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Prelogue

for those who’ve ever waited across lifetimes,
held their breath through silence,
cradled their tears in the palm of their hand,
existed through heartache,
and believed that love—real love—could survive anything.
i will take you through sorrow.
i will deny you relief or respite.
i will isolate you in silence when you expect verse.
i will withhold clarity when you expect prose.
i will confuse you, mislead you, and ask that you sit in discomfort.
but, i promise... if you stay...
i’ll give you something whole.
i will give you a real love story.
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Dedication

To Christina Perri—
Your song gave me a question:
“What would it take to love someone for a thousand years?”
This story is my answer.
— J. A. Springs

Author’s Reflection
(On Writing a Love Story Without Love)
How do you write a love story that has no love in it?
How do you write about a love that has never been allowed to develop into intimacy?
A love that has lasted so long, that God himself may have forgotten it?
You just begin.

I’ll give you the key.

A key—not to unlock the door before you, but to understand why it’s always been locked.

You pick up the pen, the pencil—open the laptop.

The questions you ask are the love story.

A love story without love isn’t hollow—it’s haunted.
It breathes in the space between what could’ve been and what never was.
It echoes in the absence, in the ache, in the waiting.
To write a love story that has never been allowed to develop into intimacy,
you must master restraint.
Show the gravity of a touch that never lands.
Let longing become the language.
Let the nearly, the almost, the not yet
carry more weight than consummation ever could.
You write about:
– Eyes that don’t linger—but want to.
– Letters never sent—but have a stamp.
– Dreams remembered—by only one of them.
– Moments interrupted—by the lived lives of longing.
– Choices made too late—when it was never clear a choice was present.
– One holding on. One forgetting. Both enduring.
And when you say the love is so old
that even God may have forgotten it—
then you’re writing something mythic.
A love that outlasts religion, flesh, even death.
A love not written in hearts and flowers,
but in erosion, reincarnation, and ruin.
To write that story,
let silence be your syntax.
Let time be your antagonist.
Let the never quenched desire be the lines between the paragraphs.
Let the lovers never quite align—
but make sure they always almost certainly do.
Let the reader hope.
Let them despair.
Let them carry that unanswered ache
with them after the last page closes.
Because that’s what a love story with no love in it really is:
A love story that hurts to believe in...
and hurts more not to.
— J. A. Springs

Author’s Note

This narrative was deeply inspired by the timeless and evocative song “A Thousand Years” by Christina Perri. From the moment I heard the song, its haunting melody and poignant lyrics resonated with me, capturing the essence of a love that transcends time and adversity.

I heard a calling from my heart for that same type of love—and I wanted the world to experience it with me.

The song’s theme of enduring love—waiting patiently, never giving up, and facing the passage of time with unwavering devotion—became the foundation upon which this story was built.

As I developed the main characters, Constance and Tempus, I often returned to the idea that their love, much like the one described in “A Thousand Years,” was both eternal and tested by the cruel hand of fate. The lyrics spoke to the longing and hope that defined their relationship, inspiring the shape of their journey—meeting, falling in love, being torn apart, and finding one another again.

The song’s message of steadfast love informed not just the plot, but also the emotional core of the story. Every decision they made, every trial they faced, was influenced by the idea that love can endure anything—even when it seems impossible.

It is my hope that this narrative captures the same timelessness and depth that Christina Perri’s “A Thousand Years” so beautifully conveys.

— J. A. Springs
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Chapter 1 “Echoes of Florence”
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PRESENT DAY - ATLANTA, USA
Where forgotten memory first stirs.

In the labyrinthine depths of Atlanta’s High Museum of Art’s archive room, a sense of hushed reverence enveloped two young women at work. Though both held the title of curator, they were currently assigned to a special project: preparing an upcoming exhibition that traced the changing ways humans have captured and preserved images of people across time. From carved stone busts and oil portraits to early photography and industrial-era lithographs, the project required careful selection from the museum’s vast and varied archive.

It was a welcome shift from the usual routine. Most days found Constance buried in climate-controlled galleries or lost in academic correspondences about provenance. But today, she was elbow-deep in dust, handling artifacts with the reverence of someone holding stories instead of stone.

She tapped her pen against a nearby box lid and glanced at the digital clock blinking 9:43. Across the room, Lynette hunched over a crate of framed prints, humming a slow jazz tune she claimed helped her focus. The rhythm of their working relationship was easy—Constance brought the precision, Lynette the spontaneity. Their shared sense of purpose grounded them, but this project had added a thread of excitement beneath the surface—curating a narrative of how we have tried to remember ourselves.

Their makeshift workstation stood in the middle of the archive, surrounded by neatly arranged tables strewn with stacks of lithographs, black-and-white photos, and weathered sketches. The soft hum of the computer provided a steady rhythm to their progress, punctuated by the occasional rustle of paper.

Constance stretched, rolling her shoulders. Boredom crept in easily, despite her passion. This was the job she had always wanted—but not every day in the dream was a masterpiece.

She reached for the next lithograph and paused. Her fingers lingered on its surface, as if coaxing something from the silence. A portrait. A man. Something about him... She leaned closer.

The man stood in partial profile, his head turned just enough to meet the viewer’s gaze with sharp, knowing eyes. His features were refined yet timeless—a strong jawline softened by the faintest suggestion of a smile, high cheekbones casting elegant shadows across his face. Dark hair swept back from a widow’s peak framed a pale, intelligent brow. He wore a long, buttoned coat with a high collar, something out of the late 18th century, yet his posture carried a quiet, confident defiance that felt oddly modern.

She couldn’t shake the sensation that she had encountered his face before, perhaps in a dream or a life unremembered. Yet the image, striking as it was, held its silence.

"Constance, what have you found there?" Lynette's voice broke through the air, laced with curiosity.

Constance turned to her friend, her expression a mix of confusion and intrigue. “It’s one of the lithographs for the upcoming exhibit,” she explained, gesturing towards the portrait. “But there’s something about him... I can’t quite put my finger on it, but he feels... familiar somehow.”

Lynette stepped closer, her eyes narrowing as she studied the image. “I see what you mean. He is handsome,” she murmured, her gaze flickering between Constance and the portrait. “There’s a certain intensity in his eyes, as if he’s seen things beyond...” she trailed off before picking back up the thought. “I don’t know. Like the scope of mortal understanding.”

