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I am Big Tonight. I Don’t Need the Light

Dedicated

to my great, great, great, great...  grandaunt,
Costanza Farnese

Illegitimate Grace 
Costanza Farnese: A Legacy of Power, Resilience, and Love

Born in 1500 to Alessandro Farnese—an ambitious cardinal who would later ascend to the papacy as Pope Paul III—and Silvia Ruffini, a noblewoman of rare beauty and steadfast resolve, Costanza Farnese came into the world at the intersection of privilege and secrecy. As the illegitimate daughter of a cleric navigating the halls of Renaissance power, Costanza’s life was shaped by both the opportunities and burdens of her lineage.

Raised in the shadow of the Vatican, Costanza experienced firsthand the opulence and intrigue of Renaissance Rome. Her mother, Silvia, ensured that her education matched her noble bloodline, instilling in her a deep intellect, diplomatic acumen, and an innate sense of propriety. Yet, the whispers of her illegitimacy followed her, casting a shadow over the privileges afforded by her father’s recognition.

Alessandro’s ambitions propelled the Farnese family to prominence, and Costanza played a pivotal role in securing their legacy. Her marriage to Bosio Sforza, Count of Santa Fiora, united two powerful dynasties, tethering her fate to the rolling hills of Tuscany and the complex feudal politics of central Italy. Together, they forged a partnership that was equal parts love and strategy, raising children who would carry forward their family’s influence.

Costanza’s life was marked by trials that would have broken lesser spirits. The sudden death of her beloved Bosio left her as the matriarch of the Sforza household, a role she embraced with unwavering determination. Amidst political unrest, personal loss, and the ever-present demands of her family’s ambition, Costanza proved herself a formidable leader. She navigated bandit uprisings, contentious alliances, and the weight of her children’s futures with grace and fortitude.

Her story unfolds against the backdrop of momentous events: the rise of her father as Pope Paul III, the Counter-Reformation, the turmoil of Renaissance Italy, and the enduring power struggles of the Farnese family. Yet, it is not only a tale of politics and power. Costanza’s life is a testament to resilience and sacrifice, a balance of duty and love, and a woman’s quiet yet profound strength in shaping her family’s legacy.

Costanza Farnese’s legacy endures in the annals of history and the hearts of those who remember her. She was a woman who, though born under the veil of illegitimacy, transcended the limitations of her time to leave a mark on her family, her country, and the world.

The threads of our past weave a tapestry we cannot escape, yet within its design lies the strength to shape our own destiny.

Dr. Constance Santego

Fact:

All historical references, events, and societal customs depicted in this novel are inspired by real people, places, and eras, though some have been adapted to fit the narrative and characters. This story was crafted with inspiration to offer you, the reader, a fresh perspective, a new way to understand history, and an opportunity to reflect on the complexities of legacy, identity, and empowerment.

While many locations and all personal characters are fictionalized, the essence of their world remains rooted in the truths of Renaissance Italy.
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Prologue
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In the gilded halls of Renaissance Rome, shadows and light danced in equal measure, reflecting the splendor and secrets of a city where faith and ambition intertwined. Here, power was both a blessing and a curse, and names carried the weight of empires—or the sting of whispered scandal.

I was born into this world of contradictions. The daughter of a noblewoman whose beauty could command a room and a man sworn to the Church, I came into existence not as a celebration, but as a secret. My father, Alessandro Farnese, was destined for greatness, his ambition carved into every stone of the Farnese name. My mother, Silvia Ruffini, carried her grace like armor, shielding us from the harsh judgment of a society that measured worth by lineage and legitimacy.

Yet, even secrets have power. By the time my father ascended to the papacy as Pope Paul III, I had learned that shadows can hide more than shame—they can protect, empower, and even illuminate. In those shadows, I found my strength.

This is not the story of kings and popes, though their voices echo through its pages. This is the story of a woman born at the edge of power, forced to navigate its tempestuous waters. It is the story of alliances forged and broken, of loyalty tested and courage found.

Most of all, it is the story of a name. A name that carried me into palaces and into battlefields of politics, a name that whispered my worth and defied my existence all at once: Farnese.

