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Chapter 1 – Arrival at the Lake
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The first thing Luiza noticed was the light.

It didn’t behave like light anywhere else she had been. It didn’t fall so much as it lingered—soft and shimmering, breaking apart against the surface of Lake Como like it couldn’t decide whether to stay in the sky or sink into the water.

She stood at the edge of the small private dock, one hand resting on the handle of her suitcase, the other shielding her eyes. The air smelled faintly of stone, water, and something floral she couldn’t yet name. It was too beautiful in a way that almost felt unreal, like a place designed to look good in photographs rather than exist for people to actually live in.

And yet people did live here.

Luiza adjusted the strap of her bag and exhaled slowly. She had come a long way from Lisbon, from the apartment that still felt too large in the mornings, from the silence that had followed the end of something she once thought permanent. The residency invitation had arrived at the right time—if there was ever a right time for escape disguised as opportunity.

“Luiza Moreira?”

The voice pulled her back.

She turned.

The woman standing a few steps away wore a simple linen dress and carried a tablet tucked under one arm. Her dark hair was tied back loosely, as if she had done it without much thought, and yet it suited her in a way that looked intentional anyway. There was a calmness about her—controlled, grounded, like someone who belonged entirely to the place around her.

“I’m Gabriella Rossi,” the woman said, offering a small smile. “Welcome to Lake Como.”

Luiza nodded politely. “Thank you.”

For a moment, neither of them moved. It wasn’t awkward exactly, but it wasn’t comfortable either. It felt like the pause before a conversation decides what it wants to become.

Gabriella stepped forward first, extending her hand. “I manage coordination for the villa residency program. I’ll help you settle in.”

Luiza shook her hand.

The contact was brief, professional—nothing remarkable on the surface. But something about it lingered a second too long in Luiza’s awareness, like the imprint of warmth after letting go of a cup of tea.

“Travel was okay?” Gabriella asked as she turned toward the stone path leading upward.

“Yes. Long,” Luiza replied, falling into step beside her. “But manageable.”

“Most people say that,” Gabriella said lightly. “Even when it’s not true.”

A faint smile tugged at Luiza’s mouth before she could stop it. She wasn’t sure why that observation landed so easily, but she didn’t respond.

The path curved upward through a garden that looked almost wild in its careful maintenance. Olive trees bent slightly in the breeze. Bougainvillea spilled over stone walls in bursts of deep pink and violet. Somewhere above them, the villa rose in pale, elegant layers—arched windows and weathered shutters like something out of an older century that had simply refused to leave.

As they walked, Gabriella pointed out small details.

“This is the main terrace,” she said. “Breakfast is usually served there. The studios are through the west wing. And the lake access is down that path—careful, it gets slippery after rain.”

Luiza listened, but only partially. Her attention kept drifting in fragments—caught between the environment and the woman beside her. Gabriella spoke with an ease that suggested familiarity, not just with the space, but with everything in it, including people.

“And you?” Luiza asked before she could overthink it. “You’re from here?”

Gabriella glanced at her briefly, as if considering how to answer.

“Yes,” she said finally. “Born not far from the water. Left for a while. Came back.”

“That’s rare,” Luiza said.

“Leaving or coming back?”

“Both.”

Gabriella’s smile softened slightly. “Maybe. Or maybe people just return to what feels... unfinished.”

The word lingered.

Unfinished.

Luiza looked ahead again, focusing on the villa now as they reached the top of the path. She was good at ignoring things like that—phrases that seemed to press lightly against places she didn’t want touched.

Inside, the villa was cooler, the air shaded and still. High ceilings carried the faint echo of footsteps. Art lined the walls already—abstract pieces, photographs, sketches from previous residents. Everything felt curated, intentional, like creativity had been carefully arranged into architecture.

Other guests were arriving too. Luiza caught glimpses of them—carrying portfolios, cameras, paint tubes, laptops. A small ecosystem of people who had all come here to make something.

To become something else, maybe.

“Your room is upstairs,” Gabriella said, leading her toward a staircase that curved elegantly along the wall. “You’ll have a view of the lake.”

“That sounds dangerous,” Luiza said before she could stop herself.

Gabriella paused slightly. “Dangerous?”

“Too beautiful,” Luiza clarified. “It distracts people.”

For a moment, Gabriella studied her with an expression Luiza couldn’t quite decode. Not judgment. Not amusement exactly. Something quieter.

“I think,” Gabriella said softly, “people only get distracted by things they already want to look at.”

The air between them shifted—not dramatically, but enough for Luiza to notice it had changed.

She looked away first.

“Probably,” she said, and continued up the stairs.



Her room was exactly as promised.

