight nod, he responded in a steady voice,

“Thank you, Dr. Canessa. I cannot express what this means to me... or to those whose stories inspired this work.”

A final round of handshakes sealed the moment.

As he stepped out of the room, Paolo felt the air grow lighter, though his mind was still processing what he had just heard.

Publication?

He knew his thesis had merit, but imagining it circulating beyond the university, read by others, sparked a mixture of pride and apprehension. This was no longer just an academic achievement, it was becoming a reference point for a subject long silenced.

He paused at the staircase railing, replaying the conversation in his mind. His work no longer belonged to him alone. Soon it would be in the hands of others to be read, discussed, and perhaps challenged.

Leaving campus, Paolo walked briskly toward his car, still processing the intensity of the meeting with the committee. The morning air in Verona was crisp, and the distant hum of students echoed through the campus corridors.

But the sound of hurried footsteps behind him made him turn instinctively.

A young reporter, her expression lively and a recorder in hand, smiled as she recognized him.

“Paolo Sartori! What a coincidence to find you here. I am Giancarla Ghezzi, from Vicenza Digital. Would you mind giving me a few minutes?”

Paolo blinked, caught off guard by the unexpected encounter, but quickly returned her smile with polite warmth.

“Of course, Giancarla. What would you like to talk about?”

“Your training for the Olympic Games, if that is all right with you.”

It was a subject he felt comfortable with, so he nodded without hesitation. He leaned against the side of his car while she turned her phone’s voice recorder.

The first questions were straightforward and professional.

“How do you manage both the physical and mental preparation for an event of this magnitude?”

“Discipline and strategy,” Paolo replied with a smile. “You need to balance training with rest, fine-tune every detail without overdoing it. The Olympics demand more than just strength and endurance; they require smart competition.”

The conversation flowed naturally as Paolo outlined his training philosophy, adjustments in his diet, and the strategies his team was implementing in the final weeks before the event.

But then, Giancarla’s tone shifted.

“It is fascinating to see how you balance all of this with your academic work. Your thesis has sparked a lot of interest, especially because of the depth of the subject.” She paused briefly, then added with a friendly smile, “I feel like this conversation could go much further. Would you be open to continuing it over coffee sometime?”

Paolo noticed the nuance in her voice. It was not an entirely professional request, but not bold enough to be considered obvious either.

He kept his expression relaxed, though his response was firm.

"I appreciate the offer, Giancarla, but I am a bit tight on time. If it is all right with you, we can continue here."

She blinked, clearly caught off guard by the refusal, but quickly regained her composure.

"Of course," she replied, adjusting her posture, though with noticeably less enthusiasm.

She resumed the interview with questions about his thesis, but Paolo noticed her tone had lost some of its natural ease.

Eventually, Giancarla seemed to accept that the conversation would not extend beyond this moment, and just as she was about to switch off the recorder, she threw in one final question—lightly... too lightly.

"By the way, Paolo..." Her eyes sparkled with curiosity. "Does your refusal to have coffee have anything to do with the mysterious principessa?"

Paolo let out a short laugh. There it was. He had known that sooner or later, the question would come.

"Could be," he said, a playful glint in his eyes.

Mina raised an eyebrow, encouraged by the confirmation.

"So, the principessa is real."

Paolo shrugged with casual ease.

"She has always been real."

"And when will you reveal who she is?"

Paolo glanced at his watch, as if the answer might be written there. Then, resting his hand on the car door, he looked at Giancarla with a calm smile and replied simply:

"Soon."

Without adding anything else, he got into the car and closed the door softly.

Through the windshield, he saw the reporter checking her notes, clearly dissatisfied with the lack of details—yet with the spark of a scoop still glowing in her eyes.

He started the engine, but before pulling away, he reached for his phone and opened his message inbox.

