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It is recommended to begin reading this saga from Book 1 to fully understand the unfolding of the story and the emotional growth of its characters. Each chapter is part of a larger journey, where past and present are deeply intertwined.
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​​DISCLAIMER – FICTION NOTICE
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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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VERONA - DAY 7
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Sartori household – 07:10 a.m.

The dining room was steeped in a dense silence, broken now and then by the clink of breakfast dishes and by the sounds drifting from Paolo’s room: packing tape peeling from the roll and sealing boxes; drawers opening to be emptied of their contents; the zipper of suitcases closing.

Monica set her cup down on the saucer with unusual gentleness, not taking her reproachful gaze off Antonio. He pretended to read the newspaper, shielded behind the pages.

In the kitchen, Sofia was squeezing oranges, keeping herself busy to avoid sharing a divided table. The argument between Paolo and his father the night before had left a bitter taste.

She placed bread and biscotti on a plate, took the glass of juice, and went up to her grandson’s room.

As she crossed the threshold, Sofia’s eyes moved over the empty shelves. The books, trophies, and medals now waited in boxes, ready to be taken away. The wardrobe stood open, with no clothes left to keep.
Paolo lifted his gaze as he sensed her presence.
“Nonna... how long have you been standing there? Come, sit down,” he said, gesturing toward the bed.

“Long enough to understand there is no turning back,” she replied with a trace of resignation, handing him the glass of juice and the plate.

Paolo leaned in and placed a loud kiss on her forehead.

“Thank you for breakfast.”

The screech of brakes came from outside. Paolo glanced out the window.

“The moving van is already here,” he whispered, watching the driver step out of the vehicle.

Sofia stood and took hold of his arm.

“My child, I just want to understand... why now,” she said, looking into his eyes.

“Nonna,” he said, resting his hand over his grandmother’s, “I have been thinking about this for years. But only now do I have the clarity to do it.”

A few minutes later, from the window, Sofia watched the scene like a film she had no power to stop: Gianni and Paolo loading suitcases and boxes into the van; then the bicycle, secured for transport; finally, Monica approaching slowly, speaking with Paolo... and the farewell embrace.

When she saw the van pull away, Sofia closed the curtains and left the room. She paused for a few seconds in the hallway, her chest tight, her restless fingers drumming against the wall.
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09:40 a.m.

In the hotel dining room, the members of Gaia’s Cry sat at the table, sharing breakfast.

Inquisitive glances moved back and forth between bites and sips of coffee: Camila, her hair still damp from the shower and showing signs of not having slept enough; Chester and Paul, with visible dark circles, lamenting the number of negronis consumed the night before; and Jared, exchanging flirtatious smiles with a young woman at the table across from them.

With a mischievous smile, Charles let the knife fall onto his plate. The sharp sound was enough to make everyone stop chewing. 

Paul brought his hands to his head, as if trying to rearrange his brain.

“Mmpff,” was all that could be heard from Chester after he blinked several times.

“Good. Now that I have your attention, let us go over the day’s agenda,” Charles announced, holding back a laugh at their disoriented expressions.

Then Brenda opened the laptop on the table and the calendar appeared on the screen. With a half-eaten piece of bread in her hand, she began to read aloud.

Camila crossed her feet beneath the table, her fingers beginning to toy with the corner of her napkin. Brenda’s voice seemed to drift away into an unintelligible murmur.

Her mind replayed the night before, again and again. Her eyes lit up.

She took a deep breath. What she had not lived in seven years had accumulated in seven days, with an intensity that overwhelmed her.

“Cupid seems to be working overtime,” someone at the table remarked, bringing Camila’s attention back to the present.

She blinked and let out a soft laugh.

“It is the magic of Italy,” Jared added with a playful tone. “You should try it too, Chester.”

“I would rather keep my soul intact,” Chester replied, getting up to head to the buffet.

Camila shook her head as she stood.

“Go ahead, keep having fun. I will be in the lounge with the piano, rehearsing the solo for tonight,” she said in farewell, walking away down one of the corridors.

With her steps softened by the carpet, Camila walked down the hallway, crossing paths with faces that had already become familiar, greeting them politely.

A man carrying a tuba, as he passed by her, said:

“Good luck tonight.”

She replied with a smile and a thumbs-up.

As she crossed the lounge’s threshold, she found the piano occupied by another musician. Camila puffed her cheeks, unsure whether to stay and wait or come back later. She chose the former and settled into one of the armchairs.