Before you judge me, walk with me. Before you condemn the choices of the past, consider the price we paid.

This is my story. This is my truth.

––––––––
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Chapter 1
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Rome, 1500

The air in the Ruffini villa was heavy with the scent of burning herbs and desperation. Outside, the city bustled, oblivious to the secret unfolding behind the thick stone walls. Inside, the only sounds were muffled cries and the hurried whispers of midwives moving like ghosts through the dimly lit chamber. A storm brewed on the horizon, its distant thunder rolling like the judgment of heaven itself.

Silvia Ruffini clutched the edge of the bed, her face pale but resolute. She had endured hours of pain in silence, refusing to scream. This birth, though natural, was anything but ordinary. The child she carried was a gift, yes, but also a burden—a fragile link between love and scandal, between power and ruin.

“Push, my lady,” the midwife urged, her voice steady despite the tension in the room. Beside her, an older woman, the healer, muttered prayers under her breath, calling upon the Virgin Mary for mercy.

Silvia gritted her teeth and pushed, her mind flickering to thoughts of Alessandro Farnese. He had promised to come before the birth, to be there in the hours when their fates entwined most closely. But he was not here. His world was one of holy walls and whispered corridors, of crimson robes and unspoken oaths. And hers—a villa cloaked in shadows, where love and discretion met in equal measure. 

A final push brought a cry—sharp, alive, defiant. The room stilled as the midwife held up the infant, her face a mixture of relief and awe.

“A daughter,” she whispered, her voice reverent. “A strong one.”

Silvia’s arms reached instinctively, trembling as the midwife placed the child in her embrace. The baby’s cries quieted as Silvia held her close, her heart swelling with love and trepidation. “Costanza,” she murmured, the name a whispered promise. It meant constancy, a steadfastness that Silvia prayed would guide her daughter through the trials that awaited her.

The storm outside drew closer, the sound of rain beginning to patter against the villa’s windows. Costanza stirred in her mother’s arms, her tiny face scrunching before settling into quiet contentment. Silvia’s gaze shifted to the window, where the dark clouds loomed.

Alessandro would come. He always did. And though he would not be here to hold his daughter in these first moments, Silvia knew his promise to protect them all would remain unbroken. The secret passage beneath the Vatican was his lifeline to her, and it would serve them again, as it always had.

The storm outside finally broke, rain pounding against the windows as lightning split the sky. Costanza Farnese’s first cries rose above the thunder, a fitting herald for a life destined to challenge the very fabric of her world. Silvia leaned back against the pillows, her arms cradling Costanza. This child, born in the midst of shadows, would have to navigate a world of light and darkness alike. Silvia pressed a kiss to the baby’s head, whispering a prayer she had held in her heart for years.

“You are loved, my child. And you will be strong.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Beneath Rome’s grandeur, a labyrinth of secrets wound its way through the earth like veins, pulsing with whispers of power and indiscretion. In one such passage, cloaked in darkness, a man moved swiftly, his crimson robes brushing the damp walls as torchlight flickered over ancient stone. Alessandro Farnese, cardinal of the Holy Church, carried the weight of his dual life in his stride. Above ground, he was a man of God. Below, in the hidden corridors that connected the Vatican to the Ruffini villa, he was simply a man—a father rushing to meet his newborn child.

The air was damp, heavy with the scent of stone and earth, and the faint echo of his footsteps seemed to chase him. The passage, centuries old, had been carved by hands long forgotten, its original purpose lost to time. Now, it served as a lifeline, a hidden artery connecting two worlds that should never have met.

At last, Alessandro reached the concealed entrance. A quick knock in a specific rhythm, and the heavy door creaked open. A trusted servant stood on the other side, bowing his head. “Your Eminence, Lady Ruffini awaits you.”

Alessandro stepped into the villa, brushing droplets of condensation from his robe. “Is the child born?” he asked, his voice sharp with urgency.

The servant nodded. “A daughter, my lord. Both mother and child are well.”

Relief flickered across Alessandro’s face, softening the lines etched by years of ambition and secrecy. He moved quickly through the villa’s quiet corridors, the faint cries of a newborn guiding his steps. At the door to the birthing chamber, he hesitated, placing a hand on the worn wood. Inside, his family awaited him—a reality that both grounded and complicated his life.

