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The champagne flute trembled in Isabella Romano’s hand, the delicate crystal singing a high note of distress that matched the pitch of her rapidly unraveling composure. She set it down before it could shatter—like everything else in her life seemed destined to do.

“Say that again, Marcus.” Her voice emerged steadier than she felt, though her fingernails bit crescents into her palms beneath the mahogany conference table. “Slowly this time.”

Her lawyer’s Adam’s apple bobbed like a fishing lure in troubled waters. Marcus Chen had delivered bad news before—patent disputes, supplier delays, the occasional temperamental model’s lawsuit—but never with this particular shade of gray beneath his usually golden complexion.

“Romano Couture will be bankrupt within thirty days.” The words fell between them like stones into still water, each syllable creating ripples of destruction. “Maybe less.”

Bella’s lungs forgot their primary function. The air in her corner office—three floors above the Milan atelier where four generations of Romano women had cut silk and dreams into reality—suddenly felt thin as gossamer. Her chest constricted, ribs closing like a cage around her hammering heart.

Breathe, she commanded herself. Great-grandmother didn’t survive Mussolini and two world wars so you could faint over numbers on a spreadsheet.

“How?” The question scraped against her throat. She pressed her spine against the leather chair, drawing strength from its solid presence. “We had six months of operating capital. The spring collection was our strongest showing in five years. The Marchesa di Rossi personally commissioned twelve pieces for her daughter’s wedding.”

Marcus’s fingers drummed against his briefcase—a nervous habit she’d never noticed before. The sound seemed amplified in the suddenly cavernous office, each tap echoing off the walls lined with framed covers from Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, and Elle. Decades of Romano Couture gracing the world’s most elegant women, and now—

“It’s systematic,” Marcus said, his voice carrying the weight of a funeral dirge. “Surgical, even. Someone has been dismantling your supply chain piece by piece. Your silk supplier in Lyon? Bought out three weeks ago. Your leather craftsmen in Tuscany? New exclusive contracts that specifically exclude Romano Couture. Even your button manufacturer—”

“Bottoni Benedetti has been with us for forty years.” Bella’s knuckles had gone white where they gripped the chair arms. The familiar texture of Italian leather, supple and warm, usually grounded her. Now it felt like she was clutching the railings of a sinking ship.

“Had been. As of yesterday, they’re under new management.”

The words hit her solar plexus like a physical blow. She doubled over slightly, her diaphragm seizing. The scent of her own perfume—bergamot and white tea, a custom blend from Grasse—seemed suddenly cloying in her nostrils.

“Who?” But even as she asked, ice crystallized in her veins. She already knew. There was only one man with the resources and ruthless precision to orchestrate this level of destruction. Only one corporate raider who moved through the fashion world like a plague, leaving devastation in his wake.

“Dante Salvatore.”

The name hit her like a slap, sharp and stinging. Her cheek actually tingled as if he’d struck her, though the bastard was probably sipping espresso in his Manhattan penthouse, three thousand miles away from the carnage he’d wrought.

Bella’s stomach plummeted, a free-fall sensation that made her grip the desk edge until the mahogany bit into her palms. She’d seen the aftermath of Salvatore’s acquisitions—century-old ateliers gutted and turned into soulless production facilities, master craftsmen replaced by machines, tradition sacrificed on the altar of profit margins.

“He doesn’t even operate in haute couture,” she whispered, more to herself than to Marcus. “What could he possibly want with us?”

But her body already knew what her mind refused to accept. Her skin had gone clammy, a cold sweat beading along her hairline despite the October warmth drifting through the windows. Her pulse hammered against her throat, visible enough that she pressed her fingers to her neck to still it.

Marcus cleared his throat—a harsh sound that made her flinch. “There’s more.”

More? How could there possibly be more? Her jaw clenched so tight her molars ached. The taste of copper flooded her mouth where she’d bitten her tongue.

“He’s acquired the building.” Marcus’s words fell like the blade of a guillotine. “Romano Couture has thirty days to vacate the premises.”

The room tilted. Bella’s vision tunneled, the walls of her office—walls that had sheltered four generations of Romano dreams—seeming to close in like a vise. Her great-grandmother’s sewing machine, still displayed in the corner, blurred as tears she refused to shed stung her eyes.

“This building has been in our family for sixty years.” Her voice emerged hoarse, scraping against vocal cords drawn tight as piano wire. “My great-grandmother bought it with her wedding jewelry after the war. My grandmother added the third floor. My mother—”

She couldn’t finish. Her throat had closed completely, as if invisible hands were squeezing her windpipe. The weight of generations pressed against her shoulders, making her feel simultaneously ancient and desperately young.

“I know.” Marcus’s voice gentled, but his sympathy only made her chest ache more. “I’m sorry, Bella. I’ve exhausted every legal avenue. There’s nothing—”

“There has to be something.” The words exploded from her with enough force to make Marcus flinch. She surged to her feet, her body finally finding an outlet for the rage and desperation coursing through her like liquid fire. Her legs trembled, weak as a newborn colt’s, but held.

She began to pace, her heels clicking against the terrazzo floor in staccato bursts that matched her racing heartbeat. The familiar rhythm usually soothed her—it was the sound of her great-grandmother’s workshop, the percussion of productivity and purpose. Now it sounded like a countdown timer.

“What about the Rossi commission? The orders from New York Fashion Week? Surely we have—”

“All canceled.” Marcus’s words were surgical strikes, each one finding its mark. “This morning. Apparently, there were ‘concerns about the company’s stability.’”

Bella’s knees nearly buckled. She caught herself against the window, her palms flat against the glass that overlooked the Via della Spiga. Below, Milan bustled with its usual elegant chaos—well-dressed women carrying shopping bags from Prada and Versace, businessmen gesticulating into phones, tourists photographing everything with religious fervor.

None of them knew that a piece of fashion history was dying three stories above their heads.

The glass was cool against her flushed cheek as she pressed her face to it. Her breath fogged the surface in rapid puffs that revealed just how fast her respiratory system was racing. She felt like she was drowning in air, gulping oxygen that refused to reach her lungs.

“There has to be something,” she repeated, but the words lacked conviction now. Her voice was barely a whisper, absorbed by the vast office that suddenly felt like a mausoleum.

Marcus was quiet for a long moment. She heard the soft shuffle of papers, the whisper of expensive fabric as he shifted in his chair. When he spoke again, his voice carried an odd note—hesitation mixed with something that might have been hope.

“Actually… there might be one option.”

Bella turned from the window, her reflection ghost-pale in the glass. Her dark hair had escaped its careful chignon, wisps curling around her face in a way that made her look younger, more vulnerable than her twenty-eight years. She tucked the strands behind her ear with fingers that shook slightly.

“What kind of option?” Her voice was barely audible, but Marcus heard the desperate edge beneath the whisper.

“It’s unconventional. And it would require…” He paused, seemingly struggling with the words. “It would require a significant personal sacrifice.”

The word sacrifice sent a chill racing down her spine. Her shoulders drew up instinctively, a protective gesture as old as humanity itself. But she forced them down, straightened her back. Romano women didn’t cower.

“Tell me.”

Marcus reached into his briefcase and withdrew a manila folder thick enough to choke a horse. The sight of it made her stomach churn—more bad news, more complications, more ways for her world to crumble.

“Dante Salvatore needs a wife.”

The words hung in the air like smoke, curling around her consciousness and leaving the bitter taste of ash in her mouth. She felt her eyebrows draw together, confusion temporarily overriding despair.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“His grandmother, Nonna Salvatore, controls the family trust. It’s worth approximately two billion dollars.” Marcus spoke carefully, as if the words themselves were explosive. “According to sources close to the family, she’s given him an ultimatum: marry within six months, or forfeit his inheritance.”

Bella’s hand found her throat, fingers pressing against the pulse point that hammered like a trapped bird. “What does that have to do with—”

“Everything.” Marcus leaned forward, his eyes intense behind wire-rimmed glasses. “He needs respectability. A wife from an established family, someone with impeccable breeding and social connections. Someone like—”

“Like a Romano.” The pieces clicked into place with sickening clarity. Her knees felt liquid, and she groped blindly for her chair, collapsing into it as understanding dawned.

“It would be a business arrangement,” Marcus continued quickly, misinterpreting her silence. “A marriage contract with clearly defined terms. One year, maybe two at most. In exchange, Romano Couture survives. More than survives—thrives. He’d have no choice but to protect his wife’s family business.”

The leather chair seemed to swallow her whole. She felt herself sinking into it, disappearing like Alice down the rabbit hole into a world where logic had abandoned her entirely.

“You’re suggesting I marry the man who’s trying to destroy everything my family has built.” Her voice sounded disconnected from her body, like it was coming from someone else entirely.

“I’m suggesting you consider all your options.”

Options. What a lovely, civilized word for selling her soul to the devil.

Bella’s stomach cramped, a sharp twist of nausea that made her press her hand to her midsection. The idea of binding herself to Dante Salvatore, even temporarily, made her skin crawl. She’d seen him once at a charity auction, holding court among Milan’s social elite like a dark prince surveying his kingdom.

He’d been devastating—all sharp angles and predatory grace, with the kind of masculine beauty that made smart women do stupid things. But his eyes… God, his eyes had been empty. Calculating. The eyes of a man who viewed people as commodities to be acquired or obstacles to be removed.

“I can’t.” The words came out strangled, barely audible. “Marcus, I can’t marry that monster.”

“Then Romano Couture dies with you.”

The brutal honesty hit her like a physical blow. She actually flinched, her body recoiling from the truth. Because it was the truth—she could see it in Marcus’s face, in the apologetic set of his shoulders, in the careful way he avoided her eyes.

Four generations of Romano women had poured their blood, sweat, and dreams into this company. Her great-grandmother, widowed at twenty-five, supporting three children with nothing but a Singer sewing machine and unshakeable determination. Her grandmother, who’d survived the bombing of Milan by hiding the company’s patterns in a wine cellar. Her mother, who’d built Romano Couture into an international brand before cancer claimed her at forty-five.

And now Bella. The last Romano. The one who would either save the family legacy or watch it burn.

Her hands trembled as she picked up the champagne flute, downing the contents in one burning swallow. The bubbles scored her throat, but the alcohol’s warmth helped steady her voice.

“How long do I have to decide?”

“He’s flying to Milan tomorrow night. Apparently, he wants to meet you before making any formal offers.”

Tomorrow night. Less than twenty-four hours to decide whether to sell her soul or watch everything she loved turn to ash.

Bella closed her eyes, and for just a moment, she could swear she heard the ghostly whisper of her great-grandmother’s sewing machine, still stitching dreams into reality somewhere beyond the veil.

When she opened them again, her reflection stared back from the darkening window—a woman poised on the edge of either salvation or damnation, with no way of knowing which was which.

“Set up the meeting,” she whispered.

The die was cast.
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The laptop screen cast an unforgiving blue glow across Isabella’s face as she hunched over the dining room table at two in the morning, surrounded by the detritus of obsession—empty espresso cups, crumpled printouts, and the growing stack of intelligence she’d compiled on the man who held her family’s fate in his perfectly manicured hands.

Her spine ached from hours of research, vertebrae compressed into a rigid line of determination. She rolled her shoulders, feeling the satisfying pop of tension releasing, but her eyes never left the screen. Sleep was for people who weren’t planning to dance with the devil.

Dante Alessandro Salvatore. Age thirty-two. Net worth: $2.7 billion and climbing.

The numbers blurred together after hours of scrolling, but certain details had etched themselves into her memory with surgical precision. Born in Sicily to a family with “business interests” that weren’t entirely legal. Parents died in a car accident when he was fifteen—though three different sources questioned whether it had actually been an accident. Raised by his paternal grandmother, Elena Salvatore, a woman who apparently ruled the family with an iron fist wrapped in Chanel.

Bella’s throat constricted as she clicked through photos from various society events. There he was at the Met Gala, devastating in custom Tom Ford, his arm around some blonde socialite whose smile looked painted on. Another shot from Cannes—emerging from a yacht that cost more than most people’s houses, his shirt unbuttoned just enough to reveal the edge of what looked like a scar across his chest.

Her fingertips pressed against the trackpad until her knuckles went white. Even in photographs, Dante Salvatore radiated a dangerous magnetism that made her pulse skip in ways that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the kind of primal attraction that got smart women into catastrophic trouble.

“Merda,” she whispered, using the curse her grandmother would have washed her mouth out for. But Nonna wasn’t here to scold her, was she? None of them were here to guide her through this particular circle of hell.

She clicked to the next tab—a financial analysis that made her stomach clench like a fist. Dante’s acquisition pattern was as methodical as a surgeon and twice as ruthless. He targeted family businesses with sentimental attachments, companies whose owners would fight tooth and nail to save their legacy. Then he systematically dismantled their support systems until they had no choice but to sell.

The worst part? He was brilliant at it.

Her phone buzzed against the mahogany table, the vibration seeming unnaturally loud in the silence of her empty apartment. The contact name made her chest tighten: Zio Carlo - Uncle Charles.

“Ciao, bella bambina,” her father’s brother’s voice crackled through the speaker, warm with the affection that had sustained her through childhood scraped knees and adult heartbreaks. But underneath the warmth, she heard the tremor of a man trying not to sound desperate.

“Zio,” she breathed, her throat suddenly thick. “È tardi. Why are you calling so late?”

“Because I cannot sleep, and neither can you, sì? I can hear it in your voice.”

Damn him for knowing her so well. Her eyes burned with tears she couldn’t afford to shed—not when she needed to think clearly, to plan, to find a way out of this labyrinth that didn’t involve selling her soul.

“The Romano accounts,” she said instead of acknowledging his accuracy. “How bad is it really?”

The silence stretched long enough for her to hear her own heartbeat in her ears. When Carlo finally spoke, his voice carried the weight of sixty-seven years, forty of them spent building Romano Couture’s reputation stitch by careful stitch.

“Bad enough that your mother would be turning in her grave if she knew.” The words cut deeper because they were delivered without malice, just devastating honesty. “We’ve lost the Dubois contract in Paris. The workshop in Florence… they’re talking about closing permanently.”

Bella’s hand clenched around the phone so hard the case creaked. The workshop in Florence was where her mother had learned to embroider, where three generations of master craftsmen had perfected techniques passed down through centuries. Closing it would be like burning down a cathedral.

“There has to be another way,” she whispered, but even as she said it, her eyes were drawn back to the laptop screen where Dante Salvatore’s face stared back at her with those predatory eyes that seemed to see straight through every defense she’d ever built.

“Perhaps,” Carlo said carefully. “But every solution requires sacrifices, bambina. The question is what you’re willing to lose to save what matters most.”

After they hung up, Bella sat in the oppressive silence of her apartment, surrounded by the ghosts of four generations of Romano women who had faced their own impossible choices. The weight of their expectations pressed against her shoulders like a physical thing, making her feel simultaneously ancient and desperately young.

She turned back to the laptop with renewed focus, diving deeper into the digital footprints Dante had left across the internet. Society pages, business journals, the occasional tabloid speculation about his love life—or rather, his complete lack of anything resembling a relationship lasting longer than a season.

“Salvatore seen with fashion model Svetlana Kozlova at exclusive Manhattan restaurant…”

“Tech heiress Charlotte Pemberton spotted leaving Salvatore’s Hamptons estate…”

“Mystery brunette accompanies Dante Salvatore to charity auction…”

A pattern emerged that made her pulse quicken with something that might have been hope if she’d been foolish enough to name it. Every woman was stunning, sophisticated, and ultimately disposable. He collected beautiful companions the way other men collected vintage wines—for display, for pleasure, but never for keeps.

She clicked to a video interview from last year’s Forbes summit, her breath catching as Dante’s voice filled her apartment through the laptop speakers. His accent was barely detectable, just the faintest hint of Sicily underneath the boarding school polish, but it sent an unwelcome shiver down her spine.

“Family loyalty is everything,” he was saying to the interviewer, his hands moving with unconscious elegance as he spoke. “In business, as in life, you protect what matters most. Everything else is negotiable.”

The camera loved him, she realized with growing dread. It captured the sharp angles of his face, the way his dark hair fell just perfectly imperfect across his forehead, the dangerous intelligence that glittered in those nearly black eyes. He was the kind of man who made boardrooms full of powerful people lean forward when he spoke, who commanded attention without ever having to demand it.

And she was supposed to what—charm him into marriage? Convince him that Isabella Romano, with her modest trust fund and failed engagement to a perfectly nice architect, was worthy of the Salvatore name?

Her reflection stared back from the black laptop screen, distorted and ghostly. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her usually immaculate appearance had devolved into coffee-stained pajamas and hair that looked like she’d been pulling at it—which she had, during the particularly frustrating deep dive into Dante’s legitimate business holdings.

The man was diversified to a terrifying degree. Real estate from Manhattan to Monaco. Tech investments that had made him a fortune when he was barely twenty-five. Manufacturing concerns that stretched across three continents. And that was just what the public records revealed—God only knew what he kept hidden in the shadows.

She was about to close the laptop when a new search result caught her attention. A death notice from six years ago, buried in the archives of a Sicilian newspaper: Elena Salvatore, matriarch of the Salvatore family, announces the tragic passing of her son Antonio and daughter-in-law Maria in an automobile accident…

Wait. That didn’t match what she’d read earlier. According to every other source, Dante’s parents had died when he was fifteen, nearly seventeen years ago. But this obituary was dated six years ago and mentioned a son named Antonio, not Dante’s father Giuseppe.

Her fingers flew across the keyboard, adrenaline sharpening her focus as she dug deeper. The pieces began to fall into place with sickening clarity—Elena Salvatore hadn’t lost one son in a car accident. She’d lost two. Dante’s uncle Antonio and his wife had died six years ago, leaving behind a daughter who would have been in line for part of the Salvatore fortune.

A daughter who had conveniently disappeared from all public records shortly after her parents’ deaths.

Bella’s blood turned to ice in her veins as she stared at the screen. This wasn’t just about Dante needing a wife to satisfy his grandmother’s traditional values. This was about eliminating competition for an inheritance worth billions. Marriage would consolidate his claim, make him the undisputed heir to the Salvatore empire.

And she was supposed to be his willing accomplice in this family power play.

The apartment felt suddenly stifling, as if the walls were closing in around her. She pushed back from the table, her legs unsteady as she made her way to the kitchen. Her hands shook as she filled a glass with water, the liquid sloshing over the rim to splash against the marble counter.

She’d thought she was agreeing to a simple business arrangement—a marriage of convenience to two people who needed what the other could provide. But this was something else entirely. This was stepping into a world where family members disappeared and car accidents might not be accidents at all.

The water tasted metallic against her tongue, or maybe that was just the taste of fear. She pressed the glass to her forehead, letting the coolness seep through her skin as she tried to process what she’d learned.

Tomorrow night, Dante Salvatore would walk into her life expecting to find a desperate woman willing to trade her freedom for her family’s survival. He would look at her with those calculating eyes and see exactly what he’d always seen when he looked at people—a commodity to be acquired, a problem to be solved, a piece to be moved across his personal chessboard.

What he wouldn’t see coming was Isabella Romano, armed with knowledge and fueled by the kind of desperation that made ordinary people capable of extraordinary things.

She returned to the laptop with renewed purpose, her fear crystallizing into something harder, sharper. If Dante Salvatore thought he could buy her like he’d bought her suppliers and her building, he was about to learn that some things fought back.

The research continued until dawn painted the Milan skyline in shades of rose and gold, and when Isabella finally closed the laptop, she knew her enemy better than he knew himself.

Tomorrow night, the war would begin.








  
  
  CHAPTER THREE: THE DEVIL’S BARGAIN

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




The elevator to Dante Salvatore’s temporary Milan headquarters climbed toward the fiftieth floor with mechanical precision, each passing second measured by the hammering of Isabella’s pulse against her throat. She pressed her palm flat against her sternum, willing her heart to find a rhythm that wouldn’t betray the careful composure she’d spent three hours perfecting.

The reflection in the polished steel doors showed a woman who belonged in boardrooms and opera boxes—charcoal Armani suit tailored to perfection, hair swept into a chignon severe enough to cut glass, makeup applied with the precision of war paint. Only the slight tremor in her hands, quickly stilled against her leather portfolio, hinted at the storm raging beneath her immaculate surface.

Forty-seven. Forty-eight. Forty-nine.

The doors whispered open, revealing a reception area that looked like it had been carved from a single block of white marble. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of Milan’s glittering skyline, and the setting sun painted everything in shades of amber and blood.

“Signorina Romano.” The receptionist’s voice carried the refined neutrality of expensive training. “Signor Salvatore is waiting for you.”

Isabella’s heels clicked against the marble with metronomic precision as she followed the woman through corridors lined with contemporary art that probably cost more than most people’s homes. Each step carried her deeper into enemy territory, and she fought the primal urge to turn and run.

You are Isabella Romano, she reminded herself, drawing strength from four generations of women who had faced down fascists, survived wars, and built empires with nothing but silk thread and steel spines. You do not run.

The double doors at the end of the hallway were mahogany dark as sin, and when they swung open, Isabella’s breath caught in her throat despite every preparation she’d made.

Dante Salvatore stood silhouetted against the floor-to-ceiling windows, hands clasped behind his back as he surveyed his temporary kingdom. The photographs hadn’t done him justice—or perhaps they had, and she simply hadn’t been prepared for the reality of all that masculine power contained in six feet two inches of perfectly tailored Italian wool.

He turned at her entrance, and those nearly black eyes that had haunted her research swept over her with the thoroughness of a tax assessor inventorying assets. The appraisal should have been insulting. Instead, it sent an unwelcome heat spiraling through her bloodstream that had nothing to do with anger and everything to do with the kind of chemical attraction that made headlines and destroyed lives.

“Isabella Romano.” Her name rolled off his tongue like expensive wine, each syllable given weight and consideration. His accent was barely there—just the faintest hint of Sicily wrapped in Ivy League polish—but it made her skin prickle with awareness.

“Dante.” She deliberately omitted any honorific, watching for his reaction. A lesser man might have bristled at the familiarity. Dante’s mouth curved into what might have been amusement if it had reached his eyes.

“Please, sit.” He gestured to a chair positioned across from his desk—close enough for conversation, far enough to maintain the illusion of civilized discourse. “Can I offer you something to drink? Champagne? Wine? Something stronger?”

“Information.” The word came out sharper than she’d intended, betraying the edge of desperation she’d fought to keep hidden. “I assume you know why I’m here.”

Dante moved with predatory grace to the chair behind his desk, settling into it with the unconscious entitlement of a man who had never questioned his right to occupy any space he chose. His fingers—long, elegant, with calluses that suggested he did more than push papers—steepled in front of him.

“I know your company is dying.” The words were delivered without inflection, as clinical as a doctor discussing terminal diagnosis. “I know your suppliers have abandoned you, your accounts have dried up, and you have approximately three weeks before Romano Couture becomes nothing more than a footnote in fashion history.”

Each fact hit like a physical blow, but Isabella kept her spine straight, her expression neutral. She’d spent too many years in boardrooms to let him see how deeply the truth cut.

“I also know,” he continued, those dark eyes never leaving her face, “that you’ve been researching me quite thoroughly. My compliments—you’re more resourceful than I anticipated.”

Heat flooded her cheeks before she could stop it. “Should I be flattered that the great Dante Salvatore had me investigated?”

“You should be grateful that I find intelligence attractive.” He leaned back in his chair, and she caught a glimpse of what lay beneath the civilized veneer—something predatory and dangerous that made her pulse skip like a scratched record. “It will make this arrangement considerably more… stimulating.”

The word hung in the air between them, loaded with implications that made her mouth go dry. She reached for her water glass with fingers that barely trembled, proud of the small victory.

“What arrangement would that be, exactly?”

Dante opened a drawer and withdrew a leather portfolio thick enough to contain her life story—or her death warrant. The sound of paper sliding across mahogany seemed unnaturally loud in the silence.

“A marriage contract,” he said simply. “One year, renewable by mutual agreement. In exchange for bearing my name and playing the role of devoted wife, Romano Couture will not only survive—it will thrive under the protection of the Salvatore umbrella.”

Isabella’s lungs forgot how to process oxygen. She stared at the documents spread before her, the elegant legal prose that would bind her fate to the man who had spent months systematically destroying everything she loved.

“You’re insane.” The words escaped before she could stop them, raw and unfiltered. “You think I would actually marry you? The man who—”

“Who what?” His voice carried a dangerous edge now, like silk wrapped around steel. “Who saved your pathetic company from the natural consequences of decades of poor financial management? Who offered you a solution when bankruptcy was inevitable?”

“Who orchestrated the whole thing!” The accusation exploded from her with enough force to make him raise an eyebrow. “You bought my suppliers, poached my designers, convinced my retailers that Romano Couture was a sinking ship. You created this crisis so you could swoop in as my savior.”

For a moment, the silence stretched taut as a violin string. Then Dante smiled—a real smile that transformed his face from merely devastating to absolutely lethal.

“Brava,” he said softly. “I was beginning to wonder if you had any fire beneath all that ice-princess composure.”

Isabella’s cheeks burned with humiliation and fury. She’d played directly into his hands, shown him exactly the reaction he’d been probing for. Every instinct screamed at her to leave, to walk away from this gilded trap before it snapped shut around her throat.

Instead, she leaned forward, meeting those predatory eyes with steel in her own.

“Why me?” she demanded. “You could have any woman in Europe. Models, actresses, heiresses who would kill for the chance to be Mrs. Salvatore. Why go through all this elaborate manipulation for one failing fashion house and its stubborn owner?”

Something flickered across his expression—too quick to interpret, gone before she could analyze it. When he spoke again, his voice had returned to that careful neutrality.

“Because I need someone who understands the weight of family legacy. Someone who will fight for what matters to them.” His fingers traced the edge of the contract with deliberate precision. “Someone who can’t be bought with jewelry and promises, because they have something to lose that’s worth more than money.”

The honesty in his voice caught her off guard, made her defenses waver for a dangerous moment. Then reality crashed back, cold and unforgiving.

“You want someone desperate enough to agree to this madness,” she corrected. “Someone with no other options.”

“I want someone who will honor the contract we make.” He stood abruptly, moving to the windows where the last light of day painted his profile in sharp relief. “Marriage is a business arrangement, Isabella. Romance is for poets and teenagers. I’m offering you a partnership built on mutual benefit and clearly defined terms.”

She studied the contract while he spoke, her trained eye picking apart the legal language. The terms were surprisingly generous—Romano Couture would become a subsidiary of Salvatore Industries, with Isabella maintaining creative control. Her family’s building would be purchased at above-market value, then leased back to the company for a symbolic fee. Even her employees would be protected, with guaranteed positions and generous severance packages if they chose to leave.

It was everything she could have hoped for and more. Which made it infinitely more terrifying.

“What’s the catch?” she asked without looking up. “This is too good to be true. There has to be something you’re not telling me.”

When she finally raised her eyes, Dante was watching her with an expression she couldn’t read. Something that might have been respect, if she’d been naive enough to believe it.

“The catch is that it will be a real marriage in every way that matters publicly.” His voice was steady, matter-of-fact, but she caught the slight tension in his shoulders. “You’ll live in my homes, attend social functions as my wife, present a united front to the world. My grandmother is… traditional. She’ll expect to see evidence that this is a love match, not a business transaction.”

Isabella’s throat constricted. “Evidence?”

“Affection. Intimacy.” The words were delivered with clinical precision, but they sent heat spiraling through her bloodstream. “You’ll share my bed when circumstances require it. You’ll convince the world that you’re madly in love with your devoted husband.”

The contract trembled in her hands. She set it down carefully, buying time to process what he was really asking of her. Not just her name, not just her public compliance, but her body. Her privacy. The most intimate parts of herself handed over to a man who looked at her like she was a commodity to be acquired.

“And if I refuse?” The question came out steadier than she felt.

Dante returned to his chair with fluid grace, but she caught the predatory stillness that had settled over him. A big cat deciding whether his prey was worth the effort of pursuit.

“Then Romano Couture dies, your employees lose their jobs, and your family’s legacy becomes a cautionary tale about the dangers of sentiment in modern business.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Your choice entirely.”

The casual cruelty of it took her breath away. Not because she hadn’t expected it, but because he delivered the killing blow with such elegant indifference. This was what power looked like when it stopped pretending to be civilized.

Isabella closed her eyes, and for a moment she could swear she felt them—four generations of Romano women standing behind her chair, their hands on her shoulders, their strength flowing through her veins. Her great-grandmother, who had chosen survival over pride when the fascists came. Her grandmother, who had rebuilt from rubble and determination. Her mother, who had turned survival into success through sheer force of will.

None of them had faced choices that were easy. All of them had sacrificed pieces of themselves to protect what mattered most.

When she opened her eyes, Dante was watching her with something that might have been curiosity. As if he was genuinely interested in which way the scales would tip.

“I have conditions,” she said finally.

His eyebrows rose fractionally. “You’re hardly in a position to negotiate.”

“I’m in the only position that matters.” She met his gaze steadily, drawing on reserves of courage she hadn’t known she possessed. “You need me more than I need you. Your grandmother’s deadline is what—four months away? Good luck finding another suitable bride and convincing her to fall in love with you in that time.”

For a heartbeat, she thought she’d pushed too far. Something dangerous flashed in those dark eyes, gone so quickly she might have imagined it. Then his mouth curved into that predatory smile again.

“Name your terms.”

“Romano Couture remains a Romano company. My name stays on the building, the letterhead, everything. I maintain full creative control, and any major business decisions require my approval.” She ticked off each point on her fingers, her voice gaining strength with each demand. “Six months, not a year. And when this arrangement ends, you provide me with enough liquid capital to buy back full ownership of the company.”

“And in return?”

Isabella’s throat went dry, but she forced the words out. “I’ll be your perfect wife. Devoted, charming, madly in love. I’ll attend your functions, charm your business associates, and convince your grandmother that her grandson has found his soulmate.” She paused, gathering her courage for the final concession. “I’ll share your bed when appearances require it.”

The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken implications. Dante’s fingers drummed once against the desk—the only sign that her terms had affected him at all.

“Six months,” he said finally. “With an option to extend if circumstances require it.”

“Six months,” she confirmed. “Not a day longer.”

He stood, extending his hand across the desk. “Then we have a deal, Mrs. Salvatore.”

Isabella stared at his outstretched hand—elegant, predatory, offering salvation wrapped in damnation. Her family’s future hung in the balance, four generations of dreams waiting for her decision.