📱 Paolo: Principessa, you are now officially a public mystery. 😉

Smiling to himself, he pressed the accelerator and left the campus behind, leaving the press in the rearview mirror and moving one step closer to whatever came next.
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Not long after that interview, headlines began flooding social media and sports news outlets.

📢 “Paolo Sartori’s ‘Principessa’ is real... and no, it’s not his bike!”

📢 “Paolo Sartori and the mystery of his muse: Who is the woman behind the champion?”

📢 “The Italian cyclist reveals a softer side. When will he tell the truth?”

Paolo saw the commotion as soon as he checked his phone after a training session. A flurry of messages was waiting for him in the team chat, full of teasing and screenshots of the most outrageous articles.

📱 Luca: So it is not the bike? I feel betrayed. 🚴‍♂️💔

📱 Enzo: Oh my God, what a scandal! 😂 Sartori, turns out you are a romantic after all.

📱 Marco: You owe us some details, champ. At least tell me if I should buy a suit for the wedding.
Paolo shook his head, chuckling under his breath.

But before answering the teasing, he scrolled past the group chat and opened the conversation that truly mattered.

📱 Paolo: Principessa... we are making headlines. Anything you wish to declare? 😏
Just seconds later, Camila’s reply lit up his screen.
📱 Camila: I will deny everything... unless you are the one to confirm it. 😉

Paolo laughed aloud. He could picture her expression as she typed it—playful, knowing.

The mystery game had only just begun. And for now, he had no intention of ending it.

***
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Los Angeles

It was one of many scheduled interviews, but this time the host’s question fell over the studio like a focused beam of light, centering on her.

“...Camila, your turn. What inspired you to write Verona on My Skin?”

The cameras zoomed in on her. Camila adjusted her microphone calmly, glanced at her bandmates sitting beside her on the couch, and answered with clarity.

“Well... the film’s storyline deals with something that, unbelievable as it may seem, is still real in the twenty-first century.”

The studio fell silent.

“The enemies of love still exist,” she continued. “They just don’t go by the names Montague or Capulet anymore.”

A soft hum rippled through the audience.

“Today they take other forms: prejudice, social barriers, fears... external pressures telling us who we’re allowed to love and under what conditions.” Her fingers brushed the fabric of her pants—an intimate, almost unconscious gesture. “Verona on My Skin was born from that. From how those enemies can push us into dark places... but if the right person takes your hand, you find refuge.”

The host exhaled, impressed.

“Wow... that gives the song an entirely new dimension.”

Without further delay, he invited the group to move to the stage set up for the acoustic performance.

The lights dimmed. An emotional keyboard introduction from Paul gave way to Charles and Jared’s twin guitars. Verona on My Skin rose from Camila’s voice, and the performance closed with heartfelt applause.

***
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Later, already on the street, Camila checked her phone as she walked with the group toward the parking lot.

A notification lit up the screen.

📱 Paolo: Principessa! Great news! My thesis has been officially accepted for its defense on June 11. The committee said it’s innovative. I’m excited about this step.

Camila stopped and lifted an arm in a gesture of joy.

📱 Camila: Congratulations, amore! I knew you’d do it. The defense will be just a formality. ❤️

The reply came almost instantly.

📱 Paolo: Thank you, mia bella. How’s everything going with the band?

📱 Camila: We just finished an interview. Another one tomorrow. I’ll tell you more tonight. Kisses. 😘

She put her phone away, but the smile remained.

June 11. The date etched itself into her mind.

Brenda nudged her playfully.

“Earth to Camila! Everything okay?”

Camila laughed, returning to the present.

“Everything’s fine, I’m here.”

As the group dispersed and everyone climbed into their cars, she lingered for a moment, thinking.

June 11. So soon, and yet so far.

***
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New York

At Empire Hall, the familiar energy that followed a successful performance was beginning to fade. The lights still shone throughout the venue, and the cast was settling into the seats, now empty.

For Liam Findlay, that night was not like the others. After weeks of reflection, the time had come to communicate his decision.