She set her bag on the floor and picked up her phone to check her messages. One in particular was already waiting for her:

📱Paolo: Buongiorno, principessa. Did you rest well? I have a hectic day ahead of me. I will tell you all about it later. Let me know when it is a good time to call you. A kiss.

She smiled with tenderness, and just as she was about to reply, she caught, out of the corner of her eye, the glossy heels and patterned skirt of someone approaching.

It did not particularly catch her attention until the heels stopped beside her. Then Camila looked up.

A tall woman with silver hair was watching her with a subtle smile. She had the feeling she had seen her before, but could not recall when or where.

“Good morning, Camila,” she said, extending her hand with formality. “I am Sofia Zurzolo.”

“Good morning,” Camila replied, shaking her hand without recognizing her.

Sofia added, “I am Paolo Sartori’s grandmother.”

Camila stood up abruptly; her heart was lurching.

Of course—she had seen her with Paolo the night of the opening.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Mrs. Sofia,” she said at last, still unable to hide her astonishment.

Sofia smiled to the side, lifting her chin slightly.
“Camila, I do not want to take up your time,” she said, glancing around. “I only need to understand something.”
Camila gestured to the armchair beside her, inviting her to sit.

Sofia settled calmly and continued without hesitation:

“You know? Seeing Paolo under pressure, meeting expectations and giving in is nothing new. But seeing him set boundaries with Antonio and move out is...”

“Move out?” Camila interrupted, incredulous, barely processing the word.

Sofia raised an eyebrow.

“You didn’t know? He left early this morning.”

Camila picked up her phone and reread Paolo’s message: “I have a hectic day ahead of me.”

She looked back at Sofia, running a hand through her hair.

“Heavens. He did it.”

Sofia nodded, as if she had read her thoughts. She waited for a comment from Camila, but none came.

That expectant silence made Camila feel scrutinized, even accused. She rested her elbow on the arm of the chair.

“So... do you think I have something to do with this? Otherwise, you would not be here,” she asked at last, gathering all the composure she could.

Sofia admitted it with a slow, honest nod, without foreseeing what would follow.

She immediately saw Camila’s eyes sharpen, the dark brows lifting little by little. Her face moved closer until it was only inches away. Sofia shivered.

“Mrs. Sofia, with all due respect,” Camila said, unable to temper her intensity, “you and your family have raised someone extraordinary, yet you seem not to realize it. Keeping them caged is not the same as protecting them. And believe me, I know... because I, too...” —she broke off abruptly.

She stood up and raised her hands in a gesture of self-control. Sofia was left speechless.

“I am sorry. Truly,” she said with sincerity. “Making people uncomfortable is something I was born with,” she added, lowering her gaze with an ironic smile.

Sofia’s expression shifted, from initial astonishment to something close to admiration. She narrowed her eyes slightly and said:

“I know. I see it in your music...” —she paused— “there is something in it that unsettles, that challenges. And, frankly, it troubles me.”

Camila looked at her with a touch of softness.

“Then I achieved my goal,” she replied, a faint laugh slipping through.

Sofia could not hold back a quiet laugh and brought her fingers to her lips.

Camila turned toward the piano. It was now unoccupied.

“Allow me to unsettle you with something,” she said, taking a few steps forward and settling onto the stool.

Sofía looked at her with a “let's see what you got” expression and stepped closer to the piano.

The notes of La Campanella by Franz Liszt echoed through the grandmother’s astonished ears. Sofía watched the agile, precise fingers gliding across the keys. Camila’s classical training was unmistakable.

When the piece came to an end, Sofía applauded softly.

“Bravo,” she said instinctively. Then, gesturing toward the grand piano, she asked, “May I ask why you gave it up?”

Camila kept her gaze lowered to the keyboard, carefully weighing her answer.

“I did not give it up. I rebelled,” she replied, finally turning toward Sofía.

An “Oh” formed on Sofía’s lips, though she never voiced it aloud. The puzzle pieces began falling into place: at some point in her life, Camila too had felt trapped in a cage.

She lowered her gaze for a few seconds and moistened her lips.

“You were just a young girl, and... what young person does not make mistakes?” she said before moving to what truly concerned her. “Forgive me if I am crossing a line, but was your relationship with Liam perhaps the hardest mistake of all?”

Camila parted her lips slightly. The bluntness of the question did not surprise her, but one particular word grated against her. Her gaze steady, she answered without hesitation:

“Liam was not a youthful mistake. He was a choice. And his mistake...” she corrected herself, “our mistakes came years later. But one thing I know for certain: this conversation would never have happened if I fit other people’s expectations.”

Sofia had expected elaborate answers or excuses; instead, she found unfiltered truths.