He pushed the door open.

Silvia looked up from her place on the bed, her face still pale but illuminated by a quiet strength. Cradled in her arms was the smallest of bundles, a tiny face peeking out from the folds of soft linen. 

“It’s done,” Silvia said softly. “Costanza is here.”

Alessandro crossed the room, his footsteps measured, his presence filling the space. He paused beside the bed, looking down at the child who now held a piece of his heart. She was so small, her tiny fist curling instinctively as if ready to grasp the world. A faint smile tugged at his lips.

“She’s beautiful,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. He reached out a hand, his fingers brushing the baby’s head with a gentleness that seemed at odds with his formidable presence. For a moment, the burdens of his position faded, leaving only the fragile joy of fatherhood.

Silvia studied him carefully. “And what of her future? What of the life she will lead? You know what they will say—about me, about her.”

Alessandro’s expression darkened, his gaze resting on the tiny bundle in Silvia’s arms. His daughter, born into both privilege and shadow, would bear the weight of whispers alone—for now. Her existence, a blessing to him, would be seen by others as a weapon to undermine his standing. She would carry the burden of his choices, but she would also be his legacy. 

“She will be protected,” he said firmly. “I will ensure it.”

Silvia’s brow furrowed. “Protection is not enough. She needs more than that. She needs a place in this world, a name that carries weight and shields her from judgment.”

Alessandro straightened, the commanding air of a cardinal settling over him. “Her name will be her shield. Costanza Farnese. She will not be hidden. She will not be denied.”

The words hung heavy in the air, a promise and a challenge. Costanza stirred slightly in Silvia’s arms, her tiny hand curling into a fist as if ready to face the world. Alessandro’s gaze softened as he looked at her. “You are my legacy,” he said quietly. “One day, you will carry our name into the future. But you must do so wisely, with courage.”

Silvia watched him closely, her fingers brushing against Costanza’s tiny hand. “And what of the Church? What of those who would see you fall for the life you’ve chosen?”

Alessandro’s jaw tightened, but his resolve remained unshaken. “The world may know of her existence, but it will not know the details of our lives. This passage protects us from prying eyes and keeps what remains sacred within these walls. Discretion is our shield, Silvia. It always has been.”

The storm outside reached its peak, rain lashing against the windows as thunder echoed through the villa. Alessandro turned back to his daughter, the weight of his promises settling heavily on his shoulders. Costanza stirred in Silvia’s arms, her tiny face scrunching before softening into peace.

“She will be strong,” he said, more to himself than anyone else. “Born in shadow, perhaps, but destined for light.”

Silvia met his gaze, her own resolve matching his. “Then let her light guide us all.”

As the storm began to recede, the Ruffini villa fell into an uneasy stillness. Alessandro stood for a moment longer, his hand resting lightly on Costanza’s head. Then, with a final glance at his family, he turned and disappeared into the corridors once more, the secrets of the passage wrapping around him like a cloak.

Above, the city of Rome carried on, unaware of the life born in its shadows—a life that would one day rise to meet its destiny.
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Chapter 3
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The years passed swiftly within the walls of the Ruffini villa, the rhythm of life dictated by seasons and secrets. Costanza Farnese grew into a curious, determined child, her world shaped by warmth, privilege, and the quiet unease that came with being a daughter of shadow. By the age of ten, she had become acutely aware of the duality of her existence—a cherished child within the villa but a whispered scandal beyond its walls.

It was a crisp autumn morning when Costanza stood in the courtyard, her wooden practice sword clutched tightly in her hand. She faced no opponent, only the air, her movements deliberate and fierce. The olive trees surrounding the courtyard swayed gently in the breeze, their golden leaves catching the sunlight.

“You’ll wear yourself out before you learn anything,” Silvia called from the doorway, a wry smile softening her features.

Costanza paused mid-strike, lowering the sword. “I need to be strong,” she said, turning to face her mother. “Father says it’s important.”

Silvia approached, her skirts brushing the cobblestones. “Your father says many things, my dear. But strength comes in many forms. It’s not just about swords and fighting.”