He stepped onto the stage with steady strides as the proscenium lights cast his silhouette into the dimness of the theater.

When he raised one hand, the murmurs fell silent.

“Thank you for taking a moment to listen to me.”

His voice carried with firmness, yet with an undercurrent of emotion that did not go unnoticed.

“This place has been more than a stage to me. It has been my home. Every moment shared with you has been a fundamental part of my life.”

He paused, bringing his hands together in front of him, and swept his gaze across the faces of those present.

"I could not be more grateful for everything we have created together."

The solemn silence deepened.

Liam took a breath before releasing the words he had rehearsed in his mind more times than he cared to admit.

"But I have made a decision that I want to share with you."

He could feel a subtle shift in the room, a quiet tension, before continuing.

"At the end of this season, I will be stepping away from the theater for a few months, until the end of the year, to work on a project in Los Angeles."

The reaction was immediate. Like a stone dropped into water, his words rippled through the room in waves of surprise.

From the front row, one of the chorus singers raised her hand.

"You say a few months... but it sounds more permanent than that."

Liam met her gaze with a calm smile, though his eyes carried a weight of unspoken emotion.

"This is not a final goodbye," he assured, his tone calm. "It is a pause."

He paused for a moment, allowing his words to settle.

"This project is something I have wanted to do for a while, and I feel that now is the right time."

He glanced at the wings for a moment, then continued.

"But I want you to know that this theater will always be a part of me. I will come back—though I prefer not to give a specific date until I am absolutely sure I can keep that promise."

From the back of the theater, a voice rang out with the ease of years spent together.

"Well, buddy, just make sure you do not fall too hard for the West Coast."

Liam looked up just in time to see Nigel Henderson grinning with his usual charisma, arms crossed over his chest.

"New York will be waiting for you with open arms... though maybe just a little jealous."

The tension in the room broke instantly. Laughter rippled through the cast and crew like a wave.

Liam let out a soft chuckle, grateful for the moment.

"Thanks, Nigel."

Still smiling, he gave a small shrug.

"I promise I will not forget those staying behind. I might even send postcards from the studios."

More laughter followed. But beneath the humor, the sincerity in his eyes remained.

As the reactions began to settle, his voice took on a steadier tone.

"In the meantime, this is also a chance for some of you to take on new challenges."

He turned to some of the younger members of the cast, his expression filled with genuine trust.

"There is so much talent in this group that I have no doubt you will not only carry on, but also raise the bar even higher for this theater."

He glanced back at Nigel and the production directors.

"Nigel and I will work with the team to make sure everything is in place before the season ends."

He paused, letting his gaze sweep across the room one last time.

"Thank you all for your support. You are, and always will be, my artistic family."

He said nothing more. He simply walked offstage with steady steps, leaving behind a hum of murmurs and whispers.

Some were already speculating about what his decision truly meant. Others just exchanged glances, processing the idea of the Empire Hall Theatre without Liam Findlay—for the first time in years.

Minutes later, in his dressing room, he closed the door gently, as if that small act marked the end of a chapter.

He dropped into the chair in front of the mirror, his eyes studying his own reflection. He knew he had made the right choice. But that did not make the moment any less difficult.

The cast’s voices reached him faintly from outside. Jokes, comments, speculations about his departure. And above all, affection. Liam took a deep breath and smiled, thankful. 

Then, he dialed George Matthews' number.

“Liam!” George answered with his usual burst of enthusiasm. “Ready to talk dates?”

Liam settled into his chair, took a sip of water, and nodded to himself before replying.

“Yes, George. I want to confirm my arrival in Los Angeles. I will be free after the last show of this season, so I can be there on July 1st.”

George did not hide his excitement.

“Perfect! That gives us plenty of time to finalize everything. I am locking things in with the orchestra and booking the first studio sessions. This is going to be huge, Liam.”

Liam smiled, feeling that tinge of nervousness that always comes with major changes.

“I hope so, George.”