Constance nodded, her mind buzzing with questions. “I can’t shake the feeling that I know him, though... like I’ve met him before,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

Lynette furrowed her brow, her expression thoughtful. “That’s impossible,” she replied with care. “This lithograph is centuries old. Whoever this man is, he would have been long gone by now.”

Despite Lynette’s logical explanation, Constance still couldn’t shake the sense of familiarity that gnawed at her insides. She glanced back at the portrait, a silent plea for answers echoing in her mind. Knowing that no answers would readily appear, she absently placed the item aside.

The two friends returned to sorting through the collection of lithographs, old photos, and paintings, their conversation drifting to other topics as they worked. Yet Constance’s thoughts kept returning to the mysterious man in the lithograph, his image haunting her like a ghost from the past.

It was then that Lynette’s sharp intake of breath broke the silence once more. “Constance, come look at this!” she called out, her voice tinged with excitement.

Constance hurried to Lynette, her heart pounding; Lynette’s urgent summons piqued her curiosity. As she peered over her friend’s shoulder, her breath caught in her throat.

There, amidst faded paintings, a figure strikingly resembled the lithograph’s man. Her heart skipped, but she pushed the feeling down. It was a trick of the mind, probably. People saw patterns in clouds, animals in inkblots. The man in the lithograph could have shared a dozen features with this one, and it still wouldn’t mean anything.

The painting’s composition and color palette suggested a much earlier period—likely the Renaissance. The man wore a velvet tunic with ornate gold trim and a wide lace collar, framed in a thick, dark wooden border that hinted at 16th-century craftsmanship. Unlike the formal pose of the lithograph, this version had a quiet dignity, with the man’s hand resting on a globe and his gaze tilted slightly downward, contemplative yet intense. Yet the eyes—sharp, penetrating, and hauntingly familiar—were unmistakably the same.

“Who is this man?” Constance’s fingers delicately grazed the image before her, her gaze fixed intently on the enigmatic figure. Everything else faded. The world became background noise.

Lynette looked over at Constance, noting her rapt attention. Lynette’s brows furrowed in contemplation, and she offered a nonchalant shrug. “Please tell me that was a rhetorical question,” Lynette asked, half serious. When Constance didn’t respond, Lynette continued. “I don’t know,” she replied, turning the small painting to inspect its back.

Attached to the rear was an index number, a discreet marker used for identification purposes for all pieces within the museum. Constance knew from their meticulous cataloging process that such numbers corresponded to detailed entries in the museum’s database, containing vital information about each piece’s origin and history.

Lynette sought further details on the painting. Without hesitation, she navigated to the nearby computer, swiftly inputting the reference number. Lines of text scrolled across the screen, and she read aloud the retrieved information.

“It says here that it’s a painting by a Rufgalio Durstrsky,” Lynette announced, her tone tinged with intrigue. She faced Constance, turning from her monitor. “He’s not widely recognized, but his works are scattered across various museum inventories.” She gave Constance a quizzical expression. “Oddly enough, there’s no mention of the subject’s identity.”

Constance’s curiosity stirred, a nagging feeling of connection to the mysterious man gnawing at her thoughts. A fleeting curiosity regarding the man’s identity made her consider researching him, but she gave up on the idea. She knew their primary task demanded attention.

With a resigned sigh, Constance pushed aside her intrigue. “Well,” she began, a shrug punctuating her words, “I suppose it’s inconsequential for now. Let’s focus on sorting through the rest of these items.”

Lynette nodded in agreement, returning to the table to resume their task. Together, they sifted through the remaining images, their conversation drifting back to the enigma of the unidentified man. Despite that, their dedication to their work remained steadfast.

But the mystery only deepened when Constance stumbled upon a black-and-white photograph from the 1800s, taken somewhere in Europe. Amidst the sea of historical records, Constance’s gaze fell upon a faded photograph tucked away in a dusty corner of a box. With a gasp of surprise, she reached out to retrieve it, her fingers trembling as she held the aged photograph in her hands. That man, pictured again, looked remarkably similar to the figure that fascinated her.

‘This is getting ridiculous,’ Constance thought.

Three images, across centuries, and she was convincing herself they looked the same? Her brain must be chasing connection where there was none. Humans were wired to find faces—even when they weren’t there.

In the photograph, he wore a dark waistcoat and tightly tied cravat, his posture rigid and unsmiling—hallmarks of the late 19th century’s early photographic processes, likely a daguerreotype or one of its successors. The sepia tones and faint blurring at the edges of the image gave it a ghostly quality, but the face was unmistakable.

“This is really weird,” Constance began, her brow furrowed in perplexity.

“What have you found now?” Lynette’s voice echoed with curiosity as she turned to look over Constance’s shoulder, her eyes widening in anticipation.

Constance’s heart raced as she examined the photograph, her breath catching in her throat at the sight of the familiar face staring back at her from the worn paper. “Look,” she whispered, her voice barely above a hushed tone, “it’s him again.”

“What?” Lynette’s curiosity piqued, causing her to lean over from the precarious stool she occupied, nearly sending it toppling over.

Reacting with quickness, Constance extended a supporting hand to steady her friend and colleague, their laughter mingling with relief as the stool found its balance once more. With a shared chuckle, they refocused their attention on the matter at hand.

“It’s that guy we saw in the lithograph, the one who bore a resemblance to the man in the painting?” Constance stated.

Lynette nodded, her interest clear. “Yeah, did you uncover something about him?”

Constance shook her head briskly. “No, not exactly.” With a deft movement, she retrieved the small black-and-white photograph, presenting it to Lynette. “But look at this—it’s another image that seems to resemble him.”

Lynette’s eyes widened in astonishment as she studied the image, her mind racing with questions. “But how...?” she began, her voice trailing off as she struggled to comprehend the significance of their discovery.

A vast time separated the creation of the painting and the lithograph, making it impossible for the same person to have created them both. However, the photograph was only a century old. The dating on the lithograph was already pressing the limits.

“Wow,” Lynette breathed, her eyes widening in astonishment.

As Lynette studied the photograph, a furrow creased her brow. “This is getting stranger by the minute,” she murmured, her voice tinged with uncertainty.

Constance nodded in agreement, her mind buzzing with questions. “It’s like... He’s everywhere we look today,” she mused, her gaze fixed on the image before them.