She reached out and placed her hand in his, gasping at the contact. His skin was warm, callused, surprisingly gentle as his fingers closed around hers. But there was no mistaking the possession in his grip, the promise of ownership that made her pulse race with equal parts fear and unwelcome attraction.

“We have a deal,” she whispered.

The die was cast. The devil had his due.

And Isabella Romano had just sold her soul in blood-red ink.
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The helicopter descended toward Lake Como like a predatory bird claiming its territory, the villa below growing larger with each passing second until Isabella could make out individual cypress trees lining the terraced gardens. Her stomach lurched—whether from the aircraft’s movement or the magnitude of what she’d committed to, she couldn’t say.

Dante sat across from her in the leather seat, perfectly at ease despite the machine’s violent churning of air. He’d shed his business suit for dark jeans and a white linen shirt open at the throat, the casual attire somehow making him more dangerous rather than less. Without the armor of formal wear, she could see the lean muscle beneath expensive fabric, the way his shoulders moved with predatory grace even in stillness.

“Nervous?” His voice carried easily over the helicopter’s roar, those dark eyes assessing her with the thoroughness she was beginning to recognize as his default setting.

“Should I be?” She kept her own voice level, though her fingers betrayed her by tightening on the leather portfolio that contained her hastily packed life. Three days. That’s how long he’d given her to settle her affairs in Milan before whisking her away to his lakeside fortress.

His smile was all teeth and no warmth. “That depends entirely on how well you adapt to new environments, cara mia.”

The endearment rolled off his tongue like honey laced with arsenic. She’d have to get used to that—the casual intimacy that meant nothing but would be expected to look like everything to the outside world.

The helicopter touched down on a pristine landing pad carved into the cliff face, and Isabella’s breath caught as she got her first real look at Villa Salvatore. It wasn’t just a house—it was a statement written in honey-colored stone and architectural dominance. Three stories of neoclassical perfection cascaded down the hillside toward the lake, connected by terraced gardens that looked like they’d been lifted from a Renaissance painting.

Dante helped her from the aircraft, his hand warm and steady at her elbow. The gesture should have been courteous, but something in his touch suggested possession rather than politeness. She pulled away as soon as her feet touched solid ground, earning another of those enigmatic smiles.

“Welcome to your new home,” he said, gesturing toward the villa with proprietary pride. “Built in 1847 by my great-great-grandfather. Legend has it he won the land in a card game, though family stories tend toward embellishment.”

Isabella’s heels clicked against stone as they climbed the wide steps toward the main entrance, flanked by marble lions that seemed to watch their approach with carved disapproval. The massive wooden doors—old enough to have weathered Napoleon’s campaigns—swung open before they reached them.

A woman emerged who could only be described as formidable. Silver-haired and elegant despite her apparent seventy-plus years, she moved with the bearing of someone accustomed to command. Her black dress was simple but clearly expensive, and the pearls at her throat probably cost more than Isabella’s annual salary.

“Nonna.” Dante’s voice warmed fractionally as he kissed both of the woman’s cheeks. “Allow me to introduce Isabella Romano, my fiancée.”

Fiancée. The word hit Isabella like a physical blow. In all their negotiations, they’d somehow skipped over the courtship charade. Apparently, she was jumping straight from stranger to bride-to-be in the space of a helicopter ride.

“Isabella.” Elena Salvatore’s voice carried the authority of a woman who had ruled a powerful family for decades. Her handshake was firm, her assessment thorough and undisguised. “You’re younger than I expected.”

“I hope that’s not a disappointment,” Isabella replied, falling back on the social graces drilled into her since childhood. “Thank you for welcoming me into your home.”

“Our home,” Dante corrected smoothly, his hand settling at the small of Isabella’s back. The touch sent unwelcome heat spiraling through her nervous system. “Isabella will be staying indefinitely.”

Elena’s eyes—the same predatory black as her grandson’s—flickered between them with obvious calculation. “How delightful. I do hope you’ll find everything to your satisfaction. Giuseppe will show you to your rooms.”

Rooms. Plural. Isabella tried not to let her relief show as an elderly man in impeccable uniform stepped forward with a respectful bow.

“If you’ll follow me, signorina,” Giuseppe said in accented English, reaching for her bags.

“Actually,” Dante’s voice stopped them all mid-step, “Isabella will be staying in the master suite. With me.”

The words hung in the evening air like smoke from a funeral pyre. Isabella felt the blood drain from her face as the implications sank in. She’d known this was part of the arrangement—had even agreed to it in abstract terms—but the reality of sharing intimate space with Dante Salvatore made her lungs forget how to process oxygen.

“Of course,” Elena murmured, but Isabella caught the calculating gleam in her eyes. “How romantic. Giuseppe, please see that the signorina’s belongings are moved to the blue suite.”

The blue suite. Not the master suite. Isabella filed away the discrepancy as Giuseppe led them through corridors lined with oil paintings that looked like they belonged in museums. Each step carried her deeper into enemy territory, past priceless art and furniture that had witnessed centuries of Salvatore family secrets.

“The villa has forty-seven rooms,” Giuseppe explained as they climbed a marble staircase wide enough for a battalion. “Including twelve bedrooms, eight full bathrooms, two kitchens, a library, ballroom, and wine cellar dating to the fifteenth century.”

Forty-seven rooms, and she was going to be sleeping in the same one as Dante. The irony wasn’t lost on her.

The blue suite was aptly named—decorated in shades of azure and cream that would have been soothing if Isabella’s nerves hadn’t been stretched to breaking point. French doors opened onto a private balcony overlooking the lake, and the antique furniture looked like it had been placed by someone with exquisite taste and unlimited resources.

“The master suite is just through there,” Giuseppe indicated a connecting door with delicate discretion. “Signor Salvatore thought you might prefer to settle in gradually.”

Gradually. As if there was a gentle way to acclimate to sharing space with a predator.

After Giuseppe left, Isabella sank onto the silk-upholstered bench at the foot of the four-poster bed, her hands shaking with delayed reaction. Three days ago, she’d been a successful businesswoman with her own apartment and carefully ordered life. Now she was trapped in a gilded cage with a man who looked at her like she was his next acquisition.

A soft knock at the connecting door made her jump. “Isabella? May I come in?”

She wanted to say no, to barricade herself behind silk and mahogany until she could figure out how to survive this arrangement. Instead, she heard herself saying, “Of course.”

Dante entered without the diffidence his polite request had suggested, surveying the room with proprietary satisfaction. He’d changed again—this time into dark slacks and a navy sweater that emphasized the breadth of his shoulders and the lean lines of his torso.

“You don’t like it,” he observed, reading her expression with uncomfortable accuracy.

“It’s beautiful.” The automatic politeness was a shield she’d learned to wield in childhood. “Your grandmother has exquisite taste.”

“My grandmother chose the furnishings, yes, but I chose the room.” He moved closer, close enough that she caught the subtle scent of his cologne—bergamot and something darker, more dangerous. “I thought you might appreciate the privacy while you… adjust.”

That word again. As if adjusting to life with Dante Salvatore was a simple matter of finding the right emotional thermostat.

“How considerate,” she said, proud of keeping the sarcasm to a minimum.

His laugh was low and rich, the sound somehow more intimate than it had any right to be. “You don’t trust me.”

“Should I?” The question escaped before she could stop it, raw and unfiltered.

For a moment, something flickered across his expression—too quick to interpret, gone before she could analyze it. When he spoke again, his voice had returned to that careful neutrality.

“I gave you my word that this arrangement would be mutually beneficial. I don’t make promises lightly, Isabella.”

She wanted to ask what his word was worth, what happened to people who crossed the Salvatore family, what had really happened to his cousin who’d disappeared from public records. Instead, she nodded as if his assurance meant something.

“Dinner is at eight,” he continued. “Nonna keeps formal hours. I trust you brought something appropriate?”

The casual assumption that she might not have proper attire stung more than it should have. “I’ve been navigating Milan society since I could walk, Dante. I think I can manage dinner with your grandmother.”

Another of those predatory smiles. “I look forward to seeing you try.”

After he left, Isabella unpacked her belongings with mechanical precision, hanging her carefully chosen wardrobe in the antique armoire and arranging her toiletries on the marble vanity. Each familiar item felt like a small rebellion against the overwhelming strangeness of her surroundings.

She chose a midnight blue cocktail dress for dinner—elegant but not ostentatious, with clean lines that spoke to her fashion background without screaming for attention. The reflection in the mirror showed a woman who looked composed, controlled, ready for whatever the evening might bring.

If only the woman beneath the surface felt half as confident.

The dining room was another exercise in understated opulence—crystal chandeliers casting warm light over a table that could have seated twenty but was set for three. Elena presided at the head like a queen holding court, while Dante took the seat to her right, leaving Isabella to claim the chair across from him.

“I trust your room is satisfactory?” Elena inquired as the first course was served—some kind of delicate fish preparation that probably cost more than most people’s weekly groceries.

“It’s lovely, thank you.” Isabella picked up her fork with hands that barely trembled. “The view of the lake is extraordinary.”

“The Salvatore family has owned this property for nearly two centuries,” Elena continued, her voice carrying the weight of legacy. “Each generation has added their own touches, but the essential character remains unchanged. We believe in preserving what matters.”

The words carried undertones that made Isabella’s skin prickle. Everything about this conversation felt like a test, each response weighed and measured against some invisible standard.

“Isabella comes from a similar tradition,” Dante interjected smoothly. “The Romano family has been creating beautiful things for four generations.”

“Yes, I’m familiar with your work.” Elena’s smile was polite but somehow predatory. “Though I understand the company has faced some… challenges recently.”

Heat flooded Isabella’s cheeks, but she kept her voice level. “Every family business encounters difficulties. The key is adapting without losing sight of your core values.”

“Indeed.” Elena’s dark eyes—so like her grandson’s—never left Isabella’s face. “And what would you say are the Romano family’s core values?”

The question felt loaded, dangerous in ways Isabella couldn’t fully articulate. She was acutely aware of Dante watching the exchange, his expression unreadable but somehow amused.

“Quality over quantity,” she said finally. “Craftsmanship over profit. Building things that last rather than chasing trends.”

“How refreshingly old-fashioned.” Elena’s tone could have meant anything. “Dante, you’ve chosen well. I do hope Isabella will be able to… adapt to our family’s traditions as readily as she speaks of preserving her own.”

The elderly woman’s smile was sharp enough to cut glass, and Isabella suddenly understood that she was being evaluated for more than just her suitability as a dinner companion. Elena Salvatore was testing her worthiness to carry the family name—and finding her wanting.

“I’m a fast learner,” Isabella replied, meeting the older woman’s gaze steadily. “And I have a deep respect for tradition. Especially traditions that have stood the test of time.”

Something flickered in Elena’s eyes—approval, perhaps, or maybe just surprise that Isabella had declined to be intimidated. The conversation moved on to safer topics, but Isabella remained hyperaware of the undercurrents swirling beneath the polite surface.

After dinner, Dante walked her back to her room, his presence both protective and unsettling in the dim corridor.

“You survived your first encounter with Nonna,” he observed as they stopped outside her door. “Congratulations.”

“Was I not supposed to?” The question came out sharper than she’d intended.

His smile was enigmatic. “Elena has high standards. She doesn’t approve of everyone.”

“But she approved of me?”

“She’s… reserving judgment.” He stepped closer, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from his body. “The real test will come later.”

Isabella’s throat went dry. “What kind of test?”

“The kind that determines whether you’re strong enough to be a Salvatore.” His voice was soft, almost gentle, but she caught the steel underneath. “Sleep well, cara mia. Tomorrow, your real education begins.”

He left her standing in the hallway, her heart pounding against her ribs like a caged bird. Through her windows, Lake Como glittered in the moonlight, beautiful and treacherous as the man she’d agreed to marry.

Isabella sank onto her bed, finally allowing herself to acknowledge the truth she’d been fighting all evening: she wasn’t just trapped in Dante’s world.

She was drowning in it.

And the most terrifying part wasn’t that he might destroy her—it was that she was beginning to wonder if she’d let him.
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The Palazzo delle Stelline glittered like a jewel box under the Milanese night sky, its baroque facade illuminated by strategically placed spotlights that turned honey-colored stone into molten gold. Isabella pressed her palm against her stomach as their car glided through the crowd of photographers and society reporters, flashbulbs already popping like champagne corks at a celebration she wasn’t sure she wanted to attend.

“Breathe,” Dante murmured from beside her, his hand settling over hers with unexpected gentleness. “You look like you’re about to be sick.”

She was. Her stomach churned with the kind of nauseating anxiety that had plagued her since childhood—the certainty that everyone would see through whatever mask she wore and find her wanting. Tonight, that mask happened to be “devoted fiancée to one of Europe’s most dangerous men,” and the stakes for a convincing performance had never been higher.

“I’m fine,” she lied, proud that her voice remained steady even as her pulse hammered against her throat hard enough that she was sure he could see it.

Dante’s thumb brushed across her knuckles in a gesture that should have been comforting but instead sent unwelcome heat spiraling up her arm. “You’re wearing red.”

It wasn’t a question, but she answered anyway. “Valentino. 1987 vintage.” The dress was a masterpiece of scarlet silk that hugged her curves like liquid fire before flowing into a train that whispered against marble with every step. She’d chosen it specifically because it was the kind of gown that demanded attention—and because the color matched her mood.

“You look…” He paused, his dark eyes moving over her with an intensity that made her skin prickle with awareness. “Dangerous.”

The word hung between them, loaded with implications she didn’t want to examine. Before she could respond, their car door opened, and the chaos of Milan’s social elite rushed in like a tide.

Dante emerged first with fluid grace, his custom Brioni tuxedo fitting him like a second skin. The cameras loved him—she could see it in the way the photographers angled for better shots, the hunger in their eyes as they captured every angle of masculine perfection wrapped in Italian wool.

He turned back to offer her his hand, and Isabella drew in a breath that tasted of expensive perfume and barely controlled panic. Showtime.

The moment her scarlet heels touched the red carpet, the cameras exploded. Light burst around them in strobing waves that turned the world into a series of frozen moments—Dante’s hand at her waist, her train spread behind them like spilled wine, their faces caught in expressions of practiced intimacy.

“Dante! Isabella! Over here!” The photographers’ voices rose above the crowd, a cacophony of demands and entreaties that made her head spin.

Dante’s arm tightened around her waist, pulling her closer against his side. To the cameras, it probably looked protective, romantic. But Isabella felt the possessive grip of his fingers, the way he positioned her body like she was an accessory carefully arranged to complement his image.

“Smile,” he whispered against her ear, his breath warm against her skin. “You’re supposed to be madly in love with me, remember?”

She tilted her head up toward him, letting her lips curve into what she hoped looked like adoration rather than the simmering resentment that was her actual emotion. His answering smile was devastating—the kind of expression that had probably launched a thousand corporate mergers and twice as many broken hearts.

They moved through the receiving line like dancers executing a well-rehearsed routine. Air kisses for the women, firm handshakes for the men, the same conversations repeated with minor variations dozens of times.

“Isabella, you look absolutely radiant…”

“Dante, when’s the wedding? Milan is dying to know…”

“Such a romantic story, how you two found each other again…”

Found each other again? Isabella filed away that particular fiction for later analysis. Apparently, their relationship came with a backstory she hadn’t been briefed on.

The palazzo’s grand ballroom was a masterpiece of baroque excess—crystal chandeliers the size of small cars, frescoed ceilings that depicted cherubs engaged in various mythological pursuits, and enough gilt to fund a small nation’s infrastructure. The cream of Milan’s society swirled across marble floors in clouds of designer silk and carefully maintained secrets.

“Champagne?” A server appeared at Isabella’s elbow with a tray of crystal flutes filled with golden bubbles.

She reached for one gratefully, needing something to do with her hands, but Dante’s fingers intercepted hers.

“Not tonight, cara mia.” His voice was gentle, but she caught the steel underneath. “You know how champagne affects you.”

I know no such thing, she wanted to snap. But the lie was delivered with such casual intimacy that several nearby guests smiled indulgently at what they probably interpreted as protective devotion.

“Of course,” she murmured, allowing him to guide her toward the dance floor. “How thoughtful of you to remember.”

His hand settled at the small of her back as the orchestra began a waltz, and suddenly they were moving together with the kind of synchronicity that suggested years of practice rather than their first public dance. Isabella’s treacherous body responded to his lead with embarrassing eagerness, her pulse quickening as his fingers spread across silk and skin.

“You dance well,” she observed, proud of keeping her voice steady despite the way his proximity was affecting her breathing.

“I had an excellent teacher.” His dark eyes never left her face as they turned and swayed among the other couples. “My grandmother insisted that a gentleman must be able to waltz properly. Among other things.”

The phrase carried undertones that made heat pool low in her belly. Isabella focused on the steps, on the music, on anything except the way his thighs brushed against hers with each turn.

“Isabella Romano! My God, it’s been years!”

The voice cut through her concentration like a blade. Isabella turned to see Cristiano Marchetti approaching with his arms outstretched, his boyishly handsome face lit with genuine pleasure. Her former fiancé looked exactly as she remembered—golden hair falling across his forehead, blue eyes bright with intelligence and humor, the kind of warm charm that had made her believe in fairy tales once upon a time.

Before she could respond, Dante’s arm tightened around her waist with enough force to make her gasp softly. When she glanced up at him, his expression was perfectly pleasant, but something deadly flickered in those dark eyes.

“Cristiano.” Isabella managed to keep her voice level despite the sudden tension radiating from the man beside her. “I didn’t know you were in Milan.”

“Just finished a project in Rome. A restoration job that ran three months longer than planned—you know how it is.” Cristiano’s smile faltered slightly as he took in Dante’s proprietary stance. “I heard rumors, but I had to see for myself. Congratulations on your engagement.”

The word engagement hung in the air like smoke from a funeral pyre. Isabella could feel curious eyes turning in their direction, the kind of avid attention that fed Milan’s gossip mills for months.

“Thank you.” She forced her lips to curve upward. “Dante, I’d like you to meet Cristiano Marchetti. We were… close friends in university.”

Close friends. The euphemism tasted like ash in her mouth. Cristiano had been her first love, her first everything, the man she’d planned to marry before his work had taken him to Paris and distance had slowly eroded what they’d built together.

Dante extended his hand with predatory grace. “Cristiano. Isabella has mentioned you.”

The lie was delivered with such casual authority that even Isabella almost believed it. Cristiano shook the offered hand, but she noticed how quickly he released it, as if prolonged contact with Dante Salvatore might be hazardous to his health.

“All good things, I hope,” Cristiano said with forced lightness. “Isabella was always too kind about my faults.”

“She’s remarkably forgiving,” Dante agreed, his voice carrying an edge that made Isabella’s skin prickle with warning. “Though I find her standards have… evolved since university.”

The insult was subtle enough to maintain plausible deniability but clear enough to make Cristiano’s face flush with embarrassment. Isabella felt her temper flare like a struck match.

“Would you excuse us for a moment?” she said sweetly, digging her fingers into Dante’s arm with enough force to make him wince. “I promised to introduce Dante to the Contessa di Milano, and she despises being kept waiting.”

She steered him away from Cristiano before either man could respond, her heels clicking against marble with staccato fury. The Contessa was holding court near the champagne fountain, surrounded by Milan’s social elite like a queen bee attended by her drones.

“That was unnecessary,” Isabella hissed once they were out of earshot.

“Was it?” Dante’s voice carried that dangerous silkiness she was learning to recognize as a warning sign. “Your former lover seemed quite eager to reconnect.”

Former lover. Heat flooded her cheeks at the casual way he said it, as if he had intimate knowledge of her romantic history rather than educated guesses.

“Cristiano is a friend,” she said through gritted teeth. “Nothing more.”

“A friend who looks at you like he’s remembering exactly how you taste.” The words were delivered with clinical precision, but she caught the underlying possessiveness that made her pulse skip like a scratched record. “I won’t have other men coveting what’s mine, Isabella. Not in public.”

What’s mine. The proprietary phrase should have infuriated her. Instead, it sent unwelcome heat spiraling through her bloodstream, making her acutely aware of every place his body had touched hers during their dance.

“I’m not yours,” she whispered fiercely. “This is a business arrangement, remember? Nothing more.”

Dante stopped walking so abruptly that she nearly stumbled. When he turned to face her, his expression was perfectly controlled, but she could see something predatory stirring in the depths of those dark eyes.

“Every eye in this room is on us,” he said softly. “Every conversation has paused to analyze our body language, our expressions, the distance between us. In the next five seconds, you can either convince them that you’re desperately in love with your fiancé, or you can let them speculate about trouble in paradise.”

Before she could respond, he cupped her face in his hands with devastating gentleness, his thumbs brushing across her cheekbones in a caress that looked like worship but felt like warning.

“Choose carefully, cara mia. Because I promise you, the consequences of getting this wrong extend far beyond your wounded pride.”

The threat was delivered in a voice like honey poured over steel, gentle enough that anyone watching would see only a tender moment between lovers. But Isabella heard the iron underneath, the promise of retribution that made her breath catch in her throat.

Around them, conversations had indeed paused. She could feel the weight of a hundred gazes, the hungry attention of people who lived for scandal and fed on other people’s misfortunes. In that moment, she understood with crystalline clarity that this wasn’t just about her family’s company or Dante’s inheritance.

This was about power. Control. The kind of dangerous game where losing meant more than just public humiliation.

So she rose on her toes and kissed him.

The contact was electric, shocking in its intensity. What was meant to be a performance became something else entirely as Dante’s mouth moved against hers with skillful precision. His fingers tangled in her hair, destroying her careful chignon, and she heard someone nearby sigh with romantic appreciation.

When they broke apart, Isabella’s lips were swollen and her breathing was uneven. Dante’s eyes had gone almost black, and she could see her own stunned reflection in their depths.

“Much better,” he murmured against her ear, loud enough for nearby guests to hear. “You’re a quick learner.”

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of introductions, small talk, and carefully orchestrated intimacy. Dante played his part perfectly—the devoted fiancé who couldn’t keep his hands off his beautiful bride-to-be. His touch was constant but subtle: fingers brushing against her bare back, his hand resting possessively on her hip, casual caresses that looked like affection but felt like ownership.

By the time they left the palazzo, Isabella’s nerves were stretched to breaking point. The car ride back to Lake Como passed in loaded silence, both of them staring out opposite windows as the Italian countryside flashed past in shades of silver and black.

“You did well tonight,” Dante said finally as their car pulled up to the villa’s entrance.

“Did I?” The question came out sharper than she’d intended. “I’m glad my performance met your standards.”

He turned to study her profile in the dim light filtering through the windows. “It wasn’t entirely a performance, was it?”

The observation hit too close to the truth she didn’t want to acknowledge. Yes, she’d kissed him to convince their audience. But somewhere in the middle of that kiss, performance had become something dangerously real.

“Goodnight, Dante,” she said instead of answering, already reaching for the door handle.

His hand caught her wrist, not hard enough to hurt but firm enough to stop her escape. “Isabella.”

She made the mistake of looking back at him, and her breath caught at the expression on his face. Gone was the controlled businessman, the charming public figure, the calculating predator. For just a moment, she glimpsed something raw and hungry that made her pulse hammer against her throat.

“Sweet dreams,” he said softly, releasing her wrist with deliberate care.

Isabella fled to her room like a woman pursued by demons, her heart racing and her lips still tingling from a kiss that had been far too real for her peace of mind.

Behind her connecting door, she could hear Dante moving around his room—the soft sound of fabric sliding across skin, water running in the marble bathroom, the creak of expensive leather as he settled into what she imagined was a chair by the windows.

She pressed her back against the door, one hand pressed to her racing heart, and tried to convince herself that what she was feeling was fear.

The lie tasted bitter on her tongue.
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Isabella woke to the sound of Italian voices drifting through her windows—rapid, animated conversation punctuated by what sounded suspiciously like camera shutters. Her blood turned to ice as she recognized the unmistakable cadence of paparazzi, their excitement palpable even three stories above the villa’s main entrance.

She stumbled from bed, silk nightgown clinging to her sleep-warmed skin as she crept to the French doors. Below, a small army of photographers clustered around the villa’s gates like vultures circling carrion, their telephoto lenses trained on the windows with predatory patience.

“Merda,” she whispered, using the curse word her grandmother would have scrubbed from her mouth with soap. This was not how she’d planned to start her second day in paradise.

A sharp knock at her connecting door made her jump, her heart hammering against her ribs like a caged bird.

“Isabella.” Dante’s voice carried through the mahogany with dangerous calm. “We need to talk.”

She wrapped a silk robe around herself, tying the belt with fingers that barely trembled—a small victory, considering the circumstances. When she opened the door, Dante filled the frame like a force of nature contained in perfectly pressed linen pants and a white shirt that emphasized the golden tone of his skin.

His dark eyes swept over her appearance with clinical assessment, lingering on her sleep-mussed hair and the way her robe gaped slightly at the throat. The scrutiny should have been insulting. Instead, it sent unwelcome heat spiraling through her bloodstream.

“Good morning to you too,” she said, proud of keeping the sarcasm to a minimum.

He stepped into her room without invitation, moving to the windows where he adjusted the curtains with mechanical precision. The gesture struck her as oddly domestic until she realized he was blocking the photographers’ sight lines.

“We have a problem,” he said without preamble.

“You mean besides the small army of journalists camped outside your front door?” Isabella sank into the silk-upholstered chair by her vanity, grateful for something solid to support her suddenly weak knees.

Dante’s mouth curved into what might have been amusement if it had reached his eyes. “That’s actually part of the solution.”

He crossed to her bedside table and picked up a newspaper she didn’t remember seeing—Corriere della Sera, Milan’s most prestigious daily. The front page made her stomach drop like a stone into deep water.

The photograph was devastating in its intimacy. Dante’s hands framed her face with tender possession while she gazed up at him with an expression that looked disturbingly like worship. The headline blazed across the page in bold typeface: “AMORE ETERNO: Salvatore Heir Finds His Soul Mate.”

“Eternal love,” Isabella translated weakly. “How… romantic.”

“The photograph is exceptional,” Dante observed with clinical detachment. “Giuseppe counts at least six different publications that ran variations of it this morning. Your performance was very convincing.”

Performance. The word stung more than it should have. “I’m glad my acting skills meet your standards.”

“Are you?” His dark eyes never left her face as he set the newspaper aside. “Because according to the fountain incident that’s currently trending on social media, your standards of acceptable behavior seem to have… evolved.”

Isabella’s blood turned to ice. “What fountain incident?”

Dante pulled out his phone with the fluid grace that marked all his movements, swiping through screens until he found what he was looking for. The video was brief but damning—security footage of a figure in a flowing white nightgown wading into the villa’s central fountain at what appeared to be three in the morning.

“That’s not—” she started, then stopped as recognition hit her like a physical blow. It was absolutely, undeniably her. Sleep-deprived and emotionally wrung out from their evening at the palazzo, she’d apparently decided that a midnight swim in Dante’s fountain was a reasonable response to stress.

“You don’t remember.” It wasn’t a question.

Heat flooded her cheeks with enough force to make her dizzy. “I was… upset. After the gala. I couldn’t sleep, so I went for a walk in the gardens, and the fountain looked so…”

“Inviting?” Dante’s voice carried that dangerous silkiness she was learning to recognize as a warning sign.

“Peaceful,” she corrected, though even to her own ears the explanation sounded pathetic.

He moved closer, close enough that she caught the subtle scent of his cologne—bergamot and something darker, more dangerous. “Isabella, cara mia, I need you to understand something very clearly.”

The endearment rolled off his tongue like honey laced with poison. She straightened in her chair, drawing on reserves of dignity she didn’t entirely feel.

“Enlighten me.”

“This arrangement works because the world believes we’re desperately in love. That requires a certain level of… discretion in your behavior.” His fingers traced the edge of her vanity with deliberate precision, each movement calculated to emphasize his control. “Late-night fountain swimming while wearing transparent nightwear sends mixed messages about your commitment to our engagement.”

The criticism hit like a slap, sharp and stinging. Isabella’s temper flared like a struck match.

“Forgive me,” she said with acid sweetness. “I wasn’t aware that insomnia was grounds for breach of contract.”

Dante’s laugh was low and rich, the sound somehow more intimate than anger would have been. “You have fire. I appreciate that. But fire without control becomes wildfire, and wildfires destroy everything in their path.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“I’m educating you.” He leaned against her vanity with casual grace, but she could see the predatory stillness that had settled over him. “The photographers outside aren’t here by accident, Isabella. They’re here because someone—possibly multiple someones—called them with reports of unusual activity at Villa Salvatore.”

The implication sank in with sickening clarity. Her midnight fountain adventure hadn’t just been captured by security cameras—it had been witnessed, reported, turned into entertainment for Milan’s gossip-hungry media.

“So what do you suggest?” she asked, proud of keeping her voice steady despite the mortification burning in her chest.

“We give them what they came for.” Dante straightened with fluid grace, his expression shifting into something that might have been anticipation if she’d been naive enough to hope. “A performance that will make them forget all about fountain swimming and focus on the love story they’re desperate to document.”

Before she could ask what kind of performance, he was moving toward her with predatory purpose. Isabella’s pulse quickened as he knelt beside her chair, his hands settling on the silk-upholstered arms with careful precision.

“What are you doing?” The question came out breathier than she’d intended.

“Giving you a reason to be in my room at nine in the morning wearing nothing but a robe.” His voice was soft, almost gentle, but she could see something dangerous stirring in the depths of those dark eyes.

Heat flooded her cheeks as understanding dawned. “You want them to think we—”

“I want them to think exactly what any rational person would think when they see a beautiful woman emerging from her fiancé’s bedroom looking thoroughly… satisfied.”

The word hung between them like smoke from a fire that was burning out of control. Isabella’s mouth went dry as she processed the implications of what he was suggesting.

“You’re insane,” she whispered.

“I’m practical.” His thumb brushed across her lower lip with devastating gentleness, the touch sending electric shocks straight to her core. “And you’re going to help me sell this illusion, because the alternative is watching your family’s company burn while you explain to the media why your engagement fell apart after less than a week.”

The threat was delivered with such casual authority that it took her breath away. This was what power looked like when it stopped pretending to be civilized—elegant, ruthless, and absolutely certain of victory.

“I hate you,” she said, the words escaping before she could stop them.

Dante’s smile was all teeth and no warmth. “I’m counting on it. Passion and hatred often look remarkably similar from the outside.”