Her shoulders relaxed for the first time that morning. She understood. More than she had set out to.

“Thank you, Camila. Until another day,” she said with a faint smile, adjusting her bag.

She turned and walked calmly toward the exit.

Camila remained still until she saw her disappear down the hallway.

On impulse, she picked up her phone and began to write a message to Paolo, but stopped. Perhaps it was not the right moment to talk about what had happened, especially if he was going through a difficult time.

She deleted what she had written and started again:

📱Camila: Buongiorno, prince. Yup. This promises to be a crazy day. But we will know how to navigate it. Kisses.

She hit send, set the phone aside, and focused on the keyboard. On what she had come for in the first place.
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11:45 a.m. 

Elsewhere in the city, Gianni was waiting for Paolo. Parked outside the university, with the windows down against the morning heat, he was flipping through a used-car brochure with careful attention.

The two of them had spent part of the morning settling Paolo’s belongings into the shelves and closets of the newly rented apartment. Now, Gianni had decided to give his brother one final push.

Paolo stepped out of the classroom with his backpack slung over one shoulder, his pace hurried and his mind already running through a list of things to do. As soon as he left the campus behind, he found Gianni waiting for him.

“There is our young independent man,” Gianni joked, giving him a pat on the back. “Come on. We have a dealership waiting for us.”

Paolo looked at him, puzzled.

“What are you talking about?”

“You need your own four wheels, brother,” Gianni replied confidently. “I am not talking about a brand-new car, but I am not putting you in a rolling toaster either.”

Paolo laughed out loud and let himself be dragged along without protesting.

While Gianni drove, Paolo pulled his phone from his backpack with more anxiety than usual. He went straight to his messages. There it was—the one he had been waiting for. Camila had written: “Yup. This promises to be a crazy day. But we will know how to navigate it.”

With a smile impossible to contain, he leaned back in his seat. That single line was enough to restore his energy. He replied immediately:

📱Paolo: Do you have time for a crazy lunch? I mean a kiosk panini and eating in the car 🤭

The reply came almost instantly:

📱Camila: Challenge accepted 😃 I’ll be waiting for you.

***
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Gianni pulled into the lot of a dealership far from the historic center. The rows of cars, their specification signs clearly displayed, offered all kinds of possibilities.

The brothers stepped out of the vehicle and walked calmly alongside one of the salesmen.

“If you are looking for something compact and efficient, I would recommend those options,” the young man said, pointing toward a section.

After looking over a few models, Paolo’s attention settled on a graphite-colored compact car. Gianni inspected every detail with a critical eye.

“It looks good. And it is not badly equipped at all for someone who has never had to pay a maintenance bill in his life,” he joked.

Paolo let out a sigh.

“Thanks for reminding me, Gianni. From now on, every kilometer I drive will be a reminder of my responsibilities.”

At last, after a short test drive, Paolo made his decision. The salesman sealed the deal with a handshake while Gianni made a theatrical gesture.

“Our little Paolo is growing up,” he said, pretending to wipe away a tear.

The salesman could not help laughing at the scene.

“The transfer documents will be ready this afternoon,” he informed them. “In the meantime, we will prepare the car so you can pick it up later.”

“Perfect. Thank you,” Paolo said, his hands resting on the hood.

He then turned toward Gianni with a triumphant wink.

“Come on. Let’s eat.”
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01:20 p.m.

Gianni pulled up in front of Camila’s hotel and, before Paolo could step out of the car, someone opened the door and slipped into the back seat. Both brothers turned at the same time, startled.

“Ciao, ragazzi,” Camila greeted them with a mischievous smile, almost unrecognizable with her hair tied back in a ponytail, an Inter Milan cap, and enormous sunglasses.

The brothers exchanged an amused glance.

Then Gianni hit the accelerator with almost urgent speed, pulling away from the swarm of reporters surrounding the hotel.

Paolo reached his arm back, searching for Camila’s warmth. She took his hand between both of hers and rested her chin against the back of the front seat to whisper in his ear:

“How did the move go?”

Paolo turned his head, surprised.

“How do you know that?”

Camila narrowed her eyes with mock mystery.

“Because I see eeeeverything,” she replied, deliberately roughening her voice.

“Now you are actually scaring me,” he said, pretending to be alarmed.

Within minutes, they arrived at a quiet plaza, and Gianni parked near a bench. They sat down, pulled the panini from a paper bag, and shared lunch over light conversation.

“Ready to shine tonight?” Gianni asked, wiping sauce from his fingers with a napkin.

