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Chapter 1: Two Worlds
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The piano was the only place Sofia Moretti had ever been truly invisible.

Not invisible in the way of being unseen—the opposite of that, really. When she played, people watched. They leaned forward in their seats, held their breath, forgot to cough into their programs. The lights found her, the silence waited for her, and for those few minutes, she existed entirely inside the music.

But the music itself—that was where she disappeared.

Inside a Chopin nocturne, she wasn't a Moretti. Wasn't the daughter of a dead woman or the sister of a man serving time. She wasn't Italian or American or any of the things the world had tried to make her. She was just hands on keys, just breath and sound and something that felt almost like freedom.

The last note faded.

For one perfect second, the hall was silent.

Then the applause came—a wave of it, rising from two thousand people who didn't know her and never would. Sofia kept her hands on the keys for a moment longer, letting the vibration die against her fingertips. Then she stood, smoothed the front of her black gown, and turned to face them.

The lights were too bright to see individual faces. Just shapes. Just shadows. Just the roar of approval that followed her from stage left to stage right and back again.

She smiled. Curtsied. Did all the things her mother had taught her before she died.

They're not clapping for you, a voice whispered in the back of her mind. They're clapping for what you gave them. There's a difference.

Her mother's voice. Always her mother's voice.

Sofia walked off stage, and the applause followed her like a wave that couldn't quite reach the shore.
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Backstage was chaos.

Flowers everywhere—she'd learned to expect that. Roses from the usual donors, lilies from the conservatory, a ridiculous arrangement of orchids from someone who clearly didn't know she was allergic. Her assistant, Rachel, was already sorting through them, making piles for keep, donate, and maybe.

"Three interview requests," Rachel said without looking up. "Someone from the Times wants to do a profile. And there's a man who's been waiting for twenty minutes."

Sofia stopped mid-step. "A man?"

"Tall. Italian-looking. Wouldn't give his name." Rachel glanced up, eyebrows raised. "Should I call security?"

Sofia's heart did something stupid—a quick, frightened flutter that she hated herself for. Not everyone is a threat. Not everyone knows who you are.

But that was the problem, wasn't it? They always knew. Or they found out eventually. Moretti was a name that opened doors and closed them just as fast.

"I'll handle it," she said.

She found him in the green room.

He was standing by the window, hands in his pockets, looking out at the city lights. Tall—taller than she'd expected from the photos she'd accidentally seen over the years. Dark hair, cut shorter than his brother's. A profile that could have been carved by someone who cared about beauty.

He turned when she entered.

And for a moment, neither of them spoke.

Sofia had spent her life learning to read people in silence. It was a survival skill, passed down from a mother who'd known too well what it meant to be caught unaware. She looked at this man—this De Luca—and saw:

- Eyes that were softer than they should be. Less guarded.

- A mouth that looked like it smiled easily, even if it wasn't smiling now.

- Hands that were too elegant for the things they'd probably done.

He's not like his brother, something whispered.

Doesn't matter, something else answered. He's still one of them.

"Miss Moretti." His voice was lower than she'd expected. Warm. Almost gentle.

"Mr. De Luca." She kept her own voice cool. Distant. "I wasn't aware my people had cleared visitors tonight."

"They didn't. I told them I was an old friend." A ghost of a smile. "I hope you'll forgive the lie."

"Why are you here?"

Direct. No point in dancing around it. Her mother had taught her that too: When you're facing a predator, don't act like prey.

He seemed to consider the question. Not as if he was avoiding it—but as if he wanted to give her a real answer.

"I heard you play tonight," he said finally. "A friend had tickets. I came because he asked."

"And?"

"And I've never heard anything like that."

The words landed somewhere unexpected. Not flattery—she'd heard enough flattery to fill Carnegie Hall twice over. This was different. He sounded almost... moved.

"People say that to me all the time," she said.

"I'm sure they do." He didn't move from the window. Didn't step closer. Just stood there, watching her with those too-soft eyes. "I'm not most people."

"No. You're a De Luca."

Something flickered across his face. Pain, maybe. Or just the recognition of a wall he'd hit before.

"Yes," he said quietly. "I am."

The silence stretched between them. In the distance, Sofia could hear the sounds of the theater winding down—doors closing, voices fading, the slow exhale of a night ending.

"If that's all—" she started.

"It's not." He reached into his jacket. She tensed, but he pulled out nothing more threatening than a card. White. Plain. He set it on the table between them. "I wanted you to have this."

She didn't move toward it.

"It's just a card," he said. "With my number. In case you ever want to talk. About music. About anything."