She wanted to believe it was a coincidence. A fluke. But something gnawed at her, a whisper of familiarity too vivid to ignore. And that made it worse—because it meant she was starting to believe something she couldn’t explain.

The two friends exchanged a meaningful glance, a silent acknowledgment of the inexplicable nature of their discovery. The mystery surrounding the painting—and its lack of identifying details—was mounting. Still, they searched for information about the photograph and the enigmatic figure it depicted.

They returned once more to the database, hoping to find information about the lithograph and the old black-and-white photograph. Unfortunately, their pursuit of an identity returned nothing, leaving them even less sure of what they believed was the same person.

“This can’t be the same person,” Lynette finally stated.

Constance, breaking her seemingly increasing fascination with the individual, turned to Lynette and said, “You’re right. The years are too dispersed between each of these for it to be the same guy looking like he hadn’t aged at all.”

Constance and Lynette, bewildered by the pictures, sensed a peculiar, inexplicable collection of faces spanning time. Despite their efforts, a rational explanation eluded them.

Unable to make sense of it, they set the images aside, their thoughts already drifting toward finishing their work. Whatever secrets lay hidden within the depths of history, Constance and Lynette would not find them in the records and archives contained on the computer.

With a shared glance filled with unspoken questions, they reluctantly set the images aside, their minds still buzzing with unanswered mysteries. They returned to sorting. The enigmatic figure, whose presence transcended time, lingered in their thoughts.

As Constance and Lynette continued to sift through the images, their focus distracted by the mystery before them, the sound of footsteps approached from the doorway.

“Connie, are you ready to go to lunch?” Sera’s voice floated into the room, her presence bringing a welcome interruption to the weird atmosphere.

Constance turned to greet her twin sister, a smile lighting up her face. “Hey, Sera,” she said warmly, momentarily forgetting the enigmatic images that had captivated her attention.

Sera’s eyes swept over the room, landing on Lynette. “Hello, Lynette,” she greeted with a nod, her expression curious.

Lynette returned the greeting with a smile, but before she could engage in further conversation, Constance’s movement drew her attention. The images spread before Constance drew her back.

As she turned to show Sera the intriguing images, her sister stopped in her tracks.

Sera’s gaze locked onto the photograph—then froze. Her shoulders tensed. A strange stillness settled into the room, like the moment before a storm hits. Constance noticed the subtle shift, a flicker of unease crossing her sister’s features, but before she could speak, Sera winced and brought her hands to her temples.

“Sera, what’s wrong?” Constance asked, concern lacing her voice as she rushed to her sister’s side.

Sera pressed her hands to her temples, a sharp intake of breath escaping from her lips. “My head... it hurts,” she muttered, her voice strained.

Constance’s heart sank at the sight of her sister in distress, her immediate focus shifting from the images to Sera’s well-being.

As Sera’s affliction subsided, she looked up at Constance with a bewildered expression, confusion clear in her eyes.

Constance wrapped her arms around her sister, offering comfort and reassurance. “Are you okay, Sera?” she asked softly, her concern palpable.

Sera nodded, her gaze distant, as if lost in thought. Unbeknownst to Constance and Lynette, a flood of memories from past lives surged through Sera’s mind, leaving her reeling with the newfound knowledge.

With a sense of foreboding lingering in the air, the trio exchanged uneasy glances, unaware of the profound revelation that Sera had just experienced. While they readied to depart, the man’s enigmatic images faded away, eclipsed by the mysterious events taking place.

As they left the archive, Constance cast one last glance at the table behind them. The images remained where they had been laid out—silent, still, and ordinary. Yet something about them tugged at her thoughts like a thread she hadn’t meant to pull. She told herself it was nothing. A coincidence. Just the human mind finding patterns in the chaos. Even as the door clicked shut behind her, the face remained.
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THE day’s events had unfolded, as they always do, and Constance and Sera found themselves at home later that night. In the cozy living room, nestled on the sofa’s soft cushions, Constance and Sera found comfort.

The room was all warmth and comfort. Plush sofas were arranged around a coffee table adorned with family photos and scattered magazines. Soft, ambient lighting cast a gentle glow over the space, creating an atmosphere perfect for relaxation after a long day.

Sitting side by side, their resemblance, while striking, was subtly distinct. Constance’s features were slightly sharper, with high cheekbones and a determined set to her jaw. Sera’s face, on the other hand, was softer, with gentle curves and a more contemplative expression.

Both women shared cascading waves of chestnut hair, but Constance’s fell in sleeker, more controlled waves, while Sera’s tumbled in loose, carefree curls.

Sera’s feet rested in her sister’s lap, her posture relaxed yet tense with internal turmoil. A furrow creased her brow, betraying the inner conflict she grappled with. Although she tried to hide her discomfort, the faint lines around her eyes betrayed her unspoken thoughts.

Constance’s gaze was tender as she looked at her sister. Concern was evident in the depths of her eyes. With a gentle touch, she massaged Sera’s feet, silently supporting her sister. It was in response to her sister’s time of need because of the effects of the recent headaches. When she spoke, her voice was soft and soothing, a beacon of reassurance amid Sera’s turmoil.

“Are you alright, Sera?” Constance’s words were laced with genuine concern as she searched her sister’s face for any sign of distress.

Sera hesitated just a second too long. Her answer came quickly after—but it was too smooth, too rehearsed. The kind of answer given when the truth was too heavy to say aloud.

She looked away, gaze flickering, lips pressing into a line. Whatever memories had returned, they weighed on her more than she would admit.

“How’s William?” she asked, a forced lightness in her tone as she tried to smile. It was a subtle yet deliberate attempt to avoid confronting the uncomfortable truths lurking beneath the surface.

Constance’s eyes shifted downward. A hint of sadness colored her response as she contemplated her relationship.

“He’s good,” she replied, her voice tinged with a hint of melancholy. She brought her hands together, touching her index fingers as she continued, “everything’s good, really. But...” she trailed off, her words hanging in the air, unfinished and unspoken.

While looking at Sera’s feet, Constance’s gaze turned introspective, her thoughts drifting to the emptiness inside that gnawed at her. Despite having everything she ever wanted—a loving partner, a successful career, and material comforts aplenty—there was a nagging sense of incompleteness that eluded her grasp, leaving her feeling adrift in a sea of uncertainty.