Costanza frowned, her hazel eyes sharp with determination. “But people talk about us. About him. I’ve heard them.”

Silvia’s smile faltered. She knelt to meet her daughter’s gaze, brushing a stray lock of hair from Costanza’s face. “What have you heard?”

“They say we don’t belong,” Costanza replied, her voice steady despite the hurt behind her words. “They call me a bastard. They say Father has no right to be a cardinal.”

Silvia’s heart ached at the pain in her daughter’s voice. “People will always talk,” she said softly. “They will always find reasons to judge. But their words do not define you. What defines you is how you choose to carry yourself.”

Costanza tilted her head, searching her mother’s face for answers. “But why do they hate us? Why do they judge him?”

Silvia hesitated, weighing her words. “Your father’s life is complicated, Costanza. He is a man of great responsibility and ambition, and not everyone understands the choices he’s made. But know this—he loves you, more than anything. And his love will always protect you.”

Costanza’s grip on the sword tightened. “I want to protect him too.”

~
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THAT EVENING, AS THE sun dipped below the horizon and the villa was bathed in the soft glow of candlelight, Costanza sat by the hearth, her thoughts far from the book in her lap. 

“Mother,” she said suddenly, breaking the quiet.

Silvia looked up from her embroidery. “Yes, my dear?”

“Why does Father come so rarely?”

Silvia paused, her needle hovering above the fabric. She had prepared for this question, but that didn’t make it easier to answer. “Your father is a man of great responsibility, Costanza. His work for the Church requires much of his time.”

“But he’s also our father,” Costanza said, her voice tinged with frustration. “Doesn’t that matter?”

Silvia set her embroidery aside and moved to sit beside her daughter. “Of course it matters,” she said gently. “Your father loves you. All of you. But his love comes with sacrifices. That is the nature of the life he chose.”

Costanza frowned. “I didn’t choose this life.”

“No,” Silvia said softly. “But you have the power to shape it. Remember that.”

For a moment, the only sound was the crackle of the fire. Then Costanza leaned into her mother’s side, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll make him proud. I promise.”

Silvia wrapped her arms around her daughter, holding her close. “You already do, my love.”

~
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THE YEARS WOULD TEST that promise, but for now, it was enough. Costanza closed her eyes, letting the warmth of her mother’s embrace and the flickering fire carry her into dreams. Outside, the world awaited—a world that would challenge her, define her, and, one day, bow to her.
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Chapter 4
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Rome, 1511

The early morning light cast a golden hue over the Eternal City, illuminating its contradictions. Crumbling ruins from the age of emperors stood side by side with grand Renaissance palaces and churches, symbols of the city’s rebirth. Narrow streets bustled with life as merchants called out to potential customers, their voices mixing with the sound of pilgrims offering prayers, artisans crafting their wares, and the distant toll of church bells. Above it all loomed St. Peter’s Basilica, its unfinished dome a reminder of both the Church’s grandeur and its ambitions.

From the window of her villa, Costanza Farnese gazed out at the city that seemed both familiar and impossibly vast. To a young girl of eleven, Rome was a mystery—its streets alive with opportunity but shadowed by secrets. She could see the dome of St. Peter’s Basilica in the distance, towering over the rooftops like a silent sentinel. Her father was often there, she knew, navigating the intricate web of power and faith that ruled the Catholic world.

A Church Divided

Costanza turned as her mother, Silvia, entered the room, a letter in hand. “From your father,” Silvia said, her voice steady but her expression tired. “He writes of the Vatican.”

Costanza’s curiosity was immediate. “What does he say?”

Silvia sat beside her daughter, smoothing the folds of her gown as she spoke. “The Church is restless,” she began. “Your father writes of tensions—within the Vatican, within Rome, within the faith itself.”

Costanza furrowed her brow. “How can a church be restless? Isn’t it supposed to be... peaceful?”

Silvia smiled faintly. “In theory, yes. But in truth, the Church is made up of men, and men are rarely at peace.” She paused, her gaze drifting toward the distant Vatican. “There are those who see corruption in the Church’s wealth, in the indulgences sold to fund its projects. There are others who believe it has strayed too far from its purpose. Your father is careful, Costanza. He must be, in such times.”