"I won't."

"That's your choice." He finally moved, walking toward the door. But he paused with his hand on the frame. "For what it's worth, Miss Moretti—I didn't come here because of your name. I came because of what you did with your hands tonight. The rest of it..." He shrugged. "The rest of it doesn't matter to me."

He left.

Sofia stood in the green room for a long time after the door closed. Then, against every instinct she had, she walked to the table and picked up the card.

Plain white. One name in the center.

Lorenzo De Luca

No title. No company. Just the name.

She almost threw it away. Almost.

Instead, she slipped it into the pocket of her gown and told herself it was just evidence. Something to show Rachel. Something to prove she'd been approached.

That was all.
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The next morning, the flowers arrived.

White roses. A dozen of them, perfect and pale and achingly beautiful. Sofia stared at them in the doorway of her apartment, coffee in hand, hair still wet from the shower. She'd taken her allergy medicine that morning—force of habit, even though roses had never bothered her. Just in case.

There was a card.

She opened it with fingers that weren't quite steady.

Inside, handwritten in a neat, deliberate script, was a single line of music.

She didn't need to read it to know what it was. The shape of the notes was burned into her memory—the opening bars of the first piece she'd ever learned. The one her mother had taught her, sitting beside her on the piano bench, patient and warm.

Chopin. Nocturne in E-flat major, Op. 9, No. 2.

The piece she played when she missed her mother so much she couldn't breathe.

Sofia sank onto the couch, still holding the card.

How did he know?

She hadn't played it tonight. Hadn't played it in years, actually. It was too private, too painful, too much hers.

But he knew.

Someone had told him. Or he'd found out. Or—

Or he listened, the voice whispered. Really listened.

She thought about what he'd said last night. I came because of what you did with your hands.

Not her name. Not her family. Not the endless, exhausting weight of being a Moretti.

Just her. Just the music.

She put the card on the coffee table. Drank her coffee. Got dressed. Went to teach her 9 a.m. lesson like nothing had happened.

But the roses stayed where she'd left them. And that night, when she couldn't sleep, she found herself at the piano in her living room, playing the nocturne for the first time in years.
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The second day, more roses.

Different color this time—pale pink. Different card. Different piece.

Beethoven. "Moonlight" Sonata. The first movement, slow and aching and impossibly sad.

The third day: cream roses. Debussy. "Clair de Lune."

The fourth day: blush roses. A piece she didn't recognize at first. Then she did.

It was hers.

A composition she'd written years ago, in the months after her mother died. She'd never played it for anyone. Never written it down. Just let it live in her fingers and her memory.

But he'd found it. Somehow. And he'd transcribed it, note for note, and sent it back to her in a language only she would understand.

Sofia called Rachel.

"The flowers," she said. "The ones that have been coming. Find out where they're from."

Twenty minutes later, her phone buzzed.

De Luca Florist, Rachel texted. Owned by the family. Apparently they have a shop in Brooklyn.

Sofia stared at the screen.

Then she typed a number she'd memorized but never used.

He answered on the second ring.

"Miss Moretti."

"How did you know those pieces?"

A pause. Then: "I listened."

"To the first two, yes. But the third—the one I wrote—no one knows that piece. I've never played it anywhere."

"You played it once." His voice was quiet. Careful. "Three years ago. A small recital in a church in Brooklyn. I was there."

Sofia's mind raced. Three years ago. Brooklyn. A charity event she'd done as a favor to a friend—

"There were maybe thirty people there," she said. "How—"

"I was one of them."

Silence.

"Why?"

Another pause. Longer this time.

"Because I'd heard you play before. At Lincoln Center. And I couldn't stop thinking about it. So when I saw your name on that little church flyer, I went." He paused. "You played your own piece last. You didn't announce it. But I knew it was different. It was... you."

Sofia couldn't breathe.

"I'm not trying to scare you," he said. "I know how this sounds. But I'm not good at pretending. I don't know how to be anything except what I am."

"And what are you?"

"A man who heard you play once and couldn't forget." A beat. "A man who's spent three years hoping to hear it again."

Sofia closed her eyes.

This is crazy, she thought. He's crazy. This whole thing is crazy.

But the music was still on her piano. The roses were still on her counter. And her heart was beating in a way it hadn't in years.

"Where are you?" she asked.
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She met him at a café in the Village.

Neutral ground. Public. Safe.

He was already there when she arrived, sitting at a corner table with two coffees and a look on her face that she couldn't quite read.

"You didn't know what I'd order," she said, sitting down.