She wasn’t sure what she was looking for—only that it wasn’t here. And maybe that was the problem. It seemed that it had always been present. Right there in her life. At the center of her being, it felt like something had been erased—an absence waiting to be filled. As she grew older, that feeling that something was missing only got more intense.

This intimate moment between sisters was thick with unspoken tension, mirroring the intricate nature of their relationship. As they sat together in quiet contemplation, each grappling with their own inner demons, the bond that united them remained unbreakable. They were each other’s anchor.

Constance sighed, her brows furrowing in frustration as she turned to her sister.

“Sera, I just don’t understand,” she confessed, her voice tinged with uncertainty. “We’re only just twenty-three. Why should I be unhappy when I have everything I need?”

Considering her sister’s words, Sera’s gaze softened with empathy. She knew more than she was willing to reveal at this moment, her mind awash with fragments of past lives and forgotten memories. But now was not the time for confessions. Instead, she offered a gentle reassurance.

“Maybe you’re just confused, Connie,” she suggested, her tone thoughtful. “Perhaps you need to give more attention to your relationship with William. Maybe changing the stakes of the relationship, like moving in together, could bring you the clarity you seek.”

Constance’s eyes widened in shock at her sister’s suggestion.

“Move in with William?” she echoed, incredulous. “But Sera, I can’t imagine my life without you by my side. You’re my rock, my confidante...” her voice drifted off before she continued, saying, “I need you here with me.”

Leaning closer to her sister, Sera chuckled softly, a knowing glint in her eyes.

“Oh Connie, you know I’ll always be here for you, no matter what,” she reassured, her voice filled with warmth. “But sometimes, change can be a good thing. And who knows? Living with William might just bring you the happiness you’ve been searching for.”

Constance found the situation so absurd that she couldn’t help but laugh, and the tension of the moment dissolved into shared amusement.

“You’re being selfish, you know that?” she teased, nudging her sister playfully. “You just want the house to yourself.”

Sera’s smile lingered, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. It held there—delicate, performative—like something she was trying to believe herself. Still, warmth and light filled the room as Sera and her sister laughed together.

“Maybe I do,” Sera admitted with a playful wink. “But deep down, I just want what’s best for you.”

Despite the comfortable camaraderie of sisterhood, doubts persisted, eating at Constance’s heart as she sat with her sister.

“I appreciate your advice, Sera,” she began, her voice tinged with vulnerability. “But the truth is... I’m not sure if William is the one for me. There’s something missing, something... undefinable.”

As Sera reached out to squeeze her sister’s hand, her expression softened with understanding.

“Go for it, Connie,” she urged, her voice gentle yet firm. “You’ll find your way. I know you will. And I’ll be right here beside you, every step of the way.”

Looking at her sister, Constance’s gaze softened, a flicker of curiosity dancing in her eyes.

“You really think there’s something worth exploring with William, don’t you, Sera?” she asked, her voice laced with uncertainty yet tinged with hope.

Sera met her sister’s gaze with a reassuring smile.

“I do, Connie,” she affirmed, her tone filled with conviction. “I believe that there’s potential for something special between you two. But you won’t know unless you give it a chance.” Sera kept to herself the quiet truth—that even she didn’t believe what she’d just said.

Conflicting emotions swirled in Constance’s mind as she nodded slowly. She trusted her sister’s judgment without fail, knowing that Sera always had her best interests at heart. Yet, something in Sera’s tone lingered in her thoughts. Not quite doubt, but a quiet sense that her sister’s certainty came from somewhere deeper—somewhere Constance couldn’t quite reach.

“Alright,” Constance relented with a sigh, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “I’ll give it more time. Who knows? Maybe you’re right, Sera.”

As Constance spoke, Sera shifted on the sofa, her movements causing her t-shirt to ride up. Constance wondered if now was the right opportunity. One of their unspoken rituals after heavy talks was to break the mood—sometimes with laughter, sometimes with a ridiculous surprise. It was how they reset, how they reminded each other that things were still okay.

Seizing the opportunity for mischief, she launched herself at her unsuspecting sister, a playful grin on her face.

Sera let out a startled yelp as Constance landed on her with a playful thud, their laughter mingling in the air like music. “Connie, you scared the life out of me!” Sera exclaimed between fits of laughter, her cheeks flushed with mirth.

Constance grinned mischievously, her heart lightened by the shared moment of levity. “Sorry, Sera,” she chuckled, bumping her forehead lightly against her sister’s. “But I needed to keep you on your toes.”

With laughter fading and sisterhood’s comfort enveloping them, Constance silently vowed to heed Sera’s advice, giving her relationship with William a deserved chance. With Sera by her side, guiding her every step of the way, she knew that whatever the future held, they would face it together.

A comfortable silence settled between Constance and Sera, their breathing slowing into a steady rhythm as they lay side by side on the cozy couch. The dim light filtering from the few lamps cast a soft glow over the room, cocooning them in a sense of peace and contentment.

After a few moments of quiet, Sera turned to her sister, her expression thoughtful. “So, are you really going to give it a try with William?” she asked, her tone gentle yet probing.

Constance shifted slightly, her gaze meeting Sera’s with a mixture of determination and uncertainty. “I think so,” she replied slowly, her voice tinged with hesitation. “At least I’m willing to give it more time and effort. Who knows? Maybe something good will come of it.”

Sera nodded in understanding, a faint smile playing at the corners of her lips. “I hope so, Connie,” she murmured, her voice soft with sincerity. Though she smiled, her eyes betrayed her troubled thoughts.

Curiosity piqued, Constance turned to her sister, a questioning look in her eyes. “Why are you so invested in my love life all of a sudden, Sera?” she asked, a hint of amusement coloring her tone.

Sera’s expression softened, a fond glimmer in her eyes as she reminisced. “Oh, I don’t know,” she replied cryptically, a playful smile dancing on her lips. “Maybe it’s because I’ve seen a few of your past relationships come and go.”

As she spoke, Sera recounted a few of Constance’s previous boyfriends, each accompanied by the duration of their relationship. “There was Bert, one year and three months; Thomas, two years and six months; and let’s not forget Nathan, fifteen days.”

At the mention of Nathan’s name, both sisters erupted into fits of laughter. The absurdity of the short-lived romance bringing tears of mirth to their eyes.

