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To my husband,

As I release this ninth encounter with words into the world, I’ve come to realize that every universe I’ve built has had you as its invisible foundation. If Beatriz found the courage in Rome to restore her past, I found in you the safety to inhabit my present. Thank you for being the respectful silence during my writing hours and the loud laughter that brought me back to earth whenever I lost myself between paragraphs and distant timelines.

I dedicate this work to you—the one who never tried to polish away my imperfections but instead learned to love every single one of them, turning our cracks into veins of gold. You are my safe harbor, my sweetest “Echo,” and the reason why, in our home, the stone always chooses to smile. This book is our map, drawn with the patience and soul-deep connection that only those who walk side-by-side can truly understand.

SYNOPSIS

In a Rome where everything is mapped, they discovered the one thing technology can’t measure: the sound of longing.

Beatriz is a Brazilian architect from Minas Gerais who lives in a world of straight lines and approved blueprints. Yet, she carries something in her backpack that defies all modern logic: the fragments of a family tile which, according to her Nonna’s legend, holds the voice of a forgotten land. Determined to fulfill one last promise, she lands in the Eternal City searching for the only man capable of fixing the impossible.

Lorenzo Moretti is a marble restorer who learned to shield himself from the world behind a wall of cynicism and technical precision. In his Trastevere studio, he faces the mounting pressure of AI systems attempting to turn art into cold data. He believed restoration was a way to freeze time—until Bia and her “vibrant” tile crash into his silence, bringing a frequency he doesn’t know how to ignore.

As they navigate surveillance algorithms and explore the forbidden underground of the Domus Aurea, Bia and Lorenzo discover that Rome is a living organism pulsing beneath the pavement. Between the scent of the Aventine orange trees and the boisterous wisdom of Zio Pietro—the merchant who claims that “if the stone doesn’t smile, the wine isn’t enough”—they must decide if the past should merely be preserved, or if true beauty is born from the cracks we choose to fill with gold.
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The Roman air in June 2026 wasn’t just hot; it was thick, saturated with millennia of sighs and the new electric hum of na almost invisible modernity. As the automatic glass doors of Fiumicino Airport slid open, Beatriz was hit by a gust of heat that smelled of ancient asphalt and the honeyed scent of the acacia trees lining the runway. She paused for a heartbeat, adjusting her backpack strap—it felt far heavier than the tem kilos allowed by the airline. Inside, tucked away in a dark metal box, something was pulsing. It wasn’t a mechanical vibration like a phone; it was organic, a subtle rhythm reminiscent of the fluttering wings of a trapped bird.

“Easy,” she whispered, unsure if she was speaking to herself or to the fragments she carried. “We’re finally here.”

Bia walked through the renovated terminal, where 2026 technology manifested in vertical hydroponic gardens filtering the oxygen and translucent LED panels projecting the Italian blue sky onto concrete ceilings. She stopped at a minimalist kiosk for a Sicilian lemon sorbetto. Upon the first taste, the acidity was na immediate shock—a flavor that blended Mediterranean sunshine with a deep, earthy note. The taste of survival, she thought, as the icy cold stilled the tremor in her hands.

Stepping out into the transport hub, she noticed Rome was quieter than she remembered reading in history books. Combustion engines had been banned from the historic center months ago, replaced by a fleet of electric vehicles that glided over the sampietrini—the worn black cobblestones—with a sound like tearing silk. Without the roar of engines, Bia could hear what most tourists ignored: the faint cracking of statues expanding under the heat and the murmur of water in the fountains, which seemed to carry centuries-old secrets in every drop that struck the marble.

She hailed na electric taxi. The driver, a middle-aged Roman named Dante, wore na augmented reality visor that projected traffic data directly onto the windshield. He caught her eye in the rearview mirror and smiled, noticing how she was drinking in the landscape.

“First time in the Eternal City, signorina?” he asked, his Italian accent turning every sentence into a miniature aria.

“In a way, yes,” Bia replied, watching the ruins of the Roman Forum pass by like towering ghosts on her right. “My grandmother always said Rome isn’t a city; it’s a state of mind that never sleeps—it only dreams with its eyes open.”

The drive to the Trastevere district was a plunge into ochre and terracotta. The house walls looked as if they were made of cinnamon and rust, draped in bougainvillea vines blooming in a pink so vibrant it looked artificial. As the taxi pulled up to Via del Moro, Bia felt the box in her backpack growing warmer. It wasn’t the external climate; the heat was radiating from within the clay.

She stepped out and walked down the narrow alley until she found the solid oak door at number forty-two. There were no neon signs or flashy ads, only a discreet bronze plaque engraved with a symbol: a pair of hands cradling a fragment of light. Bia touched the wood of the door and, for a fleeting second, felt na “echo.” It was a flash—a quick image of a craftsman carving that very wood centuries ago. It was her gift—or perhaps her curse: she felt the residual history of ancient objects.

She pressed the intercom. The sound was a static pop, followed by a voice as deep and scratchy as sandpaper on marble.

“Sì? Chi è?”