Before she could respond, he was moving again, his hands tangling in her hair with skillful precision. The careful chignon she’d slept in dissolved under his touch, dark strands falling around her shoulders in waves that suggested intimate activities.

“What are you—” she started, but the protest died as his fingers found the belt of her robe.

“Creating evidence,” he murmured against her ear, his breath warm against her skin. “Hold still.”

The silk belt whispered apart under his touch, and suddenly her robe was gaping open, revealing the thin nightgown underneath. Isabella gasped, her hands flying up to clutch the fabric together, but Dante’s fingers intercepted hers.

“Trust me,” he said softly, and something in his voice made her hands still.

With clinical precision, he adjusted the robe so it hung from her shoulders in a way that suggested hurried dressing. His fingers brushed against her collarbone as he arranged her hair, and she couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran through her at the contact.

“Perfect,” he murmured, stepping back to assess his handiwork with artistic satisfaction. “You look like a woman who’s just been thoroughly loved by her devoted fiancé.”

Isabella caught a glimpse of herself in the vanity mirror and felt her breath catch. Her lips were swollen from nervous biting, her hair fell in tousled waves around her shoulders, and the silk robe clung to her curves in ways that suggested recent removal and hasty replacement.

She looked exactly like what he’d intended—a woman emerging from her lover’s bed with the kind of satisfied glow that fed romantic fantasies and sold magazines.

“Now what?” she asked, proud of keeping her voice steady despite the way her pulse was racing.

“Now you walk through the main corridor to the breakfast terrace.” Dante’s voice had returned to that careful neutrality, but she could see satisfaction glittering in his dark eyes. “Take your time. Stop to admire the art. Perhaps pause at the windows overlooking the front garden where those telephoto lenses can get clear shots.”

The plan was diabolical in its simplicity. By the time she reached the breakfast terrace, every photographer would have captured images of her post-coital glow, and the narrative would write itself.

“And then?” she demanded.

“Then you join me for breakfast like the loving fiancée you’re being paid to play.” His smile was sharp enough to cut glass. “Unless you have a better solution to our current publicity problem?”

Isabella wanted to argue, to find some flaw in his logic that would give her an escape route. But the truth was as unavoidable as it was infuriating—he was right. The fountain incident had created a narrative that threatened their carefully constructed fiction. This was damage control, pure and simple.

“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “But I have conditions.”

His eyebrows rose fractionally. “You’re hardly in a position to negotiate.”

“I’m in the only position that matters.” She met his gaze steadily, drawing strength from four generations of Romano women who had faced down worse odds. “You need this to look real, which means you need my cooperation. Full cooperation, not just grudging compliance.”

Something flickered in his expression—surprise, perhaps, or maybe respect. “Name your terms.”

“No more surprises. If you want me to play a role, I need to know the script in advance.” She ticked off each point on her fingers, her voice gaining strength with each demand. “No more public humiliation disguised as education. And absolutely no more touching without permission.”

The last condition hung in the air between them like a challenge. Dante’s eyes darkened, and she caught a glimpse of something predatory stirring in their depths.

“Touching,” he repeated softly.

“You heard me.”

“And if the situation requires… intimate contact for the sake of appearances?”

Heat flooded her cheeks, but she forced herself to hold his gaze. “Then you ask. Like a civilized human being.”

For a moment, the silence stretched taut as a violin string. Then Dante smiled—a real smile that transformed his face from merely devastating to absolutely lethal.

“Agreed,” he said simply. “On one condition of my own.”

Isabella’s stomach clenched with dread. “Which is?”

“The next time you decide to take a midnight swim, you let me know. I’d hate for you to drown in my fountain—the paperwork would be a nightmare.”

The casual way he delivered the threat made it somehow more chilling than outright intimidation would have been. But Isabella had grown up with three older brothers and a grandmother who’d survived Mussolini. She knew how to handle bullies, even devastatingly attractive ones who wore expensive suits and controlled billion-dollar empires.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said sweetly. “Now, shall we give your audience the show they’re waiting for?”

Dante’s answering smile was sharp enough to cut diamonds. “After you, cara mia.”

Isabella walked through the villa’s corridors like a queen going to her execution—head high, spine straight, every step measured and deliberate. The morning light streaming through tall windows caught the silk of her robe and turned it translucent, creating exactly the effect Dante had intended.

By the time she reached the breakfast terrace, her cheeks were flushed with what looked like satisfaction and her lips curved in a smile that suggested pleasant exhaustion. The cameras beyond the garden walls captured every moment, every angle, every suggestion of intimacy.

When Dante joined her ten minutes later—hair slightly mussed, shirt unbuttoned at the throat—the illusion was complete. To anyone watching, they looked like lovers who had just shared a passionate morning in bed.

The truth, Isabella reflected as she sipped her espresso and smiled at her fake fiancé, was considerably more complicated.

But then again, the best lies always were.
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The vineyard stretched across the rolling Tuscan hills like something from a Renaissance painting, rows of grapevines creating geometric patterns that seemed to pulse in the afternoon heat. Isabella pressed her palm against the cool glass of the Mercedes window, watching the landscape blur past in shades of gold and green.

“You’re nervous,” Dante observed from beside her, not bothering to look up from his phone where he’d been conducting business in rapid-fire Italian for the past hour.

“I’m fine.” The lie rolled off her tongue with practiced ease, though her stomach had been churning since they’d left Lake Como that morning. Three days of playing devoted fiancée in the privacy of the villa was one thing. Performing for an audience of Dante’s business associates and their razor-sharp wives was something else entirely.

“Liar.” His voice carried amusement rather than accusation. “Your pulse is visible from here, and you’ve been fidgeting with that bracelet for the last twenty minutes.”

Isabella’s fingers stilled on the delicate silver chain at her wrist—the one engraved with Philippians 4:6-7. Do not be anxious about anything. The irony wasn’t lost on her that she was wearing a reminder about anxiety while traveling to a wine tasting that was making her want to vomit.

“Perhaps I’m just eager to sample some of Tuscany’s finest vintages,” she said with forced lightness.

Dante finally looked up from his phone, those dark eyes assessing her with uncomfortable accuracy. “When was the last time you had alcohol?”

The question caught her off guard. “What?”

“It’s a simple question, Isabella. When did you last drink alcohol?”

Heat flooded her cheeks as she realized where this was heading. “I don’t see how that’s relevant—”

“You don’t drink.” It wasn’t a question. “At the palazzo, you reached for champagne and I intercepted it. Just now, you mentioned wine tasting with the enthusiasm of someone facing a root canal. You don’t drink alcohol, do you?”

Isabella’s throat constricted. The observation was too accurate, too insightful, and it revealed a vulnerability she hadn’t intended to show. “I… it doesn’t agree with me.”

“Define ‘doesn’t agree with you.’”

She turned back to the window, watching cypress trees flash past like dark exclamation marks against the golden landscape. “It makes me sick. Quickly. Even small amounts.”

The silence that followed felt loaded with implications she didn’t want to examine. When Dante spoke again, his voice was softer than she’d ever heard it.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it doesn’t matter.” The words came out sharper than she’d intended. “I can hold a glass and pretend to sip. I’ve been doing it for years.”

“At a wine tasting.”

The flat way he said it made her stomach clench with fresh anxiety. She’d been so focused on the social performance aspect of the afternoon that she’d completely overlooked the obvious problem—how exactly did one fake one’s way through an event specifically designed around consuming alcohol?

“I’ll figure something out,” she said weakly.

Dante was quiet for a long moment, his attention seemingly returned to his phone. Then he leaned forward to speak to their driver in rapid Italian. Isabella caught enough words to understand that their destination had changed.

“Where are we going?” she asked as the car took a different turn from what the GPS had indicated.

“Pharmacy,” Dante said simply.

“I don’t need—”

“You need motion sickness tablets, the kind that make people drowsy. We’re going to tell everyone you took them for the drive from Como and they’ve made you lightheaded, which is why you can’t drink.” His fingers were already flying over his phone screen as he spoke. “Paolo will spread the word before we arrive. By the time we get to the vineyard, everyone will know you’re feeling unwell but insisted on attending because you didn’t want to disappoint me.”

The lie was elegant in its simplicity, and it painted her as devoted rather than deficient. Isabella stared at him, caught off guard by his quick thinking and unexpected consideration.

“You don’t have to—”

“Yes, I do.” His voice carried that edge of authority she was learning to recognize. “You’re my responsibility now, Isabella. That means protecting you from situations that could compromise our arrangement.”

Our arrangement. The clinical phrase shouldn’t have stung, but it did. For a moment, she’d almost thought he was being kind for her sake rather than the sake of their contract.

The pharmacy stop was brief and efficient. Dante emerged with a small bag and handed her a packet of tablets along with a bottle of water.

“Take one,” he instructed. “They’ll make you genuinely drowsy within thirty minutes, which will sell the story.”

Isabella dry-swallowed the tablet, grimacing at the bitter taste. “What if I actually get sick?”

“Then I’ll take you home.” The matter-of-fact way he said it, as if her comfort was his primary concern, made her chest tight in ways she didn’t want to analyze.

The vineyard was everything Isabella had expected and more—rolling hills covered with perfectly maintained vines, a stone villa that looked like it had been lifted from a postcard, and the kind of golden light that made everything look like a painting. Cars worth more than most people’s houses lined the circular drive, and she could hear laughter and conversation drifting from the terrace where the tasting was already underway.

“Remember,” Dante murmured as they walked toward the entrance, his hand warm and steady at her back, “you’re feeling a bit unwell but didn’t want to disappoint me. Light-headed, slightly nauseous, but putting on a brave face.”

“I don’t have to pretend to be nauseous,” Isabella muttered, earning a sharp look from him.

The motion sickness tablet was already taking effect, making her feel pleasantly disconnected from her anxiety. The edge of panic that had been building all morning softened into something more manageable, though she could feel her reactions slowing.

“Dante! Isabella! Finally!” A woman with artfully highlighted hair and enough jewelry to fund a small charity swept toward them with outstretched arms. “We were beginning to worry you’d gotten lost.”

“Francesca.” Dante’s voice warmed as he accepted air kisses from the woman. “My apologies for the delay. Isabella wasn’t feeling well this morning, but she insisted on coming.”

Isabella managed what she hoped was a wan but determined smile. “I wouldn’t miss it. Your vineyard is beautiful, Francesca.”

“You poor thing, you do look a bit peaked.” Francesca’s concern seemed genuine as she guided them toward the terrace. “Was it the drive? These mountain roads can be treacherous.”

“Motion sickness tablets,” Isabella explained, grateful for how easily the lie rolled off her tongue. “They help with the nausea but make me terribly drowsy.”

“Oh, you brave girl, coming anyway. Dante, you must be so proud to have found someone so devoted.”

The praise made Isabella’s cheeks flush, though whether from embarrassment or the medication, she couldn’t say. Dante’s hand tightened fractionally at her waist—a gesture that could have been possessive or supportive, depending on one’s interpretation.

The terrace overlooked the valley in a panorama of green and gold, with tables set up for the tasting and small groups of elegantly dressed guests clustered around them. Isabella recognized several faces from Milan’s society pages, along with others who had the polished look of serious money and serious power.

“Isabella Romano.” A man approached with the kind of smile that never quite reached his eyes. “Marco Bertolini. I’ve heard so much about your family’s fashion house.”

Heard so much. The phrase could mean anything—admiration for their craftsmanship, sympathy for their recent troubles, or simple curiosity about why Dante Salvatore had chosen to rescue a failing company through marriage.

“All good things, I hope,” she replied, falling back on the social graces that had been drilled into her since childhood.

“Of course. Your spring collection was quite striking. Very… traditional.”

The way he said traditional made it sound like a criticism rather than a compliment. Isabella felt her smile tighten, but before she could respond, Dante materialized at her side with two glasses.

“Sparkling water for you, cara mia,” he said, pressing a crystal flute into her hand. “And the vineyard’s signature rosé for myself.”

The gesture was casual, natural, the kind of thoughtful attention a devoted fiancé would show to his unwell beloved. But Isabella caught the way Marco’s eyes sharpened with interest, filing away the information for future use.

The afternoon progressed in a haze of conversation and carefully managed performances. Isabella nursed her sparkling water while others sampled vintages and discussed terroir with the kind of passionate intensity usually reserved for religion or politics. The motion sickness tablet made everything feel slightly unreal, as if she was watching the proceedings through gauze.

Dante never left her side, his attention seemingly focused entirely on her comfort and well-being. When she swayed slightly—whether from medication or genuine fatigue—his arm was there to steady her. When Marco Bertolini made another backhanded comment about Romano Couture’s “quaint” approach to fashion, Dante’s response was swift and cutting enough to make the other man retreat with wounded pride.

“You don’t have to defend me,” Isabella murmured during a brief lull in the conversation.

“Yes, I do.” His voice was low, meant only for her ears. “You’re mine now, Isabella. That means your reputation is my reputation, your honor is my honor.”

Mine. The possessive word should have annoyed her. Instead, it sent unwelcome warmth spiraling through her chest. The medication was making her emotional, she told herself. That was all.

As the afternoon wore on, the combination of heat, stress, and pharmaceuticals began to take their toll. Isabella found herself leaning more heavily on Dante’s arm, grateful for his solid presence as the world took on a dreamlike quality.

“Perhaps we should head back,” Dante suggested as the sun began to sink toward the horizon. “You’ve been a trouper, but you need rest.”

Isabella wanted to argue, to prove that she could handle whatever demands this arrangement placed on her. But the words felt thick on her tongue, and her head was spinning in ways that had nothing to do with wine she hadn’t consumed.

“Maybe that’s best,” she admitted, hating the weakness in her voice.

The goodbyes were a blur of air kisses and promises to get together soon. Isabella managed to maintain her composure until they were safely in the car, but the moment the doors closed, she slumped against the leather seat with a shaky sigh.

“You did well,” Dante said quietly, his attention seemingly focused on his phone again.

“Did I?” The question came out slurred slightly, the medication making her tongue feel thick and uncooperative.

“Better than well. Francesca was completely charmed, and even Marco seemed impressed despite himself.” His fingers paused over his screen. “Though perhaps next time we should discuss potential complications before we arrive at the event.”

Heat flooded Isabella’s cheeks. “I’m sorry. I should have thought—”

“We both should have thought.” His voice was matter-of-fact rather than accusatory. “This is new territory for both of us.”

The admission surprised her. Dante Salvatore, admitting to oversight? To anything less than perfect calculation? The medication must be affecting her hearing as well as her coordination.

The drive back to Lake Como passed in comfortable silence, the countryside blurring past in shades of amber and gold. Isabella dozed fitfully against the window, dimly aware of Dante conducting business in low, rapid Italian that she was too drowsy to follow.

When they arrived at the villa, he helped her from the car with unexpected gentleness, his arm steady around her waist as they climbed the front steps.

“I can manage,” she protested weakly, though her legs felt like they were made of cotton.

“I’m sure you can.” His voice held amusement rather than condescension. “But humor me. It’s been a long day.”

Giuseppe met them at the door with the kind of discrete efficiency that suggested he’d been watching for their return. “Shall I have dinner served in the signorina’s room?” he inquired in accented English.

“Please,” Dante replied. “Something light. She’s not feeling well.”

Isabella wanted to object, to insist she was fine, but the effort required seemed insurmountable. The motion sickness tablet had hit her harder than expected, or maybe it was the emotional toll of performing devotion to a man who saw her as nothing more than a business asset.

Dante walked her to her room, his hand warm and steady at her back. When they reached her door, he paused, studying her face with clinical attention.

“You’re exhausted,” he observed.

“I’m fine.” The protest came out automatically, though she swayed slightly as she said it.

“You’re many things, Isabella Romano, but fine isn’t one of them.” His voice was softer than she’d ever heard it, almost gentle. “Get some rest. Tomorrow will bring new challenges.”

She wanted to ask what he meant, what fresh trials awaited her in this elaborate charade they were performing. But the words felt too heavy, and her bed looked impossibly inviting.

“Dante,” she said as he turned to leave.

“Yes?”

“Thank you. For today. For thinking of the tablets, for…” She trailed off, unable to articulate exactly what she was grateful for.

Something flickered across his expression—too quick to interpret, gone before she could analyze it. “Sleep well, cara mia.”

After he left, Isabella sank onto her bed without bothering to change clothes. The afternoon replayed in her mind like a film seen through fog—Dante’s protective presence, his quick thinking, the way he’d defended her honor without hesitation.

Your honor is my honor.

The phrase echoed in her drowsy thoughts as sleep claimed her. For the first time since this arrangement began, she wondered if there might be more to Dante Salvatore than the calculating predator she’d expected.

But that was a dangerous thought to entertain, even in dreams.

Especially in dreams.
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Isabella woke to the sound of voices in the corridor outside her room—hushed but urgent, speaking in rapid Italian that her sleep-fogged brain couldn’t quite decipher. Sunlight streamed through the French doors, suggesting she’d slept far later than intended, and her mouth felt like it had been stuffed with cotton from the motion sickness tablets.

A sharp knock at her door made her sit up too quickly, sending the room spinning in lazy circles.

“Isabella.” Dante’s voice carried through the mahogany with barely controlled tension. “We need to talk. Now.”

She stumbled to the door, still wearing yesterday’s clothes, her hair a disaster that would have made her grandmother weep. When she opened it, Dante stood in the hallway fully dressed in dark jeans and a black sweater, his expression grim enough to make her stomach clench with dread.

“What’s wrong?” The question came out hoarse, her vocal cords still thick with sleep.

“Gente magazine.” He held up a tablet, the screen displaying what looked like a gossip website. “Front page. Apparently, someone at yesterday’s wine tasting was very observant.”

Isabella’s blood turned to ice as she focused on the headline: “Trouble in Paradise? Salvatore’s Fiancée Appears Unwell at Public Event.”

The accompanying photos were damning in their implications—Dante steadying her with his arm, her wan expression as she nursed sparkling water while others drank wine, the way she’d leaned heavily against him during conversations. Without context, it looked exactly like what the headline suggested: a troubled woman struggling to cope with her engagement to one of Europe’s most eligible bachelors.

“This is bad,” she whispered.

“This is catastrophic.” Dante stepped into her room without invitation, his movements sharp with barely contained frustration. “The article speculates that you’re either pregnant, suffering from an eating disorder, or having second thoughts about our engagement.”

Heat flooded Isabella’s cheeks as the implications sank in. Any one of those narratives would undermine the devoted-fiancée image they’d been carefully constructing. Worse, they opened doors to investigations she definitely didn’t want journalists pursuing.

“What do we do?” The question came out smaller than she’d intended.

Dante was quiet for a long moment, his attention focused on something beyond her windows where she could see boats moving across Lake Como like toys in a bathtub.

“We convince the world that you’re neither sick nor having second thoughts,” he said finally. “Which means we need to eliminate any possibility of conflicting narratives.”

“How do we do that?”

He turned from the window, and something in his expression made her pulse quicken with alarm. “By sharing a bedroom. Starting tonight.”

The words hit her like a physical blow, stealing the breath from her lungs. “What?”

“The speculation exists because people believe we’re maintaining separate spaces. That suggests a relationship that’s either very new or very troubled.” His voice was matter-of-fact, as if he was discussing shipping schedules rather than the most intimate arrangement two people could share. “Couples who are genuinely in love don’t need separate bedrooms.”

Isabella’s throat constricted. She’d known this moment would come eventually—had even agreed to it in abstract terms—but the reality felt like standing on the edge of a cliff while someone pushed her toward the drop.

“I can’t,” she said simply.

“You can, and you will.” There was no anger in his voice, just iron certainty that brooked no argument. “Because the alternative is watching this arrangement collapse under the weight of media speculation, taking your family’s company down with it.”

The threat was delivered with surgical precision, designed to hit exactly where she was most vulnerable. Isabella sank onto the edge of her bed, her legs suddenly too weak to support her.

“Dante, please. I’m not ready for—”

“I’m not asking you to sleep with me, Isabella.” His voice gentled fractionally, though his expression remained implacable. “I’m asking you to sleep in the same room. There’s a considerable difference.”

Heat flooded her cheeks at the distinction. Of course he wasn’t suggesting actual intimacy—that would require a level of desire she was fairly certain he didn’t feel for her. This was about optics, logistics, the careful management of public perception.

“The bed is large enough for two people to coexist without… complications,” he continued with clinical detachment. “I’m not in the habit of forcing myself on unwilling women.”

The casual way he said it—as if the thought had never occurred to him—should have been reassuring. Instead, it stung in ways she didn’t want to examine. Was she really so unappealing that sharing a bed with her posed no temptation whatsoever?

“I move around in my sleep,” she said weakly, grasping for any excuse that might delay the inevitable. “I might disturb you.”

Something that might have been amusement flickered across his expression. “I’ll survive.”

“I snore.”

“No, you don’t.”

The certainty in his voice made her pause. “How would you know?”

“Because these walls are old, and the connecting door doesn’t seal properly. I’ve heard you sleep, Isabella. You’re quieter than a church mouse.”

Heat flooded her cheeks as she realized he’d been listening to her sleep for the past week. The thought was both mortifying and strangely intimate, as if he’d been privy to her most vulnerable moments without her knowledge.

“This is temporary,” she said finally, hearing the defeat in her own voice.

“Very temporary,” he agreed. “Just until the speculation dies down and we can return to more… practical arrangements.”

Practical. There was that word again, reducing something that felt monumentally significant to mere logistics.

“I’ll need time to pack—”

“Giuseppe is already moving your belongings.” Dante glanced at his watch with the efficiency she was learning to expect from him. “The press will be watching for any sign of separate living arrangements. By tonight, there can be no doubt that Isabella Romano shares Dante Salvatore’s bed.”

The phrasing sent unwelcome heat spiraling through her bloodstream. Even when he was being purely practical, Dante had a way of making everything sound vaguely illicit.

“Fine,” she said, proud of keeping her voice level. “But I have conditions.”

His eyebrows rose fractionally. “You’re hardly in a position to negotiate.”

“I’m in the perfect position to negotiate,” she countered, drawing strength from four generations of Romano women who had faced down worse odds. “You need my cooperation for this charade to work. Full cooperation, not grudging compliance.”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth—the first genuine expression of amusement she’d seen from him all morning. “Name your terms.”

“I sleep on the left side of the bed. I need access to the balcony if I can’t sleep. And absolutely no attempts at actual intimacy without explicit permission.”

“Agreed.” His ready acceptance should have been reassuring. Instead, it reinforced her suspicion that the thought of touching her held no appeal whatsoever.

“Good.” She stood with as much dignity as she could muster while wearing wrinkled clothes and sporting hair that looked like she’d been electrocuted. “I’ll shower and change, then we can… make whatever adjustments are necessary.”

Dante was already moving toward the connecting door, his attention seemingly returned to business matters. “Giuseppe will have everything ready within the hour. Try to look like a woman who’s excited about sharing intimate space with her beloved fiancé.”

After he left, Isabella sank back onto her bed, overwhelmed by the magnitude of what she’d just agreed to. Sharing a room with Dante Salvatore was like agreeing to sleep beside a barely domesticated predator—beautiful, dangerous, and utterly unpredictable.

She forced herself to shower and dress with mechanical precision, choosing a simple sundress that made her feel armored in normalcy. When she finally worked up the courage to enter the master suite through the connecting door, her breath caught at the sight that greeted her.

The room was magnificent—all dark wood and rich fabrics arranged with masculine elegance. A massive four-poster bed dominated the space, draped in midnight blue silk that looked like captured starlight. French doors opened onto a private balcony overlooking the lake, and a stone fireplace suggested cozy evenings that would never exist between them.

Her belongings had been integrated seamlessly with Dante’s, her clothes hanging in his closet like they belonged there, her toiletries arranged on the marble vanity beside his expensive grooming supplies. The sight was both intimate and artificial—like a stage set designed to suggest romantic cohabitation.

“It suits you,” Dante’s voice came from behind her, making her jump.

She turned to find him leaning against the doorframe, still wearing that dark sweater that emphasized the breadth of his shoulders and the predatory grace of his movement.

“It’s beautiful,” she said honestly. “Very… masculine.”

“I can have things changed if you prefer different colors, different fabrics—”

“No.” The word came out sharper than she’d intended. “I mean, it’s perfect as it is. I wouldn’t want to impose my taste on your private space.”

Something flickered across his expression—surprise, perhaps, or maybe disappointment. “It’s our space now, Isabella. For better or worse.”

For better or worse. The phrase carried uncomfortable echoes of wedding vows she’d never actually spoken, promises she’d never made except in the pages of a contract signed in blood-red ink.

“Right.” She moved to the balcony doors, needing air and space and something to do with her hands. “I suppose we should discuss… logistics.”

“Logistics,” he repeated, and she could hear amusement in his voice.

“Sleeping arrangements. Bathroom schedules. Who uses what side of the closet.” The practical details felt safer than acknowledging the emotional magnitude of what they were doing.

“I shower in the mornings. You can have the bathroom to yourself in the evenings.” His voice was matter-of-fact, but she caught the way his eyes lingered on her reflection in the French doors. “The closet has been divided—left side is yours, right side is mine.”

“And the bed?”

The question hung in the air between them, loaded with implications neither of them wanted to acknowledge. When Isabella turned from the doors, she found Dante watching her with an expression she couldn’t read.

“We’re both adults,” he said finally. “I trust we can share sleeping space without unnecessary complications.”

Unnecessary complications. Such a clinical phrase for the way her pulse quickened every time he looked at her, the unwelcome heat that pooled in her belly when his fingers brushed against hers, the dreams that had been growing increasingly vivid since she’d arrived at the villa.

“Of course,” she managed. “Very practical.”

“Practical,” he agreed, but something in his voice suggested the word tasted strange on his tongue.

The rest of the day passed in careful choreography—Isabella familiarizing herself with their shared space while Dante conducted business from his study, both of them avoiding the elephant in the room that was the massive bed they would soon be sharing.

Dinner was served on the terrace, the last golden light of day painting everything in shades of honey and rose. Elena joined them, her sharp eyes assessing the subtle changes in their dynamic with obvious satisfaction.

“You look well this evening, Isabella,” the older woman observed. “Much better than yesterday.”

“The motion sickness tablets were stronger than I expected,” Isabella replied smoothly. “But I’m feeling much more myself tonight.”

“Excellent. There’s nothing worse than watching young love suffer from minor inconveniences.” Elena’s smile was sharp enough to cut glass. “I trust you’ll both sleep well tonight. These old walls carry sound terribly—I do hope there won’t be any… disturbances.”

Heat flooded Isabella’s cheeks at the elderly woman’s implication. Even Elena expected her grandson’s engagement to be consummated with appropriate enthusiasm.

“We’ll be very considerate of your rest,” Dante replied with perfect composure, though Isabella caught the slight tension in his shoulders.

After dinner, they lingered on the terrace as the sun set over Lake Como, painting the water in shades of copper and gold. The scene was romantic enough to make Isabella’s chest ache with longing for something real, something that couldn’t be negotiated in contracts or performed for audiences.

“We should retire early,” Dante said finally, glancing at his watch. “It’s been a long day.”

Retire. Such a formal word for what they were about to do—climb the stairs together, enter their shared bedroom, and attempt to sleep in the same space without acknowledging the tension that crackled between them like electricity.

The master suite felt different in the evening light, more intimate somehow. Isabella gathered her nightgown and toiletries with mechanical precision, hyperaware of Dante moving around the space with casual familiarity.

“I’ll use the guest bathroom,” he said, reading her discomfort with uncomfortable accuracy. “Give you privacy to… settle in.”

After he left, Isabella changed into her most conservative nightgown—white cotton that covered her from throat to ankles—and brushed her teeth with trembling hands. The woman in the mirror looked pale and anxious, nothing like the confident fiancée she was supposed to be playing.

When Dante returned, she was already in bed on her claimed left side, the covers pulled up to her chin like armor. He wore black silk pajama pants and nothing else, and the sight of his bare chest made her mouth go dry.

“Comfortable?” he asked, moving to his side of the bed with fluid grace.

“Fine,” she lied, acutely aware of every inch of space between them as the mattress dipped under his weight.

The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken acknowledgments. Isabella stared at the ceiling, hyperaware of his breathing, the subtle shift of fabric as he settled beside her, the warmth radiating from his body despite the careful distance he maintained.

“Isabella,” his voice came out of the darkness, softer than she’d ever heard it.

“Yes?”

“Thank you. For agreeing to this. I know it’s not… comfortable for you.”

The unexpected gratitude caught her off guard, making her chest tight with emotions she didn’t want to name. “It’s just temporary.”

“Just temporary,” he agreed, but something in his voice suggested the words tasted bitter.

Sleep, when it finally came, brought dreams of silk and starlight, of strong hands and gentle touches that felt more real than the carefully maintained distance between them in the massive bed.

When Isabella woke in the predawn darkness, she was curled against Dante’s side, her head on his chest and her arm draped across his stomach. His hand rested in her hair, fingers tangled in the dark strands as if he’d been stroking them in his sleep.

For a moment, she allowed herself to savor the warmth, the solid comfort of his body against hers, the way his heartbeat felt steady and strong beneath her cheek.

Then reality crashed back, and she carefully extracted herself from his embrace, returning to her side of the bed before he could wake and witness her moment of weakness.

But as she lay there listening to his quiet breathing, Isabella couldn’t shake the feeling that something fundamental had shifted in the space between them.

Something that had nothing to do with contracts or public perception, and everything to do with the dangerous territory of genuine desire.
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The morning sun cast harsh shadows through the Mercedes windows as Isabella pressed her back against the leather seat, her fingers twisted together in her lap like pale spiders weaving anxiety into knots. The motion sickness tablets sat bitter on her tongue—a necessary evil for the drive into Milan, where Dante had meetings and she had her first solo public appearance as his fiancée.

“The charity luncheon will be simple,” Dante said without looking up from his phone, conducting business in that rapid-fire Italian that had become the soundtrack to their shared mornings. “Smile, make polite conversation, write a check large enough to be noticed but not so large as to be vulgar.”

“Define vulgar,” Isabella managed, proud that her voice came out steadier than she felt.

His mouth curved into something that might have been amusement. “Anything over fifty thousand euros. We’re generous, not desperate for attention.”

Fifty thousand euros. The amount was more than most people’s annual salaries, dispensed with the casual indifference of someone for whom money was merely a tool rather than a necessity. Isabella had grown up comfortable but not wealthy—certainly not wealthy enough to consider fifty thousand euros pocket change.