When the laughter finally subsided, Constance leaned over to plant a tender kiss on Sera’s cheek, a silent expression of gratitude and affection.

With a contented sigh, Constance rose from the couch, stretching her limbs lazily. “I think I’ll turn in for the night,” she announced, casting a warm smile at her sister. “And Sera, I promise I’ll give it a try with William.”

Sera returned her sister’s smile, her heart warmed by Constance’s willingness to embrace the unknown.

“Goodnight, Connie,” she whispered softly, her voice filled with love.

As Constance slipped away into the shadows of the hallway, Sera lingered on the couch, her mind meandering through the labyrinth of potential futures awaiting her sister.

She yearned to guide Constance away from the treacherous paths that threatened to ensnare her in a fate she dreaded. A fate she could sense pressing closer, like an unnamed, unseen shadow. Yet, amidst the maze of uncertainty, one immutable truth stood firm—the unyielding bond between two sisters, bound by threads of love, laughter, and the precious moments they shared.
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Chapter 2: "Childhood Bonds"
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12TH CENTURY - FLORENCE, Italy
In the heart of Renaissance.

Florence was a magnificent city in a magnificent era, its sunlit streets alive with the vibrancy of 1168. The scent of blooming jasmine and the distant melody of church bells permeated the summer air. Noble families and merchants bustled through the narrow, cobbled alleys, their voices blending with the hawkers’ cries in the market square. The Arno River glistened under the midday sun, its waters reflecting the terracotta rooftops and the grandeur of the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore.

Far away were the conflicts occurring within the Italian peninsula. Emperor Frederick Barbarossa laid siege to the city of Alessandria in Piedmont, which was founded by the Lombard League in 1168 as a defensive measure against the Emperor.

Leonardo Auerelius and his lineage had their home in San Marino. Another local that was far from the fighting in the Holy Roman Empire. Here, Leonardo had put down roots with his family. Long enough to see that his enterprise did well. A small goods and import-export business that suited the area and was bound to succeed. Once that was completed, he planned to return to San Marino, a richer man.

Leonardo adjusted the wide-brimmed hat, shielding his eyes from the blazing sun. As he strolled through the Piazza della Signoria, he marveled at the newly constructed Palazzo Vecchio, its tower reaching ambitiously towards the heavens.

“Remarkable, isn’t it?” Giovanni Fiorianzo, his long-time friend and confidant, appeared at his side, a grin spreading across his tanned face. “Hard to believe they built it in our lifetime.”

Leonardo nodded, a smile playing on his lips. “Florence never ceases to amaze me. The city breathes ambition.”

Giovanni laughed heartily. “And you, my friend, are one of its most ambitious souls.”

They walked in companionable silence for a moment, the lively chatter of merchants and townsfolk enveloping them. Leonardo’s thoughts drifted, contemplating the bustling life around him. He had seen Florence grow from a modest town to this flourishing city-state during his many visits from his family home in San Marino. Florence’s prosperity reflected in the opulence of the buildings and the richness of its culture.

“Do you remember when we were boys?” Giovanni’s voice broke into his reverie. “We’d run through the streets like these brats...” Giovanni began before playfully swatting at one boy running between the two of them. “Dreaming of adventures beyond the walls of our town.”

“How could I forget?” Leonardo chuckled. “You always spoke of distant lands and great deeds. I was content just imagining the next day.”

Giovanni’s expression softened, his eyes reflecting a shared past. 

“And now look at us,” Giovanni continued. “You basically ran from San Marino. You’ve traveled more than most could ever dream, and I’ve settled into the life of a merchant. Funny how things turn out.”

A sudden burst of laughter drew their attention. A group of children chased each other around a fountain, their carefree joy a stark contrast to Leonardo’s reflections. He envied them, their innocence unburdened by the passage of time and the secrets he harbored.

“Giovanni,” he began, his voice barely above a whisper, “have you ever wondered if we are mere pawns in a grander scheme? That our lives, no matter how grand, are just fleeting moments in the tapestry of time?”

Giovanni looked at him thoughtfully. “I believe we make our own paths, my friend. Florence itself is a testament to human endeavor and spirit. And you, more than anyone, have shaped your destiny.”

Leonardo smiled, though his thoughts remained troubled. Giovanni could never understand the true extent of the pain he carried after receiving word from home. But here, in the heart of Florence, amidst the summer’s warmth and the city’s relentless heartbeat, he felt a momentary peace.

They continued their walk, the conversation shifting. The marketplace came alive around them, with vendors offering everything from silk to spices, the air thick with the promise of new possibilities. Leonardo breathed deeply, savoring the mingling scents and the warmth of the sun on his face. He had to tell his friend the news at some point. He wondered if it would hit Giovanni just as hard.

“Giovanni,” Leonardo began hesitantly.

Having caught Giovanni’s attention by the tone of address, the man stopped walking and peered at his friend. As he sharpened his focus on the lines of worry on his friend’s face, doubt and worry crept into his own mind.

Giovanni’s voice pierced through the bustling noise of the city. “What’s wrong, Leonardo?” he asked, his concern palpable.

Leonardo felt the weight of the moment approaching, yet he forged ahead.

“Alphonse...” His voice trailed off, emotion constricting his throat, threatening to spill over into tears.

“What about Alphonse, Leonardo?” Giovanni’s question was gentle, his hand finding Leonardo’s shoulder in a comforting gesture as he drew nearer.

Leonardo met Giovanni’s gaze, uncertainty flickering in his eyes. Would confiding in Giovanni solidify the reality of the news? Would it make it more permanent? His hand rose instinctively, covering his mouth to stifle the sob threatening to escape.

Sensing his friend’s distress, Giovanni moved closer, his touch firm as he guided Leonardo away from the crowded thoroughfare and into the relative privacy of a nearby alley.

“What is going on, Leonardo?” Giovanni’s concern was clear in his voice.

Leonardo steadied his breath, lowered his eyes slightly—people expected grief to have a shape. And then he spoke.

“Alphonse is dead.” The words rushed out, unplanned and raw. Leonardo couldn’t help but wonder if he was overplaying his grief, masking emotions that didn’t exist. Despite their shared blood, he had never been particularly close to Alphonse—a truth he’d kept from Giovanni all these years.

Leonardo paused, unsettled by the hollowness within. ‘Should I even be mourning him?’ He searched for something—anything—that resembled sorrow and came up short. His own self-interest had always outweighed any sense of brotherhood.