Camila finished chewing before answering:

“Always ready. Though I admit the Roman Theatre intimidates me a little.” She turned toward Paolo. “Just try not to let me see you in the audience. I might forget the lyrics.”

“Are you kidding?” he replied. “The guys and I have tickets for the VIP section.”

Camila nearly choked down her soda in one gulp.

“Wait. Did you say ‘the guys’?”

Gianni stood to stretch his legs and jumped in before Paolo could answer:

“That is right. Team Bellini, my date, and me included.”

Camila looked upward with an expression that practically said, Oh, heavens.

“I am going for coffee,” Gianni announced. “Do you want one?”

Paolo and Camila gave him thumbs-ups. Gianni nodded and walked off calmly, giving them space.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the inquisitive yet patient look beside her. She had expected it. She had planted the seed herself because she had no intention of hiding anything from him. Taking a deep breath, she turned toward Paolo. He lifted his eyebrows slightly, letting her know he was ready to listen.

“No, I am not a witch who sees everything,” Camila began with a nervous giggle. “I had an unexpected visitor this morning.”

“Oh?” was all Paolo managed to say as his mind began racing through every possibility.

“A beautiful woman named Sofia Zurzolo,” Camila finally admitted.

“Nonna...” Paolo murmured with a trace of frustration, pressing a hand to his forehead. “And what did she say to you? What did she want?”

Camila moved a little closer and caressed his cheek.

“She only wants to understand you. Because she loves you.” She tilted her head before softening her tone. “Hey, if my grandmother were still alive, I promise you she would do the same.”

Paolo’s features softened, and he wrapped an arm around Camila. After a few seconds of silence, he murmured into her ear:

“Yeah. She is beautiful, right?”

At that moment, Gianni returned, balancing the hot cups between his hands.

Shortly afterward, the three of them headed back to the car. The brief calm ended there.
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04:35 p.m.

In the bathroom of his apartment, Paolo calmly rinsed the last traces of shaving foam from his face while the cool water from the shower washed away the remnants of his recent session at the Bellini Center.

Wrapped in a towel, he stepped into the mezzanine and paused for a few seconds, drumming his fingers against the glass railing.

The soft chill of the air conditioning running for the first time, the neatly made bed with fresh sheets, his new car waiting in the underground garage. Quiet signs of a life that, at last, was beginning to feel like his own.

At the same time, in another corner of Verona, Camila sat on her bed with her knees drawn up. Beside her lay the notebook that had remained open since the night before. She brushed her fingertips across the page while her eyes moved slowly over the words.

The song, still untitled, waited to be finished.

Is this real? Do I really deserve this?

She shook her head and set the notebook aside.

She needed to talk to someone. Someone capable of seeing everything from the outside, without embellishment.

She picked up her phone, and her fingers moved on their own, guided by a need she could not even name. Then it appeared. Father Santiago’s name among her contacts.

Her thumb stopped mere millimeters from the call button.

No. Not today.

***
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The Roman Theatre — 5:30 p.m.

The Roman Theatre pulsed with the anticipation of the night ahead. The members of Gaia’s Cry moved with precision, making sure every detail was in place—from the arrangement of the screens to the synchronization of the lights.

With the soundcheck already completed, technicians moved back and forth making final adjustments.

Onstage, Chester maneuvered his drone with the skill of a film director, capturing aerial shots of the theatre bathed in the golden light of late afternoon. The ancient stones, the hidden passageways, the stretching shadows... everything seemed to carry an almost magical aura, one destined to fuel the visual inspiration behind the film score they were about to create.

The Roman Theatre pulsed with anticipation for the night ahead. The members of Gaia’s Cry moved with quiet precision, making sure every detail was exactly where it needed to be—from the placement of the screens to the synchronization of the lights.

With soundcheck already finished, technicians continued moving back and forth, handling the final adjustments.

Onstage, Chester maneuvered his drone with the confidence of a film director, capturing aerial shots of the theatre bathed in the golden glow of late afternoon. The ancient stonework, the hidden passageways, the stretching shadows... everything carried an almost magical atmosphere, the kind destined to fuel the visual inspiration behind the film score they were about to create.

Once the routine was over, the group stepped away for a quick snack before getting ready for the concert. Ever attentive, Brenda took Camila by the arm and guided her toward the stone seating, away from the noise and movement.

“Everything in place, Cammie?” she asked, arching an eyebrow as she dropped onto the first step.

Camila smiled faintly, absently playing with one of her rings. She knew Brenda was not the kind of person who asked questions without already knowing the answer.

“You know me too well,” she admitted softly.

“Obviously.” Brenda let out a brief laugh and shook her head. “The Camila I left last night at Giardino Giusti is not the same one sitting here today.”