Costanza listened intently, though she didn’t fully understand. She only knew that her father was part of something larger than their family—something that seemed both powerful and fragile. “Is it dangerous?” she asked quietly.

Silvia hesitated. “Not yet. But change is coming, my dear. Rome feels it, even if it cannot name it.”

The Vatican’s Ambition

Later that day, Costanza wandered the villa’s gardens, her thoughts filled with the stories her mother had shared. She imagined her father walking the hallowed halls of the Vatican, surrounded by other cardinals in their crimson robes. She had heard of Pope Julius II, the “Warrior Pope,” who had waged wars and commissioned artists to leave their mark on Rome. Her father had spoken of Michelangelo, who was painting a ceiling in the Sistine Chapel, and of the grand plans to rebuild St. Peter’s Basilica.

The Vatican’s ambitions fascinated her. It was a place of art, of faith, of unimaginable power. But it was also a place of conflict. She had overheard whispers among the servants—rumors of intrigue, of rivalries, of schemes played out in the shadows. Costanza wasn’t sure what to make of it all. She only knew that the Vatican’s walls hid as much as they revealed.

The Streets of Rome

One afternoon, Silvia allowed Costanza to accompany her to the market. The streets were alive with activity—merchants from the East selling spices, Spanish soldiers strolling with a swagger, German artisans demonstrating their skills. Costanza loved the colors and smells, the endless variety of people and goods.

Yet even here, the Church was present. Priests moved among the crowd, offering blessings and collecting alms. Pilgrims knelt in prayer, their faces etched with devotion and exhaustion. And above it all, the Vatican’s presence loomed, a reminder of who truly held power in Rome.

“Do you see it, Costanza?” Silvia asked, her tone thoughtful. “The city is a reflection of the Church itself. Beautiful, complex, and divided.”

Costanza didn’t respond. She was watching a group of children playing near the market’s edge. One of them shouted something, and the others laughed, the sound carrying over the clamor of the crowd. She felt a pang of longing—for what, she couldn’t quite say. Perhaps for a simpler life, one unbound by the expectations and whispers that followed her family.

A City of Secrets

That evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon, Costanza sat by the fire with her mother. The flickering light cast long shadows on the walls, and the villa seemed suddenly vast and quiet.

“Mother,” she said, breaking the silence, “Are there really tunnels under the city? Ones that go to the Vatican?”

Silvia glanced at her daughter, her expression unreadable. “Who told you that?”

“I heard the servants talking,” Costanza admitted. “They said Father uses them.”

Silvia sighed. “There are passages, yes. They are ancient, built long before us. But what your father uses them for is no concern of yours.”

Costanza frowned. “But doesn’t it mean he has secrets?”

“Everyone has secrets,” Silvia said gently. “Even you, one day.”

Costanza looked into the fire, her thoughts racing. Rome was a city of secrets, that much she understood. And her family was no exception. She wondered how many more truths lay hidden beneath the city, beneath her father’s careful words and her mother’s guarded smile.

As the fire crackled and the night deepened, Costanza felt a growing awareness of the world around her—a world of faith and ambition, of beauty and danger. It was a world she was just beginning to understand, and one she would one day claim as her own.
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Chapter 5
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The halls of the Vatican shimmered with opulence, their marble floors polished to a gleam that reflected the light of towering candelabras. Even at eleven years old, Costanza Farnese could sense the weight of the history embedded in the walls, the air thick with power and purpose. She moved carefully, her slippers making barely a sound as she followed the familiar corridor that led to her father’s private meeting chamber.

Costanza wasn’t supposed to be here. She knew that. But curiosity, coupled with a longing to see Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, her father, had gotten the better of her. He had been away from the villa for weeks, his duties in Rome consuming him entirely. When Costanza overheard a servant mention that he would be at the Vatican all afternoon, she had resolved to see him—if only for a moment.