“Of course,” she murmured, filing away another lesson in the economics of extreme privilege.

They’d been sharing a bedroom for three nights now, and Isabella was beginning to understand why sleep deprivation was used as a form of torture. Not because Dante did anything inappropriate—quite the opposite. He maintained such careful distance that she might have been sleeping beside a marble statue rather than a flesh-and-blood man.

But she was acutely aware of him. The subtle scent of his cologne on the pillows, the way the mattress dipped under his weight, the soft sound of his breathing in the darkness. Twice she’d woken to find herself curled against his side, and twice she’d extracted herself with the stealth of a jewel thief, hoping he remained unaware of her unconscious seeking of his warmth.

The car pulled up to the Palazzo delle Stelline where the charity luncheon was being held, and Isabella’s stomach clenched with familiar dread. Public appearances were becoming easier, but the prospect of navigating Milan’s social elite without Dante’s protective presence made her feel exposed and vulnerable.

“Two hours,” he said, finally looking up from his phone. “Giuseppe will collect you at three precisely.”

“You’re not coming in?”

Something flickered across his expression—too quick to interpret, gone before she could analyze it. “This is your stage, cara mia. Time to prove you can perform without a net.”

The words felt like a challenge and a dismissal rolled into one. Isabella straightened her shoulders, drawing on reserves of dignity she’d inherited from four generations of strong Romano women.

“I’ll try not to disappoint you,” she said with acid sweetness.

His smile was sharp enough to cut glass. “I’m counting on it.”

The palazzo’s ballroom had been transformed into a garden party fantasy, with white linens and cascading flowers that probably cost more than most people’s rent. Isabella moved through the crowd with practiced grace, air-kissing women whose names she’d memorized from society pages and making conversation that felt like playing chess with conversational landmines.

“Isabella, darling!” A woman with platinum hair and enough diamonds to blind aircraft approached with outstretched arms. “Lucia Moretti. We met at the Rossi wedding last spring—though you were with that architect then, weren’t you?”

Heat flooded Isabella’s cheeks at the reference to Cristiano. “Yes, that’s right. How lovely to see you again.”

“And now you’re with Dante Salvatore.” Lucia’s smile was sharp with curiosity. “What a change of pace. From humble architect to billionaire businessman—quite the upgrade.”

The casual cruelty of the observation hit like a slap. Isabella’s fingers tightened on her champagne flute—sparkling water, carefully disguised—but she managed to keep her expression neutral.

“Dante is… extraordinary,” she said simply, surprised by how easily the truth rolled off her tongue.

“Indeed he is. Though I must confess, we were all quite surprised by the engagement. So sudden, so… passionate.” Lucia’s eyes glittered with malicious speculation. “Tell me, how exactly did you two reconnect? The stories vary depending on who’s telling them.”

Isabella’s mouth went dry as she realized she was being tested. The backstory Dante had alluded to in the car—their supposed reunion—was apparently common knowledge, but no one had bothered to brief her on the details.

“It was very romantic,” she said weakly, buying time while her mind raced.

“Oh, you must give us all the details!” Another woman joined their circle, her hunger for gossip palpable. “Francesca says you were childhood sweethearts, but Marco insists you met at university. Which is it?”

The walls of the ballroom seemed to press closer as more women gathered, drawn by the scent of potential scandal like sharks circling wounded prey. Isabella’s pulse hammered against her throat, and the familiar tightness of anxiety began to constrict her breathing.

“Actually—” she started, but her voice came out strangled, barely audible over the sudden roaring in her ears.

The questions kept coming, voices overlapping in a cacophony of curiosity and barely veiled hostility:

“When exactly did you reconnect?”

“Was there overlap with your previous engagement?”

“How long have you really been seeing each other?”

Isabella’s vision began to tunnel, the edges going dark as her chest tightened like a vise. The motion sickness tablet made everything feel disconnected and strange, but this was something else—the familiar spiral of panic that had plagued her since childhood.

“I need…” she gasped, but the words wouldn’t form properly. Her champagne flute trembled in her hand, the crystal singing a high note of distress that seemed to pierce straight through her skull.

“Are you quite alright, dear?” Lucia’s voice carried mock concern. “You look rather pale.”

The circle of women pressed closer, their faces blurring together into a mass of predatory curiosity. Isabella’s breathing became shallow and rapid, each inhalation feeling like trying to breathe through wet silk.

Not here, she begged silently. Not now, not in front of them.

But panic had its own agenda, indifferent to social consequences or public humiliation. Her hands began to shake so violently that she had to set down her glass before it shattered, and cold sweat beaded along her hairline despite the ballroom’s comfortable temperature.

“Isabella.” Dante’s voice cut through the chaos like a blade, low and authoritative. “There you are.”

She turned toward the sound of his voice like a drowning woman reaching for a lifeline. He stood at the edge of their circle, impeccably dressed in a charcoal suit that emphasized his dangerous elegance, but his dark eyes were focused entirely on her with laser intensity.

“Dante,” she breathed, relief flooding through her like cool water.

He moved through the cluster of women with predatory grace, dismissing them with the kind of polite indifference that made it clear their presence was no longer required. Within seconds, he was at her side, his hand settling at the small of her back with possessive certainty.

“Forgive me, ladies,” he said with a smile that never reached his eyes. “I need to steal my fiancée away. Business calls.”

“Of course,” Lucia simpered, though her expression suggested she was filing away every detail for future gossip. “It was lovely chatting with Isabella. Such an… interesting girl.”

The word interesting dripped with enough poison to fell a horse, but Dante’s response was swift and surgical.

“She’s remarkable,” he said softly, his fingers spreading against Isabella’s back in a gesture that looked protective but felt like ownership. “In every possible way.”

The quiet authority in his voice brooked no argument, and the women dispersed like smoke in wind. Dante guided Isabella toward the terrace doors with subtle pressure, his body positioned to block her from curious gazes.

“Breathe,” he murmured once they were outside, away from the crowd. “Deep breaths, cara mia.”

Isabella gulped air like a woman pulled from deep water, her lungs burning with the effort. The autumn breeze was cool against her overheated skin, and slowly, gradually, the iron bands around her chest began to loosen.

“I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I don’t know what happened. They started asking questions about our history, and I didn’t know what to say, and then I couldn’t breathe, and—”

“Shh.” His thumb brushed across her cheek, and she realized with mortification that she was crying. “You’re alright. I’m here.”

I’m here. Such simple words, but they carried a weight that made her chest ache with something that had nothing to do with anxiety.

“They’ll talk,” she whispered. “About my… breakdown. It’ll be in all the gossip columns by evening.”

Dante’s expression went cold, predatory in a way that made her shiver despite the warmth of his hands. “Let them try.”

The quiet menace in his voice was more effective than shouting would have been. Isabella had no doubt that anyone who attempted to spread malicious gossip about her would find themselves facing the full weight of Dante Salvatore’s displeasure.

“Why did you come back?” she asked. “I thought you had meetings.”

Something flickered across his expression—vulnerability, maybe, or surprise at his own actions. “I had a feeling you might need me.”

The admission hung between them like smoke from a fire neither of them had intended to light. Isabella stared at him, caught off guard by the unexpected honesty in his voice.

“I can’t keep doing this,” she said finally. “The constant performance, the questions I don’t know how to answer, pretending to be something I’m not.”

“You’re not pretending.” His voice was softer than she’d ever heard it. “You’re exactly who you’ve always been, Isabella. The circumstances have changed, not you.”

“Haven’t they?” She laughed, but it came out broken. “Three weeks ago, I was a struggling businesswoman with a failed engagement and anxiety attacks in bathroom stalls. Now I’m supposed to be the devoted fiancée of one of Europe’s most eligible bachelors, writing fifty-thousand-euro checks and navigating social warfare like it’s my natural habitat.”

Dante was quiet for a long moment, his dark eyes studying her face with uncomfortable intensity. When he spoke again, his voice carried an odd note—something that might have been admiration if she’d been naive enough to hope.

“Do you know what I see when I look at you?”

Isabella’s throat constricted. “A failing asset?”

“A woman who walked into my office and negotiated with a predator because she was willing to sacrifice everything to save what mattered to her.” His fingers traced the line of her jaw with devastating gentleness. “A woman who attended a wine tasting while feeling sick because she gave her word. A woman who faces down Milan’s social vultures without flinching, even when they draw blood.”

The words hit her like physical blows, each one finding its mark with surgical precision. Isabella stared at him, caught between the desire to believe what he was saying and the knowledge that believing would be dangerous to her carefully guarded heart.

“You don’t know me,” she whispered.

“I know you better than you think.” His thumb brushed across her lower lip, and she felt the contact like electricity straight to her core. “I know you bite your lip when you’re nervous. I know you sleep curled on your left side with one hand under your pillow. I know you hum Mozart while you’re getting dressed, and you talk to yourself in the mirror when you think no one can hear.”

Each observation was delivered with clinical precision, but the cumulative effect was devastating. He’d been watching her, learning her, cataloging her habits with the thoroughness of a man who found her… interesting.

“Dante,” she breathed, but she didn’t know how to finish the sentence.

“I also know,” he continued, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper, “that you haven’t been sleeping well since we started sharing a bed. You lie awake staring at the ceiling, and when you finally do sleep, you dream about things that make you say my name.”

Heat flooded her cheeks with enough force to make her dizzy. “You were listening—”

“These walls are old, Isabella. Sound carries.” His smile was predatory, dangerous. “The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

Before she could respond, the terrace doors opened and Giuseppe appeared with the discretion that seemed to be his specialty.

“Scusi, Signor Salvatore,” he said in accented English. “Your car is ready.”

The spell broke like soap bubble in sunlight. Dante stepped back, the careful distance returning between them as smoothly as if it had never been absent.

“Of course.” His voice returned to its usual controlled neutrality. “Isabella, shall we?”

The drive back to Lake Como passed in loaded silence, both of them staring out opposite windows as the Italian countryside flashed past. But Isabella was acutely aware of him—the way his fingers drummed against his knee, the subtle tension in his shoulders, the fact that he’d abandoned important meetings to rescue her from her own anxiety.

I had a feeling you might need me.

The admission replayed in her mind like a song she couldn’t stop humming, dangerous in its implications. Because if Dante Salvatore was developing feelings for her beyond contractual obligation, then everything about their arrangement was about to become infinitely more complicated.

And complication, in a world where marriage was business and love was liability, could prove fatal to them both.
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The scream tore through the villa’s silence like a blade through silk, raw and primal enough to make Isabella bolt upright in the massive bed, her heart hammering against her ribs. For a disoriented moment, she couldn’t place the sound—then another cry, muffled but unmistakably anguished, came from beside her.

Dante.

In the pale moonlight filtering through the French doors, she could see his body rigid with tension, his head thrashing against the pillow as he fought some invisible enemy. His breathing was ragged, desperate, and even in sleep his hands were clenched into fists that spoke of violence barely contained.

“No,” he gasped, the word torn from his throat like a confession. “Not again. Please, not again.”

Isabella’s chest constricted with an emotion she didn’t want to name. In daylight, Dante Salvatore was predatory grace personified—controlled, calculating, dangerous in the way apex predators were dangerous. But stripped bare by sleep and nightmare, he looked younger somehow. Vulnerable in a way that made her forget every reason she should maintain her distance.

“Dante,” she whispered, reaching out tentatively. “Wake up.”

Her fingers barely brushed his shoulder before his hand shot out with serpentine speed, his grip closing around her wrist with enough force to make her gasp. His eyes snapped open, wild and unfocused, and for a terrifying moment she saw something feral in their depths—something that recognized her as threat rather than comfort.

“Don’t,” he snarled, his voice rough with sleep and something darker.

“It’s me,” Isabella said softly, making no attempt to pull away from his grip despite the way his fingers dug into her skin. “It’s Isabella. You were having a nightmare.”

Recognition flickered across his features like sunlight through storm clouds. His hand loosened around her wrist, but he didn’t release her entirely—as if her touch was an anchor in whatever tempest had claimed him.

“Isabella.” Her name escaped him like a prayer, rough and broken. “Dio, I could have hurt you.”

“But you didn’t.” She shifted closer, drawn by an impulse she didn’t entirely understand. In the moonlight, she could see the sheen of sweat across his chest, the way his breathing still came in shallow bursts that spoke of barely contained panic. “You’re alright. It was just a dream.”

His laugh was bitter as winter wind. “Just a dream.”

The way he said it made her chest ache. This wasn’t the first nightmare—she realized that now. The careful distance he maintained in bed, the way he sometimes jerked awake in the early morning hours, the shadows that occasionally flickered across his expression when he thought no one was watching. Dante Salvatore, for all his power and control, was haunted by something that followed him even into sleep.

“Do you want to talk about it?” The question slipped out before she could stop it, too gentle for the careful neutrality they maintained during daylight hours.

“No.” The word was flat, final—or it would have been if not for the way his fingers still traced absent patterns against her wrist.

Isabella studied his profile in the silver light, noting the rigid set of his jaw, the way his free hand remained clenched in the silk sheets. Everything about his posture screamed retreat, but he hadn’t let go of her. That had to mean something.

“My mother used to have nightmares,” she said quietly. “After her diagnosis. She’d wake up gasping like she was drowning, but she never wanted to talk about what she’d seen.”

Dante’s breathing hitched almost imperceptibly. “Cancer?”

“Pancreatic. Stage four by the time they found it.” The words still tasted like ash in her mouth, even after three years. “She was terrified of leaving us alone, of what would happen to the company, to our family’s legacy. The dreams got worse toward the end—always about things falling apart, crumbling to dust in her hands.”

“She died fighting,” Dante observed, and something in his voice made her look at him more closely.

“She died angry,” Isabella corrected. “Furious that she didn’t have more time, that she couldn’t finish what she’d started. But yes, she fought until the very end.”

They lay in silence for a moment, the weight of shared loss settling between them like a bridge neither had expected to cross. Dante’s grip on her wrist had gentled, his thumb now brushing across her pulse point in absent circles that sent unwelcome heat spiraling up her arm.

“The dreams,” he said finally, his voice so low she had to strain to hear it. “They’re about fire.”

The admission hung in the darkness between them, fragile as spun glass. Isabella held her breath, afraid that any movement might shatter this moment of unexpected vulnerability.

“Always fire,” he continued, his eyes fixed on some point beyond the windows where Lake Como glittered like scattered diamonds. “The smell of smoke, the sound of screaming. Sometimes I’m trying to save them, sometimes I’m the one who lit the match. Either way, I always wake up too late.”

Them. Isabella filed away the pronoun with careful precision. Not someone or her, but them. Multiple people, multiple losses that had carved themselves into his psyche with such devastating thoroughness that sleep offered no escape.

“Your parents?” she asked gently.

His smile was sharp enough to cut. “Among others.”

The cryptic response raised more questions than it answered, but Isabella could see the walls slamming back into place behind his eyes. Whatever door had opened in the aftermath of his nightmare was already beginning to close.

“You don’t have to tell me,” she said, surprising them both. “But you don’t have to carry it alone either.”

Something flickered across his expression—surprise, maybe, or something that might have been gratitude if she’d been naive enough to hope. His fingers stilled against her wrist, and when he spoke again, his voice carried an odd note of wonder.

“Why do you care?”

The question caught her off guard, too honest for the careful distance they maintained during daylight hours. Because she did care—more than was wise, more than their arrangement warranted, more than she wanted to acknowledge even to herself.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Maybe because you saved me today. When I was drowning in that ballroom, when I couldn’t breathe, you appeared like some kind of guardian angel.”

“Guardian angels don’t usually come with my particular skill set,” he said dryly.

“What skill set would that be?”

His smile was predatory, dangerous. “Destroying things. It’s what I do best, Isabella. It’s what I was trained for.”

Trained. The word choice was deliberate, clinical—as if violence was a curriculum he’d mastered rather than a byproduct of circumstance.

“That’s not all you do,” she said softly. “You saved Romano Couture. You saved me.”

“I acquired you both.” The correction was swift, designed to reestablish the careful boundaries their arrangement required. But his thumb continued its absent circling against her pulse, and his grip on her wrist remained gentle despite the steel in his voice.

Isabella shifted closer, drawn by impulses she didn’t entirely understand. In the moonlight, she could see the pale lines of scars across his chest—old wounds that spoke of violence survived rather than violence inflicted.

“What happened to you?” The question slipped out before she could stop it, too gentle for the careful neutrality they maintained.

Dante’s hand stilled against her wrist. For a moment, she thought he might actually answer—might trust her with whatever truths lived behind those dark eyes. Then his expression shuttered, the predatory businessman sliding back into place like armor donned for battle.

“Nothing that concerns you,” he said, but his voice lacked its usual conviction.

“Everything about you concerns me now.” The words escaped before she could stop them, too honest for her own good. “We’re bound together, Dante. For better or worse, your nightmares are my nightmares now.”

The inadvertent echo of wedding vows hung between them like smoke from a fire neither of them had meant to light. Dante’s eyes darkened, and Isabella caught her breath at the hunger that flickered in their depths.

“Isabella,” he warned, but her name sounded like prayer on his lips.

“I’m not going anywhere.” The promise surprised them both with its fierce certainty. “Whatever demons chase you in the dark, you don’t have to face them alone anymore.”

For a heartbeat, she thought he might kiss her. His gaze dropped to her mouth, and the air between them crackled with the kind of tension that made smart people do stupid things. Then reality crashed back, and Dante released her wrist with deliberate care.

“You should go back to sleep,” he said, his voice carefully neutral once more.

“So should you.” Isabella settled back against her pillows, but she didn’t retreat to her carefully maintained side of the bed. Instead, she remained close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from his skin, close enough to offer comfort without demanding intimacy.

“I don’t sleep well,” he admitted. “Haven’t for years.”

“Neither do I, apparently.” She turned onto her side, facing him in the silver darkness. “So we can be insomniacs together.”

Something that might have been amusement flickered across his expression. “Very practical.”

“Everything about this arrangement is practical,” she agreed, but the words lacked conviction.

Because there was nothing practical about the way her pulse quickened when he looked at her, nothing strategic about the concern that had driven her to reach for him in his moment of vulnerability. Whatever was happening between them had moved far beyond the careful boundaries of their contract, into territory that was dangerous for reasons that had nothing to do with business and everything to do with the human heart.

“Isabella,” Dante said softly, and she could hear warning in his voice.

“I know,” she whispered. “I know what this is supposed to be. I know what we agreed to.”

“And yet here we are.”

“Here we are,” she confirmed, making no attempt to retreat from the dangerous ground they were treading.

They lay in silence as the night deepened around them, neither sleeping nor speaking, but somehow more aware of each other than they’d ever been. Isabella listened to Dante’s breathing gradually even out, felt the subtle relaxation of his body as whatever demons haunted him retreated into shadow.

When she finally drifted off near dawn, it was to dream of fire and smoke, of strong hands pulling her from flames she couldn’t see, of dark eyes that watched over her sleep with the devotion of guardian angels who’d forgotten they were supposed to be saints.

She woke to find herself curled against Dante’s side once again, her head pillowed on his chest and his arm wrapped around her waist with possessive certainty. But this time, she didn’t retreat to her side of the bed. Instead, she allowed herself to savor the moment—the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath her cheek, the way his fingers moved in her hair even in sleep, the sense of safety that enveloped her in his arms.

Whatever games they were playing, whatever lies they were telling the world and themselves, this felt real in a way that transcended contracts and arrangements. Dangerous, perhaps, but undeniably real.

And for the first time since this whole charade began, Isabella wondered if she was falling for Dante Salvatore not despite his demons, but because of them—because in his moment of vulnerability, she’d glimpsed the man beneath the monster, and found him worth saving.

Even if it meant risking her own soul in the process.
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The pool at Villa Salvatore was a masterpiece of understated elegance—infinity edge disappearing into the horizon where Lake Como sparkled like scattered diamonds, surrounded by travertine that stayed cool even in the afternoon heat. Isabella adjusted the strings of her bikini with strategic precision, the coral silk barely covering what modesty demanded while revealing every curve she’d been blessed with.

This was war, after all. And sometimes war required deploying every weapon in one’s arsenal.

Three days had passed since the nightmare that had cracked Dante’s carefully constructed armor, three days of him retreating behind walls so impenetrable she might have imagined the entire encounter. He’d returned to his pattern of polite distance, business calls, and the kind of formal courtesy that felt like ice water thrown on whatever fragile understanding had bloomed between them in the darkness.

So when Giuseppe mentioned that Signor Salvatore would be conducting important calls from his study overlooking the pool area, Isabella had smiled sweetly and declared her intention to spend the afternoon sunbathing.

She arranged herself on the chaise lounge with calculated precision—one leg bent just so, her hair cascading over her shoulder to catch the light, her body angled to display the bikini’s minimal coverage to maximum effect. The white towel beneath her emphasized the golden tone of her skin, and she’d applied just enough oil to create an appealing sheen without looking obvious.

Through the floor-to-ceiling windows of Dante’s study, she could see his silhouette moving with restless energy as he spoke into his phone. Italian flowed from the open window in rapid-fire bursts that carried the unmistakable edge of high-stakes negotiation.

Isabella picked up her book—a volume of Italian poetry she’d selected for its intellectual credibility—and let her lips curve into a smile that would have made angels weep and devils surrender their souls.

Let the games begin.

Twenty minutes later, Dante’s voice had acquired a noticeable edge of distraction. His sentences came in shorter bursts now, punctuated by longer pauses that Isabella chose to interpret as stolen glances in her direction. When she decided it was time to reapply sunscreen, she made certain to take her time with the process—long, languid strokes that emphasized every dip and curve of her body.

The sudden silence from the study was deeply satisfying.

Isabella suppressed a smile as she heard rapid Italian resume with renewed intensity, though she caught enough words to understand that whatever deal Dante was negotiating was not progressing smoothly. Problema and inaccettabile featured prominently in his increasingly heated responses.

Time for phase two.

She rose from the chaise with feline grace, stretching her arms above her head in a move that made the bikini top strain against its duties. The dive that followed was pure poetry—a perfect arc that sliced through the water with barely a splash, her body disappearing beneath the surface before emerging near the pool’s center in a cascade of droplets that caught the afternoon light like liquid diamonds.

When she surfaced, pushing wet hair back from her face with both hands, the silence from Dante’s study was absolute.

Isabella treaded water for a moment, letting the late afternoon sun warm her face, before swimming to the pool’s edge with lazy strokes that emphasized the graceful curve of her back, the way her legs moved through the water like silk ribbons in wind.

“Cazzo,” came Dante’s voice through the window—a curse muttered low enough that his phone companion wouldn’t hear, but loud enough to reach Isabella’s ears.

She bit back a smile as she boosted herself from the pool, water streaming from her body in rivulets that the coral silk did absolutely nothing to disguise. The bikini, already minimal when dry, became practically transparent when wet, clinging to her curves in ways that left very little to imagination.

“Isabella.”

The voice came from directly behind her, low and rough with something that might have been warning or promise. She turned slowly, water still dripping from her hair, to find Dante standing at the edge of the terrace with his phone clutched in one white-knuckled fist.

He’d abandoned his usual composed demeanor entirely. His dark hair was disheveled as if he’d been running his hands through it, his white dress shirt was open at the throat, and his eyes held a predatory intensity that made her pulse quicken despite her carefully constructed confidence.

“You’re dripping on the travertine,” he observed, his voice carefully controlled but his gaze burning as it traveled from her face down to her feet and back again.

“Am I?” Isabella reached for her towel with deliberate slowness, well aware that the movement emphasized the curve of her waist, the arch of her back. “How careless of me.”

Dante’s jaw clenched hard enough to crack teeth. “Important call?”

“Very important.” She wrapped the towel around herself like a sarong, though the white terry cloth did little to disguise what the wet bikini revealed. “Multi-million euro acquisition. The kind that requires absolute focus and attention to detail.”

“I’m sure it does.” Isabella’s smile was sugar-sweet and absolutely devastating. “Don’t let me distract you.”

“Distract me.” His laugh was rough, dangerous. “You’ve been putting on a show for the past hour, cara mia. The only question is whether you’re fishing for attention or deliberately sabotaging my business.”

Heat flooded Isabella’s cheeks at being caught so explicitly, but she lifted her chin with Romano pride. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I was simply enjoying a beautiful afternoon by your beautiful pool.”

“In a bikini that barely qualifies as underwear.”

“It’s Hermès,” she said primly. “Very expensive underwear.”

That pulled a sound from him that was part laugh, part growl. “Isabella.”

“Dante.” She matched his tone perfectly, all innocence wrapped in silk and sin.

For a moment, they stared at each other across the few feet of travertine that separated them, the air crackling with tension that had nothing to do with business arrangements and everything to do with the most primal kind of attraction. Isabella could see the war being waged behind his dark eyes—control battling desire, duty wrestling with want.

Then his phone rang, the sound shattering the moment like crystal thrown against stone.

“Merda,” he muttered, glancing at the screen. “I have to take this.”

“Of course you do.” Isabella settled back onto her chaise with fluid grace, the towel slipping just enough to reveal the curve of her shoulder. “Don’t mind me. I’ll just be here… reading.”

The look he gave her could have melted steel. “This isn’t over.”

“I certainly hope not,” she replied sweetly, opening her book of poetry to a random page.

Dante stalked back into his study like a big cat denied its prey, his phone already pressed to his ear as he resumed negotiations in Italian that sounded considerably more aggressive than before. Isabella smiled to herself and settled in for the long game.

Phase three commenced an hour later, when the late afternoon sun had moved far enough west to put her chaise in shadow. Isabella rose with a theatrical sigh, announcing to no one in particular that she needed better light for reading.

What followed was a carefully choreographed migration around the pool area, her chaise being repositioned multiple times to chase the perfect sunbeam. Each move required her to bend, stretch, and adjust in ways that showcased the engineering marvel that was her bikini’s minimal coverage.

From the study came the sound of Dante’s voice growing increasingly strained, his Italian punctuated by longer pauses and what sounded suspiciously like grinding teeth.

When Isabella decided that her book had fallen into the pool—an accident that required her to wade in waist-deep to retrieve it, the wet fabric clinging to her like liquid silk—the sound that emerged from Dante’s study was barely human.

“Basta,” he snarled into the phone. “Richiamo dopo.”—Enough. I’ll call back later.

The line went dead.

Isabella was still standing waist-deep in the pool, wringing water from her retrieved book, when Dante’s shadow fell across the water. She looked up to find him standing at the pool’s edge, his expression dark enough to make angels reconsider their life choices.

“Enjoying your swim?” he asked with dangerous civility.

“Immensely.” She waded toward the shallow end, making no effort to hurry. “Though I seem to have gotten my book wet. Clumsy of me.”

“Clumsy.” His voice was silk wrapped around steel. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

Isabella reached the pool steps, water streaming from her body as she emerged like some mythological water nymph designed to drive mortals mad with desire. The coral bikini had achieved new levels of transparency, and she made no effort to cover herself as she walked toward where her towel waited.

She never made it.

Dante moved with predatory speed, his hands capturing her waist before she could process his intention. Suddenly she was pressed against the smooth stone of the pool house wall, trapped between unyielding marble and the equally unyielding plane of his chest.

“You little witch,” he breathed against her ear, his voice rough with something that might have been admiration or condemnation. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

Isabella’s breath caught as his hands tightened on her waist, his thumbs tracing the sensitive skin just below her ribs. Water still beaded on her shoulders, and she watched his gaze follow a droplet as it traced a path down her throat toward the coral silk that barely contained her.

“I went swimming,” she said weakly, proud that her voice came out at all.

“You declared war.” His forehead rested against hers, their faces so close she could see the gold flecks in his dark eyes. “And now I have to decide whether to surrender or retaliate.”

Heat pooled low in Isabella’s belly at the promise in his voice. This close, she could smell his cologne mixed with something purely male, could feel the controlled tension in his body where it pressed against hers. Every nerve ending she possessed was singing with awareness, with want, with the kind of desperate hunger that made smart women do incredibly stupid things.

“Dante,” she whispered, but she didn’t know if it was plea or prayer.

His hands moved to frame her face, water from her hair dampening his fingers. For a heartbeat, she thought he might kiss her—might finally cross the line they’d been dancing around since the night he’d held her through his nightmares.

Then the sound of approaching voices shattered the moment like glass thrown against stone.

Giuseppe’s cultured tones drifted from the villa, accompanied by what sounded like Elena Salvatore’s imperious commands about dinner preparations. In seconds, they would round the corner to find Isabella pressed against the pool house wall in a barely-there bikini while Dante loomed over her like a conquering god claiming his prize.

He stepped back with fluid grace, his expression sliding back into careful neutrality so smoothly she might have imagined the raw hunger she’d glimpsed in his eyes. But his breathing was uneven, and his hands shook slightly as he reached for her towel.

“You should go inside,” he said quietly, wrapping the terry cloth around her shoulders with unexpected gentleness. “Change into something more… substantial.”

“More substantial,” she repeated, still dizzy from their proximity, from the promise of what had almost happened.

His smile was sharp enough to cut glass. “Unless you want to explain to my grandmother why you’re having dinner in what appears to be liquid silk and wishful thinking.”

Heat flooded Isabella’s cheeks as she realized how close they’d come to being discovered. Elena Salvatore would have drawn her own conclusions about finding her grandson pressed against a half-naked woman beside the pool, and those conclusions would have included expectations about the physical nature of their relationship that Isabella wasn’t prepared to fulfill.

“This was…” she started, then stopped, unsure how to categorize what had just passed between them.

“A tactical error,” Dante finished, but his eyes said something else entirely. “On both our parts.”

He turned to leave, then paused, glancing back over his shoulder with a look that made her pulse stutter.

“Isabella?”

“Yes?”

“Next time you decide to wage war against my self-control…” His smile was predatory, promising. “Make sure you’re prepared for the consequences when I finally surrender to the inevitable.”

He left her standing there wrapped in terry cloth and possibility, water still dripping from her hair and desire still thrumming through her veins like champagne bubbles seeking surface.

As Isabella watched him disappear into the villa, she realized with crystalline clarity that she had succeeded beyond her wildest expectations. She’d cracked Dante Salvatore’s legendary control, made him abandon a multi-million euro deal to pursue her like a man possessed.

The victory should have felt triumphant. Instead, it felt dangerous—like lighting a fuse without knowing the size of the explosion that would follow.

Because now she knew what lay beneath Dante’s careful civilized veneer, had seen the hunger that prowled behind his dark eyes. And the most terrifying part wasn’t that he wanted her.