Camila lowered her gaze and nodded with a calm smile.

“She is not.”

Brenda narrowed her eyes slightly, sensing something deeper beneath that response.

“What changed?”

A brief silence followed. Camila inhaled slowly before answering, as though she were still trying to process everything she had lived through.

“Let’s just say... someone managed to see the Camila from all those years beyond her mistakes.”

Brenda said nothing. She simply watched her, brushing a loose strand of hair behind Camila’s ear.

She took her hand, and together they walked toward the dressing rooms to start getting ready.

The group slipped into their preparation ritual. Eyes were lined with careful precision; Chester made sure his black nail polish was flawless, while Jared smoothed the leather of his jacket as though it were an extension of himself. 

Camila and Brenda tightened the laces of their scarlet corsets. And Charles watched each of them out of the corner of his eye while tying his “lucky bandana” around his head.

Paul pulled his hair into a half ponytail, though the rebellious strands reacting to the humidity refused to cooperate.

“Ready for battle, warriors?” he asked, raising one arm into the air.

The other five joined in, their hands colliding in a unified cheer.

**
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The Roman Theatre 6:45 p.m.

Paolo parked the car in the designated area and removed the sunglasses that had shielded him from the evening light during the drive. Locking the door behind him, he started toward the entrance.

In the distance, he spotted Gianni waving him over. He was already waiting in line with Team Bellini and their dates. They greeted each other with jokes and playful pats on the back.

The young woman holding Marco’s hand stepped closer to Paolo.

“So you really met Camila on the plane?” she asked, her eyes shining with curiosity.

Before Paolo could answer, another girl chimed in:

“And the rest of the band at the festival opening?”

Paolo nodded with a soft laugh.

“That is right.”

Their exchange was interrupted by the voice of an attendant holding a scanner in hand.

“Please have your tickets ready.”

The line began moving forward quickly.

The flow of people gradually spread across the stone seating, filling the rows little by little. Paolo and his group made their way down a side staircase until they reached the VIP section directly in front of the stage.

Sponsor logos flashed across the screens, interwoven with festival footage and announcements for upcoming dates.

Settling into his seat, Paolo rested his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands beneath his chin.

An elbow nudge made him blink.

“Did you ever imagine something like this?” Gianni asked playfully.

“Seeing the band? Sure. Finding her? Not even in my wildest dreams,” Paolo replied, lost in thought.

Gianni gave his shoulder two friendly pats.

At the scheduled hour, the theatre lights began to dim little by little until the entire venue was swallowed by darkness, unleashing a wave of anticipatory screams. The screens froze into a deep shade of blue.

Amid the shadows, the members of Gaia’s Cry took their places onstage.

Suddenly, a powerful chord thundered through the speakers, deep and immersive.

A beam of light tore through the darkness, illuminating Jared first, his guitar already in command.

The theatre erupted into screams.

Then Chester emerged, driving the rhythm of the opening song: Navajo Dream.

From the shadows, Camila’s voice broke through like thunder:

“Bare feet upon unfamiliar ground.”

The spotlights burst on at once, and the roar of the crowd rose all over again.

Paolo, meanwhile, could only stare with his mouth slightly open, unable to make a sound. One hand pressed against his chest, trying to steady his heartbeat.

The second song opened with the sound of a gunshot and distant echoes of artillery rising from Paul’s keyboard. Chester’s rhythm was relentless, almost military in nature.

The giant screens lit up with reality stripped bare: bombed Ukrainian cities, civilians running for shelter, shattered toys scattered across desolate streets.

A Voice in Kyiv did not ask for permission. It imposed itself.

The images stirred an uneven murmur through the crowd: discomfort in some, empathy in others, pain, outrage... and even indifference.

The setlist rolled on without pause, moving from the band’s “classics” into the repertoire from their “dark era.” Wrong House, A Thousand Lies, and Mea Culpa brought the audience to its feet. A sea of raised arms and swaying heads moved in rhythm with the drums.

In the VIP section, Enzo mimicked Chester while Luca copied Jared. Even though Paolo barely blinked, the constant sway around him kept shifting him gently from side to side.

As the final song approached, Camila took the microphone and stepped toward the edge of the stage, scanning the crowd until she found him. Paolo moved just enough to make himself visible among the sea of people. She smiled at him for a few seconds, but something in her expression softened as the thought settled in: another day was coming to an end.

She raised one hand, asking for silence. Little by little, the noise faded into a murmur.

“The next song is in honor of someone who is no longer in this world.”

The remaining whispers died away completely.