George, as perceptive as ever, responded in a reassuring tone.

“I get it. But trust me—this is going to be something you will remember for the rest of your life. See you soon.”

When the call ended, Liam grabbed his jacket and left, ready for the next step.
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Los Angeles – June 01

The first day of June brought with it a calm Saturday at the Findlay residence. In the kitchen, Camila chopped vegetables with methodical precision, while Romina, beside her, carefully seasoned one of her Mediterranean specialties. Through the window, they could see Dylan running through the garden, laughing as Marcus chased after him with playful clumsiness.

“Dylan is officially on vacation,” Romina remarked, without looking up from what she was doing. “So, we are all set to surprise him with a trip.”

Camila lifted her gaze with curiosity.

“A surprise? Where are you going?”

Romina leaned in slightly, a conspiratorial smile forming on her lips.

“We are taking a cruise. I can already picture his face when he sees the ship.”

Camila smiled, imagining her son’s excitement.

“That sounds amazing. He is going to love it.”

The ease with which Romina spoke about Dylan—so maternal, so naturally involved—had once been difficult for Camila to hear. But now, it stirred something different in her. Not sadness or resentment, but a quiet recognition of the stability her son had found. She wondered whether she herself had truly come to terms with her role in Dylan’s life, or if there were more shadows she still needed to face.

As the conversation continued, a persistent thought settled back into her mind: the idea of traveling to Verona for Paolo’s thesis defense.

She had been weighing it for days. She did not want to be a distraction, especially with all the media buzz surrounding the identity of the so-called principessa. But there was another part of her that longed to be there. Not just for him, but for herself. This was a defining moment in Paolo’s life and witnessing him cross that finish line was something she deeply wanted.

She sighed and refocused on what she was doing. There was still time to decide.

After lunch and an afternoon spent playing with Dylan, she returned to her apartment. She dropped the keys on the table and let herself sink into the couch, the weight of the day settling across her shoulders.

Romina had used a word earlier: surprise.

And in that instant, the idea took on a new form. She did not need to announce her arrival. She did not have to interfere. She could travel to Verona quietly, be there without altering the course of the day. Watch him from a distance and when the moment was right... reveal her presence.

That night, during her video call with Paolo, she watched him with quiet affection as he spoke enthusiastically about his preparations. He went over the final touches on his presentation, the meetings with his advisors, and the training sessions that still filled much of his schedule.

Every gesture, every spontaneous smile as he shared details of his routine, made her decision to travel feel increasingly inevitable.

“Seems like everything’s in place,” she said with a soft smile, resting her chin on her hand. “I am sure it will be a success.”

“I hope so,” Paolo replied, exhaling with a mix of confidence and nerves. “But I will not lie, principessa... I am going to need all the luck I can get.”

Camila’s smile deepened.

“Luck is for those who improvise. You have prepared for this.”

He smiled back at her, unaware that in just a few days, she would be closer than he could imagine.

***
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On Monday, during a Gaia’s Cry meeting with George at the studio, Camila brought up her upcoming absence. The group was gathered around a table, reviewing the schedule of interviews and appearances leading up to the Lyra Awards, when Camila spoke up with a firm tone.

“George, I need to inform you of something,” she said, making sure she had his attention. “I will have to be away for a few days. It is an unexpected trip, and I understand my absence might affect some plans, but I trust the group will manage just fine.”

George looked up from his notes, clearly surprised. He closed his notebook slowly and laced his fingers together on the table, assessing her with a measured gaze.

“An unexpected trip? Camila, this is a critical moment for the band. With interviews and rehearsals lined up, your presence is essential. Is this absolutely necessary?”

Camila held his gaze with calm determination.

“It is, George. It is something personal. I know the timing is not ideal, but everything is under control. Besides, there are no live performances during those days. I trust the group can handle anything that comes up.”

George studied her in silence for a few seconds, weighing her words. Finally, he exhaled with reluctant acceptance, knowing any attempt to change her mind would be futile.