It was that she wanted him back with an intensity that threatened to consume them both.

The game was no longer about proving she could affect him. Now it was about surviving the conflagration they’d created together, without losing herself entirely in the flames.
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The helicopter descended toward Villa Salvatore’s landing pad with the precision of a military operation, which seemed fitting given the woman it carried. Isabella pressed her face to the window, watching the aircraft’s rotors whip the cypress trees into submission as it settled onto the stone platform like a mechanical predator claiming its territory.

“She wasn’t supposed to arrive until next week,” Dante muttered from beside her, his knuckles white where they gripped his phone. Three rapid-fire conversations in Sicilian dialect had followed the call announcing his grandmother’s unscheduled arrival, each one more tense than the last.

“Is that a problem?” Isabella asked, though the tension radiating from him suggested it was a catastrophic problem wrapped in Chanel and pearls.

His laugh was bitter as winter wind. “Nonna doesn’t make social calls, cara mia. She conducts inspections. And when Elena Salvatore inspects something, she finds exactly what she’s looking for—whether it exists or not.”

The helicopter’s rotors finally stilled, and the door opened to reveal a figure that commanded attention despite her diminutive stature. Elena Salvatore emerged with the bearing of a woman who had ruled powerful men for decades, her silver hair immaculate beneath a black silk scarf, her eyes sharp enough to cut diamonds even from a distance.

She wasn’t alone.

Two men flanked her—one elderly with the weathered face of a longtime retainer, the other younger but carrying himself with the kind of coiled alertness that suggested violence was his profession. Behind them came a woman who could only be Elena’s assistant, armed with enough luggage to suggest an extended stay.

“Cazzo,” Dante breathed, the curse slipping out before he could stop it.

“What?” Isabella’s stomach clenched with dread. “Who are they?”

“The old man is Salvatore, my grandfather’s brother. Semi-retired now, but he still has… influence in family matters.” Dante’s voice was carefully neutral, but she caught the edge of something darker beneath the words. “The younger one is Marco Torrino. Think of him as specialized security.”

Specialized security. The euphemism made Isabella’s skin prickle with warning. In her research on the Salvatore family, she’d learned that their business interests weren’t entirely legitimate, but she’d managed to maintain comfortable denial about what that actually meant in practical terms.

Looking at Marco Torrino—all predatory stillness wrapped in an expensive suit—denial was no longer an option.

“And I suppose they’re here to meet the future Mrs. Salvatore,” she said weakly.

“Among other things.” Dante’s hand found the small of her back, the touch meant to be reassuring but feeling more like preparation for battle. “Remember what I told you about family loyalty?”

Isabella nodded, recalling his words from that Forbes interview: Family loyalty is everything. You protect what matters most.

“Good,” he continued, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “Because you’re about to discover exactly what that means in practice.”

They descended to the villa’s main entrance just as Elena’s entourage reached the front steps. Up close, the matriarch of the Salvatore family was even more formidable—barely five feet tall but radiating the kind of authority that made powerful men step aside without conscious thought.

“Nonna,” Dante’s voice warmed with genuine affection as he bent to kiss both of her cheeks. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”

“Unexpected, perhaps. But necessary.” Elena’s dark eyes—so like her grandson’s—swept over Isabella with clinical assessment. “Isabella, my dear. How lovely to see you again. You look… well.”

The pause before well was loaded with meaning Isabella couldn’t interpret. She felt suddenly exposed in her simple sundress and sandals, as if Elena’s gaze could penetrate straight to her soul and catalog every weakness found there.

“Mrs. Salvatore,” Isabella managed, accepting the older woman’s offered cheek for the ritual air kisses. “What a wonderful surprise. I hope your flight was comfortable.”

“Adequate.” Elena’s attention had already moved on, taking in the villa’s facade with the thoroughness of a general surveying battlefield terrain. “Dante, I trust we can speak privately once I’ve settled in. There are… developments that require discussion.”

Developments. The word hung in the afternoon air like smoke from a funeral pyre, and Isabella caught the almost imperceptible tightening of Dante’s shoulders.

“Of course,” he replied smoothly. “Giuseppe will show you to your usual suite. We can talk after you’ve had a chance to rest.”

Elena’s laugh was sharp as broken glass. “Rest is for the dead, nipote. We’ll speak within the hour.”

As the entourage moved into the villa, Isabella found herself studying the younger man—Marco—with growing unease. He moved like Dante did, with that predatory grace that suggested violence was always an option, but where Dante’s danger felt controlled, calculated, Marco’s seemed barely leashed.

“What kind of developments require specialized security?” she asked once they were alone on the terrace.

Dante was quiet for a long moment, his gaze fixed on the lake where afternoon light turned the water to molten gold. When he finally spoke, his voice carried an odd note of resignation.

“The kind that could get us both killed if we handle them incorrectly.”

The casual way he delivered the statement—as if death was merely another business consideration—made Isabella’s blood turn to ice in her veins. She’d signed up for a marriage of convenience, not a suicide pact.

“Dante—”

“Not here.” His voice carried sharp warning as he glanced toward the windows where staff moved with efficient purpose. “Too many ears. We’ll discuss it tonight, after dinner.”

Dinner proved to be an exercise in civilized torture. Elena presided over the table like a queen holding court, her conversation dancing between family gossip and oblique observations that felt like tests Isabella wasn’t sure how to pass.

“I understand you’ve been quite busy with social engagements,” the older woman remarked as the antipasti were served. “The charity luncheon at the palazzo, the vineyard tasting in Tuscany. Such dedication to your new role.”

“Isabella is a natural,” Dante replied before Isabella could respond. “She brings grace to every situation.”

“Grace,” Elena repeated, as if tasting the word. “A valuable quality. Tell me, my dear, how are you finding the adjustment to our family’s… unique circumstances?”

Unique circumstances. Another loaded phrase that could mean anything from extreme wealth to organized crime, depending on one’s interpretation.

“It’s been illuminating,” Isabella said carefully. “Dante’s world is quite different from what I’m accustomed to.”

“I’m sure it is.” Elena’s smile was sharp enough to draw blood. “The Romano family has always been admirably… legitimate in their business practices. Such refreshing innocence.”

The word innocence dripped with enough condescension to make Isabella’s cheeks burn. She felt like a child being patted on the head by adults discussing matters too complex for her comprehension.

“Innocence has its place,” Dante interjected smoothly, “but adaptability is more valuable in the long term.”

The conversation continued in that vein throughout the meal—seemingly polite exchanges that crackled with subtext Isabella couldn’t fully decode. Elena’s questions probed everything from Isabella’s family history to her feelings about loyalty, duty, and the price of protection.

By the time dessert arrived, Isabella felt like she’d been dissected by a surgeon wearing evening gloves.

“Walk with me,” Elena commanded as they rose from the table, the request framed as invitation but carrying the weight of imperial decree.

They strolled through the villa’s gardens as twilight painted the sky in shades of rose and gold, Elena’s pace measured and deliberate. For several minutes, they walked in silence while Isabella’s nerves stretched taut as violin strings.

“You’re wondering why I’m here,” Elena said finally.

“The thought had occurred to me,” Isabella admitted.

Elena stopped beside a marble fountain, its gentle splashing the only sound in the gathering darkness. “Dante is my heir. My legacy. Everything I’ve built, everything my husband built before me, will pass to him when I’m gone.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” Elena’s dark eyes fixed on Isabella’s face with laser intensity. “Do you understand what it means to love someone who lives with a target on his back? To wake each morning wondering if this will be the day someone decides your happiness is worth more than your life?”

Isabella’s throat constricted. “I—”

“Love is a luxury, child. In families like ours, it’s also a weapon that others can use against us.” Elena’s voice was gentle but implacable. “The moment you married my grandson, you became both his greatest strength and his most dangerous vulnerability.”

The words hit like physical blows, each one finding its mark with surgical precision. Isabella stared at the older woman, finally beginning to understand the true scope of what she’d entered into.

“You think I’ll make him weak,” she said finally.

“I think you already have.” Elena’s smile was sad rather than cruel. “I’ve watched Dante since he was fifteen years old, seen him build walls around his heart that nothing could penetrate. In three weeks, you’ve accomplished what no woman before you managed—you’ve made him care about something more than survival.”

“Is that such a terrible thing?”

“It will be if it gets him killed.” Elena reached out to touch Isabella’s cheek with unexpected gentleness. “But perhaps… perhaps it’s time for our family to try a different path. One where love is strength rather than weakness.”

The admission hung between them like smoke from a dying fire. Elena Salvatore, the iron matriarch who had ruled through fear and ruthless calculation, was acknowledging the possibility that her methods might be wrong.

“What do you want from me?” Isabella asked quietly.

“I want you to be worthy of him,” Elena replied simply. “Dante has never brought a woman to family gatherings, never shared his private space, never looked at anyone the way he looks at you. If you’re going to hold his heart in your hands, I need to know you won’t drop it when the weight becomes too much to bear.”

“And if I prove myself unworthy?”

Elena’s smile was sharp as winter moonlight. “Then specialized security becomes necessary for entirely different reasons.”

The threat was delivered with such elegant courtesy that it took Isabella a moment to process its implications. When understanding finally dawned, her blood turned to ice.

“You’re saying you’d have me killed.”

“I’m saying I protect what matters most to this family, by any means necessary.” Elena’s voice was matter-of-fact, as if discussing dinner arrangements rather than murder. “But I don’t believe it will come to that. You have steel in your spine, Isabella Romano. The question is whether you have enough to survive what’s coming.”

“What’s coming?”

Elena was already turning back toward the villa, her black dress merging with the gathering darkness. “Ask my grandson. If you’re truly going to be part of this family, it’s time you learned what that actually means.”

Isabella stood alone beside the fountain long after Elena disappeared into the villa, her mind reeling with revelations that changed everything about her understanding of the Salvatore family dynamics.

She’d thought she was entering a marriage of convenience with a wealthy businessman. Instead, she’d apparently signed up to be the wife of a man whose very existence posed mortal danger to anyone foolish enough to love him.

The most terrifying part wasn’t Elena’s threat.

It was the growing certainty that Isabella was already too far gone to care.

Whether that made her brave or foolish remained to be seen. But as she looked up at the villa where Dante waited—where this conversation had been building since the moment she’d agreed to wear his ring—Isabella knew there was no turning back.

She was about to discover exactly what it meant to love a Salvatore man.

And pray she was strong enough to survive the education.
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Isabella’s hands shook as she reached for her coffee cup, the delicate porcelain rattling against the saucer in a betrayal of nerves she couldn’t quite control. The morning sun streaming through the breakfast room windows felt too bright, too harsh for the conversation that still echoed in her mind from the night before.

Ask my grandson. If you’re truly going to be part of this family, it’s time you learned what that actually means.

Elena’s words had haunted her dreams, along with images of specialized security and targets painted on Dante’s back. She’d barely slept, hyperaware of his breathing beside her, the way he’d reached for her unconsciously in the darkness as if seeking comfort from nightmares that followed him even into rest.

“You look tired,” Giuseppe observed as he refilled her cup with the kind of diplomatic understatement that probably came with decades of service to the Salvatore family.

“Didn’t sleep well,” she managed, grateful for his presence. At least Giuseppe felt safe—paternal, protective, the kind of man who’d spent his life taking care of others rather than destroying them.

“The signorina is adjusting to many changes,” he said gently. “Such things take time.”

Changes. Such a civilized word for learning that the man you were falling for lived in a world where love was liability and violence was currency.

The sound of rapid Italian drifted from Dante’s study—his voice carrying the sharp edge she’d learned to associate with serious business. Or what she’d thought was serious business, before Elena’s visit had recontextualized everything about the Salvatore empire.

“Giuseppe,” she said carefully, “how long have you worked for this family?”

His weathered face creased into something that might have been amusement. “Forty-three years, signorina. Since I was younger than you are now.”

“And in all that time…” She hesitated, unsure how to phrase the question without seeming to pry into matters that might be dangerous to know. “Have you ever regretted it? Working for them?”

Giuseppe set down the coffee pot with deliberate care, his movements carrying the weight of long consideration. “The Salvatore family has given me purpose, signorina. A place to belong. In return, I have given them my loyalty.”

“But at what cost?”

He was quiet for a long moment, studying her face with eyes that had seen too much to be surprised by anything. “Every choice carries a price. The question is whether what you gain is worth what you lose.”

Before Isabella could respond, the breakfast room doors burst open with enough force to make her jump. Dante strode in wearing a black suit that emphasized his dangerous elegance, his expression grim enough to make her stomach clench with dread.

“We need to leave. Now.” His voice carried the kind of authority that brooked no argument. “Giuseppe, have the car ready in five minutes.”

“Sí, signore.” Giuseppe moved toward the door with efficient haste, but paused to catch Isabella’s eye. “Pack light, signorina. Only necessities.”

Pack? Isabella’s pulse quickened as understanding dawned. “Dante, what’s happening?”

He was already at the window, his attention focused on something beyond the gardens that she couldn’t see. “Change of plans. We’re going to Milan. Today.”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to return to the city until next week—”

“That was before someone decided to accelerate the timeline.” His voice was clipped, professional, but she caught the tension in his shoulders. “Five minutes, Isabella. Whatever you can’t live without, grab it now.”

The urgency in his tone sent adrenaline flooding through her system. Isabella ran to their shared bedroom, throwing clothes into a bag with hands that trembled despite her best efforts to remain calm. The normalcy of packing—choosing shoes, selecting jewelry, folding silk blouses with mechanical precision—felt surreal against the backdrop of whatever crisis was unfolding.

She was reaching for her toiletries when the world exploded.

The sound was unlike anything she’d ever experienced—a deep, thunderous roar that seemed to shake the very foundations of the villa. Windows rattled in their frames, and Isabella was thrown against the vanity hard enough to bruise her ribs.

Then came the screaming.

Giuseppe. She recognized his voice raised in rapid Italian, words she couldn’t understand but that carried the unmistakable urgency of emergency. Other voices joined his—staff members shouting warnings, feet pounding against marble floors in patterns that spoke of practiced evacuation procedures.

Isabella stumbled to the French doors leading to the balcony, her heart hammering against her ribs as she tried to process what she was seeing. Smoke rose from the villa’s east wing in a black column that stained the morning sky, and she could see figures moving with military precision across the grounds—not staff members, but armed men whose presence here could mean nothing good.

“Cazzo.” Dante’s voice came from directly behind her, rough with fury and something that might have been fear. “They’re early.”

“Who’s early?” Isabella spun to face him, her voice pitched higher than she intended. “Dante, what the hell is happening?”

His expression was granite-hard, all traces of the man who’d held her through nightmares replaced by something that looked carved from stone and violence. “Pack faster. We leave in sixty seconds.”

“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me—”

“Isabella.” The way he said her name stopped her mid-sentence, sharp enough to cut. “Do you trust me?”

The question hung between them like smoke from the fire that was consuming part of his ancestral home. Did she trust him? The man who’d systematically destroyed her company to force her into marriage, who’d brought her into a world where armed intruders and explosions were apparently routine Tuesday morning entertainment?

The man who’d saved her from panic attacks and held her when she couldn’t sleep, who’d defended her honor and made her feel desired for the first time in her life?

“Yes,” she heard herself say, the admission surprising them both.

Something flickered across his expression—relief, maybe, or gratitude. “Then pack. Fast.”

Isabella threw the remaining necessities into her bag while Dante moved around their room with deadly efficiency, gathering items she wouldn’t have expected—a laptop from a hidden drawer, documents from a safe she hadn’t known existed, what looked suspiciously like a handgun from beneath his pillow.

“Is that—” she started.

“Necessary,” he finished curtly, checking the weapon with practiced ease before tucking it into his jacket. “Car’s waiting. Let’s go.”

They moved through the villa’s corridors like fugitives, which Isabella was beginning to suspect they were. Giuseppe met them at a side entrance she’d never noticed before, his usually immaculate appearance disheveled and his face grim with worry.

“The east wing is contained, but they breached the perimeter at three points,” he reported in rapid English. “Marco has the route cleared, but we have perhaps ten minutes before—”

Another explosion, closer this time, cut off his words. Isabella felt the concussion in her bones, heard glass shattering somewhere in the distance. Whatever was happening, it was escalating quickly.

“Nonna?” Dante’s voice carried sharp concern.

“Already secure. She left twenty minutes ago with Salvatore and full escort.” Giuseppe’s relief was palpable. “She anticipated this.”

Anticipated this. As if family homes being attacked by armed intruders was something that could be planned for, prepared for, managed like any other household emergency.

“Good.” Dante’s hand found Isabella’s back, propelling her toward a car that definitely wasn’t the elegant Mercedes they usually used. This vehicle was armored, black as midnight, with tinted windows that suggested discretion was more important than comfort.

“Dante.” Isabella stopped walking, her legs suddenly refusing to carry her another step. “I need to know what’s happening. Right now, or I’m not getting in that car.”

For a moment, she thought he might simply pick her up and throw her into the vehicle—there was something desperate enough in his expression to suggest he’d consider it. Then his shoulders sagged fractionally, and she glimpsed the man beneath the armor.

“Someone wants me dead,” he said simply. “They’ve decided that attacking my home, threatening my family, is the best way to accomplish that goal.”

“Who?” The question came out as barely a whisper.

His smile was sharp enough to draw blood. “Old friends. The kind who believe that business disagreements should be settled with bullets rather than lawyers.”

Old friends. Another euphemism that probably meant something far more sinister than she wanted to contemplate.

“And us leaving solves this how?”

“It removes you from the immediate danger zone while I handle the problem.” His voice was matter-of-fact, as if discussing shipping schedules rather than what sounded suspiciously like warfare. “You’ll be safe in Milan until—”

“No.” The word came out louder than she intended, surprising them both. “If someone is trying to kill you, I’m not running away to hide while you face them alone.”

Dante’s expression went dangerously still. “This isn’t negotiable, Isabella.”

“You’re right. It’s not.” She stepped closer to him, close enough to see the gold flecks in his dark eyes, close enough to feel the tension radiating from his body like heat from a forge. “We’re in this together, remember? For better or worse. That was the deal.”

“The deal didn’t include you getting shot because of my family’s business practices.”

“Maybe it should have.” Isabella reached up to touch his face, her fingers tracing the sharp line of his jaw. “You want to know what Elena asked me last night? She wanted to know if I was strong enough to love someone who lives with a target on his back. If I could handle the weight of caring about you.”

Something shifted in his expression, walls cracking to reveal vulnerability that made her chest ache.

“And what did you tell her?”

“I told her I was already too far gone to care about the risks.” The admission was raw, honest, more revealing than she’d intended. “So wherever you’re going, whatever you’re facing, I’m going with you.”

For a heartbeat, she thought he might argue—might exercise the kind of high-handed authority that seemed to be his default setting. Then his forehead dropped to rest against hers, and she felt some of the tension drain from his body.

“Cristo, Isabella. You’re going to be the death of me.”

“Not today,” she said fiercely. “Today we survive. Together.”

His kiss was desperate, fierce, tasting of coffee and fear and something that might have been love if either of them had been brave enough to name it. When they broke apart, his eyes held the kind of determination that had probably built the Salvatore empire and destroyed everyone who threatened it.

“Together,” he agreed. “But we do this my way. No arguments, no negotiations, no heroic gestures that get us both killed.”

“Agreed.”

They climbed into the armored car as another explosion echoed across the lake, this one close enough to rattle their teeth. As they pulled away from Villa Salvatore—from the only place Isabella had ever felt safe in Dante’s world—she caught a glimpse of armed figures moving through the smoke like demons emerging from hell.

Whatever they were driving toward, whatever battle awaited them in Milan, she knew with crystalline certainty that their carefully constructed arrangement had just evolved into something infinitely more dangerous.

Because this wasn’t about contracts or business anymore. This was about survival.

And Isabella Romano was about to discover exactly what it meant to stand beside Dante Salvatore when the world was burning down around them.
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The safe house in Milan’s Brera district looked like any other luxury apartment from the outside—nineteenth-century façade, wrought-iron balconies, the kind of understated elegance that whispered old money rather than screaming it. Isabella would never have guessed it was a fortress designed for war.

Until she saw the arsenal.

“Madonna,” she breathed, watching Marco Torrino methodically check what appeared to be enough weaponry to outfit a small army. Handguns, rifles, things she couldn’t even identify—all laid out on the dining room table like cutlery for some apocalyptic dinner party.

“Insurance,” Dante said from behind her, his voice carrying grim satisfaction as he studied intelligence reports that Giuseppe had spread across the coffee table. “In case diplomacy fails.”

“Diplomacy.” Isabella turned to stare at him, noting how naturally he wore the shoulder holster that had appeared sometime during their drive into the city. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

His smile was sharp enough to cut glass. “We’re going to have a conversation with some old business associates. The weapons are simply there to ensure the conversation remains… civilized.”

Old business associates. The euphemism made her stomach clench with dread. She was beginning to understand that in Dante’s world, every polite phrase concealed something lethal.

“The Torrino brothers confirmed the target,” Marco reported in accented English, looking up from his inventory of destruction. “They moved against the villa as a diversion. The real objective was always to draw you out.”

“Into what?” Isabella asked, though part of her didn’t want to know the answer.

“A trap,” Dante replied with clinical detachment. “The question is whether we spring it on our terms or theirs.”

Giuseppe appeared in the doorway carrying a tray of espresso and what looked like surveillance photographs. “The warehouse district, as expected. Pier 47. They’re not trying to be subtle.”

Dante studied the photographs with the focus of a general planning a siege. Isabella caught glimpses of industrial buildings, shipping containers, enough open space for what she suspected would be a very public execution if things went wrong.

“How many?” Marco asked, already reaching for equipment that suggested he was preparing for war.

“Twelve confirmed. Probably more.” Giuseppe’s weathered face was grim. “They want this to be visible, signore. A message to anyone who might consider similar… independence.”

Independence. Another euphemism that Isabella was beginning to decode. Someone didn’t approve of Dante’s business practices, and they’d decided that murder was an appropriate response.

“So we give them a message in return,” Dante said softly, and something in his voice made Isabella’s blood turn to ice.

This was it. This was the moment when she would witness exactly what kind of man she’d fallen in love with. Not the charming businessman who negotiated billion-dollar deals, not the protective fiancé who’d saved her from panic attacks, but the predator who’d been trained for violence since he was fifteen years old.

“I want to come with you,” she said, surprising everyone including herself.

The room went dead silent. Marco’s hand stilled on the rifle he’d been examining, Giuseppe’s eyes widened with something that might have been horror, and Dante turned to stare at her like she’d announced her intention to juggle live grenades.

“Absolutely not,” Dante said, his voice carrying the kind of authority that had probably ended careers and possibly lives.

“They’re using me as leverage,” Isabella countered, drawing strength from four generations of Romano women who’d faced down worse odds. “Elena told me last night—love is a weapon they can use against you. Well, if I’m the weapon, I should get to choose how I’m used.”

“Isabella—”

“No.” She moved closer to him, close enough to see the gold flecks in his dark eyes, close enough to touch the tension that radiated from his body like heat from a forge. “You said we were in this together. That means all of it—the good, the bad, and whatever’s waiting for us at that warehouse.”

Dante’s jaw clenched hard enough to crack teeth. “You have no idea what you’re asking.”

“Then show me.” The words came out steadier than she felt. “Show me who you really are, Dante. All of it. Because if I’m going to be your wife—really your wife, not just some contract arrangement—then I need to know what that means.”

The silence stretched between them like a wire pulled taut. Marco and Giuseppe exchanged a look that suggested they were witnessing something unprecedented in the Salvatore family dynamics.

“This isn’t a game, cara mia,” Dante said finally, his voice rough with something that might have been desperation. “People are going to die tonight. Possibly us.”

“I know.” Isabella reached up to touch his face, her fingers tracing the sharp line of his jaw. “But I’d rather die with you than live wondering who you really are.”

Something shifted in his expression, walls cracking to reveal the man beneath the predator. When he spoke again, his voice was softer than she’d ever heard it.

“You have no idea what you’re signing up for.”

“I signed up the moment I agreed to wear your ring.” Isabella held up her hand where the engagement ring caught the afternoon light. “Everything else is just details.”

Dante stared at her for a long moment, and she could see the war being waged behind his dark eyes—the desire to protect her battling against something that might have been love, if either of them had been brave enough to name it.

“One condition,” he said finally.

“Name it.”

“You stay in the car. No matter what happens, no matter what you see, you don’t leave that vehicle until I come back for you.”

Isabella wanted to argue, to demand equal partnership in whatever was about to unfold. But the desperate edge in his voice stopped her. This was his line in the sand, the one compromise he needed to function.

“Agreed,” she said simply.

His kiss was fierce, desperate, tasting of espresso and fear and something that felt like goodbye. When they broke apart, his forehead rested against hers for just a moment—long enough for her to see past the armor to the man who was terrified of losing her.

“If anything happens to me—” he started.

“Nothing’s going to happen to you,” she interrupted fiercely. “Because I’m not letting it.”

His smile was sharp as winter starlight. “Such faith in a monster.”

“You’re not a monster.” Isabella’s voice carried absolute certainty. “You’re mine.”

The warehouse district at night was a landscape from industrial hell—shadows and concrete, the smell of river water and rust, the kind of place where screams would be swallowed by distance and indifference. Isabella sat in the passenger seat of their armored car, watching Dante and Marco move through the darkness like predators hunting prey.

They’d been gone twenty minutes, and her nerves were stretched to breaking point.

“Easy, signorina,” Giuseppe murmured from the driver’s seat, his weathered hands steady on the wheel despite the tension that radiated from all of them. “He knows what he’s doing.”

“Does he?” Isabella’s fingers twisted in her lap, every shadow seeming to hold potential death. “Giuseppe, how many times has he done this? This kind of… negotiation?”

The old man was quiet for a long moment, his eyes scanning the industrial wasteland that surrounded them. “Enough times to be very good at it. Not enough times to be careless.”

Before Isabella could respond, the night exploded into violence.

The first gunshot cracked through the air like thunder, followed immediately by the staccato burst of automatic weapons fire. Isabella’s heart slammed against her ribs as she saw muzzle flashes lighting up the warehouse windows like deadly fireworks.

“Cristo,” Giuseppe muttered, his hand moving to the weapon concealed beneath his jacket.

More shots. Shouting in Italian that carried across the water with the kind of fury that suggested negotiations had failed spectacularly. Isabella pressed her face to the window, trying to see through the maze of shipping containers and industrial equipment.

“There!” She pointed toward a figure moving between the warehouses with deadly grace. Even at this distance, she recognized Dante’s silhouette, the way he moved like violence personified.

He wasn’t alone. Two other figures flanked him—Marco and someone she didn’t recognize—and they were advancing on what looked like a fortified position behind a wall of containers.

The gunfire intensified, bullets sparking off metal and concrete in showers of orange light. Isabella watched in horrified fascination as Dante rolled behind cover, his movements fluid and controlled despite the chaos erupting around him.

This was what Elena had meant about loving someone with a target on their back. This was the price of caring about a Salvatore man.

“He’s pinned down,” Isabella said, her voice tight with anxiety she couldn’t hide.

“He’s working,” Giuseppe corrected grimly. “Watch.”

As if summoned by his words, explosions bloomed among the shipping containers—not random violence, but calculated destruction that spoke of military precision. Isabella realized with dawning understanding that Dante wasn’t trapped.

He was hunting.

The battle lasted another ten minutes that felt like hours. When the gunfire finally stopped, the silence was deafening. Isabella strained her eyes against the darkness, searching for any sign of movement, any indication that the man she loved had survived whatever hell had just erupted in the warehouse district.

A figure emerged from the smoke and shadows, walking toward their car with the kind of unhurried confidence that suggested victory rather than retreat. Isabella’s heart stuttered with relief as she recognized Dante’s silhouette, though something about his posture suggested he was carrying injuries.

“Let me out,” she demanded, already reaching for the door handle.

“Signorina—” Giuseppe started.

“Let me out, or I’ll shoot out the windows and climb through them,” Isabella snapped, surprised by the venom in her own voice.

Giuseppe sighed and unlocked the doors. Isabella was out of the car and running toward Dante before the old man could object, her heels clicking against asphalt as she closed the distance between them.

Dante looked up at her approach, and Isabella’s breath caught at what the moonlight revealed. His face was streaked with blood—not his own, she realized with savage satisfaction—and his eyes held the kind of emptiness that came after extreme violence.

He looked like exactly what he was: a predator who’d just eliminated a threat.

“You were supposed to stay in the car,” he said, but his voice lacked conviction.

“You were bleeding,” Isabella replied, reaching up to touch a cut near his hairline that she was fairly certain hadn’t been there when he left.

“It’s over,” he said simply. “The threat has been… resolved.”

Resolved. Such a clinical word for what had clearly been a massacre. Isabella found she didn’t care. These people had threatened Dante, had attacked their home, had forced them into this position. Whatever he’d done to them, they’d deserved.

“Good,” she said fiercely, surprising them both.

Dante’s eyes searched her face in the moonlight, looking for signs of revulsion, condemnation, the kind of moral judgment that might destroy whatever was building between them.

Instead, he found acceptance. Understanding. The recognition that loving him meant accepting all of him—the businessman, the protector, and yes, the predator who would kill to keep her safe.

“You’re not horrified,” he said, wonder creeping into his voice.

“I’m furious,” Isabella corrected, her hands fisting in his shirt as she pulled him closer. “Furious that anyone thought they could hurt you. Furious that we had to go through this. But horrified by you? Never.”

His kiss was desperate, fierce, tasting of smoke and violence and relief so sharp it cut. When they broke apart, his eyes held something she’d never seen before—vulnerability wrapped in wonder, as if he couldn’t quite believe she was real.

“Cristo, Isabella. What have you done to me?”

“Loved you,” she said simply. “All of you.”

Around them, the warehouse district smoldered with the aftermath of violence. But in that moment, surrounded by shadows and the smell of gunpowder, Isabella Romano finally understood what it meant to be claimed by a Salvatore man.

And she found she wouldn’t trade it for all the safety in the world.
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The safe house bathroom looked like a field hospital, white towels stained crimson spread across marble surfaces that had probably never been intended for triage. Isabella’s hands trembled as she dabbed antiseptic along the gash near Dante’s hairline, her touch gentle despite the way her pulse hammered against her throat.

“Hold still,” she murmured, though he sat statue-still on the edge of the bathtub, his dark eyes never leaving her face.