Camila lowered her gaze for a moment before continuing:

“And the person left behind still carries that absence.”

At the keyboard, Paul swallowed hard. That song had been written for his boyfriend.

Camila stepped forward and leaned toward the audience.

“Never take for granted the time you have together.”

The words pierced through Paolo with perfect accuracy, just as they did many others in the crowd.

Camila sat down at the piano and drew a deep breath.

“This is for you, Ethan,” she said, pointing toward the sky.

With a single opening solo, the melody drew an immediate roar from the audience, who recognized the song at once. Then Camila’s voice rose—restrained at first, then steady and sure—spreading through the entire Roman Theatre.

Paul exhaled slowly as the first cellphone lights began flickering on shyly, like tiny fireflies scattered through the shadows. Then, in an unstoppable domino effect, the stone seating transformed into a sea of trembling lights, a luminous offering rising toward the stage.

By the time the chorus arrived, the audience had merged with Camila’s voice, singing in unison. Paolo blinked several times, deeply moved as his gaze wandered across that ocean of lights.

The rest of the band joined in then, following Chester’s cue from behind the drums.

The final note arrived, sustained by the instruments as the audience answered with applause, whistles, and shouts.

The band stepped away from their instruments and gathered at the edge of the stage. Hand in hand, they bowed several times, but the ovation only kept growing.

Camila felt Paul’s hand tighten around hers. She looked at him. He was on the verge of breaking apart emotionally.

Without thinking, she rose slightly on her toes and kissed his cheek.

The gesture did not go unnoticed and sparked fresh reactions throughout the crowd.

At last, she took the microphone to say goodbye:

“Grazie, Verona! Siete stati incredibili! Non vediamo l’ora di rivedervi!” she exclaimed in Italian.

The band jogged off the stage together in shared complicity, while the unstoppable applause continued chasing after them from the stands.
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In the VIP section, Paolo remained motionless, his gaze fixed on the now-empty stage while the rest of the group waited for the crowd to clear out.

Luca walked over and hooked an arm around his neck with a mischievous grin.

“Sartori, did you teach Camila Italian in just seven days?”

Paolo turned his head to answer, amused by the joke.

“Nah. She studied for two years in Trieste. At a convent boarding school.”

Luca raised his eyebrows.

“Nuns?” he repeated before bursting into laughter.

Paolo laughed too, shrugging as he admitted to himself that the woman they had just watched onstage did not exactly fit the image of a religious upbringing.

Once the area had thinned out, the group made their way toward the exit, exchanging thoughts about the concert or humming bits of the songs.

When they reached the parking lot, they said goodbye with hugs before heading off in different directions.

Paolo stayed beside his car and typed out a message:

📱 Paolo: Stage Camila completely blew me away. Seeing you live is on another level 🥹 I will be waiting in the parking lot. Take your time. My autograph can wait 😏

Back in the dressing rooms, with their makeup partially smeared and their arms still tense from the adrenaline, Gaia’s Cry celebrated the success of the night in a tight group embrace.

Paul, his eyes slightly glassy, let out a shaky breath.

“They knew the lyrics. My God... they knew the lyrics.”

The embrace tightened even more, and Jared gave him a couple of gentle pats on the back.

Charles leaned in and pressed a kiss to Brenda’s bare shoulder.

Then a figure appeared in the doorway—someone from the event committee.

“Whenever you are ready, the autograph table outside is already set up.”

With one final smile, the group finally pulled apart.

Camila’s phone vibrated inside her backpack. She pulled it out quickly, read Paolo’s message, and a small shiver of excitement ran down her spine.

She replied immediately:

📱 Camila: See you outside.

The side corridor greeted them with a burst of screams, overlapping voices, phones held high, flashes exploding as they passed. Chester and Jared synced with the crowd immediately, posing, tossing out improvised comments, and returning the energy with knowing gestures.

On the table, T-shirts, albums, and posters slid nonstop, barely touching the surface before disappearing again into eager hands.

Camila was caught in that constant movement, surprised by the closeness, the genuine warmth of those who approached. Even so, she was in a hurry. Someone was waiting for her.

About half an hour went by before Jared touched her shoulder and leaned toward her ear.

“Leave this. We’ve got it.”

She looked at him, confused. He repeated, lower:

“Grab my hoodie from the dressing room and go out with the hood up. No one will notice.”

She gave him a sideways smile and, without wasting time, slipped back into the dressing room. She changed out of her stage clothes and wiped off the dark makeup with quick, hurried movements. Minutes later, she slipped out through the crowd, hood pulled over her head and backpack on her shoulders. Once she reached a clearer stretch of space, she started running.