Her small figure slipped unnoticed past the Swiss Guards stationed at the entrance. They were too preoccupied with their rigid postures and ceremonial halberds to notice the determined girl weaving through the shadows. Costanza had visited the Vatican once before, during a grand procession, but the corridors had felt entirely different then—filled with priests, diplomats, and nobles in their finest attire. Now, the silence seemed almost eerie, broken only by the distant murmur of voices.

As she approached her father’s chamber, Costanza slowed her pace. The door was ajar, and through the narrow gap, she could see him standing with his back to her, his crimson robes a stark contrast to the gilded walls. Opposite him stood a man she recognized from his portraits: Pope Julius II, his presence as formidable as the rumors suggested.

Their voices, low and serious, carried through the opening.

“The League of Cambrai has fractured,” Julius said, his tone edged with frustration. “Venice is no longer our primary concern. The King of France grows bolder with each passing day, and I will not have his ambition threaten the Church.”

Costanza furrowed her brow. She knew little about France, other than it was a distant place ruled by a king. But her father’s response piqued her interest further.

“Your Holiness,” Alessandro said calmly, “The Farnese estates remain loyal, as do many others in Italy. But if France aligns with Milan or the Holy Roman Empire, their combined strength could challenge even Rome. Diplomacy must take precedence before war becomes inevitable.”

Julius scoffed, pacing the room with surprising energy for a man of his age. “Diplomacy?” he snapped. “There is no diplomacy with wolves, Farnese. Only strength will deter them. And you—your family’s position in Latium is strategic. Do not forget that.”

Costanza’s heart raced as she listened, her young mind struggling to piece together the weight of their conversation. Wars, alliances, France—these were words she had heard before but never understood fully. Yet the tension in their voices was unmistakable, a palpable force that hung in the room like the heavy scent of incense.

Lost in her thoughts, Costanza barely noticed the approaching footsteps until it was too late. A figure loomed behind her, clearing his throat. Startled, she spun around to see a tall priest staring down at her, his expression caught between surprise and disapproval.

“What are you doing here, child?” he whispered harshly. “This is no place for you.”

“I—I’m sorry,” Costanza stammered, her cheeks flushing. “I only wanted to see my father.”

Before the priest could respond, Alessandro’s voice called from inside the chamber. “Who is there?”

The priest stepped through the door, pulling Costanza gently but firmly by the arm. “Cardinal Farnese,” he began, “This child—” 

“Costanza?” Alessandro’s voice, though stern, carried a note of surprise. He turned, his sharp gaze softening slightly as he took in her small, apologetic figure. “What are you doing here?”

She lowered her head, her voice trembling. “I wanted to see you, Father. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”Pope Julius, who had been silent until now, let out a low chuckle. “Well, Farnese, it seems your ambitions are not the only thing that follows you into the Vatican.”Alessandro stepped forward, his expression unreadable. He knelt before Costanza, placing a hand gently on her shoulder. “You should not be here, my child,” he said quietly. “This is a place of great responsibility, and the matters discussed here are not for young ears.” “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her eyes welling with tears. “I just wanted to hear your voice. You’ve been gone so long.”

Her words seemed to pierce through Alessandro’s stoic exterior. For a moment, he said nothing, only brushing a strand of hair from her face. Then he straightened, his tone softening. “I will escort her back to the entrance,” he said to Julius, who waved a dismissive hand.

“Go, Farnese,” Julius said. “We’ll continue this later. It seems your daughter has reminded us that even the most ambitious men are still fathers.”

The walk through the Vatican corridors was silent at first, Alessandro’s robes brushing softly against the marble as Costanza struggled to keep pace. She wanted to speak, to explain herself, but the weight of his presence kept her quiet.

Finally, he stopped near a carved doorway, turning to face her. “Costanza,” he said, his voice low but kind. “You are my daughter, and I will always make time for you. But there are things in this world—things I must do—that you cannot yet understand.”

She nodded, biting her lip. “I only wanted to see you,” she said again, her voice small.

“And you have,” he replied, his expression softening. “But you must trust me. There is a time for everything, and your time to understand will come.”

He bent down, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Now, go home with Lorenzo and stay out of trouble. I’ll return to the villa soon.”

As she was led away by a waiting servant, Costanza glanced back, her young heart heavy with
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