“It’s not deep,” he said quietly. “Head wounds bleed more than they should.”

Isabella’s hand stilled against his forehead. “Is that supposed to be reassuring?”

“It’s supposed to be honest.” His voice carried an odd note—vulnerability wrapped in something that might have been shame. “I promised you honesty, didn’t I?”

The question hung between them like smoke from the warehouse fires that were probably still burning across the city. Isabella set down the antiseptic and met his gaze directly, seeing past the controlled mask to the man who was waiting for her judgment.

“Then be honest,” she said simply. “All of it. No more euphemisms, no more careful phrases. I want to know exactly what I’ve gotten myself into.”

Dante was quiet for a long moment, his jaw working as if the words were physically difficult to form. When he finally spoke, his voice was rough with something that might have been confession.

“The Salvatore family business isn’t just luxury goods and real estate acquisitions,” he said. “We launder money. We control territory. We collect debts that banks won’t touch and solve problems that police can’t handle.”

Each revelation hit like a physical blow, stripping away the last vestiges of the comfortable denial Isabella had maintained about his world. But she kept her hands steady as she cleaned blood from his temple, refusing to let him see how deeply his words affected her.

“And tonight?” she asked.

“Tonight was a reminder about the price of independence.” His smile was sharp as broken glass. “The Torrino family thought they could expand into our territory, use violence to force us into a partnership we didn’t want. They were wrong.”

Wrong. Such a simple word for what had clearly been a massacre. Isabella had heard the gunfire, seen the explosions, watched Dante emerge from that warehouse district with blood that wasn’t his own staining his clothes.

“How many?” The question slipped out before she could stop it.

“Does it matter?”

“It matters to me.”

Dante studied her face with uncomfortable intensity, as if he was trying to read her soul through her eyes. “Twelve. Including the Torrino brothers themselves.”

Twelve people. Dead because they’d threatened what belonged to Dante Salvatore. Isabella’s stomach clenched with nausea that had nothing to do with squeamishness and everything to do with the magnitude of what caring about this man actually meant.

“I’m a murderer, Isabella,” he said softly, and she could hear the challenge in his voice—the dare for her to flinch away from the truth of what he was. “I’ve killed people with my bare hands. I’ve ordered deaths that would make you sick to contemplate. I’ve built an empire on violence and fear, and I sleep soundly at night because I tell myself it’s all in service of family.”

The confession was delivered with clinical precision, designed to shock, to drive her away before she could get any deeper into his world. But Isabella had grown up with three older brothers and a grandmother who’d survived fascists and world wars. She knew what men were capable of when they loved something enough to kill for it.

“Good,” she said simply.

Dante’s eyes widened with something that might have been shock. “Good?”

“Those people attacked our home. They threatened you, threatened Elena, threatened everyone I’ve come to care about.” Isabella’s voice was steadier than she felt, drawing strength from reservoirs she hadn’t known existed. “If someone tries to destroy what’s mine, I want them destroyed in return.”

What’s mine. The possessive phrase surprised them both, but Isabella found she meant every word. Somewhere between the charity galas and the shared nightmares, the villa and its inhabitants had become hers to protect as fiercely as they protected her.

“You don’t understand what you’re saying,” Dante said, but hope flickered in his dark eyes like candlelight in wind.

“I understand perfectly.” Isabella cupped his face in her hands, forcing him to meet her gaze. “I understand that you’ve spent fifteen years building walls around your heart to keep people at a distance where they can’t be used against you. I understand that letting me in makes you vulnerable in ways that could get us both killed. And I understand that what happened tonight was necessary to keep us alive.”

“Isabella—”

“I’m not finished.” Her voice carried the authority she’d inherited from four generations of Romano women who’d faced down impossible odds. “I also understand that you’re not a monster, no matter what you’ve done or what you think you are. Monsters don’t have nightmares about the people they’ve killed. Monsters don’t carry guilt that weighs them down like stones in their chest.”

Dante’s breath caught, and Isabella realized she’d hit something deeper than she’d intended.

“You think I feel guilty?” His laugh was bitter as winter wind. “Isabella, cara mia, I enjoyed it. Every bullet, every explosion, every moment of fear in their eyes before the light went out. Does that sound like a man troubled by conscience?”

The admission should have horrified her. Instead, it sent unwelcome heat spiraling through her bloodstream, because she could see the lie beneath his words—could see the way his hands shook slightly, the tension that corded his shoulders, the shadows that had taken up permanent residence in his eyes.

“You’re trying to scare me away,” she observed.

“I’m trying to save you from making the biggest mistake of your life.”

“Too late.” Isabella leaned closer, close enough that their faces were inches apart, close enough that she could see the gold flecks in his dark eyes. “I’m already in love with you, Dante Salvatore. All of you—the businessman, the protector, and yes, the predator who kills people who threaten what he loves. It’s too late to scare me away now.”

The words hung between them like a bridge neither had expected to cross. Isabella hadn’t meant to say them—hadn’t planned to lay her heart bare in a bathroom that smelled of antiseptic and violence—but now that they were out, she found she couldn’t regret them.

“You love me,” Dante repeated, as if testing the words for truth.

“Desperately. Completely. Against all common sense and self-preservation.” Her smile was rueful, self-deprecating. “Elena was right—love is a weapon that can be used against you. But it’s also armor, isn’t it? Something worth fighting for.”

Dante’s hands came up to frame her face, his thumbs tracing the sharp line of her cheekbones with devastating gentleness. “You could have anyone, Isabella. Someone clean, someone safe, someone who doesn’t carry the weight of twelve fresh corpses on his conscience.”

“I don’t want anyone else.” The admission was raw, honest, more revealing than she’d ever intended to be. “I want the man who rescued me from panic attacks and held me through nightmares. I want the man who defended my honor and made me feel desired for the first time in my life. I want you, Dante—shadows and all.”

His kiss was desperate, fierce, tasting of blood and antiseptic and something that might have been salvation if either of them had been naive enough to believe in such things. When they broke apart, his forehead rested against hers and his breathing was uneven.

“Cristo, Isabella. You’re going to destroy me.”

“No,” she said fiercely. “I’m going to save you. The way you saved me.”

“I didn’t save you. I bought you.”

“You gave me a choice when I had none. You protected me when I was vulnerable. You made me feel strong when I felt powerless.” Isabella’s voice was soft but absolutely certain. “That’s not buying someone, Dante. That’s loving them.”

The admission hung in the air between them like smoke from a fire that would either warm them or consume them both. Dante stared at her with an expression she couldn’t read, as if he was seeing her clearly for the first time.

“What happens now?” he asked quietly.

Isabella stood, her hands steady as she gathered the bloodied towels and medical supplies. “Now you heal. We go back to Lake Como when it’s safe. We plan a real wedding instead of a contract ceremony. And we spend the rest of our lives making sure no one else is stupid enough to threaten what’s ours.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.” She turned to face him, seeing past the blood and exhaustion to the man who’d claimed her heart without even trying. “Unless you’re having second thoughts about marrying a woman who apparently has homicidal tendencies when people she loves are threatened.”

Dante’s smile was the first genuine expression of joy she’d seen from him since Elena’s arrival had shattered their careful peace. “Homicidal tendencies?”

“I told you I wanted them destroyed for attacking you. That probably makes me an accessory to multiple murders.” Isabella’s voice was matter-of-fact, as if she was discussing dinner plans rather than felonies. “I find I’m surprisingly okay with that.”

“Madonna,” Dante breathed, wonder creeping into his voice. “What have I done to deserve you?”

“You waited,” she said simply. “For three years, you kept a ring in your drawer and waited for me to be ready to see you. That kind of patience deserves a reward.”

His laugh was rich and genuine, the sound filling the bathroom with warmth that had nothing to do with the heated floors and everything to do with the understanding that had bloomed between them in the aftermath of violence.

“Come here,” he said softly, holding out his hand.

Isabella stepped into his embrace, letting him pull her down onto his lap despite the risk to his injuries. His arms wrapped around her with possessive certainty, and she could feel some fundamental tension drain from his body.

“I love you,” he said against her hair, the words rough with disuse but absolutely sincere. “I’ve loved you since you were nineteen years old and I was too young to know what that meant. I’ll love you until they put me in the ground, Isabella Romano.”

“Salvatore,” she corrected softly. “Isabella Salvatore. We should probably make that official before someone else decides to start shooting at us.”

His kiss tasted like promises and forever, like blood spilled in the name of love and protection. When they broke apart, Isabella realized that somewhere between the warehouse district and this bathroom that smelled of antiseptic and truth, she’d stopped being afraid of loving a dangerous man.

Instead, she’d become dangerous herself.

And she found she liked it.
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The helicopter touched down on Villa Salvatore’s restored landing pad three days later, setting down like a bird returning to its nest after a storm. Isabella pressed her face to the window, taking in the sight of her temporary home with eyes that saw it differently now—not as a gilded cage, but as a fortress where she belonged.

The east wing bore fresh scars from the attack, workers swarming over scaffolding and new stone, but the villa itself stood defiant against the morning sky. Whole. Enduring. Much like the man beside her, whose presence had become as essential as breathing.

“Nervous?” Dante asked, though his own tension was evident in the rigid set of his shoulders.

“Should I be?”

His smile was sharp as winter starlight. “We’re about to cross a line we can’t uncross, cara mia. Once we’re truly married—in every sense that matters—there’s no going back to polite arrangements and separate bedrooms.”

The words sent heat spiraling through Isabella’s bloodstream, pooling low in her belly with an intensity that should have alarmed her. Instead, she found herself leaning closer to him, drawn by the magnetic pull that had been building between them since their first shared nightmare.

“Good,” she said simply. “I’m tired of lines.”

Giuseppe met them at the villa’s entrance, his weathered face creased with what might have been relief. “Welcome home, signore, signora. Everything is prepared as you requested.”

Signora. Not signorina, not Isabella, but the title that marked her as Dante’s woman in truth as well as contract. The casual use of it made her chest tight with emotions she was still learning to name.

“The east wing?” Dante inquired as they walked through corridors that Isabella now knew by heart.

“Fully restored. Better than before, if I may say so.” Giuseppe’s pride was evident. “And the security upgrades you ordered are complete. Nothing will breach these walls again.”

They climbed the marble staircase toward their shared rooms, and Isabella was surprised by how much the villa felt like coming home. The familiar scent of lemon oil and fresh flowers, the way afternoon light painted the walls in shades of gold and amber, the sense of safety that seemed to emanate from the very stones.

“There’s something else,” Giuseppe said carefully as they reached the corridor leading to the master suite. “Your grandmother wishes to speak with you both. At your convenience, of course.”

Dante’s jaw tightened fractionally. “She’s still here?”

“She insisted on remaining until you returned. Something about… family business that requires discussion.”

Family business. Isabella was learning to decode these euphemisms, understanding that they often meant life-or-death decisions wrapped in polite language.

“We’ll see her after we’ve settled in,” Dante decided. “An hour should be sufficient.”

After Giuseppe departed, they stood alone in the corridor outside their shared bedroom, suddenly awkward despite everything they’d been through together. The space between them felt charged, dangerous, full of possibilities that neither had been ready to acknowledge before Milan.

Before the warehouse district had stripped away the last of their pretenses.

“Isabella,” Dante said softly, and she could hear warning in his voice. “What happens next…”

“What happens next is what should have happened weeks ago,” she interrupted, stepping closer to him. Close enough to see the gold flecks in his dark eyes, close enough to feel the controlled tension that radiated from his body like heat from a forge. “We stop pretending this is just business.”

His hands came up to frame her face with devastating gentleness, thumbs tracing the sharp line of her cheekbones. “Once we cross this threshold, everything changes. You become mine in truth, not just in name. And I become yours—completely, irrevocably, in ways that contracts can’t contain.”

The promise in his words made her pulse quicken with anticipation rather than fear. “I’m counting on it.”

Dante’s kiss was different this time—not desperate or fierce, but reverent, like a man who’d been granted something he’d never dared hope for. His lips moved against hers with skillful precision, coaxing rather than demanding, worshipping rather than conquering.

When they broke apart, his eyes held the kind of vulnerability that made her chest ache.

“Are you certain?” he asked. “Because once I have you—truly have you—I’ll never let you go.”

“Promise?” Isabella’s smile was soft, inviting, absolutely devastating in its certainty.

He lifted her into his arms with fluid grace, carrying her across the threshold of their bedroom like a groom with his bride. The symbolism wasn’t lost on either of them—this was their real wedding, their true beginning, the moment when their arrangement became something infinitely more dangerous and precious.

Dante set her down beside the massive four-poster bed, his hands settling at her waist with possessive certainty. The afternoon light streaming through the French doors painted everything in shades of gold and amber, making the moment feel suspended in time.

“I want to see you,” he said softly, his fingers finding the buttons of her silk blouse. “All of you.”

Isabella’s breath caught as his hands worked with deliberate slowness, each button revealing another inch of skin that he touched with reverent care. The blouse whispered to the floor, followed by her skirt, until she stood before him in nothing but lace that barely qualified as covering.

“Bella,” he breathed, and the way he said her name—like prayer, like worship, like coming home—made her feel more beautiful than any compliment ever could.

Her turn. Isabella’s fingers found the buttons of his shirt, her movements less steady than his but no less determined. She wanted to map every inch of him, to learn the landscape of scars that marked his chest, to understand the body that had protected her and killed for her.

When they were both bare, they stood looking at each other in the golden light, taking inventory of what they were claiming. Dante’s body was a masterpiece of controlled power—lean muscle over broad shoulders, narrow waist, the kind of masculine beauty that made smart women do stupid things.

But it was the scars that made Isabella’s chest tight with emotion. The evidence of violence survived, battles fought, a life lived on the razor edge between protection and destruction.

“Beautiful,” she whispered, tracing a particularly vicious mark across his ribs.

“Not beautiful,” he corrected, catching her hand against his chest. “Practical. Functional. Built for survival.”

“Beautiful,” she insisted, rising on her toes to press her lips to the scar she’d been touching. “Every mark, every line, every story written on your skin. You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

His control shattered at her words, careful restraint giving way to desperate need. His mouth crashed against hers with renewed hunger while his hands mapped the curves he’d been denied for so long. Every touch was electric, every caress a brand that marked her as his.

They moved to the bed with urgent grace, Dante’s weight settling over her like coming home. Isabella had expected awkwardness, fumbling, the kind of nervous tension that came with new intimacy. Instead, she found perfection—as if their bodies had been designed specifically for this moment, this joining, this claiming of each other.

“Mine,” Dante whispered against her throat as he joined with her, the word rough with possession and wonder.

“Yours,” Isabella gasped, her body arching to meet his. “Only yours.”

What followed was not the gentle, careful lovemaking she might have expected from a first time, but something rawer, more desperate—the physical expression of emotions too complex for words. They moved together with increasing urgency, chasing something that felt like salvation wrapped in sin.

When Isabella shattered beneath him, Dante’s name on her lips like a prayer, she understood with crystalline clarity that everything had changed. This wasn’t just physical satisfaction—it was transformation, the alchemical process of two separate people becoming something new, something stronger, something infinitely more dangerous together than apart.

Dante followed her over the edge with a sound that was part growl, part worship, his face buried in her hair as he claimed her completely. In that moment of absolute vulnerability, Isabella glimpsed the man beneath the predator—the one who’d been waiting three years for her to see him clearly.

They lay tangled together afterward, sweat-slicked and breathing hard, both of them stunned by the intensity of what had passed between them. Isabella traced lazy patterns on Dante’s chest while his fingers combed through her hair with absent gentleness.

“No going back,” he said finally, his voice rough with satisfaction and something deeper.

“No going back,” she agreed, pressing a kiss to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

The late afternoon sun painted everything in shades of amber and gold, and for the first time since this whole arrangement began, Isabella felt completely, utterly safe. Not because she was protected from danger—the events in Milan had proven that safety was an illusion in Dante’s world—but because she’d found something worth fighting for.

Someone worth dying for, if necessary.

“What are you thinking?” Dante asked, his thumb tracing the curve of her shoulder.

“That Elena was right,” Isabella admitted. “Love is a weapon that can be used against us. But it’s also the strongest armor we have.”

His arms tightened around her, pulling her impossibly closer. “Then we make sure no one gets close enough to use it.”

A knock at their door interrupted whatever response Isabella might have made. Giuseppe’s voice, carefully neutral, drifted through the mahogany.

“Scusi, but Signora Elena is waiting in the garden. She says the matter cannot be delayed further.”

Dante sighed against Isabella’s hair. “Family business.”

“The kind that might get us shot at again?”

“The kind that determines whether we live long enough to have a real honeymoon.” He pressed a kiss to her temple, already reaching for his discarded clothes. “Come, cara mia. Time to discover what it truly means to be part of this family.”

As Isabella dressed, she caught glimpses of herself in the mirror—hair mussed, lips swollen, skin bearing the faint marks of Dante’s possession. She looked like exactly what she was: a woman who’d been thoroughly claimed by the man she loved.

The transformation was complete. Isabella Romano no longer existed.

In her place stood Isabella Salvatore, wife to a predator, partner in an empire built on violence and loyalty, ready to face whatever fresh hell awaited them in the garden.

And she found she couldn’t wait to begin.
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Elena Salvatore sat in the villa’s rose garden like a queen holding court, the late afternoon sun casting her silver hair into a halo that was thoroughly at odds with the predatory intelligence in her dark eyes. She’d positioned herself strategically—back to the lake, face toward the villa’s approaches, with sight lines that would allow her to see trouble coming from any direction.

Isabella recognized the tactical positioning because she was learning to think like a Salvatore woman. The realization should have been alarming. Instead, it felt like coming into her own.

“You look… settled,” Elena observed as they approached, her gaze taking in Isabella’s slightly mussed appearance with obvious satisfaction. “Good. Happiness makes people careless, but contentment makes them strong.”

“Nonna,” Dante’s voice carried warm affection despite the tension radiating from his shoulders. “Giuseppe said you had urgent family business to discuss.”

“Sit,” Elena commanded, gesturing to the wrought-iron chairs arranged around a small table set with espresso and what looked like intelligence reports. “Both of you. What I’m about to tell you affects your future—assuming you live long enough to have one.”

Isabella’s blood chilled as she recognized the casual way Elena delivered threats wrapped in grandmotherly concern. This was what passed for family conversation in the Salvatore household.

“The warehouse district was not the end of your troubles,” Elena continued, pouring espresso with the same precision she probably applied to ordering executions. “It was the beginning. The Torrino brothers were foot soldiers, nipote. Expendable pawns sent to test your defenses and gauge your response.”

Dante’s jaw tightened. “For whom?”

“Vincenzo Marchetti has been consolidating power in the south while you’ve been playing house with your beautiful bride.” Elena’s smile was sharp enough to draw blood. “He sees your… domestic contentment as weakness. An opportunity.”

Isabella’s chest constricted at the name. “Marchetti? As in—”

“Cristiano’s father, yes.” Elena’s dark eyes fixed on Isabella’s face with uncomfortable intensity. “Did you think it was coincidence that your former lover appeared at that charity gala? That he sought you out specifically when half of Milan’s elite was present to witness the encounter?”

The implication hit Isabella like a physical blow. Cristiano’s unexpected appearance, his pointed questions about her relationship with Dante, the way he’d seemed to be fishing for information about their timeline—it hadn’t been coincidence or nostalgia.

It had been reconnaissance.

“He was gathering intelligence,” Isabella said, her voice hollow with betrayal. “About us. About our relationship.”

“About vulnerabilities,” Elena corrected. “Vincenzo is old-school—he believes that a man’s weakness is always found in what he loves most. He sent his son to assess whether Dante Salvatore could be controlled through his attachment to you.”

Fury flooded Isabella’s bloodstream, hot and clean and absolutely murderous. The man she’d once planned to marry, the one she’d trusted with her body and her heart, had been using their shared history to gather intelligence for his criminal father.

“Where is he now?” she asked, surprised by how steady her voice sounded despite the rage building in her chest.

Dante’s hand covered hers on the table, his fingers intertwining with surprising gentleness. “Isabella—”

“Where is Cristiano Marchetti?” she repeated, looking directly at Elena. “I want to know.”

Elena’s smile was approval wrapped in winter starlight. “Milan. His father’s penthouse on Via Monte Napoleone. He’s been there for three weeks, ostensibly working on architectural projects but actually coordinating surveillance operations against this family.”

“Surveillance operations.” Isabella’s laugh was bitter as ashes. “He asked me about our history together. When we met, how long we’d been seeing each other. I thought he was just… curious about my new life.”

“He was building a profile,” Dante said grimly. “Looking for pressure points, ways to leverage our relationship against us. Standard intelligence-gathering techniques.”

Standard intelligence-gathering techniques. The clinical phrase made Isabella’s stomach churn with nausea that had nothing to do with morning sickness and everything to do with the magnitude of her betrayal. She’d been played by an expert, manipulated by someone who knew exactly which emotional buttons to push.

“What’s their endgame?” Isabella asked, drawing strength from four generations of Romano women who’d faced down worse betrayals.

“Consolidation,” Elena replied. “Vincenzo wants to absorb our northern territories into his southern empire. Create a unified power structure under Marchetti control.”

“And when we refuse?”

“They’ll use every weapon at their disposal to force compliance.” Elena’s gaze fixed on Isabella with uncomfortable intensity. “Including weapons that walk on two legs and have beautiful eyes.”

The threat was clear enough to make Isabella’s pulse quicken with something that might have been fear if she’d been naive enough to think running would solve anything. But she’d learned too much about the Salvatore world to believe that safety existed anywhere except at Dante’s side.

“They think I’m a liability,” she said quietly.

“They think you’re leverage,” Dante corrected, his voice carrying the kind of cold fury that had probably ended careers and possibly lives. “Something they can use to control me.”

“Can they?”

The question hung in the rose-scented air like smoke from a fire that would either warm them or consume them both. Isabella watched emotions war across Dante’s face—love battling with pragmatism, desire wrestling with the survival instincts that had kept him alive for thirty-two years.

“Yes,” he said finally, the admission rough with something that might have been shame. “If they threatened you, I would give them anything they wanted. Everything I’ve built, every territory I control, every alliance I’ve forged—all of it would be meaningless if they put a gun to your head.”

The honesty should have been terrifying. Instead, it sent unwelcome heat spiraling through Isabella’s bloodstream, because she could see the truth behind his words—could see the depth of feeling that made him vulnerable in ways that had nothing to do with business and everything to do with the human heart.

“Then we don’t let them get close enough to make that threat,” she said simply.

Elena leaned back in her chair, satisfaction glittering in her dark eyes. “And how do you propose we accomplish that, my dear?”

Isabella was quiet for a moment, her mind racing through possibilities that would have horrified the woman she’d been three months ago. But that woman had been naive, soft, unprepared for the realities of loving a dangerous man.

The woman she’d become understood that sometimes the best defense was a devastating offense.

“We take away their weapons before they can use them,” she said finally. “Starting with Cristiano.”

Dante’s grip tightened on her hand. “Isabella, what are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that your former fiancé made a tactical error when he decided to use our history against us.” Her smile was sharp as winter starlight, carrying echoes of Elena’s predatory satisfaction. “He revealed himself as a threat. Now we eliminate him.”

“Eliminate,” Elena repeated, tasting the word. “And how exactly do you propose we accomplish this elimination?”

“The same way he tried to eliminate us.” Isabella’s voice was steady, controlled, carrying an authority she’d inherited from four generations of strong women. “We use his feelings against him. Make him believe there’s still something between us, get him close enough to be vulnerable.”

“And then?”

“And then we make him disappear in a way that sends a message to his father about the consequences of threatening what belongs to the Salvatore family.”

The silence that followed was loaded with implications that made the afternoon air feel thick as honey. Elena’s eyes glittered with something that might have been pride, while Dante stared at Isabella like he was seeing her clearly for the first time.

“You’re talking about murder,” he said quietly.

“I’m talking about survival.” Isabella met his gaze steadily, letting him see the steel that had always lived beneath her silk exterior. “Cristiano chose his side when he decided to betray our trust. Now he gets to live with the consequences.”

“Or die with them,” Elena added with obvious satisfaction.

“Or die with them,” Isabella agreed, surprised by how easily the words rolled off her tongue.

Dante was quiet for a long moment, studying Isabella’s face with uncomfortable intensity. She could see the war being waged behind his dark eyes—the desire to protect her innocence battling against recognition that innocence was a luxury she could no longer afford.

“This isn’t a game, cara mia,” he said finally. “Once you cross this line, there’s no going back to the woman you were before.”

“Good,” Isabella replied without hesitation. “That woman was weak. She let herself be manipulated by men who saw her as nothing more than a pawn in their games. I refuse to be anyone’s pawn ever again.”

“Even mine?”

The question was soft, vulnerable, carrying undertones that made her chest tight with emotions she was still learning to name.

“Especially yours,” she said gently, reaching up to touch his face. “I’m not your pawn, Dante. I’m your partner. Your equal. Your queen, if we’re going to use chess metaphors.”

Something shifted in his expression, walls cracking to reveal the man who’d been waiting three years for her to see him clearly. When he spoke again, his voice carried wonder wrapped in something darker.

“Cristo, Isabella. You’re magnificent when you’re plotting murder.”

Elena’s laugh was rich with approval. “I knew I chose well when I orchestrated this marriage. You two will either rule an empire together or destroy each other in the attempt.”

“We’ll rule,” Isabella said with quiet certainty. “But first, we eliminate the threats that stand in our way.”

“Starting with Cristiano,” Dante said, and she could see him shifting into the predator who’d turned the warehouse district into a killing field.

“Starting with Cristiano,” Isabella agreed.

As the sun set over Lake Como, painting the water in shades of blood and gold, Isabella Romano Salvatore began planning her first murder. The transformation was complete—from innocent businesswoman to something infinitely more dangerous.

A Salvatore woman who would kill to protect what she loved.

And she found she was looking forward to it.
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The private dining room at Il Convivio overlooked Milan’s glittering Quadrilatero della Moda, where Italy’s most exclusive boutiques displayed their wares like jewels in velvet boxes. Isabella had chosen the restaurant specifically for its intimacy—small tables, dim lighting, the kind of atmosphere that encouraged confidential conversations between former lovers.

She sat alone at a table for two, checking her watch with the nervous energy of a woman who wasn’t entirely sure her ex-fiancé would appear. The text she’d sent had been carefully crafted—just enough vulnerability to seem genuine, just enough mystery to pique his curiosity.

Cristiano, I need to see you. There are things about my engagement I can’t discuss over the phone. Tonight, 8 PM, Il Convivio. Please come. - Isabella

At precisely eight fifteen, Cristiano Marchetti appeared in the doorway, his golden hair catching the restaurant’s soft lighting as he scanned the room with the casual confidence of a man who’d never doubted his welcome anywhere. When his blue eyes found her, his face lit with the kind of smile that had once made her believe in fairy tales.

Before she’d learned that fairy tales were just pretty lies designed to make children sleep peacefully.

“Isabella.” He crossed to her table with the easy grace she remembered, bending to kiss both her cheeks in greeting. “You look… different.”

Different. She supposed she did. The woman who’d once planned to marry this man had been softer, more trusting, content to let others make the difficult decisions. The woman who sat before him now had learned to think like a predator, to see vulnerabilities as opportunities, to understand that sometimes love required bloodshed.

“Marriage changes a person,” she said with a smile that felt like wearing a mask. “Please, sit.”

Cristiano settled into the chair across from her, his architectural eye automatically assessing their surroundings—exits, sight lines, the number of other diners who might overhear their conversation. The habit should have been innocent, professional. Instead, it confirmed everything Elena had told them about his true purpose in Milan.

“You sounded upset in your message,” he said, concern creeping into his voice. “Is everything alright?”

“That depends on your definition of alright.” Isabella reached for her wine glass, grateful for something to do with her hands. “Tell me, Cristiano, what do you know about the Salvatore family business?”

Something flickered across his expression—too quick to interpret, gone before she could analyze it. “I know Dante’s very successful. Real estate, luxury goods, investments. Why?”

The lie rolled off his tongue with practiced ease, and Isabella felt the last vestige of whatever affection she’d harbored for him wither and die. This man had shared her bed, had known her body as intimately as any lover could, had held her while she cried about her mother’s death—and now he sat across from her spinning fiction designed to manipulate her into betraying the man she’d come to love.

“Because I think I’ve made a terrible mistake,” she said softly, letting vulnerability creep into her voice. “The engagement, the marriage plans… I’m not sure I can go through with it.”

Cristiano leaned forward, his hand covering hers on the table with the kind of gentle pressure that had once comforted her. Now it felt like a spider’s web closing around prey.

“What’s happened?” he asked, his voice warm with manufactured concern.

“Things I can’t unsee. Can’t unknow.” Isabella let her eyes fill with tears that weren’t entirely artificial—because the betrayal was real, even if its source wasn’t what Cristiano imagined. “He’s not who I thought he was, Cristiano. The man I fell in love with… I’m not sure he ever existed.”

“Isabella.” Cristiano’s grip tightened on her hand, and she could see calculation flickering behind his blue eyes. “What did he do to you?”

The question was loaded with assumptions about abuse, manipulation, the kind of victimization that would make her a sympathetic figure in whatever story Cristiano planned to construct. Isabella almost laughed at the irony—here she sat, plotting murder with the clinical precision Dante had taught her, while her former lover assumed she was some helpless damsel in need of rescue.

“He showed me who he really is,” she said simply. “And I realized that the man I thought I was marrying is a stranger wearing Dante’s face.”

“Then leave him.” Cristiano’s voice carried urgent sincerity, as if he genuinely cared about her welfare rather than the intelligence value she represented. “You don’t have to go through with this marriage, Isabella. There are other options.”

“Are there?” Isabella withdrew her hand from his, reaching for her purse with movements that suggested feminine fragility rather than the predatory calculation actually driving her actions. “My company, my family’s legacy—it all depends on this arrangement. If I break the engagement…”

She let the implication hang in the air like bait dangled before a hungry fish. Within seconds, Cristiano rose to take it.

“There might be other solutions,” he said carefully. “Other investors who could help stabilize Romano Couture without requiring… personal sacrifice.”

Other investors. Isabella filed away the phrase, understanding that Cristiano was positioning himself—or rather, his family—as potential saviors. The Marchetti organization would step in to rescue her company, expecting gratitude and access in return.

Access to Dante’s world, his business, his vulnerabilities.

“Would you really do that?” Isabella let hope creep into her voice, the kind of desperate optimism that made intelligent women make stupid decisions. “Help me find a way out?”