The warm Verona night breeze pushed her hood back and tousled her hair as she ran. 

Paolo waited beside the car beneath the yellow glow of the streetlights. But the fragile calm slowly began to crack under flashes of memory he could no longer keep under control: his father’s voice echoing through the whole house the day before; Giardino Giusti, when his world had collapsed for a few endless minutes.

He drew in a deep breath, though the air only tightened against his chest. A faint wave of dizziness forced him to close his eyes as he rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers.

The sound of sneakers striking the gravel pulled him out of his thoughts. He looked up and saw her appear—messy-haired and wrapped in an oversized hoodie. So her.

He straightened and closed the distance until his arms wrapped around her. Camila kissed his cheek, and he held her even tighter against him.

“Bravo,” he whispered against her ear. “You were spectacular.”

“That is because you were there,” she replied with playful tenderness, though she could not ignore that something in him still felt off.

Camila stayed still for a few seconds. Then, threading her fingers through Paolo’s messy curls, she asked softly:

“Are you okay?”

He clung to her a little more tightly. After a few seconds, he answered in the same whisper:

“Just hold me, please?”

Camila gave a subtle nod, understanding.

They stayed like that, motionless in a tight embrace, while Paolo’s breathing slowly began to steady itself again.

Neither of them knew how much time had passed before the echo of voices and footsteps finally reached them. A group of people leaving the theater spilled into the parking lot.

Paolo pulled back just enough to shake his head.

“Wow... sorry about that, principessa. I am okay,” he said at last, managing a faint smile.

Camila held his gaze.

“Do not apologize, mio principe. You carry a lot on your shoulders.”

Paolo leaned in, his lips brushing against Camila’s for a few seconds before the kiss deepened, slow and unhurried.

When they finally pulled apart, he took Camila’s backpack with one hand and wrapped his free arm around her waist.

“Come on. Let us go for a drive,” he said, his voice sounding a little lighter now.

Camila looked at him curiously, though she let him guide her without asking any questions.

They walked a few more steps until Paolo stopped beside his car. He opened the back door and set Camila’s backpack on the seat.

Camila let her gaze travel over the vehicle and could not hold back the comment.

“This is not Gianni’s car.”

Paolo spread his arms in an almost theatrical gesture.

“No, miss. This is ‘Gigio.’ The newest addition to my list of responsibilities as of today.”

Camila blinked, taking a few seconds to process that. Then she smiled, amused.

“It is beautiful. Congratulations.” She wrapped her arms enthusiastically around Paolo’s torso. “Though I admit people who give names to their machines make me a little nervous.”

Paolo looked at her with mock offense as he opened the passenger door for her.

“You have got to be kidding. Even my bike has a name. But I am not telling you that one yet.”

***
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A short drive carried them away from the bustle of downtown Verona and up to one of the overlooks on the hills.

When they stepped out of the car, Camila and Paolo walked hand in hand until they reached a grassy area overlooking the city.

Camila slipped off the oversized hoodie and spread it over the grass before sitting down. Paolo settled beside her, his elbows resting against the ground.

“This place is incredible,” she murmured, pulling her phone from her pocket to take a picture.

Paolo tilted his head until it rested against her shoulder.

“I knew you would like it.”

Camila leaned her head gently against his.

“Some music?” she asked while searching for her favorite playlist on the screen.

Paolo stopped her hand softly.

“Another time, principessa. The last song from the concert still has me unsettled.”

Camila glanced at him from the corner of her eye.

“I understand. When the context is laid bare, it becomes... devastating.”

The first drops of drizzle began falling across their foreheads. Neither of them seemed to notice. If anything, it felt refreshing in the middle of the warm night.

Paolo let out a sigh before adding:

“And what you said during the introduction. About time...” He stopped, lifting his brows slightly without finding a way to finish the thought.

“What I said was not part of the show,” she admitted, lowering her gaze. “But when I found you in the audience, I could not stop thinking about it. About time.”

Paolo pulled out his phone and opened his calendar. Drops of drizzle speckled the screen.

“And that is exactly why I do not plan on wasting a single second,” he said.

In natural synchrony, Camila opened hers as well. Two pairs of eyes moved through schedules filled with rehearsals, performances, training sessions, and university classes; every free space eventually became marked for another meeting.

Paolo opened a slot in the middle of the following morning. With a mischievous glint in his eyes, he typed: “Shopping — Special Guest.”

Camila narrowed her eyes with mock suspicion.

“A special guest?” She arched a brow. “And who might that lucky person be?”