"I guessed." He slid a cup toward her. "Americano. Black. One sugar."

She stared at him. "How did you—"

"Three years, Sofia. I've thought about you for three years. I know things."

"That's terrifying."

"It's honest."

She wrapped her hands around the cup. Let the warmth seep into her fingers.

"Why me?" she asked. "You could have anyone. Why someone with my last name?"

He leaned forward. Those eyes—soft, warm, nothing like she'd expected from a De Luca.

"Because I don't care about your last name," he said. "I never did."

"You should."

"Maybe. But I don't."

She looked at him. Really looked. Past the family, past the history, past everything that should have made this impossible.

"What do you see?" she asked quietly. "When you look at me."

He didn't hesitate.

"Someone who's been alone for a long time. Someone who uses music to hide. Someone who's been waiting for someone to see past the name." He held her gaze. "I see you, Sofia. Not them. You."

The word landed in her chest like a stone in still water.

"You don't know me," she whispered.

"I know enough to want to know more."

She should have left. Should have walked out of that café and never looked back. Her brother would have told her to. Her mother, if she were alive, might have done the same.

But her mother had also taught her to listen to her heart. And her heart—foolish, stubborn, desperate thing—was telling her to stay.

"One coffee," she said finally. "That's all you get."

His lips curved up. That smile she'd guessed at from the photos.

"One coffee," he agreed. "For now."
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They talked for three hours.

About music. About growing up in families that expected too much. About the things they'd both lost and the things they still hoped for.

He told her about his mother—died when he was five, just young enough to have only fragments of memory. About his father, cold and distant, who'd pushed him toward architecture because he wanted at least one son to have a real life.

"Architecture?" she asked.

"I design buildings. On paper. In my head. Places I'll probably never build." A shadow crossed his face. "Places that don't exist except in drawings."

"Why don't you build them?"

"Because my family needs me." He said it simply, like it was obvious. Like there was no other choice.

She understood that better than she wanted to.

When they finally parted—him walking her to the subway, hands in his pockets, careful not to touch—she felt something she hadn't felt in years.

Hope.
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That night, her phone rang.

Unknown number. She almost didn't answer.

But something made her pick up.

"Sofia."

Her brother's voice. Flat. Controlled. The voice he used when he was trying not to show emotion.

"Alessandro."

"I saw the news. The photos." A pause. "You were with a De Luca."

She didn't deny it. What would be the point?

"His name is Lorenzo."

"I know his name." Alessandro's voice tightened. "I also know what his family did to ours. What his brother did to me."

"Alessandro—"

"Stay away from him, Sofia. That's not a request."

She gripped the phone. Thought about the roses. The music. The way Lorenzo had looked at her like she was more than just a name.

"He's not them," she said quietly.

"He's exactly them. And you're exactly what they'd use to hurt me." A beat. "I won't let that happen."

The line went dead.

Sofia stood in her kitchen, phone in hand, heart pounding.

Outside her window, the city glittered. Indifferent. Unaware.

Somewhere out there, Lorenzo De Luca was probably thinking about her. And somewhere else, her brother was already planning how to keep them apart.

She looked at the roses on her counter. At the cards with their secret music. At the life she'd built, careful and alone.

You could walk away, a voice whispered. You could pretend none of this happened.

But she'd been pretending for years. Pretending she didn't need anyone. Pretending her name didn't matter. Pretending she was fine.

She wasn't sure she wanted to pretend anymore.
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At midnight, she found herself at her piano.

The nocturne again. The one her mother taught her.

But this time, she played it differently. Slower. More carefully. Like she was saying goodbye to something.

Or maybe like she was saying hello.

When she finished, she sat in the silence. Let it wrap around her.

Then she picked up her phone.

I don't know what this is, she typed. I don't know where it goes. But I'm not running.

She sent it before she could change her mind.

Three minutes later, a reply:

I know. I heard it in the music.

She smiled. First time in days.

You're strange, she typed.

I know. But I'm yours. If you want.

Sofia looked at the words. At the offer hidden inside them.

Then she typed her answer.

Come to my apartment tomorrow. 3 p.m. We'll talk.

I'll be there.

She put down the phone. Looked at the roses. The cards. The piano.

Her mother's voice came from somewhere deep inside her: When you find someone who sees you, Sofia—really sees you—don't let them go.

Even if they're the enemy?

Especially then.

Sofia closed her eyes.

Tomorrow, she would open the door to Lorenzo De Luca.

Tomorrow, she would stop running.

Tomorrow, she would find out if love could really cross the lines her family had drawn in blood.
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