“Of course.” Cristiano’s smile was warm, reassuring, utterly convincing. “You know I’ve always cared about you, Isabella. Your happiness, your well-being—they matter to me.”

The declaration should have been touching. Instead, it made her want to reach across the table and wrap her fingers around his lying throat. But Isabella Romano Salvatore had learned patience from the best teacher alive—she could wait for the perfect moment to strike.

“There’s something else,” she said, dropping her voice to barely above a whisper. “Something I probably shouldn’t tell you, but… I need someone I can trust.”

Cristiano leaned closer, his body language shifting into active listening mode. Isabella could practically see him cataloging every word for future intelligence reports.

“You can trust me,” he said softly. “You know that.”

“Dante’s been having meetings. Secret ones, late at night, with men who don’t look like legitimate businessmen.” Isabella let her voice shake slightly, as if the implications terrified her. “And there have been… incidents. Violence. People getting hurt.”

She watched Cristiano’s eyes sharpen with interest, saw the way his breathing quickened as he processed the potential intelligence value of what she was offering. This was what he’d been fishing for—confirmation that Dante Salvatore’s business interests weren’t entirely legal, inside information that could be used to build a case for… what? Government intervention? Hostile takeover? Assassination disguised as law enforcement?

“What kind of incidents?” Cristiano asked, his voice carefully neutral.

“I can’t… I shouldn’t…” Isabella buried her face in her hands, letting her shoulders shake with what looked like suppressed sobs. “If he knew I was telling you this, if he suspected I was talking to anyone…”

“He’ll never know.” Cristiano’s voice carried absolute conviction, as if he had the power to guarantee her safety. “Isabella, look at me.”

She raised her head, letting him see the carefully constructed fear in her eyes.

“You’re not alone in this,” he continued. “Whatever you’re facing with Dante, whatever danger you think you’re in—there are people who can help. People with resources, with influence, with the power to protect you.”

People like your father, Isabella thought but didn’t say. People who want to use me as a weapon against the man I love.

“Really?” She let hope blossom in her expression like sunlight breaking through storm clouds. “You think there’s a way out? A way to escape this whole nightmare?”

“I know there is.” Cristiano reached across the table to take both her hands in his, the gesture meant to be comforting but feeling like shackles to Isabella’s heightened awareness. “But I’ll need details. About his meetings, his associates, his business practices. The more information you can provide, the better we can protect you.”

We. Not him, not the legitimate authorities, but a collective that could only mean the Marchetti organization. Isabella had to admire the elegance of the trap—position himself as her savior while extracting intelligence that could be used to destroy Dante, all wrapped in the comfortable fiction of protecting a former lover from an abusive relationship.

It was exactly what she would have done in his position.

“I’m scared,” she whispered, and for once the emotion was genuine—not fear of Dante, but fear of what she was about to unleash. “If this goes wrong, if he finds out what I’ve told you…”

“He won’t find out,” Cristiano promised. “And even if he did, you’ll be under protection. Safe. Free to rebuild your life however you choose.”

The offer was everything the old Isabella might have dreamed of—escape from a dangerous world, protection from forces beyond her control, the chance to return to the simple life she’d known before Dante Salvatore had claimed her heart and transformed her soul.

The new Isabella Romano Salvatore found the prospect utterly repugnant.

“There’s a meeting tomorrow night,” she said finally, letting reluctance color every word. “At the warehouse district. The same place where… where those people died last week.”

Cristiano’s grip tightened on her hands. “What kind of meeting?”

“I don’t know all the details. But Dante’s been preparing for it all week, gathering his most trusted people. Marco will be there, and Giuseppe, and men I’ve never seen before.” Isabella paused, as if struggling with the enormity of what she was revealing. “I think it’s about territory. About expanding their… operations.”

It was all complete fiction, of course. The meeting she described existed only in her imagination, carefully crafted to sound plausible while leading Cristiano and his father’s organization directly into a trap that would eliminate multiple threats simultaneously.

“Can you get me more information?” Cristiano asked urgently. “Meeting location, time, number of participants?”

“I… maybe. If I’m careful.” Isabella withdrew her hands from his, reaching for her purse with movements that suggested a woman fleeing an uncomfortable conversation. “I should go. If Dante realizes I’ve been gone this long…”

“Of course.” Cristiano signaled for the check, his movements efficient and practiced. “But Isabella—we’ll figure this out, I promise. You don’t have to face this alone.”

She let him escort her from the restaurant with the kind of protective attentiveness that might have once made her feel cherished. Now it simply reminded her of how thoroughly she’d been underestimated by a man who’d once claimed to love her.

Outside Il Convivio, Cristiano hailed a taxi for her with old-world courtesy, pressing a card into her palm as he helped her into the vehicle.

“My private number,” he said quietly. “Call me the moment you have more information about tomorrow’s meeting. Or if you need anything—anything at all. I meant what I said, Isabella. You’re not alone in this.”

As the taxi pulled away from the curb, Isabella caught a glimpse of Cristiano in the side mirror, already reaching for his phone with the urgency of a man who couldn’t wait to share intelligence with his handlers.

By the time she returned to Villa Salvatore, Dante would have preliminary reports on Cristiano’s communications, his movements since leaving the restaurant, and the immediate response from the Marchetti organization to the bait she’d just dangled in front of them.

Tomorrow night, they would discover exactly how hungry their enemies were for the trap she’d baited with her own apparent vulnerability.

Isabella settled back against the taxi’s worn leather seats, watching Milan’s glittering lights flash past the windows. Somewhere in the city, Cristiano Marchetti was making calls that would seal his fate and possibly his father’s as well.

The thought should have filled her with regret, remorse, some shadow of the love she’d once felt for the golden-haired architect who’d been her first real relationship.

Instead, Isabella found herself looking forward to watching him burn.

Because that’s what happened to people who threatened what belonged to the Salvatore family.

And she belonged to Dante Salvatore—body, heart, and soul—in ways that transcended contracts and convenience.

Tomorrow night, she would prove exactly how dangerous that belonging could be.
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The federal building in Milan rose from the Porta Garibaldi district like a monument to bureaucratic intimidation, all glass and steel angles designed to make visitors feel small and exposed. Isabella sat in the back of their armored Mercedes, watching government employees hurry through the building’s revolving doors with the single-minded purpose of people who believed they held moral authority over the rest of the world.

How naive they were.

“Remember,” Dante said quietly, his hand warm and steady on her thigh despite the tension radiating from his body, “they have nothing concrete. This is a fishing expedition disguised as civic duty.”

Isabella nodded, though her pulse hammered against her throat hard enough that she was sure he could see it. Two hours ago, she’d been planning the destruction of her former lover and his criminal father. Now she was walking into a federal building to meet with investigators who wanted her to betray the man she’d learned to love more than her own safety.

The irony wasn’t lost on her that both meetings involved betrayal. The only difference was which direction her loyalty would flow.

“Agent Rossi,” Dante continued, his voice carrying the kind of clinical detachment she’d learned to associate with serious danger, “has been building a case against my family for three years. He’s ambitious, ruthless, and absolutely convinced that the end justifies any means necessary to achieve it.”

“Including using innocent civilians as informants?”

“Including that.” His smile was sharp as winter starlight. “The question is whether you’re still innocent enough to qualify.”

Isabella’s laugh was bitter as ashes. “I think we both know the answer to that.”

They were met at security by a woman who looked like she’d been carved from granite and disappointment—severe gray suit, steel-rimmed glasses, the kind of expression that suggested she’d stopped believing in human decency sometime during the Clinton administration.

“Mrs. Salvatore,” the woman said, extending a hand that felt like shaking hands with a corpse. “Agent Patricia Mills, FBI liaison to Italian authorities. Thank you for agreeing to this meeting.”

Agreeing. As if Isabella had been given a choice in the matter, as if the politely worded summons hadn’t carried the unmistakable weight of federal coercion.

“Of course,” Isabella replied, falling back on the social graces that had been drilled into her since childhood. “I’m happy to assist in any way I can.”

The lie rolled off her tongue with elegant ease, and she caught Dante’s barely perceptible nod of approval. He’d taught her well in the art of saying nothing while appearing to cooperate fully.

They were escorted through corridors lined with the kind of motivational posters that someone had probably purchased in bulk—eagles soaring over inspirational quotes about justice and duty, as if surveillance and betrayal could be transformed into noble pursuits through the magic of stock photography.

The conference room was exactly what Isabella had expected—beige walls, fluorescent lighting designed to make everyone look sickly, and a table large enough to accommodate the small army of law enforcement personnel who were apparently required to intimidate one fashion designer into betraying her husband.

Agent Rossi sat at the head of the table like a general preparing for war, his dark hair silvered at the temples and his eyes carrying the kind of fanatical intensity that made Isabella think of medieval inquisitors. He rose when she entered, extending his hand with practiced courtesy.

“Mrs. Salvatore. Thank you for coming. I know this must be difficult for you.”

Difficult. Such a civilized word for what they were asking her to do—destroy the man she loved, demolish the family that had accepted her, betray the trust of people who would die to protect her.

“I’m not sure I understand why I’m here,” Isabella said, settling into the chair they indicated while Dante took a position against the wall where he could see all entrances and exits. “My husband’s business interests are completely legitimate.”

“Are they?” Agent Mills slid a manila folder across the table with the theatrical precision of a magician revealing her best trick. “We have reason to believe otherwise.”

Isabella opened the folder with hands that barely trembled, proud of the small victory. Inside were photographs—surveillance shots of Dante entering various buildings, meeting with men whose faces were circled in red like targets on a shooting range. Financial records that showed money moving through shell companies in patterns that probably looked suspicious to people who didn’t understand the legitimate complexities of international business.

And at the bottom of the stack, crime scene photos from the warehouse district that made Isabella’s stomach clench with nausea that had nothing to do with morning sickness and everything to do with graphic evidence of her husband’s capacity for violence.

“Twelve people died that night,” Agent Rossi said quietly, watching Isabella’s face for signs of shock, revulsion, the kind of moral outrage that might drive a wife to turn against her husband. “Executed with professional precision. Military-style operation that left no survivors, no witnesses, no evidence except the bodies.”

Isabella studied the photographs with the clinical detachment Dante had taught her, noting how the crime scene investigators had missed several details that would have been obvious to anyone who understood the tactical considerations of urban warfare. These people might have law degrees and federal badges, but they were amateurs playing at understanding a world that operated by rules older than governments and more binding than constitutions.

“Terrible,” she murmured, infusing her voice with the kind of feminine distress that men like Rossi expected from women like her. “But what does this have to do with my husband? Dante was at home with me that evening.”

“Was he?” Agent Mills leaned forward, her eyes glittering with the hunger of a predator who thought she’d found weakness. “All evening? You’re certain?”

The question was a trap wrapped in silk, designed to make Isabella second-guess her own memories, her own perceptions, her own understanding of the man she’d married. These people thought they could manipulate her the same way Cristiano had tried to—by positioning themselves as her protectors while extracting the intelligence they needed to destroy everything she’d learned to love.

“Absolutely certain,” Isabella replied, meeting Agent Mills’ gaze steadily. “We had dinner with his grandmother, then retired early. We’re still newlyweds, after all.”

The implication was clear enough to make Agent Rossi clear his throat uncomfortably. Isabella suppressed a smile at his discomfort—these moral crusaders were always so easily flustered by references to the messy realities of human intimacy.

“Mrs. Salvatore,” Agent Rossi tried a different approach, his voice gentling into the kind of fatherly concern that probably worked on women who still believed in the basic goodness of authority figures. “I understand this is overwhelming. Learning that someone you love might not be who you thought they were—it’s one of life’s most difficult challenges.”

“Is it?” Isabella’s voice carried just enough confusion to suggest she had no idea what he was talking about.

“Your husband’s family has been connected to organized crime for generations. Money laundering, territorial disputes, contract killings—the kind of business that leaves a trail of bodies behind it.” Agent Rossi paused, letting the implications sink in. “We’re offering you a chance to step away from that world before it destroys you too.”

A chance to step away. As if she hadn’t already made her choice, hadn’t already crossed lines that couldn’t be uncrossed, hadn’t already planned her first murder with the clinical precision of a woman who understood exactly what world she’d married into.

“I appreciate your concern,” Isabella said carefully, “but I’m afraid you’re mistaken about my husband’s business interests. Dante deals in luxury goods, real estate, legitimate investments. Perhaps you’ve confused him with someone else?”

Agent Mills opened another folder, this one thick enough to contain an encyclopedia of alleged crimes. “Three weeks ago, your family’s villa was attacked by unknown assailants. Several buildings were damaged, but no arrests were made despite the obvious criminal nature of the assault.”

“Someone threw rocks at our windows,” Isabella replied with the kind of wide-eyed innocence that had probably served her well in childhood. “Teenage vandalism, most likely. The local police were very thorough in their investigation.”

“Rocks.” Agent Rossi’s voice was flat, disbelieving. “Mrs. Salvatore, we have satellite imagery showing explosions, armed figures, what can only be described as a small-scale military assault.”

Isabella blinked at him with confusion so perfectly crafted it could have been taught in acting schools. “Explosions? Agent Rossi, I think someone’s been feeding you false information. Perhaps you should verify your sources more carefully before making such serious accusations.”

The silence that followed was loaded with frustration and barely contained anger. Isabella could see the agents exchanging glances, their carefully planned interrogation derailing in the face of her apparent cluelessness.

“Let me be direct,” Agent Mills said finally, abandoning subtlety for blunt coercion. “We know your husband is involved in organized crime. We know people died because of decisions he made. We know you’ve witnessed things that could help us build a case against him and his entire organization.”

“Have I?” Isabella’s voice was soft, genuinely puzzled. “I’m sorry, but I really don’t know what you’re talking about. My husband runs a legitimate business, we live quietly at our home on Lake Como, and the most exciting thing that’s happened recently was planning our wedding.”

“Your wedding.” Agent Rossi leaned back in his chair, reassessing his strategy. “Tell me about that. How did you and Dante meet? How long were you together before he proposed?”

The questions were designed to probe the authenticity of their relationship, to look for cracks in their story that might suggest Isabella was being coerced or manipulated. If they could prove the marriage was fraudulent, they might be able to apply different kinds of pressure.

“We were childhood friends,” Isabella said, drawing on the backstory Dante had mentioned in passing. “Our families have been neighbors for generations. We lost touch during university, but fate brought us back together at a charity event last year.”

“Fate,” Agent Mills repeated, skepticism dripping from her voice.

“Sometimes the heart knows what the mind hasn’t figured out yet,” Isabella replied with the kind of romantic sincerity that made Agent Rossi shift uncomfortably in his chair.

Another hour passed in similar fashion—agents probing for weaknesses, Isabella deflecting with innocent confusion, the careful dance of interrogation and resistance playing out in a windowless room that smelled of industrial disinfectant and crushed dreams.

Finally, Agent Rossi played his last card.

“Mrs. Salvatore, we’re prepared to offer you full federal protection. A new identity, financial security, the chance to start over somewhere safe. All we need in return is your cooperation in building a case against your husband’s organization.”

The offer hung in the air like smoke from a funeral pyre. Everything the old Isabella might have wanted—safety, security, escape from a world where love was liability and violence was currency.

The new Isabella Romano Salvatore found the prospect utterly repugnant.

“Agent Rossi,” she said softly, rising from her chair with the grace of a woman who’d learned to command rooms full of dangerous men, “I think you’ve misunderstood something fundamental about my situation.”

“Which is?”

Isabella’s smile was sharp as winter starlight, carrying echoes of Elena’s predatory satisfaction. “I don’t need protection from my husband. Anyone who threatens him needs protection from me.”

The silence that followed was absolute. Agent Mills’ mouth actually fell open, while Agent Rossi stared at Isabella like she’d just announced her intention to detonate a nuclear weapon in the lobby.

“Mrs. Salvatore—” he started.

“I think we’re finished here,” Isabella said, already moving toward the door where Dante waited with the kind of predatory stillness that suggested he’d heard every word. “Unless you have actual evidence of wrongdoing—which clearly you don’t, or you wouldn’t need to fish for information from wives who know nothing about their husbands’ business practices.”

She paused at the door, looking back at the assembled law enforcement personnel with something that might have been pity if she’d been inclined toward mercy.

“Oh, and agents? The next time you want to waste taxpayers’ money on wild conspiracy theories about legitimate businessmen, you might want to check your facts more carefully. Satellite imagery showing explosions at our villa? Really? I’d be embarrassed to present such obviously fabricated evidence to a grand jury.”

The door closed behind them with a soft click that sounded like a period at the end of a very definitive sentence.

In the elevator, Dante was quiet for a long moment before speaking.

“They’ll try again,” he said finally. “Different approach, different leverage points. This won’t be the end of it.”

“I know.” Isabella’s voice was steady, controlled, carrying an authority that hadn’t existed three months ago. “But they made a fundamental error in their calculations.”

“Which was?”

Isabella’s smile was sharp enough to cut diamonds. “They assumed I was an innocent victim who needed saving from the big bad criminal. They never considered the possibility that I might be exactly where I choose to be.”

Dante’s kiss was fierce, possessive, tasting of pride and something deeper. When they broke apart, his eyes held the kind of wonder she was learning to recognize as love wrapped in disbelief.

“Cristo, Isabella. You magnificent, terrifying woman.”

“I’m your woman,” she corrected softly. “In every way that matters. And anyone who tries to use that against us will discover exactly how dangerous that loyalty can be.”

As their car pulled away from the federal building, Isabella caught a glimpse of Agent Rossi watching from an upper window, his expression grim with the recognition that he’d just lost a battle he’d expected to win easily.

But the war was far from over. And Isabella Romano Salvatore was just getting started.

Tomorrow night, she would prove exactly what happened to people who threatened the Salvatore family.

Starting with her lying, manipulative, criminally connected former lover.

She could hardly wait.
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The private jet’s cabin felt smaller than usual as it descended toward Sicily, the Mediterranean glittering below like scattered diamonds on midnight velvet. Isabella pressed her face to the window, watching the island emerge from darkness with a mixture of anticipation and dread that made her stomach churn with something that had nothing to do with altitude changes.

“You’re nervous,” Dante observed from across the narrow aisle, his dark eyes assessing her with the clinical precision she’d learned to both fear and crave.

“Shouldn’t I be?” Isabella turned from the window to study his profile, noting the tension that had settled in his shoulders since they’d boarded the plane in Milan. “You’ve been wound tight as a spring since Elena’s call. Whatever your grandmother wants to discuss, it’s serious enough to demand our immediate presence in Palermo.”

“Nonna doesn’t make casual requests.” Dante’s voice carried the kind of resignation usually reserved for condemned men walking to their executions. “When Elena Salvatore summons you to Sicily, it’s because someone’s fate is about to be decided.”

Someone’s fate. The phrase sent ice crystallizing in Isabella’s veins as she processed the implications. Their carefully laid trap for Cristiano and his father was supposed to spring tomorrow night. But Elena’s unexpected summons had forced them to abandon Milan just as their enemies were moving into position.

Either the timing was coincidental—which seemed unlikely given Elena’s reputation for omniscience where family matters were concerned—or something had shifted in the delicate balance of power that governed their world.

“Does she know about our plans for the Marchetti organization?” Isabella asked quietly, mindful of the pilots who were probably listening to every word despite the supposedly soundproof partition.

Dante’s smile was sharp as winter starlight. “Elena knows everything that matters, cara mia. The question is what she intends to do with that knowledge.”

The plane touched down at a private airfield outside Palermo just as dawn painted the Sicilian sky in shades of rose and gold. Isabella had expected another helicopter transfer, another journey to some remote villa where the Salvatore family conducted their most sensitive business.

Instead, they were met by a convoy of black Mercedes that looked suspiciously like federal vehicles, complete with diplomatic plates and the kind of window tinting that suggested bulletproof glass.

“Government cars,” Isabella murmured as they settled into the back seat of the lead vehicle.

“Borrowed government cars,” Dante corrected with grim amusement. “Elena has friends in very high places. Friends who owe her favors that date back decades.”

The drive through Palermo was a journey through layers of history—ancient Roman ruins giving way to medieval architecture, baroque churches rising beside modern apartment buildings, all of it somehow harmonious in the way that only Sicily could manage. Isabella found herself memorizing details, storing away impressions of a place that felt both foreign and oddly familiar.

This was where the Salvatore story had begun, generations ago. Where Elena had learned the skills that would make her the most feared woman in southern Italy. Where the rules that governed their world had been written in blood and necessity.

The convoy finally stopped before a palazzo that looked like it had been lifted from a Renaissance painting—honey-colored stone, wrought-iron balconies, gardens that probably required armies of gardeners to maintain. But it was the security that caught Isabella’s attention—discrete but thorough, the kind of protection that suggested the building’s current occupant was either very important or very dangerous.

Possibly both.

Elena Salvatore waited for them in a drawing room that belonged in a museum, surrounded by art that was probably worth more than most countries’ annual budgets. She sat in a chair that might have been a throne if thrones came upholstered in silk and positioned to command every entrance to the room.

But she wasn’t alone.

The man standing behind her chair was perhaps seventy, with silver hair and the kind of bearing that suggested a lifetime of making decisions that affected millions of people. His face was familiar in the way that powerful people’s faces were familiar—glimpsed in newspapers, caught in the background of historical photographs, recognizable without being immediately identifiable.

“Nipote,” Elena rose to embrace Dante, her movements still graceful despite her age. “Isabella, my dear. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“Of course,” Isabella replied, accepting Elena’s ritual cheek kisses while trying to identify the silver-haired man who watched their reunion with obvious interest.

“Allow me to introduce Cardinal Alessandro Torretti,” Elena said with the casual air of someone dropping a conversational bomb. “His Eminence has been a friend to our family for many years.”

Isabella’s blood turned to ice as recognition dawned. Cardinal Torretti was one of the Vatican’s most influential figures, a man whose political connections reached into governments across Europe and whose moral authority could make or break reputations with a single pronouncement.

He was also, if the family resemblances were accurate, closely related to the Torrino brothers who had died in the warehouse district massacre.

“Your Eminence,” Isabella managed, falling back on childhood Catholic training as she executed what she hoped was an appropriate curtsy.

“Mrs. Salvatore.” The Cardinal’s voice carried the kind of refined authority that came from decades of commanding respect through moral rather than physical intimidation. “I’ve heard so much about you. Elena speaks of you with great affection.”

“Too much affection, some might say,” Elena added with a smile that could have cut glass. “But we’ll address that momentarily.”

They settled into chairs arranged with the kind of strategic precision Isabella was learning to recognize as standard Salvatore family practice—Elena commanding the center, the Cardinal positioned to observe all reactions, Dante and Isabella placed where their expressions could be studied and analyzed.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I called you here,” Elena began without preamble. “Why I interrupted your carefully planned campaign against the Marchetti organization to drag you halfway across the Mediterranean for a family meeting.”

Isabella’s throat constricted. Elena knew. Of course she knew—the woman probably had intelligence networks that made government agencies look amateur by comparison.

“The thought had occurred to us,” Dante said carefully, his body language shifting into the predatory stillness Isabella had learned to associate with extreme danger.

“Good. I’d be disappointed if you hadn’t developed some tactical awareness after all these years.” Elena’s smile was sharp enough to draw blood. “Cardinal Torretti came to see me three days ago with a most interesting proposition. It seems the Vatican has been conducting its own investigation into recent… territorial adjustments in northern Italy.”

Isabella’s pulse quickened as she processed the implications. The Church had been watching their war with the Torrino brothers, probably gathering intelligence on all parties involved. But why would they care about criminal territorial disputes unless…

“The Torrino family has been major contributors to Church charities for decades,” Cardinal Torretti explained with the kind of gentle courtesy that somehow made his words more threatening than outright aggression. “Their deaths represent a significant loss to our humanitarian efforts.”

Humanitarian efforts. Such a civilized phrase for money laundering operations disguised as religious charity, Isabella thought but didn’t say.

“I’m sure their loss is deeply felt,” Dante replied with perfectly neutral courtesy.

“Indeed.” The Cardinal’s smile was benevolent, paternal, absolutely terrifying in its implications. “Which is why I was so interested to learn about your upcoming plans for the Marchetti organization. Such… ambitious thinking.”

The words hit Isabella like physical blows. Cardinal Torretti didn’t just know about their trap for Cristiano—he knew enough details to suggest either sophisticated surveillance or intelligence sources within their own organization.

“I’m afraid I don’t follow,” Isabella said, drawing on reserves of composure she hadn’t known she possessed.

“Of course you don’t, my dear child.” The Cardinal’s voice carried the kind of condescending gentleness that made Isabella want to reach for the gun she’d started carrying in her purse. “But perhaps your grandmother-in-law can explain.”

Elena’s laugh was rich with satisfaction. “Oh, I think Isabella understands perfectly. Don’t you, my dear? You understand that every move in this game has been anticipated, every strategy countered before it could be implemented.”

The truth hit Isabella like ice water thrown on a funeral pyre. This wasn’t a last-minute summons to discuss family business. This was a carefully orchestrated revelation designed to demonstrate just how thoroughly they’d been outmaneuvered.

“You orchestrated everything,” Isabella said quietly, the pieces falling into place with sickening clarity. “The attack on the villa, Cristiano’s appearance at the charity gala, even the federal investigation. All of it.”

“Not orchestrated,” Elena corrected with obvious pride. “Guided. Influenced. Shaped into patterns that would serve the family’s long-term interests.”

Dante’s jaw clenched hard enough to crack teeth. “To what end?”

“To this end.” Elena gestured between him and Isabella with obvious satisfaction. “To creating the partnership I always knew you needed, the woman strong enough to stand beside you when the real challenges came.”

Isabella’s mind reeled as she processed the magnitude of Elena’s manipulation. “You wanted me to become… this. Someone capable of planning murder, of betraying former lovers, of choosing family over everything else.”

“I wanted you to become worthy of him,” Elena replied simply. “Dante has been alone his entire adult life because no woman has ever been strong enough to share his world. You were strong enough—you simply needed the right incentives to discover that strength.”

“So you created a war,” Dante said, his voice carrying the kind of cold fury that had probably ended careers and possibly lives.

“I created a crucible,” Elena corrected. “One that would either forge you both into something worthy of leading this family, or destroy you both before you could weaken us further.”

Cardinal Torretti cleared his throat delicately. “The Church’s position in all this has been… complex. We cannot condone violence, naturally. But we also cannot ignore the reality that certain families provide stability in regions where government authority is… limited.”

Limited. Isabella almost laughed at the euphemism. The Cardinal was acknowledging that criminal organizations like the Salvatores filled power vacuums that legitimate authorities couldn’t or wouldn’t address.

“The question now,” Elena continued, “is what happens next. You’ve both proven yourselves capable of the kind of thinking this family requires. But capability and wisdom are not the same thing.”

“Meaning?” Isabella asked, though part of her already knew the answer.

“Meaning your plan to eliminate the Marchetti organization, while emotionally satisfying, would destabilize the entire regional power structure.” Elena’s voice carried the patient tone of a teacher explaining basic concepts to slow students. “Vincenzo Marchetti may be ambitious, but he’s also predictable. His son may be a traitor, but he’s a useful traitor whose intelligence we can control.”

Isabella’s blood chilled as understanding dawned. “You want us to let them live.”

“I want you to think like rulers rather than soldiers,” Elena replied. “Dead enemies can’t be converted into allies. Destroyed organizations can’t be absorbed into larger empires.”

“And if we refuse?” Dante’s voice carried the kind of quiet menace that made smart people reconsider their life choices.

Elena’s smile was sharp as winter starlight. “Then you’ll discover exactly why I’ve maintained control of this family for forty-seven years while younger, stronger, more ambitious people than you have tried and failed to take it from me.”

The threat was delivered with such casual authority that Isabella felt her mouth go dry. This was what Elena Salvatore looked like when she stopped pretending to be a harmless elderly woman—a predator so accomplished, so utterly ruthless, that even Dante stepped back from direct confrontation.

“What do you want us to do?” Isabella asked quietly.

“I want you to go back to Milan and spring your trap exactly as planned,” Elena replied with obvious satisfaction. “But instead of eliminating the Marchetti organization, you’re going to absorb it. Make Vincenzo an offer he can’t refuse, convert his son into a useful asset, and expand our northern territories through acquisition rather than annihilation.”

“And if they refuse to be absorbed?”

Elena’s laugh was rich with anticipation. “Then you’ll have learned an important lesson about the difference between tactics and strategy. And the Marchetti family will provide an excellent example of what happens to people who mistake my granddaughter-in-law’s mercy for weakness.”

Isabella stared at the elderly woman who had just casually rearranged her understanding of power, family, and the intricate games that governed their world. Elena hadn’t just been testing her strength—she’d been teaching her to think like an empress rather than a soldier.

“You magnificent, terrifying woman,” Isabella said softly, unconsciously echoing Dante’s words from their first night together.

“I prefer the term ‘effective,’” Elena replied with obvious amusement. “Now then, shall we discuss the details of tomorrow night’s operation? I have some suggestions that might prove… illuminating.”

As Cardinal Torretti poured wine that probably cost more than most people’s cars, Isabella realized that her education in the Salvatore family business had only just begun.

And she found she was looking forward to the advanced coursework.
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The church of San Giorgio al Palazzo rose from Milan’s historic center like a testament to endurance, its baroque facade gleaming in the late afternoon sun that painted everything in shades of honey and gold. Isabella stood before the full-length mirror in the bride’s preparation room, studying her reflection with the clinical assessment she’d learned from three months of living with predators.

The dress was a masterpiece—Valentino couture that had taken six seamstresses three weeks to perfect, ivory silk that flowed like liquid starlight over curves that had been shaped by excellent genetics and careful training. The veil was her great-grandmother’s, Burano lace so fine it seemed woven from morning mist, and the tiara was Elena’s—diamonds and sapphires that had graced Salvatore women for five generations.

She looked like a princess preparing for her fairy tale wedding.

The reality was considerably more complex.

“You’re radiant,” Ella said from behind her, adjusting the veil’s cathedral-length train with the careful precision of someone who understood that every detail would be scrutinized by five hundred guests and twice as many photographers. “Absolutely luminous.”

Isabella’s smile felt brittle around the edges. “Wedding day nerves.”

“Nerves about marrying the man you love, or nerves about the small army of federal agents who’ve been conducting surveillance from the building across the street?” Ella’s voice was carefully neutral, but Isabella caught the edge of concern underneath.