Paolo brushed his nose lightly against hers.

“Well... that depends on whether she accepts the invitation.”

Camila felt the warmth spread through her chest and rise all the way to her cheeks. Those intense eyes fixed on her, damp curls falling across his forehead...

She swallowed as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Invitation accepted,” she murmured at last, her breath slightly uneven.

Paolo sensed that warmth, and his fingers answered with a gentle caress along Camila’s flushed cheeks. He studied her for a moment — as though he wanted to be sure that she was choosing too — and then he closed the distance and kissed her lips.

The kiss began softly, still suspended in the tenderness of the previous moment. But it only took one more movement, one trembling breath against the other, for something to change. They both recognized it at the same time: this was not the urgency of the previous day, born from exhaustion and emotion. It was something else. Calmer, and far more dangerous at once.

The drizzle continued falling over them, dampening their hair and clothes, yet neither seemed willing to pull away.

Paolo’s hands slowly slipped from Camila’s cheeks down to her hip, drawing her a little closer to him. Camila responded instinctively, clutching the damp fabric of his shirt clinging to his back as the kiss deepened.

The air between them began to feel insufficient.

Paolo let out a breath against her lips and rested his forehead against hers for a moment, trying to regain some clarity. But Camila sought him again, and he answered immediately, pulling her back into a kiss that this time carried all the tension that had built between them over those days.

The cool rain, the illuminated city behind them, the scent of wet grass... everything slowly blurred against the frantic beating in their chests.

Paolo pulled back only enough to breathe and look at her.

One hand lingered near the edge of Camila’s cleavage, the other firm on her hip, fighting the urge to pull her close once again.

He let out a breathless little laugh and closed his eyes for a few seconds.

“Principessa...” he murmured. “If we keep going, I am not going to want to stop.”

She remained still, still feeling Paolo’s uneven breathing brushing against her skin.

Then she smiled, gently caressing the back of his neck.

“I know.”

There was no disappointment in her eyes. Only the same difficulty in letting go.

Paolo released another sigh and eventually rested his forehead against her shoulder, utterly defeated.

Camila let out a low laugh, still playful.

“At least they are not going to arrest us for indecent behavior in a public place.”

Paolo’s laughter echoed beside her

A few minutes later, they returned to the car still holding hands.

The drive back to the hotel carried them through a city that was still celebrating. Every now and then, Paolo would take one hand off the steering wheel just to reach for Camila’s, as though he needed to make sure she was still there.

When they arrived, the engine shut off, but neither of them made any move to get out right away.

Camila turned toward him and reached out to brush her fingers against his cheek.

“Thank you for tonight.”

Paolo smiled tiredly.

“No. Thank you... for holding me together,” he said, taking the hand resting against his cheek to kiss her knuckles. “I promise I will go back to being charming by tomorrow,” he joked.

She let out a fond little laugh. Then she leaned in, wrapped one arm around Paolo’s neck, and left a loud kiss against his temple before opening the door.

“Buonanotte, mio principe.”

Paolo held her gaze as he watched her step out of the car.

“Buonanotte, principessa.”

Camila walked toward the hotel entrance with the hoodie pulled over her head to shield herself from the rain. Before going inside, she turned around one last time.

Paolo was still there, watching her.

That night, sleep would not come easily to either of them.
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That mild morning, Chester’s drone glided over the Adige River in daring maneuvers. Paul narrowed his eyes every time the device skimmed dangerously close to the water.

The rest of the band occupied Ponte Pietra, capturing footage for the promotional material of the soundtrack for The Gates of Silence.

Camera in hand, Camila framed the scene from different angles, trying to capture the magic of the moment. She adjusted the lens with precision while Jared leaned against the railing, his gaze lost on the horizon.

“Perfect, Jared. Stay like that for a second,” Camila instructed, lifting the viewfinder to her eye before pressing the shutter.

“Like this?” Jared joked, exaggerating the pose dramatically.

“Do not try so hard, man,” Chester commented as he raised the drone for an aerial shot. “This view is already doing all the work for you.”

Their next stop was Juliet’s House. The courtyard was beginning to fill with visitors taking photographs beside Juliet’s bronze statue; others left love letters on the panels or attached padlocks to the wrought-iron gate.

Brenda, always overflowing with energy, did not miss the opportunity to dramatize the moment. After a relatively short line, she stepped onto the famous balcony with a radiant smile and, with an exaggerated bow, pulled a scarf from her bag and waved it through the air before tossing it down to Charles. From below, he pretended to catch it while answering with an equally theatrical bow.

“Oh, my sweet Juliet! Tell me I
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