“Very well. But I need clear dates. When will you be away?”

“June 9 through 15,” she replied without hesitation.

From his seat, Chester—who had remained silent until then—chimed in with a mischievous grin.

“Another breather, Camila?” he asked, triggering a wave of laughter around the table.

Camila rolled her eyes, though the smile tugging at her lips betrayed her amusement.

“Something like that, Chester. Let’s call it... a strategic breather.”

The moment lightened and the meeting moved forward, focused once again on planning the upcoming activities. George, though still somewhat hesitant, knew the group could manage independently at that stage.

Back at home, Camila began organizing the details of her trip with meticulous care. She booked a flight for June 9, scheduled to land in Verona on the morning of the 10th. That window of time would allow her to get familiar with the surroundings, assess the situation, and decide how best to be present without interfering with Paolo’s preparations.

She chose a small, discreet hotel—close enough to the university to stay informed, but far enough from the buzz to keep a low profile.

***
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New York – First days of June

Liam stretched slowly, feeling the weight of the plans awaiting him that day. It was a key day to finalize the details of his temporary move to Los Angeles.

He grabbed his phone to check the time—just past 7 a.m. The screen lit up with his background photo: a snapshot of Dylan pulling a funny face while wearing a cap backwards. Liam smiled, allowing himself a moment of tenderness before the inevitable wave of responsibilities rolled in.

“How will Dylan take it when I tell him I am moving away for a few months?”

The question lingered in his mind, wrapping him in quiet uncertainty. Although his son had just turned seven, Liam understood that the idea of something “temporary” could be difficult to grasp at that age. He would have to explain it patiently, assuring him that even if distance kept them apart physically, their bond would remain unshaken.

He shook his head, setting those thoughts aside for now, and began packing his training bag with his dobok and gear before heading to Mr. Kim’s dojang.

Upon arrival, the familiar sounds of training greeted him. The rhythmic thud of firm footsteps on the tatami, the focused voices of the students, the controlled strikes of each precisely executed technique... It all formed a rhythm he knew well, one that always brought him comfort.

After the session ended, Master Kim approached with a towel slung over his shoulder, greeting him with the same calm seriousness that had always defined him.

“Sabum-nim, may I have a word with you?” Liam asked, tightening the strap of his gear bag.

Master Kim nodded and gestured toward a nearby bench. They sat down, and Kim watched him closely, as if already sensing something important was coming.

“Go ahead, Liam. What is it?”

Liam drew a breath, collecting his thoughts before speaking.

“I just wanted to let you know that by the end of this month, I will be relocating temporarily to Los Angeles. It is for a project that will take a few months.”

Kim listened silently, his analytical gaze showing no surprise—only a patient, measured understanding.

“Los Angeles, hmm?” he murmured at last, stroking his chin. “That city seems to call you often.”

Liam gave a faint smile.

“That is true, Sabum-nim.”

Kim regarded him for another moment, then placed a firm hand on his shoulder—a brief gesture, but one that carried weight.

“Good luck, Liam. Just make sure you keep training, understood?”

Liam bowed his head with respect and gratitude.

“I will, Sabum-nim. Thank you for your trust.”

With the conversation settled, he felt noticeably lighter. He offered a respectful bow before leaving, fully aware that this step in his life was no longer just an idea in motion, but a reality already taking shape.

––––––––
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Back at his apartment, Liam picked up the phone and dialed Marcus’s number. He wanted to let him know about his temporary move to Los Angeles and share the plans he had in mind.

“Hey, Dad. How’s everything going?” Liam greeted him with a tone that was direct but relaxed.

“Hey, son! Great to hear from you. All calm on this end. And you?”

“All good,” Liam replied. “I’m calling because I wanted to let you know I’ll be in L.A. soon for a new project. It is not permanent—just about six months, give or take.”

There was a brief silence before Marcus replied, but when he did, his voice was warm and genuinely pleased.