‘Did I care about him at all? What was he to me?’

After a long silence in his thoughts, he settled on a word—family. But not in the way people meant when they said it with affection. Not loyalty, not love—just blood. A connection by birth and nothing more.

He frowned. ‘Shouldn't I feel more than that?’

He tried to conjure a memory—a shared childhood laugh, a moment of true closeness—but each one felt thin, like echoes without a source. He could picture Alphonse’s face, but not how it had ever made him feel. And in that absence, something almost like shame flickered—then passed.

The status quo had always favored Alphonse. Though they were twins, it was Alphonse who was named heir to the Auerelius family fortune. And now, with his death, Leonardo saw what he had long coveted suddenly within reach.

Giovanni recoiled slightly, his expression one of shock as he absorbed Leonardo’s words. He listened with a sense of detachment as Leonardo recounted the tragic fate of his brother and sister-in-law, caught in the turmoil surrounding Alessandria in Piedmont.

It took some time for Giovanni to regain his composure, his features reflecting a mixture of sympathy and disbelief.

“He was a good man,” Giovanni murmured, more to himself than to Leonardo. “And a better friend than I deserved.”

Leonardo maintained his facade, ensuring his distress appeared genuine, even though inwardly he harbored conflicting emotions. He understood the importance of preserving his public image, aware that any hint of insincerity could tarnish his reputation. Despite the weight of his newfound freedom, Leonardo recognized the need to tread carefully in the aftermath of his brother’s demise.

For now, he would embrace this moment; this day in the ever-changing, ever-beautiful city of Florence. Tomorrow, his journey would continue, but today, he was simply a man among men, lost in the splendor of a magnificent era.
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FLORENCE, being situated in a valley surrounded by hills and close to the Arno River, experienced morning mists, especially during certain seasons or weather conditions. This morning, following their walk in the city, found Leonardo and Giovanni as they walked their tired horses back towards the stables.

Morning mist lingered in the valley, rolling softly between trees and open fields. It blurred the edges of buildings, casting the world in a gentle haze that dulled the city’s sharp lines and turned the familiar into something ethereal. Softening stone, blurring rooftops, turning Florence into a dream of itself.

A heavy silence hung between Leonardo and Giovanni like the fog. Each lost in their own thoughts, they were merely shadows of the camaraderie they once shared.

Giovanni’s mind wandered back to happier times, memories of Alphonse flooding his thoughts like a relentless tide. He missed the jovial laughter, the shared adventures, the brotherhood they once had. It pained him to think that Alphonse’s death weighed on Leonardo too, though they hadn’t spoken of it much at all since the day prior.

Leonardo, meanwhile, thought of none of these things. He couldn’t shake the anticipation of the final word on the family financial affairs. The prospect of gaining control over the fortune tantalized him, promising freedom from the suffocating grasp of his wife’s extravagant demands.

His wife, the niece of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, had driven them to the brink of ruin with her lavish desires. Leonardo couldn’t help but harbor resentful thoughts towards her, imagining darkly humorous ways to solve their financial woes.

As they neared the stables, a burst of youthful energy shattered the somber atmosphere. Tempus, Leonardo’s only child, greeted them with unabashed joy. His innocent enthusiasm brought a flicker of warmth to Leonardo’s heart, momentarily distracting him from his troubles.

“Yo, Tempus,” called out Giovanni before Tempus’s own father could greet him.

Giovanni smiled over at Leonardo, knowing he had preempted his friend, before returning his gaze to Tempus.

The young boy looked up at the man with adoration. “Zio, can you teach me to ride a horse like you?” he asked, tugging at Giovanni’s sleeve after finally coming to a stop beside him.

The quick sprint left a glow on Tempus’s skin. His breathing seemed none the worse for wear, despite the sprint from where he was at the stable gates to where he had spotted his father and Giovanni.

Giovanni’s face softened at the boy’s request, a faint smile playing on his lips. He glanced at Leonardo, silently acknowledging the bond they shared with the young boy. Despite their own burdens, they both cherished Tempus and the innocence he represented.

With a gentle pat on Tempus’s shoulder, Leonardo mustered a smile. “Of course, my boy,” he replied, his voice tinged with a hint of warmth. “Giovanni will teach you everything he knows about riding,” Leonardo started. But there was a caveat. “He can’t teach you this morning. Important tasks require our attention this afternoon; ensure your presence at the front by noon.”

“Yes, father,” said Tempus, his brows knitting together as his smile dimmed.

Leonardo smiled down at him. He hated having to disappoint his son. “I guess you can ask your Zio if he can take you out after that is done.”

Tempus beamed with delight, his eyes sparkling with anticipation. Unaware of the weighty thoughts weighing on the two men’s minds, he regarded them both with unwavering admiration.

As they led the horses into the stables, the burden of their troubles was momentarily lifted, replaced by the simple joy of a shared moment with family. In that fleeting moment, amidst the hay-scented air and the soft nickers of the horses, they found that it was easy to be in each other’s company.
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LATER in the afternoon, Tempus stood in the entry hall to the villa, fidgeting beside his mother. He tugged at the collar of his shirt, then the cuffs of his sleeves. Lady Aurelia shot him a warning glare, and he quickly folded his hands behind his back. His father didn’t notice. He rarely did.

Tempus had learned early not to expect warmth from his father. Leonardo’s affection, if it could be called that, came in measured silences and sharp expectations—not kindness. It wasn’t cruelty, exactly. Just an absence where something should have been. He hadn’t been asked to be here—he’d been ordered. And in Leonardo’s world, presence was obedience. Nothing more.

He pondered why they were waiting to greet someone in the villa’s hall. As far as he knew, there had been no indication that they would have visitors today. Not before his father had told him to be at the door at this hour. 

As the grand doors of the Auerelius family estate opened, Constance and Sera stepped hesitantly into the vast, echoing hall, their grief hanging around them like a heavy cloak. Tempus’s parents awaited them—Lady Aurelia standing with impeccable grace, Lord Leonardo beside her, his expression unreadable. Their smiles were performative, brittle at the edges.

Aurelia’s gaze swept over the girls like a merchant appraising goods. Her eyes, cold and calculating, belied the warmth in her voice.