“I’m Beatriz Silva. The Brazilian architect. I wrote to you... about the tile. The piece that shouldn’t be silent.”

A long, heavy silence followed. Bia could hear the distant whine of na electric scooter rounding the corner and the laughter of children in some inner courtyard. Then, the mechanical clank of the lock releasing echoed through the alley.

Upon entering, the world of 2026—the sun, the noise, the modernity—vanished instantly. Lorenzo Moretti’s workshop didn’t seem to follow the laws of traditional physics. The ceiling was so high it disappeared into the shadows, where small spheres of golden light floated like lazy fireflies. The air smelled of turpentine, beeswax, sandalwood incense, and something Bia could only describe as the scent of rain just moments before it falls.

In the center of the hall, surrounded by shelves crowded with marble hands and decapitated angel faces, stood Lorenzo. He wasn’t wearing gloves. His hands were coated in a fine silver dust that shimmered under the surgical LED lights hanging over his workbench. He was focused on a small stone gargoyle that, to Bia’s astonishment, was huffing puffs of gray smoke from its nostrils, as if it had a cold.

“You’re early,” he said, without looking up from his precision chisel. “Brazilians usually believe time is a suggestion, not a rule.”

“And Italians usually believe the past is the only place worth living in,” Bia countered, her voice echoing off the stone walls. “But I didn’t cross na ocean to argue about schedules, Mr. Moretti.”

Lorenzo set down his tool and turned slowly. He wasn’t the elderly scholar Bia had imagined. His eyes were a gray so pale they looked like molten glass, and he carried na intensity that made the air around him feel electrified. He pointed at her backpack with a sharp gesture.

“What you brought isn’t just ceramics, is it? I’ve been hearing the sound of rainforests and rushing water coming from that bag since you crossed the Ponte Sisto.”

Bia walked to the workbench, which was made from a massive slab of ancient olive wood. With trembling fingers, she pulled out the metal box and placed it between a jar of varnish and a fine-bristle brush. As she opened the lid, the workshop seemed to dim for a fraction of a second while a pulsing blue light emanated from inside.

There, nestled in frayed blue velvet, lay the shards of a Portuguese tile. But it was no ordinary tile. From the fragments came a low, steady sound: the song of tropical birds, the rustle of palms in the wind, and the sound of heavy rain pelting banana leaves. It was a piece of the Brazilian spirit that had been enchanted into the clay.

Lorenzo stepped closer, his bored expression giving way to genuine awe. He reached out but hesitated before touching it.

“This is a Transatlantic Echo,” he whispered, his voice losing its edge. “How did this end up in a kitchen in Minas Gerais?”

“My grandmother was a keeper of memories,” Bia explained, feeling a lone tear warm her cheek. “She bottled the longing for her homeland here. As long as the tile was whole, the house was alive. When it fell—the day she passed away—the sound stopped. But now, it’s started screaming again. It wants to be fixed, Lorenzo.”

Lorenzo looked at Bia, and for a moment, the barrier between the cynical restorer and the sensitive architect dissolved. He realized he wasn’t looking at a mere client, but at someone who, like him, saw the world through its cracks.

“If I use ordinary glue and plaster, this magic will evaporate,” he warned. “Italy’s magic is made of stone, sun, and geometry. Yours... is earth, river, and feeling. They might reject each other.”

“That’s why I’m here.” Bia stepped forward, locking eyes with him. “I know the structure. You know the soul. If we unite the two, we can fix more than just a tile. We can give the sound back to those who lost it.”

Lorenzo looked at the smoking gargoyle and then at the glowing blue box. Their fates, in the heart of 2026 Rome, had just been sealed by a pact that logic could never explain.

“Come back tomorrow at dawn,” Lorenzo said, snapping the lid shut with a firm click. “And bring coffee. Your coffee. We’re going to need all the energy of your land for what we’re about to face on this bench.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2: THE SPACE OF REGRET
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Dawn in Rome didn’t arrive with a bang, but with a slow infiltration of peach-colored light that seemed to melt the shadows of the obelisks. By six in the morning, Bia was already crossing the Piazza Santa Maria in Trastevere. The square, which in past centuries had been a stage for processions and markets, now featured charging stations for small urban cleaning drones that polished the stones with surgical precision. The city’s morning scent was na intoxicating blend of fresh jasmine, warm bread from centuries-old bakeries, and the clean ozone of electric batteries.

She carried a metal thermos and a bag of freshly ground coffee, its aroma so potent it seemed to create a bubble of Brazil around her as she walked. Upon reaching the laboratory door, Bia didn’t need to touch the intercom. The electronic lock clicked open as soon as she approached, as if the building recognized her—or perhaps, as if Lorenzo had been watching her arrival through discreet security cameras camouflaged within the plaster gargoyles.

The studio’s interior looked different in the morning light. The golden spheres floating near the ceiling seemed paler, and the sound of the “echoes” from the artifacts was a low murmur, almost a choir of voices that Bia still couldn’t decipher. Lorenzo was in the same position as the day before, but the smoking gargoyle had been replaced by Bia’s tile, which now rested on a black velvet pedestal under a polarized glass dome.

“You
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