“You have no idea how happy I am to know we’ll have you around for a good while.”

Liam smiled, picking up on his father’s enthusiasm.

“Yeah, I’ll be arriving after June 30,” he went on. “I’m planning to travel light and look for a furnished apartment. I do not want to complicate things too much.”

Marcus reacted at the other end, his voice steady but filled with affection.

“An apartment? Liam, your room here is exactly the way you left it. There is no reason for you to go looking elsewhere.”

Liam let out a soft laugh, touched by the offer.

“Thanks, Dad. I know. It is always nice to stay there when I come for a few days. And of course, being close to Dylan would mean everything. But...” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “I don’t want Romina to feel uncomfortable or take it the wrong way. You know how she can be, and I really do not want to create unnecessary tension.”

Marcus exhaled calmly. His reply was firm, without a trace of hesitation.

“Don’t worry about that, Liam. I will take care of Romina. I mean it—this is your home.”

Liam fell silent for a moment, weighing the offer. He truly appreciated his father’s unwavering support, but he could not ignore the potential friction a prolonged stay might cause.

“I will think about it, Dad,” he said finally, in a softer tone. “I really appreciate the offer.”

But Marcus was not going to give up easily.

“There’s nothing to think about. This will always be your home, Liam. We will talk about it when you get here.”

Liam hung up with a soft smile on his lips, feeling the familiar warmth that always surrounded him whenever he spoke with Marcus.

***
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Verona – First days of June

Lunch at the Sartori household had a different air to it. Sofia, Paolo’s grandmother, had arrived from Padua to stay until after the defense, making sure her grandson ate properly in the days leading up to it.

As the meal was winding down, Monica stood up and disappeared briefly into her studio. When she returned, she was carrying two suits draped over her arms.

“You need to look impeccable on the day of your defense,” she declared with conviction. “First impressions matter.”

Paolo set down his cutlery with a smile, somewhere between amused and resigned.

“Are you telling me that if I show up in jeans, I will fail?”

Monica shot him a warning look before unfolding the suits with practiced precision.

“I would not risk finding out.”

Paolo stood up with an easy air and walked over to examine the options.

“Navy blue is elegant... but grey has its charm. Which one do you prefer?”

“Blue projects confidence and sophistication,” Monica replied without hesitation. “But grey is more understated. Paolo, why do you always make things difficult? Just try them both on.”

Paolo chuckled softly, shaking his head.

“Grazie, Mamma. That takes a load off my shoulders.”

Monica gave him a fond look, making it clear that she would never let him carry that weight alone.

From his seat at the table, Gianni barely looked up from his phone.

“Go with the grey. More modern.”

He did not even wait for a response before returning to his messages, which drew another smile from Paolo.

But Antonio, who had remained silent until now, was watching his son closely. Suddenly, Paolo no longer looked like a boy to him.

“I imagine you are already preparing for the Olympics,” he said, his tone measured but laced with underlying tension.

Paolo nodded.

“Yes, Dad. After the defense, everything will revolve around that.”

Antonio took a sip of wine before asking, with a seemingly casual tone that did little to hide his real concern:

“And after Paris? Does Bellini already have plans for the rest of the year?”

Paolo met his gaze calmly.

“Probably. But whatever happens, after the Olympics I want to continue with my doctorate.”

Antonio’s brow furrowed.

“Are you telling me you are going to stop competing?”

Paolo did not look away.

“I am not going to stop competing. But I will do it on my own terms.”

Silence settled over the table.

Antonio exhaled slowly, staring into the glass in his hands. He knew his son would never say anything he had not already thought through a thousand times. Still, he was not ready to hear it.

Paolo sensed the tension, but he did not waver.
He was not asking for permission. He was stating a decision.
And Antonio knew it.

Lunch continued, but something had shifted. Not in Paolo, but in the way his father looked at him—like he was finally seeing not his son, but the man he had become.