She was every inch the noblewoman: refined posture, deliberate movements, and an aura honed in the courts of power. Born into the imperial circles of Frederick Barbarossa, she had grown up expecting more—more stature, more access, more meaning. Her marriage into the Auerelius family had secured the right name but little else. Florence was not the empire. And Leonardo was not an emperor.

What power she couldn’t claim through marriage, she seized within the home. Through discipline. Appearances. Influence. If nobility could not be expanded by title, then it would be asserted by force of will.

These girls, she saw now, were not family. They were opportunity.

“Welcome, Constance, Sera,” Lady Aurelia cooed, her voice dripping with false sweetness as she took in their appearance. “Such pretty girls, aren’t they, Leonardo?”

Lord Leonardo nodded curtly, his gaze lingering on the sisters with the disinterest one might afford a piece of unwanted correspondence. “Indeed, my dear,” he replied, his voice flat, habitual—a response more automatic than engaged.

“They resemble their mother,” Aurelia muttered under her breath, her tone dry, wholly disdainful. The words weren’t meant to be private—just quiet enough to feign civility while delivering the insult squarely. Her eyes scanned the girls like one assessing flawed merchandise.

She didn’t envy the girls—she envied their youth. That raw, unshaped potential. If molded correctly, they could become something valuable. If not, well... Florence had no place for softness. People were potential to Aurelia—assets to be refined, hardened, presented. She didn’t see tragedy in their arrival, only opportunity. And she would shape them, with or without affection.

Leonardo watched her from the corner of his eye, catching the gleam she didn’t bother to hide. He knew that look. It was the same one she wore at court years ago, when status hung on a glance and futures were written in whispers.

She’d married beneath her expectations, and he knew it. What she hadn’t gained through title or blood, she clawed for through appearances—control of the home, of perception, of people.

Let her play her games. If it made their household look more polished, more enviable, more powerful... then it served him just fine.

He didn’t care how she did it. Where she manipulated, he maneuvered. She groomed; he brokered.

Different means. Same result.

Children. Wives. Wards. All were pieces. All were strategy. In Florence, the ones who played best survived.

Leonardo had to agree, though. The resemblance to his brother’s wife was obvious, and to him, unfortunate. There was nothing of the Auerelius blood in their features, but that was to be expected—after all, the girls had been born during her first marriage.

As Leonardo continued to gaze at the two young girls, he had to admit that they were indeed a beautiful pair. “Beauty alone won’t secure their future,” Leonardo stated plainly.

Constance and Sera exchanged uneasy glances, sensing the undercurrent in the air that left them ill at ease. They felt like commodities being evaluated for their market worth rather than grieving orphans seeking refuge.

Lady Aurelia continued, her tone veering towards business-like efficiency. “We must consider how to best utilize their presence in our household. They could be of great benefit to us if we play our cards right, Leonardo.”

Leonardo grunted in response. His concern for the girls ended where their avoidance of him began. He had only reluctantly taken them in, considering that they had no other living relatives, to save his own face.

“Whatever,” Leonardo mumbled.

Constance bit her lip, feeling a surge of indignation rise within her at the callousness of their words. She tightened her grip on Sera’s hand, silently vowing to protect her sister from whatever the future had in store.

Sera’s eyes narrowed slightly, her intuition telling her that their relatives had ulterior motives. But she remained composed, masking her unease behind a facade of politeness.

As Lady Aurelia and Lord Leonardo continued their discussion in hushed tones, oblivious to the discomfort of the girls, Constance and Sera exchanged a silent vow to stay vigilant and navigate the waters of their new reality together.

The Auerelius household entryway framed Constance and Sera, their safe world destroyed by tragedy. Just days ago, they had been a happy family, their parents doting on them with love and affection. But now, their home lay in ruins, their parents stolen from them by the merciless hands of conflict between the Emperor and the Holy Roman Empire.

With nowhere else to turn, they had sought refuge with the relatives of their late stepfather, the Auerelius family. The lesser branch of the family, headed by Tempus’s parents, was known for their wealth and influence in Florence. But Constance and Sera belonged to the main branch, their family fortunes now tied to those before them.

The girls stood in the grand foyer, their nervous gazes flitting over the unfamiliar surroundings. Sera’s grip on Constance’s hand tightened in silent reassurance.

Tempus lingered in the shadows, watching Constance and Sera. His gaze settled on Constance, captivated by her quiet strength. Though he tried to remain unnoticed by his parents, Tempus couldn’t tear his eyes away from the scene unfolding before him. Something about Constance, a spark of determination in her eyes, captivated him.

Tempus remained discreet, not bringing attention to himself. His thoughts were swirling with questions and uncertainties. This marked his initial awareness of the two girls. Little did he know, the arrival of Constance and Sera would irrevocably change the course of his life, setting into motion a series of events that would bind their fates together in ways they could never have imagined.

As Lady Aurelia and Lord Leonardo discussed their plans for the girls, their voices barely above a whisper, Tempus continued to observe as the two girls looked around at their surroundings, their inspection unnoticed by Tempus’s parents.

“We can’t simply turn them away, Leonardo,” Lady Aurelia murmured, her brow furrowed with concern. “They are family, after all.”

Leonardo, his tone authoritative, made it clear that the girls were of little use. “What are we to do with these two?” he asked only to himself. He walked closer to the two and leaned down to peer at Constance.

Lady Aurelia seemed to have an idea that she presently gave to Leonardo. “Should we marry them off?”

“How old are you two, child?” Aurelia asked Constance, as she was the nearer of the two.

Constance cleared her throat. “We’re thirteen.”

Tempus blinked. ‘Same as me,’ he thought. It struck him strangely—how different they seemed despite sharing an age. He didn’t feel young, not anymore. Not in this house.

Leonardo’s sharp gaze flicked over them, his mind immediately assessing their value within the rigid expectations of the era. According to the Catholic Church, twelve was the minimum age for girls to be eligible for marriage. Technically, they were of an age where they might begin to attract interest, but eligibility alone did not make them suitable candidates—especially for noble families. Leonardo knew that more was required: refinement, education, and physical maturity.

“They’re hardly marriage material at their current age,” he stated bluntly. “Neither their minds nor their bodies are prepared for what would be expected of them.”

