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Dedication
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For those who have ever had to choose between staying safe and choosing love.

And for the courage it takes to begin again.
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Blurb
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Aria Romano has built her life on precision, control, and the relentless pursuit of perfection. As a sculptor in Florence, she knows that one mistake can ruin everything she’s worked for.

Ethan Hart doesn’t believe in perfect outcomes. As na art historian, he’s spent years studying what time leaves behind, not what people try to control.

When a prestigious restoration project forces them to work side by side, their differences ignite immediate tension. She plans every detail. He questions every assumption.

But what begins as conflict slowly turns into something neither of them expected.

In the quiet rhythm of Florence, between marble dust and unfinished work, walls begin to crack. Guarded routines give way to shared moments. And somewhere along the way, what was supposed to be temporary starts to feel dangerously real.

Because some connections aren’t designed to last.

They’re built that way.

And when the time comes to choose between the life she planned and the life she never saw coming, Aria must decide if perfection is worth more than something real.

A deeply emotional, slow-burn romance about vulnerability, second chances, and the courage to stay when walking away feels easier.
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Chapter 1: The Studio 
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The studio smelled like dust, stone, and expectation.

Aria Romano stood motionless in the center of it, the chisel resting against her palm, her gaze fixed on the unfinished sculpture in front of her. Late afternoon light streamed through the tall arched windows, washing everything in warm gold. It settled over her workbench, the scattered tools, the pale marble dust clinging to her clothes and skin like a second layer.

Florence moved outside those walls.

She could hear it if she let herself focus. The distant hum of voices. The echo of footsteps against stone streets. A Vespa passing somewhere beyond the narrow alley below. Life, constant and effortless.

Inside, everything felt suspended.

Waiting.

It should have been beautiful.

Instead, it felt wrong.

She stepped closer, her boots brushing against the fine powder on the floor, and studied the curve of the figure’s shoulder. What had once felt intentional now looked forced. The proportions were precise, technically flawless even, but empty.

Lifeless.

Her jaw tightened.

This was not how it was supposed to go.

When she had first touched the marble weeks ago, the vision had been clear. Immediate. Alive. She had seen the final piece in her mind with such certainty that her hands had followed without hesitation.

That certainty was gone now.

Replaced by something colder.

Doubt.

Her grip tightened around the chisel.

“Come on,” she murmured, the words barely audible in the quiet. More plea than command.

The marble did not respond.

It never did when she needed it to.

Frustration rose sharp and fast. She adjusted her stance and struck the surface with controlled precision. The sound echoed through the studio, clean and decisive, but the result only made it worse.

Too harsh.

Too deliberate.

Not right.

She exhaled slowly, forcing herself to stop before she ruined it completely.

Failure was not an option.

Not here.

Not with this project.

Not with everything tied to it.

Her gaze drifted to the folder resting on the worktable nearby. The Horizon Initiative seal stared back at her, subtle but unmistakable. International funding. Visibility. Reputation.

Opportunity.

Or exposure.

Aria wiped her hands on her apron, leaving faint streaks of white across the worn fabric. Her heart beat a little faster just looking at it.

This piece mattered.

Too much.

A sharp knock echoed through the studio.

She froze.

No one was supposed to be here.

The Initiative had given her space. Privacy. Time.

Another knock followed, firmer this time, cutting through the silence with quiet authority.

Aria set the chisel down carefully and brushed her hands against her apron before crossing the room. The wooden floor creaked beneath her steps, familiar and grounding. The door, heavy and aged, carried the same weight as the rest of the building. History embedded in every surface.

Another knock.

“I’m coming,” she called, her voice steady despite the irritation curling beneath it.

She pulled the door open.

And everything shifted.

The man standing on the threshold did not belong there.

He was too composed. Too precise. As if the chaos of the studio existed in a different reality than the one he occupied. His white shirt was crisp, sleeves rolled just enough to suggest effort without sacrificing control. Dark hair slightly out of place, but not enough to look careless.

Intentional.

Everything about him felt intentional.

His eyes moved past her immediately, scanning the space behind her before returning with sharp focus.

Assessing.

Aria crossed her arms instinctively, blocking the entrance just enough to make a point.

“Yes?”

He took a fraction of a second before responding, as if cataloging everything he had already seen.

“I’m here for Aria Romano.”

“You’re looking at her.”

A brief pause followed. Not awkward. Calculated.

Then his attention settled fully on her, more direct this time.

“Ethan Hart,” he said, extending his hand. “Art historian. I’ve been assigned to review your work.”

Of course he had.

Aria glanced at his hand but did not take it.

“Review,” she repeated, letting the word linger. “That implies it’s finished.”

“It will be,” he replied, calm and certain. “Eventually.”

Something in his tone landed wrong. Not overtly arrogant. Not dismissive. Just... assured.

As if the outcome was already decided.

She leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, studying him more carefully now.

“And you always show up unannounced to evaluate people’s work, or am I special?”

A flicker passed through his expression. Subtle. Controlled.

“Part of the process is observation,” he said. “Authenticity is difficult to assess from a distance.”

Her jaw tightened.

“So you’re here to observe me.”

“I’m here to ensure the piece aligns with the historical and conceptual expectations of the Horizon Initiative.”

There it was.

Expectation.

Approval.

Control.

Everything she hated about projects like this.

Aria stepped aside abruptly, turning her back on him as she walked deeper into the studio.

“Then you should come in,” she said. “Since apparently my work isn’t capable of speaking for itself.”

Silence lingered for a beat.

Then she heard it.

Footsteps behind her.

Measured. Controlled. Unhurried.

She did not turn, but she felt it. His presence filling the space in a way that had nothing to do with size and everything to do with attention.

When she reached the sculpture, she picked up the chisel again and pressed it lightly against the marble, grounding herself.

“Go ahead,” she said. “Observe.”

A pause.

Closer now.

“I already am.”

The words were quiet.

Too quiet.

And somehow far more personal than they should have been.

Aria’s hand stilled.

The air shifted. Subtle. Unavoidable.

For the first time since he arrived, she became aware of something she had not expected.

Not just his presence.

His focus.

Not on the sculpture.

On her.

She turned her head slightly, just enough to catch him in her peripheral vision. He was closer than before, his gaze steady, thoughtful in a way that felt almost intrusive.

Not judgmental.

Not exactly.

But searching.

As if she were
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