Antonio rotated the wine glass between his fingers; his gaze fixed on the dark liquid as he tried to collect his thoughts. At last, he set the glass down and addressed Paolo in a more direct tone, setting aside all subtlety.

“Paolo, what concerns me is not just your cycling career.” He paused briefly, measuring the impact of his words. “If you decide to stop prioritizing it, how do you plan to ensure long-term financial stability? I do not want you making decisions now that might close doors later.”

Paolo met his father’s gaze with calm resolve, but before he could reply, Gianni—who until then had been focused on his phone—looked up with the faintest hint of a smile.

“Dad, you really should not worry about that. Paolo has made smart investments with his royalties. He does not rely solely on cycling for income.”

Antonio frowned, turning to his eldest son with clear interest.

“What do you mean? What investments are we talking about?”

Gianni shrugged, wearing an expression of complete neutrality.

“I cannot give you any details without my client’s consent.”

Paolo let out a soft chuckle at the formality with which Gianni referred to him, but Antonio did not seem nearly as amused.

“Your client?” he repeated, skeptical.

Gianni nodded, crossing his arms over his chest with a satisfied air.

“Exactly. Confidentiality, Dad,” Gianni said. “But I can tell you this—he is in a very comfortable position. Paolo has made far wiser financial choices than most athletes his age.”

Antonio exhaled slowly, still not fully convinced, but clearly absorbing the information.

Paolo held his father’s gaze with quiet composure, but this time, his response carried a more reflective tone.

“That is exactly why I am choosing this path, Dad. Cycling has been my life, yes, but it is not a guarantee. One accident, one injury, and everything could change overnight. If I were to bet everything on my sports career, I would be taking too great a risk.”

Antonio furrowed his brow again—not in skepticism this time, but with a kind of silent understanding. Paolo continued, his voice steady:

“Finishing my doctorate is not about giving up cycling. It is about securing my future. About building something beyond the bike—something no stroke of bad luck can ever take away.”

Gianni, who had been quietly observing, chimed in with a casual shrug.

“In investment terms, Paolo is just doing what any smart portfolio manager would do: diversifying the risk.”

Antonio let out a long breath and rubbed a hand across his face, taking in his son’s words.

“I did not expect to hear all this from you. I always thought you would keep cycling until you could not anymore.”

Paolo offered a calm smile.

“Maybe I used to think that too. But now I understand—it is not about how long I can compete. It is about what comes after. And I want to be ready for that.”

Antonio nodded slowly, his eyes reflecting the quiet acceptance of a truth he had never fully considered.

“Then if that is your plan... do it right. Not half-way.”

Paolo sonrió, reconociendo en esas palabras el sello de su padre: no era oposición, sino un recordatorio de que debía comprometerse por completo con la decisión que había tomado.

“Always, Dad.”

Antonio’s gaze softened. He looked at his son and, for a fleeting moment, remembered the first bicycle he had bought him at the age of six. He recalled the times he had watched Paolo fall and get back up, the countless races he had cheered from the sidelines. And now, Paolo was charting his own path—with the same determination he had shown crossing every finish line.

As the conversation about Paolo’s future continued, Sofía—who had remained silent until then—gently set her coffee cup back onto its saucer and fixed her gaze on her grandson.

“You have always known where you are going, Paolo,” she said in a calm yet unwavering voice. “I do not see indecision in you—only the weight of having to explain to your father that the path you chose is the right one for you.”

The room fell into momentary silence. Antonio glanced toward his mother-in-law, catching the undercurrent in her words. Sofía was not challenging him, but her tone made it clear: she trusted Paolo’s judgment.

“And if it were not the right one, Nonna?” Paolo asked with a soft smile.

Sofía looked at him with affection and lifted her shoulders just slightly.

“Then I would tell you that no matter how many degrees you earn or how many podiums you stand on—none of it matters if, deep down, you are not happy.”

The words hung in the air—not as a warning, but as a reminder. One Paolo received with a small nod before returning her smile.