Tall windows opened toward the lake, framing it like a living painting. The water shimmered under afternoon light, boats moving slowly across it as if even they were reluctant to disturb the surface. A desk stood near the window, already stocked with stationery and a welcome folder. The bed was simple, white linen, untouched.

Luiza set her suitcase down and exhaled.

Only when she was alone did the silence settle fully around her.

It wasn’t unpleasant. It was just honest.

She walked to the window and looked out again, letting her thoughts drift without structure. She had come here to design—to create something that justified the invitation, the funding, the time away from everything familiar. That was the official reason.

The unofficial one was harder to name.

A knock came at the door.

She turned.

Gabriella stood there again, holding a small folder now, her presence somehow quieter in the private space of the room.

“I forgot this,” she said. “Schedule. And a map of the grounds.”

Luiza nodded and stepped aside slightly to let her in.

Gabriella crossed the room with ease, placing the folder on the desk. For a moment, she didn’t immediately leave. Instead, she glanced toward the window.

“The view is better in the morning,” she said.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Silence again.

This one felt different than the one before.

Gabriella turned back toward her. “If you need anything... I’m usually around.”

Luiza met her gaze. “Around the villa?”

“Or the lake,” Gabriella said. Then, after a brief pause, “It’s hard to stay away from it for long.”

Something about the way she said it made it sound less like information and more like confession.

Luiza nodded once. “Good to know.”

Gabriella hesitated, as if she might say something else. But then she simply gave a small, polite smile.

“Welcome again,” she said.

And then she was gone.



Luiza remained by the window long after the footsteps faded down the hall.

Outside, the lake continued to move without urgency. The world here did not rush itself. It existed in long breaths and quiet intervals.

She told herself she was here for work.

For focus.

For distance.

But as she looked out at the water—and thought, without permission, of the woman who had just walked out of the room—it occurred to her that some places did not offer distance at all.

Only different kinds of closeness.
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Chapter 2 – The Villa of Light

[image: ]


Morning arrived at the villa like a slow unveiling.

Light spilled across the lake first, turning the water into a shifting sheet of silver and pale gold. Then it climbed the stone walls, slipped through tall windows, and finally settled inside the villa itself—softening edges, warming marble floors, catching on the dust motes that drifted lazily through the air.

Luiza stood at her window longer than she intended.

She told herself it was an adjustment to time, to place, to the unfamiliar rhythm of quiet mornings that didn’t demand anything from her immediately. But her attention kept drifting to the lake, and then beyond it, as if expecting something—or someone—to appear in the reflection.

A knock at her door broke the stillness.

“Breakfast is on the terrace,” a voice called from the hallway.

Luiza opened the door to find a young man with paint-stained fingers smiling politely at her.

“First day ritual,” he added. “You’ll get used to it.”

“I’m not sure I want to get used to rituals,” Luiza said, but she followed him anyway.

The villa was already awake.

Down the corridors, doors stood open. Laughter spilled out of rooms. Someone dragged a suitcase that squeaked dramatically with every turn. The air smelled faintly of coffee and toasted bread, mixed with the ever-present floral scent from the gardens outside.

It felt like stepping into a life that had already begun without her.

On the terrace, long wooden tables had been arranged beneath climbing vines. Plates of fruit, bread, and jam were scattered across linen cloths. The lake stretched beyond everything, impossibly calm, as if it were observing them.

People gathered in clusters—introductions overlapping, accents blending: French, German, Spanish, Korean, English.

Luiza lingered near the edge, preferring observation over participation.

“Designer, right?”

She turned slightly.

A woman beside her was holding a cup of coffee, studying her with open curiosity.

“Yes,” Luiza replied.

“I’m Mei,” the woman said. “Photographer. Berlin-based. Or at least I was until I stopped staying in one place long enough for it to matter.”

That earned a faint glance from Luiza. “Sounds inconvenient.”

“It is,” Mei agreed cheerfully. “But also useful for avoiding emotional responsibility.”

Before Luiza could respond, a familiar voice interrupted from behind them.

“Breakfast is not meant to be therapy.”

Luiza turned fully this time.

Gabriella stood at the edge of the terrace, tablet in hand again, sunlight catching the loose strands of her dark hair. She wore a lighter linen shirt today, sleeves rolled casually to her elbows. There was nothing ceremonial about her presence, and yet people still shifted slightly when she spoke, as if unconsciously aligning themselves to her attention.

A few guests greeted her.

“Gabriella,” Mei said, lifting her coffee in mock surrender. “We’re behaving.”

“I can see that,” Gabriella replied dryly.

Her gaze moved across the group—measured, attentive—before briefly landing on Luiza.

It was subtle. Barely a pause.

But Luiza felt it anyway.

Gabriella didn’t
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