His eyes lingered on their posture and the way they carried themselves. They lacked the polished bearing of girls raised with the intention of securing advantageous matches. He imagined their lives thus far had been devoid of the rigorous education noble daughters received—instruction in household management, courtly manners, and the art of subtle conversation. Without these skills, no nobleman would consider them worthy of his lineage.

Moreover, Leonardo noted with clinical detachment that the girls still had the appearance of youth. Their frames lacked the signs of physical maturity necessary to assure any potential suitor that they could bear children, the ultimate measure of a wife’s value in their society. At this stage, they were little more than children themselves, and any proposition of marriage would be laughable.

The pressure of finances returning to him, Leonardo sighed, his thoughts momentarily drifting to the extravagant spending that had driven them dangerously close to ruin, and the arrival of these girls was yet another potential burden. Still, he couldn’t entirely dismiss their potential usefulness. If properly trained, they might one day secure alliances or provide some form of leverage. But for now, they were simply mouths to feed and responsibilities to bear.

With a dismissive wave, he sighed again. “Let us hope they prove more useful in the future,” he added, his tone laced with pragmatic detachment.

Aurelia’s lips thinned as she observed the girls. Her initial instinct was to reject them outright, to send them to a convent or some distant relative willing to take them in. But such a move would be seen as heartless by their peers, a mark against the Auerelius family’s reputation. She knew Florence thrived on appearances, and the slightest misstep could invite scandal or diminish their standing.

Still, the girls posed a complication she had not anticipated. They reminded her of her own youth, a time when she too had felt displaced and overlooked, striving to prove her worth in a household that valued status above all else. But unlike her, these girls had no family legacy to lean on. That made them both a liability and an opportunity. If she played her cards right, Aurelia could mold them into assets for the family.

With a curt gesture, Leonardo turned to Aurelia. “Take them into our home, Aurelia. Ensure they are clothed and fed. They’ll need every advantage we can provide if they’re to become anything more than burdens.” His voice carried the finality of a man accustomed to obedience, leaving no room for argument.

Aurelia nodded, though a flicker of hesitation lingered in her expression. She glanced at Constance and Sera, their small hands clasped tightly together, their wide eyes betraying their fear and uncertainty. For a moment, Aurelia softened, imagining what these girls might become with the right guidance. But just as quickly, she steeled herself, knowing that sentimentality had no place in their world.

“Of course, Leonardo,” she replied, her tone carefully neutral. “I’ll see to it immediately.”

Constance and her sister followed Aurelia as she led them deeper into the villa. Aurelia’s mind churned with calculations, weighing the cost of their upkeep against the potential benefits they might bring. She resolved to test their capabilities in the coming days, to see if they had any skills worth honing. And if not, well, there were always other ways to secure the family’s future.

As Leonardo watched them leave, he found himself once again consumed by thoughts of the family’s precarious position. His wife’s connections to Emperor Frederick Barbarossa had once seemed a blessing, but her relentless pursuit of luxury had turned their fortune into a fragile facade. The arrival of these girls added another layer of complexity to his already strained calculations. Still, he reminded himself, fortune favored those who adapted. Perhaps these girls would prove to be the unforeseen advantage he needed.

He turned away, his gaze settling out the opened door to the distant hills beyond Florence. The city thrived on ambition, and he would do whatever it took to ensure his family remained among its elite. For now, the girls were a gamble, but one he couldn’t afford to ignore.

Sensing his father’s imminent departure, Tempus silently withdrew, his footsteps light as he moved down the corridor.
He hadn’t meant to overhear—hadn’t even wanted to. Tempus clutched his belly. Listening to them discuss the girls like burdens had left a sourness in his stomach.
His presence hadn’t mattered anyway. Neither of his parents had acknowledged him once. Frustrated that his time with Zio had been stolen, and that these two strangers had upended his day, Tempus slipped away, unnoticed and unmissed.

His father’s earlier instructions were unnecessary; his presence hadn’t been required. They hadn’t even acknowledged his presence during the entire encounter. Frustrated at the interruption in his life causing him to miss out on spending time with his Zio, and the fact that the two girls were relative strangers to him, Tempus slipped away unnoticed.

As Leonardo and Aurelia exited the foyer, their voices fading into the distance, Tempus breathed a sigh of relief. As Tempus left, he cast a final glance back over his shoulder at where the two girls had been.

“They were pretty,” he mumbled to himself before turning and disappearing.

Despite lingering unease, he recognized his life irrevocably changed upon Constance’s and Sera’s arrival.
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THE garden had become their refuge.

In the quiet hours before dinner, Constance and Sera often escaped the suffocating hush of the villa to walk the gravel paths, the sound of their steps swallowed by leaves and birdsong. It was the only place that still felt like it belonged to them.

They weren’t the same girls who had arrived months ago. Florence had stripped them of certainty—but not each other. That had to be enough.

Sera wandered a few steps ahead, her fingers trailing through the hedgerow as though searching for something she couldn’t name. Lately, everything felt still—too still. She missed the noise of their old life, the color. She missed feeling seen.

“Do you ever wonder if they’ll send us away?” she asked, her voice low.

“Every day,” Constance answered. “But we haven’t given them a reason yet.”

Sera kicked at a stone. “I don’t want to be quiet all the time.”

“Then don’t,” Constance said, though her own voice was a practiced hush. “I’ll cover for you.”

Sera grinned, mischief returning. She always walked a step ahead, tugging Constance into her pace. Constance let her—half laughing, half watching for danger.

Their bond was their anchor. The tasks they performed in the villa were done with diligence and grace, but outside, under the open sky, they could be girls again. Constance carried her duty quietly; Sera resisted it with a smile.

Sometimes, Constance caught herself wondering what their mother would think of them now. Would she be proud of how well they’d adapted, or ashamed of how much they’d changed?

“Sometimes I forget,” Constance whispered. “What it felt like before.”

Sera didn’t answer. Her gaze had drifted upward, toward the upper floor of the villa. She squinted, a grin slowly spreading across her face.

“He’s watching us again,” she murmured.

“Who?” Constance followed her sister’s gaze.

There he was. Tempus. The quiet boy who said little, who never sat with them, but whose eyes always seemed to hold a world she couldn’t name.

“Did you see that, Constance?” Sera whispered, her voice alight. “I think someone’s intrigued by our little garden adventure.”

Sera’s heart jumped—not in fear, but in something else. Something brighter. Tempus never spoke much at dinner
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