***
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Los Angeles – June 09

That morning, as the Uber drove her to the Los Angeles International Airport, Camila leaned back into the seat, watching the fleeting cityscape pass by through the window. Her flight to New York—where she would catch her connection to Verona—was scheduled for later that afternoon, and the anticipation hummed quietly within her.

She decided to use the ride to send a quick message to the family, keeping it brief and simple. It was better not to go into details—for now.

📱 Camila: An unexpected trip came up. I might be out of signal for a few hours, but nothing to worry about. Mom, Dad—enjoy the cruise with Dylan. 🛳️✨

The first reply came in almost immediately.

📱 Leo: Trip? Cruise? What am I missing here? 🤨

📱 Romina: We are taking Dylan on a cruise, Leo. And you, Camila... where exactly are you going? 🤔

Camila sighed, knowing that any vague response would only stir more questions.

📱 Camila: Just a short trip, Mom. Nothing major. We will talk soon. ❤️

📱 Marcus: Safe travels, sweetheart. And do not forget to check in when you land. ✈️😉

📱 Leo: “Nothing major,” huh? 👀

Liam took a few more minutes before chiming in.

📱 Liam: Safe travels, everyone. ✈️

Camila smiled as she closed the chat and turned her gaze back to the window, letting the thrill of what lay ahead blend with the warm morning breeze of Los Angeles.

Hours later, the sound of boarding announcements echoed through JFK’s departure lounge, pulling her gently out of her thoughts. She rose calmly, adjusted the strap on her bag, and joined the line. With her boarding pass in hand, she walked through the jet bridge as she had many times before—but this time, something felt different in her chest.

Once on board, she found her window seat, slid her carry-on under the seat in front of her, and exhaled slowly, trying to settle in. The moment she leaned back against the headrest, memories came effortlessly, wrapping her in an unexpected déjà vu.

A year ago, in June, she had also boarded a flight bound for Verona. But that time, she had departed from Montreal—a trip made without expectations, without imagining that the journey would become a turning point in her life.

Her fingers absentmindedly traced the edge of the armrest as she glanced at the empty seat beside her. She could not help but smile.

Back then, she had been lost in thought, so absorbed in her own world that she had barely registered the presence of the passenger who had taken the seat next to her. It had taken just a moment—a movement, a pause, a glance to the side—and suddenly, she had met those eyes. Green, deep, filled with curiosity and something else she could not quite define at the time.

A simple exchange of glances on an ordinary flight. A coincidence that, without her knowing, had changed everything.

The loudspeaker cut through her thoughts with the final boarding announcement. Camila blinked, returning to the present. This time, she was traveling alone. But now, on the other side of the ocean, someone was waiting—someone who had become an essential part of her story.

***
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Italy – June 10

The plane landed right on time at 7 a.m. in Milan. Camila disembarked with automatic movements, still wrapped in the haze of travel. As she made her way toward the gate for her connecting flight to Verona, she pulled out her phone and checked that the local SIM card was working properly. The screen showed a signal, confirming that she was officially back in Italy.

At the expected time, she boarded her connection to Verona. Upon landing, she hurried to collect her luggage and took a taxi to her lodging. The warm morning air wrapped around her the moment she stepped out of the airport, and only then did she feel the full weight of what she was about to do.

Once in her room, she turned on her phone and found Paolo’s usual morning message—the same greeting he sent each day before starting his routine. As if everything were still unfolding normally, as if she were still on the other side of the ocean.

Connecting to the hotel’s Wi-Fi, she replied naturally, without revealing that she was now in Verona.

She had decided to wait. She did not want to distract him or disrupt his focus before such a crucial moment. Still, the certainty that Paolo was only a few kilometers away, that she could cross the city and see him within minutes, made her chest tighten with anticipation.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment. Her priority was him. His achievement. His big day. Everything else could wait.

After a quick shower, she got
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