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​Preface


[image: ]


Paris. Montmartre. Montparnasse. A time when the air was thick with absinthe, cigarette smoke, and genius. In the golden era of modern art, two titans collided. This is not a tale of art alone—it is a fevered chronicle of rivalry, betrayal, inspiration, jealousy, and love. Modigliani and Picasso: two names carved into art history, whose legacies were both forged and fractured by each other. This novel delves not into the myth but into the imagined fire that burned between them. Here, art is war. And genius, a double-edged brush.
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​Chapter 1: Montmartre Nights
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Paris, 1906

The train hissed to a halt at Gare de Lyon, breathing steam like a wounded beast. Amedeo Modigliani stepped down into the city of light with a suitcase of sketches, a single oil-stained overcoat, and a fever behind his eyes. Florence had been too quiet. Venice had been a dream. But Paris—it promised delirium.

Montmartre called to him with its crooked stairways and drunken angels. The cobblestone streets pulsed with life: prostitutes and poets, madmen and magicians. The smoke of cheap Gauloises cigarettes curled into the air like unfinished brushstrokes. Music floated through windows, and every cracked wall seemed to whisper of greatness, of suffering, of names that would last longer than the paint on their canvases.

Modigliani lit a cigarette with shaking hands. The disease was in his lungs, the doctor had said. But Amedeo had no time for death. He wanted immortality. And if he couldn’t find it in life, he’d carve it into every face he painted.

He climbed the steps to Le Bateau-Lavoir, the creaking artist residence at the heart of Montmartre. It leaned like a drunken sailor, a rickety structure of broken dreams.

His knock echoed on the warped wood.

The door opened. A short man with dark eyes and a sharper expression stood there. His shirt was unbuttoned, his trousers stained with paint, his hands always moving—even when still.

“You’re Modigliani,” the man said in a thick Spanish accent.

“And you are Picasso,” Amedeo replied, not with admiration, but with acknowledgment. The way one acknowledges the mountain before they begin to climb.

For a moment, neither spoke.

A gust of wind carried in the scent of turpentine and wine. From upstairs, someone screamed a passage of Rimbaud. The walls groaned like they remembered every argument ever thrown against them.

“You’ve come to paint?” Picasso asked, narrowing his eyes.

“I’ve come to change the world,” Modigliani answered.

Picasso smiled—but it wasn’t a friendly smile. It was a warning.

“Then we’ll see,” he said, stepping aside to let the Italian pass.

That night, in a room the size of a prison cell, Amedeo unpacked his pastels and sketchbooks. The wind howled through the cracks in the windows. Somewhere above, laughter turned to coughing, and coughing to silence.

He sat down, took a swig from a bottle of cheap red, and began to draw. A woman’s face, elongated. Sad. Divine.

Then, from the open door, he heard footsteps. Picasso again.

The Spaniard leaned on the doorframe, arms crossed.

“You draw like a ghost,” he said.

“You paint like a butcher,” Modigliani shot back.

Neither smiled.

And so it began.
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​Chapter 2: Studio Smoke & Mirrors
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The corridor of Le Bateau-Lavoir creaked under Picasso’s boots. He acted as if he owned the building without ever paying rent. Behind every door was a rival, a disciple, a voyeur—or worse, a critic. But only one door truly concerned him now.

Modigliani's.

It had been weeks since the Italian arrived, and already his name was crawling through the cafés like spilled wine. Modì, they called him now. Women swooned. Writers praised his eyes. Dealers sniffed around his work, muttering things like “pure line,” “mysticism,” “Italian fire.” And Picasso hated every syllable of it.

Modigliani's studio—if it could be called that—was a drafty chamber with a broken stove and a single bed that doubled as a place to collapse after nights of sketching and drinking. But it reeked of promise. The walls were covered in long-necked women, ancient-looking profiles, and eyes that saw too much.

Picasso had once said that “art is the lie that tells the truth.” Modigliani, he realized, made lies look holy.

One afternoon, as the spring rains began to wash the filth from the Montmartre gutters, Picasso stood outside Modigliani’s open door, watching silently. Amedeo was painting with a cigarette hanging from his lips, shirtless, fingers stained with ochre and cadmium red.

He was painting Jeanne. Again.

Picasso recognized her. Everyone did. The poetry student with skin like old marble and eyes full of silence. Amedeo painted her like a saint. Picasso had drawn her, once—in secret. His Jeanne looked like a puzzle. Modigliani’s looked like a wound.

“You're repeating her face too often,” Picasso said suddenly, stepping inside.

Modigliani didn’t turn. “That’s because I haven’t gotten it right yet.”

Picasso snorted, wandering through the room like he owned it. He stared at a half-finished canvas and, without asking, touched the wet paint with his thumb.

“Your lines are too soft. Paris doesn’t want soft anymore. They want reality—fractured, broken, raw. Not some lost Medici dream.”

“Paris wants what it’s told to want,” Amedeo replied coolly. “You’ve been telling them what to want for too long.”

Picasso smiled, though his teeth were clenched.

“So tell me,” he said, picking up a charcoal pencil from the floor, “what would you draw if no one ever saw it?”

Modigliani paused.

“You.”

That made Picasso blink.

But before he could reply, Modigliani took the canvas he'd been working on, walked over to the window, and flung it out. The sound of shattering glass echoed into the alley.

Picasso stared.

“You didn’t like the face?”

“I didn’t like the thought of you stealing it,” Modigliani said, lighting another cigarette. “Better the street gets it than you.”

Later that night, in the smoky heat of Café du Dôme, Picasso sat with Braque and Juan Gris, pretending to laugh while keeping one eye on the doorway.

Modigliani entered like a storm. Jeanne behind him. Everyone turned. Whispers rose.

Picasso leaned toward the others.

“He thinks he’s a prophet. But prophets die broke.”

Braque grinned. “And you think you’re God.”

“No,” Picasso said. “I just want to make sure he remembers me.”

Outside, a storm broke. Inside, the rivalry deepened.

Brushes were sharpened. Styles diverged. Each man painted with the other’s shadow in the corner of the canvas.

And in Paris, the art world began to pick sides—knowingly, or not.
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