“Both,” Isabella admitted, grateful for honesty after weeks of careful performance. “Though I suppose the surveillance is just part of the package now.”

Through the window, she could see the discrete positioning of security that Dante’s organization had arranged—men in expensive suits who looked like wedding guests but moved like soldiers, women with designer handbags that probably contained enough firepower to level a city block. The federal agents thought they were watching a simple society wedding. They had no idea they were observing a consolidation of power that would reshape organized crime throughout northern Italy.

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts, and Harper Stettler appeared in the doorway carrying a bouquet that looked like it had been stolen from heaven—white roses, baby’s breath, and stephanotis arranged with the kind of artistic precision that only Milan’s most exclusive florists could achieve.

“From Wesley,” Harper said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Along with his regrets that he couldn’t be here for the ceremony.”

Isabella’s chest tightened with genuine sadness as she accepted the flowers. Wesley’s absence was one of the few real disappointments in an otherwise perfect day—her oldest friend, unable to witness her marriage because his world and Dante’s existed in parallel universes that could never safely intersect.

“He wanted to come,” Harper continued quietly. “But Dante’s security people made it clear that civilian guests posed too many variables for today’s… logistics.”

Logistics. Such a clinical word for the intricate choreography required to ensure that Isabella Romano became Isabella Salvatore without anyone getting shot in the process.

“I understand,” Isabella said, and she did. Wesley belonged to the woman she’d been before, to a world where the most serious crime was tax evasion and the deadliest weapon was a particularly cutting review in Vogue. He had no place in the universe she’d chosen, where love was armored in violence and protection came at the price of other people’s blood.

Another knock, this one more authoritative. Giuseppe appeared with the kind of discrete efficiency that had probably served the Salvatore family through wars, government changes, and the rise and fall of multiple criminal empires.

“Signorina,” he said with formal courtesy, though his eyes held the warmth of genuine affection. “Your father is waiting to escort you. And Signor Salvatore asked me to give you this.”

He handed her a small velvet box that fit perfectly in her palm. Inside was a bracelet—not the ostentatious display of wealth she might have expected, but something infinitely more precious. Antique silver set with stones that caught the light like captured starlight, and engraved on the inside in Dante’s careful script: “Per sempre. Always. D.”

Per sempre. Forever. The promise wrapped around her wrist like a benediction, like armor, like the kind of vow that transcended legal documents and social contracts.

“He also asked me to tell you,” Giuseppe continued with the faintest hint of amusement, “that no matter what happens during the ceremony, you should remember that you belong to him now. Completely. Irrevocably. In ways that have nothing to do with signatures on marriage certificates.”

Heat flooded Isabella’s cheeks at the message’s intimate undertones. Even on their wedding day, Dante couldn’t resist reminding her exactly what kind of claiming she was about to undergo.

“Tell him I said I’m counting on it,” she replied, earning a genuine smile from the elderly man who’d become something between butler and grandfather in the months since she’d arrived at Villa Salvatore.

The procession to the church’s nave felt like walking through a dream painted in impossible colors. Five hundred of Milan’s most powerful people rose to their feet as the organ’s triumphant notes filled the soaring space, their faces a carefully composed mask of social pleasure that concealed the ruthless calculations happening beneath.

These weren’t just wedding guests—they were witnesses to a coronation. The formal recognition that Isabella Romano had successfully transformed herself into something worthy of the Salvatore name, someone strong enough to stand beside Dante as he assumed control of an empire that stretched from the Swiss border to the Mediterranean coast.

Her father walked beside her with quiet pride, his hand steady on her arm despite the magnitude of what he was delivering into Dante’s keeping. Leonard Romano understood exactly what world his daughter was entering, had made peace with the knowledge that her safety would forever depend on the loyalty of men who solved problems with bullets rather than lawyers.

“You’re sure?” he whispered as they approached the altar where Dante waited in a tuxedo that had probably cost more than most people’s cars.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” Isabella replied, and meant every word.

Because there, at the altar, stood the man who’d claimed her heart without even trying. Dante looked like a dark prince waiting to be crowned, all masculine beauty wrapped in civilized elegance. But it was his eyes that made her breath catch—dark as midnight, burning with an intensity that had nothing to do with performance and everything to do with possession.

Mine, those eyes said. Finally, completely, irrevocably mine.

The ceremony itself was a blur of ancient words and sacred promises, Latin phrases that had bound couples together for centuries overlaying the more modern reality of what this marriage actually represented. When Dante took her hand to slide the wedding band onto her finger—platinum set with diamonds that caught the church’s candlelight like captured stars—Isabella felt something fundamental shift in her understanding of herself.

She was no longer Isabella Romano, independent businesswoman with anxiety issues and a failed engagement in her romantic history.

She was Isabella Salvatore, wife to a predator, partner in an empire, someone who would kill to protect what belonged to her and sleep soundly afterward.

The transformation was complete.

“You may kiss your bride,” Father Martinez announced with the kind of benevolent satisfaction that suggested he had no idea he’d just performed a ceremony that would reshape organized crime throughout southern Europe.

Dante’s kiss was different from all the others they’d shared—not desperate or fierce or calculated for audience effect, but reverent. Like a man who’d been granted something he’d never dared hope for, something precious enough to die protecting.

When they broke apart, his forehead rested against hers for just a moment—long enough for her to see past the public performance to the man who was utterly, completely hers.

“Ti amo,” he whispered against her lips, too quietly for anyone else to hear. “Per sempre.”

“Per sempre,” she whispered back, sealing the promise that had nothing to do with legal documents and everything to do with the kind of love that survived wars and outlasted empires.

The recessional was a triumph march through five hundred of Europe’s most dangerous people, all of them applauding the union they’d just witnessed. Flash photography created strobing light that turned everything into a series of frozen moments—Dante’s hand possessive on her back, Isabella’s smile radiant with genuine happiness, the kind of perfect romantic image that would grace society pages for decades.

But as they emerged from the church into the golden afternoon light, Isabella caught sight of familiar faces in the crowd that made her pulse quicken with something that had nothing to do with wedding day excitement.

Cristiano Marchetti stood among the well-wishers, his golden hair catching the sunlight as he applauded with the rest of the guests. Beside him was a man who could only be his father—silver-haired, distinguished, carrying himself with the kind of authority that suggested he was accustomed to having his orders obeyed without question.

Vincenzo Marchetti had come to the wedding. The man who’d been plotting to absorb the Salvatore territories had attended the ceremony that would officially make Isabella untouchable, bringing his traitorous son as a wedding gift.

The message was clear: the Marchetti organization was ready to negotiate.

But as Isabella felt Dante’s arm tighten around her waist, as she caught the predatory stillness that had settled over him despite his public smile, she realized that Elena’s lessons in strategy versus tactics were about to be tested under fire.

Because standing in the crowd of wedding guests were federal agents who thought they were observing a social event, criminal organizations weighing their options for future alliances, and at least three different groups of people who would benefit from seeing either the bride or groom dead before the reception ended.

Isabella’s hand found the gun concealed in her bouquet—a small Beretta that Giuseppe had thoughtfully provided along with detailed instructions on its use. Around her, she could see other wedding guests making similar subtle preparations, hands moving to concealed weapons with the casual efficiency of people who’d learned that celebrations and massacres often occupied the same space.

The reception was being held at Villa San Martino, a sixteenth-century palazzo that had been converted into Milan’s most exclusive event venue. It was also, Isabella had been informed, completely surrounded by security forces from at least four different organizations, all of whom had competing interests in the evening’s outcome.

“Ready for the party, Mrs. Salvatore?” Dante murmured against her ear as their car pulled up to the venue’s entrance.

Isabella’s smile was sharp as winter starlight, carrying echoes of Elena’s predatory satisfaction. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Because this wasn’t just a wedding reception.

This was the opening gambit in a war that would determine who controlled organized crime throughout northern Italy for the next generation.

And Isabella Romano Salvatore was ready to prove exactly why Elena had chosen her to stand beside the next head of the Salvatore family.

Let the games begin.
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The first gunshot cracked through the palazzo’s baroque ballroom like thunder in a cathedral, the crystal chandelier above the dance floor exploding in a shower of diamonds and death. Isabella threw herself behind the bride’s table as automatic weapons fire erupted from multiple directions, her wedding dress pooling around her like spilled milk as she reached for the Beretta hidden in her bouquet.

“Merda,” Dante snarled from beside her, his tuxedo jacket already torn away to reveal the shoulder holster he’d worn beneath his wedding attire. “Three entry points, coordinated assault. This isn’t random violence.”

“The Marchettis?” Isabella chambered a round with movements that Giuseppe had drilled into her during their weapons training sessions, surprised by how steady her hands remained despite the chaos erupting around them.

“Possibly. Or the federal agents decided to make their move during the reception.” Dante’s eyes swept the ballroom with tactical precision, cataloging threats and escape routes with the efficiency of a man who’d survived similar situations. “Could be anyone who wants us dead in a very public way.”

Around them, Villa San Martino had transformed from elegant wedding venue into active battlefield. Guest tables became improvised barricades as Milan’s criminal elite produced enough firepower to level a city block, expensive evening gowns torn to reveal Kevlar vests, champagne flutes abandoned in favor of automatic weapons.

Isabella caught glimpses of familiar faces in the chaos—Elena directing what looked like a small army of security personnel with the calm authority of a general commanding troops, Cardinal Torretti surprisingly nimble for his age as he took cover behind a marble pillar, Giuseppe moving through the carnage with deadly efficiency that suggested his butler persona had been carefully cultivated camouflage.

“Mrs. Salvatore!” Marco Torrino materialized beside their position, his formal wear splattered with blood that definitely wasn’t his own. “Exit strategies are compromised. We’re surrounded.”

“How many?” Dante demanded, his attention never wavering from the scope of his rifle as he provided covering fire for guests scrambling toward supposed safety.

“At least thirty confirmed hostiles. Professional-grade equipment, military coordination. Someone planned this very carefully.” Marco paused to eliminate a figure attempting to flank their position, the shot precise enough to drop the target instantly. “This isn’t about territory or business disputes. This is elimination.”

Elimination. The word sent ice crystallizing in Isabella’s veins as she processed the implications. Someone had decided that the Salvatore family needed to be removed entirely, not just defeated or absorbed but completely destroyed.

Which meant the attack wasn’t just about Dante—it was about her too.

“The panic room,” Giuseppe’s voice crackled through their earpieces with clinical calm. “Basement level, past the wine cellar. Steel-reinforced, independent communication systems. The ladies should retreat while we handle the immediate threats.”

“Like hell,” Isabella snapped, rising from cover to put three rounds center mass into a figure who’d been advancing on Elena’s position. “I’m not running to hide in a closet while people I care about get shot.”

The shots were clean, efficient, exactly what Giuseppe had taught her during their practice sessions. The target dropped immediately, his weapon clattering across marble floors slick with champagne and blood.

“Madonna,” Dante breathed, something that might have been pride flickering in his dark eyes. “Where did you learn to shoot like that?”

“Giuseppe’s been thorough in my education.” Isabella ejected her spent magazine and reloaded with movements that were becoming second nature. “Apparently he anticipated situations exactly like this.”

Another explosion rocked the building, this one close enough to shower them with plaster dust and architectural debris. The palazzo’s sixteenth-century stonework groaned under stresses it had never been designed to withstand, and Isabella realized with growing horror that whoever was attacking them didn’t care about preserving the historic venue.

They were willing to bring the entire building down to ensure no one escaped alive.

“Movement on the east balcony,” Marco reported, his voice tight with concentration as he tracked multiple targets through his rifle scope. “Professional positioning, overlapping fields of fire. These aren’t street criminals—this is military precision.”

Isabella’s mind raced as she processed the tactical situation. Professional mercenaries, military-grade equipment, willingness to destroy a priceless historic building to eliminate their targets. This wasn’t the work of rival criminal organizations or ambitious federal agents.

This was something else entirely.

“Dante,” she said quietly, pieces of Elena’s complex machinations falling into place with sickening clarity. “What if this isn’t about eliminating us? What if it’s about testing us?”

He turned to stare at her, his expression shifting from tactical assessment to growing understanding. “You think Elena—”

“I think your grandmother has very definite ideas about what kind of people should lead this family.” Isabella’s voice was steady despite the chaos erupting around them. “And I think she’s created the perfect crucible to see if we’re worthy of survival.”

The possibility hung between them like smoke from the fires that were beginning to consume the palazzo’s upper floors. Elena Salvatore, orchestrating a massacre at her own grandson’s wedding to determine whether he and his bride possessed the ruthlessness necessary to command an empire built on violence and loyalty.

It was exactly the kind of lesson the matriarch of the Salvatore family would consider essential education.

“If you’re right,” Dante said grimly, “then our survival depends on more than just defeating these attackers. We need to win decisively, brutally, in a way that demonstrates we’re not just capable of violence but masters of it.”

“Then let’s give her the demonstration she’s looking for.” Isabella rose from cover with predatory grace, her wedding dress torn but her spine straight as she surveyed the battlefield that had been her reception. “Marco, what’s our ammunition situation?”

“Sufficient for sustained engagement, but not indefinite.” Marco’s assessment was clinical, professional. “If we’re going to make a statement, it needs to be decisive.”

Isabella nodded, her mind racing through tactical possibilities that would have horrified the woman she’d been six months ago. But that woman had been naive, soft, unprepared for the realities of commanding respect through superior firepower.

The woman she’d become understood that sometimes the best way to end a war was to demonstrate such overwhelming superiority that future challenges became unthinkable.

“The wine cellar,” she said finally, her voice carrying the authority she’d inherited from four generations of strong women. “Giuseppe mentioned it leads to the panic room. But it also connects to the building’s original foundations, which means access to the utility tunnels that run beneath this entire district.”

Dante’s eyes sharpened with understanding. “Flanking maneuver. Get behind their position while they think we’re trapped.”

“Better than that.” Isabella’s smile was sharp as winter starlight, carrying echoes of Elena’s predatory satisfaction. “We use the tunnels to plant explosives at the building’s structural weak points. Then we eliminate their escape routes and force them into a killing zone of our choosing.”

“You want to bring down the palazzo.” Marco’s voice carried admiration rather than concern. “With them inside.”

“I want to make it clear that attacking the Salvatore family results in complete annihilation.” Isabella checked her weapon with movements that were becoming as natural as breathing. “No survivors, no negotiations, no mercy. Just a very public demonstration of what happens to people who mistake wedding invitations for vulnerability.”

Around them, the battle continued to rage as Milan’s criminal elite fought with the kind of desperate efficiency that suggested they understood the stakes involved. This wasn’t just about surviving one evening’s violence—this was about establishing the hierarchy that would govern organized crime throughout northern Italy for the next generation.

And Isabella Romano Salvatore was ready to prove that she belonged at the very top of that hierarchy.

“Giuseppe,” she spoke into her earpiece with calm authority, “we need access to the utility tunnels. And we’ll require enough explosives to restructure the palazzo’s foundation in a very permanent way.”

“Already anticipated, signora,” came the elderly man’s reply, satisfaction evident in his voice. “The basement access is secure, and the necessary materials are waiting in the wine cellar. Along with detailed architectural plans showing optimal placement for maximum structural damage.”

Already anticipated. Of course it had been. Giuseppe had probably been planning contingencies for exactly this scenario since the moment the wedding date had been announced.

“Time frame?” Dante asked, his tactical mind already adapting to the new parameters of their situation.

“Twenty minutes to reach optimal positioning, fifteen minutes for placement, five minutes to reach minimum safe distance.” Giuseppe’s assessment was precise, professional. “Total operation time: forty minutes maximum.”

Isabella looked around the ballroom one final time, taking in the chaos, the blood, the evidence of violence that would reshape her understanding of family celebrations forever. When this was over, when the last echo of gunfire faded into memory, she would officially be Isabella Salvatore in every sense that mattered.

The woman who’d destroyed an entire mercenary force on her wedding day.

The bride who’d chosen to burn down a historic palazzo rather than allow her enemies to escape.

The wife who’d proven herself worthy of standing beside Dante Salvatore when the real challenges came.

“Let’s go,” she said simply, already moving toward the wine cellar access that Giuseppe had indicated. “It’s time to send Elena the demonstration she’s been waiting for.”

Behind them, the battle raged on. But Isabella knew with crystalline certainty that in forty minutes, there would be no one left alive to threaten the Salvatore family.

And she found she was looking forward to watching them burn.

Because that’s what happened to people who mistook wedding celebrations for weakness.

They learned, in the final moments before the explosions claimed them, exactly what kind of monsters they’d chosen to challenge.
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The explosion that brought down Villa San Martino’s east wing could be felt three blocks away, a deep thunder that rattled windows throughout Milan’s historic center and sent a column of smoke into the dawn sky like a funeral pyre for the old order. Isabella stood on the roof of the building across the street, her wedding dress torn and bloodstained but her spine straight as she watched the flames consume what remained of their enemies.

Thirty-seven bodies would be found in the rubble when the fires finally died. Professional mercenaries, federal agents operating outside their jurisdiction, and at least three high-ranking members of rival criminal organizations who’d thought a wedding reception would be the perfect opportunity to eliminate the Salvatore family’s next generation.

They’d been wrong.

“Thorough,” Elena observed from beside her, the elderly woman’s black evening gown pristine despite having spent the night coordinating what amounted to a small war. “Perhaps more thorough than strictly necessary, but I suppose it’s better to err on the side of absolute certainty.”

Isabella’s laugh was bitter as ashes. “You orchestrated this. All of it. The attack, the mercenaries, even the federal agents who thought they were conducting an independent operation. You turned my wedding reception into a battlefield to prove some point about worthiness and strength.”

“I created an opportunity,” Elena corrected with obvious satisfaction. “You chose how to use it. And your choice to eliminate every threat in the most public way possible tells me everything I need to know about your fitness to lead this family.”

Below them, emergency services were arriving in force—fire trucks, ambulances, what looked like half of Milan’s police force responding to reports of explosions and automatic weapons fire in one of the city’s most exclusive districts. By noon, the story would be international news. By evening, criminal organizations throughout Europe would be reassessing their plans for territorial expansion with the Salvatore family’s new capabilities in mind.

“How many people know the truth?” Isabella asked, watching a body bag emerge from the smoking ruins. She recognized the tactical vest, remembered putting three rounds center mass into that particular target during the early stages of the battle.

“About Elena’s manipulation? Very few. About your performance tonight? Everyone who matters.” Dante moved to stand behind Isabella, his hands settling on her shoulders with possessive certainty. “By tomorrow, every criminal organization in southern Europe will know that Isabella Salvatore eliminated an entire mercenary force on her wedding night.”

The reputation would precede her now wherever they went—the bride who’d chosen to burn down a palazzo rather than let her enemies escape, the woman who’d proven herself capable of the kind of calculated ruthlessness that commanded respect through superior firepower.

It was exactly what Elena had been building toward from the moment she’d manipulated Isabella into this marriage.

“Cardinal Torretti sends his compliments,” Giuseppe reported as he approached with the discrete efficiency that had probably served the Salvatore family through wars, government changes, and the rise and fall of multiple criminal empires. “He was particularly impressed by your tactical use of the building’s infrastructure to maximize casualty effectiveness.”

Casualty effectiveness. Such clinical language for mass murder wrapped in architectural precision.

“His Eminence survived the evening, I trust?” Isabella asked, surprised by how naturally she’d adapted to discussing violence like any other business consideration.

“Minor injuries only. He’s already returned to the Vatican with a comprehensive report on the night’s… festivities.” Giuseppe’s slight smile suggested the Cardinal’s report would emphasize the Salvatore family’s commitment to protecting Church interests rather than dwelling on the methods employed.

Isabella turned from the burning palazzo to study the faces of the people who’d gathered on the rooftop—Elena with her predatory satisfaction, Dante with something that might have been pride wrapped in possessive hunger, Giuseppe with grandfatherly approval despite having spent the evening teaching her to plant explosives with professional precision.

These people had become her family through bonds forged in violence and sealed with the blood of their enemies. The realization should have been horrifying. Instead, it felt like coming home.

“What happens now?” she asked, though she suspected she already knew the answer.

“Now you consolidate power,” Elena replied with obvious anticipation. “The Marchetti organization will formally request negotiations within forty-eight hours—they’ve seen what happens to people who choose warfare over diplomacy. The federal investigation will be quietly transferred to international authorities who understand the value of maintaining stable regional partnerships. And you, my dear granddaughter, will begin learning what it truly means to rule an empire.”

Rule an empire. The phrase should have been daunting, overwhelming, terrifying in its implications. Instead, Isabella found herself looking forward to the challenge.

“Starting with the Marchetti negotiations?”

“Starting with making it clear that the old Isabella Romano died in that palazzo fire,” Elena corrected with steel in her voice. “What emerges from those ashes is something infinitely more dangerous. Something worthy of the Salvatore name.”

As dawn painted the Milan skyline in shades of rose and gold, Isabella watched the last flames consume what remained of Villa San Martino. Somewhere in that rubble were the remains of thirty-seven people who’d underestimated her capacity for violence, who’d thought a wedding dress meant weakness rather than camouflage.

They’d learned otherwise in the moments before the explosions claimed them.

“Mrs. Salvatore,” Marco approached with the kind of respectful deference she was still learning to expect from people who’d witnessed her performance under fire. “The safe houses are secure, and communication channels have been reestablished with all territorial lieutenants. Everyone’s waiting for your orders.”

Your orders. Not Dante’s orders, not Elena’s guidance, but direct commands from the woman who’d just proven herself capable of eliminating entire organizations when they threatened what belonged to her.

“Tell them to maintain current positions and await further instructions,” Isabella said with authority that surprised even her. “We’ll be conducting a comprehensive review of all security protocols in light of tonight’s… educational opportunities.”

“Sí, signora.” Marco’s smile was sharp with approval as he moved to implement her commands.

“You’re enjoying this,” Dante observed, his voice carrying amusement rather than concern.

“I’m good at it,” Isabella corrected, surprised by how naturally the realization came. “I spent months trying to be someone I wasn’t—the gentle fashion designer, the anxious woman who needed protection, the innocent civilian swept up in your dangerous world. This feels… authentic.”

“This feels like who you were always meant to be,” Elena added with obvious satisfaction. “The woman strong enough to stand beside Dante when the real challenges come. The partner worthy of leading this family into its next evolution.”

Isabella looked out over Milan’s glittering skyline, taking inventory of what she could see from this vantage point. Territory that belonged to the Salvatore family now, businesses that operated under their protection, people whose loyalty had been purchased with blood and maintained through superior firepower.

It was hers now, as much as Dante’s. Earned through violence, sealed through marriage, consolidated through the kind of public demonstration that would be remembered for decades.

“What about Cristiano?” she asked, remembering her former lover’s presence at the wedding ceremony. “The Marchetti organization will need new leadership if we’re absorbing rather than eliminating them.”

“Cristiano survived the evening,” Giuseppe reported with clinical precision. “Along with his father and most of their senior leadership. They were positioned in the main ballroom when the fighting began, which meant they witnessed your tactical decisions firsthand.”

Witnessed her tactical decisions. Another euphemism for watching her orchestrate a massacre with the efficiency of a woman who’d been born to command through violence.

“Good,” Isabella said simply. “When they request negotiations, I want them to remember exactly what they saw tonight. I want them to understand that mercy is a gift I’m choosing to give, not weakness they can exploit.”

Dante’s arms tightened around her, pulling her back against his chest with possessive certainty. “Have I mentioned lately that you’re magnificent when you’re planning strategic domination?”

“Once or twice,” Isabella replied, allowing herself to relax into his embrace despite the weight of crown she’d just claimed. “Though I think the proper term is ‘terrifying’ rather than ‘magnificent.’”

“Both,” Elena corrected with obvious pride. “You’re both, my dear. Magnificent and terrifying in equal measure. Exactly what this family needs to maintain power in a world where weakness is always fatal.”

As the sun climbed higher over Milan’s skyline, Isabella Romano Salvatore began planning the next phase of her education in ruling an empire built on violence and loyalty. The transformation that had begun with a marriage contract signed in blood-red ink was finally complete.

She was no longer the anxious fashion designer who’d walked into Dante’s office six months ago.

She was something infinitely more dangerous.

And she found she couldn’t wait to discover what that something was capable of achieving.

Because this wasn’t the end of her story—it was just the beginning of her reign.

And Isabella Salvatore intended to rule with the kind of elegant brutality that would make Elena proud and Dante grateful for the rest of their very long lives.

Starting with the Marchetti negotiations that would reshape organized crime throughout northern Italy.

Let the games begin.
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The nightmare came without warning, tearing through Dante’s sleep like shrapnel through silk. Isabella woke to the sound of his anguish—raw, primal, the kind of pain that carved itself into a soul and never fully healed. In the pale pre-dawn light filtering through their bedroom windows at the safe house, she could see his body rigid with tension, his hands clenched into fists that spoke of violence barely contained.

“Papa, no,” he gasped, the words torn from his throat like a confession. “Per favore, non di nuovo.”

Please, not again. The desperate plea in a voice she’d never heard before—young, terrified, utterly broken. Isabella’s chest constricted as she realized she was witnessing something private, sacred, devastating in its vulnerability.

She’d seen him have nightmares before, but this was different. This wasn’t the controlled distress of a man haunted by necessary violence—this was the raw agony of a child who’d endured something unspeakable.

“Dante,” she whispered, reaching for him carefully. “Baby, wake up.”

His hand shot out with serpentine speed, his grip closing around her wrist hard enough to bruise. But his eyes when they opened weren’t the predatory dark she knew—they were wild, unfocused, seeing something that existed only in memory and trauma.

“Don’t,” he snarled, his voice rough with sleep and something darker. “Don’t touch me when I’m like this.”

But Isabella had learned something about herself in the months since becoming a Salvatore woman—she didn’t retreat from dangerous things anymore. Instead, she pressed closer, her free hand coming up to cup his face with deliberate gentleness.

“It’s me,” she said softly. “It’s Isabella. You’re safe. You’re here with me, and you’re safe.”

Recognition flickered across his features like sunlight breaking through storm clouds. His grip on her wrist loosened, though he didn’t release her entirely—as if her touch was an anchor in whatever tempest had claimed him.

“Cristo,” he breathed, his forehead dropping to rest against hers. “How long?”

“A few minutes. You were… somewhere else.” Isabella’s thumb traced the sharp line of his cheekbone, feeling the tension that corded his muscles like steel cables. “Somewhere that hurt you badly.”

Dante was quiet for a long moment, his breathing gradually evening out as whatever demons had claimed him retreated into shadow. When he spoke again, his voice carried the hollow quality of a man confessing sins that had never been absolved.

“I was fifteen,” he said simply. “Old enough to understand what was happening, young enough to believe it was my fault.”

Isabella’s blood turned to ice as understanding dawned. The scars she’d mapped with her fingers, the way he sometimes flinched from unexpected touch, the walls he’d built around vulnerability—they all pointed to the same horrific conclusion.

“Your father,” she said quietly, and it wasn’t a question.

His laugh was bitter as winter wind. “Giuseppe Antonio Salvatore. Heir to the family empire, charming businessman by day, monster by night. The kind of man who could shake hands with cardinals and politicians while his son’s blood was still drying under his fingernails.”

The casual way he delivered the revelation made it somehow more horrifying than if he’d shouted or wept. This was trauma so deeply embedded that discussing it required clinical detachment to survive.

“He beat you.” Isabella’s voice was steady despite the fury building in her chest like molten steel.

“Among other things.” Dante’s eyes were fixed on some point beyond the windows where Lake Como glittered in the early morning light. “Giuseppe had very specific ideas about how to forge strength in his heir. Pain was education, fear was motivation, and mercy was weakness that needed to be burned away.”

Isabella’s hands trembled with the force of her rage, but she kept them gentle on his skin. “How long?”

“From the time I was old enough to disappoint him until the night he died in that car accident.” Dante’s smile was sharp enough to cut glass. “Though I suppose ‘accident’ is relative when someone’s been praying for their father’s death since they were twelve years old.”

The admission hung between them like smoke from a funeral pyre. Isabella stared at the man she’d married, seeing him clearly for perhaps the first time—not just the predator who’d claimed her heart, but the child who’d survived systematic brutalization and somehow emerged capable of love despite every reason to become as monstrous as the man who’d created him.

“You didn’t kill him,” she said with absolute certainty.

“No. But I celebrated when he died.” Dante’s voice was matter-of-fact, as if discussing weather patterns rather than patricide. “Elena found me standing in the rain outside the morgue, laughing until I couldn’t breathe. She never asked why.”

“She knew.”

“She suspected. But Elena understood that some truths are too dangerous to acknowledge, even within family.” His fingers traced absent patterns on Isabella’s wrist, as if touch was necessary proof that he was no longer fifteen and helpless. “Giuseppe was already dead. Dwelling on his sins wouldn’t resurrect him or heal his victims.”

Isabella was quiet for a moment, processing the magnitude of what he’d revealed. This explained so much—the careful control, the walls around vulnerability, the way he sometimes looked at her like he couldn’t quite believe she was real.

“The nightmares,” she said finally. “They’re not about the people you’ve killed. They’re about what he did to you.”

“Sometimes.” Dante’s admission was raw, honest. “Sometimes they’re about becoming him. About looking in the mirror and seeing his face, his capacity for cruelty, his willingness to destroy what he was supposed to protect.”

“You’re nothing like him.” The words came out fiercer than Isabella had intended, carrying the absolute conviction of a woman who’d seen Dante at his worst and found him worthy of love. “Nothing like him at all.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“Because I’ve seen how you protect people you care about. I’ve seen you hold back when you could have destroyed, show mercy when violence would have been easier.” Isabella shifted closer, needing him to understand the truth she could see so clearly. “Your father created monsters. You create loyalty.”

Something shifted in Dante’s expression, walls cracking to reveal the man who’d been waiting decades for someone to see past the predator to the wounded child beneath.

“Isabella,” he said softly, her name rough with emotions he was still learning to trust.

“I love you,” she said simply. “All of you. The businessman, the protector, the man who’s strong enough to survive what would have destroyed weaker people. I love the scars, the nightmares, the way you sometimes look at me like you can’t believe I’m real.”

His kiss was different this time—not the controlled passion she’d grown accustomed to, but something rawer, more desperate. Like a man who’d been drowning and suddenly found air.

“I used to think Elena was wrong,” he said against her lips. “That love was weakness, vulnerability, something that made you a target for people who wanted to hurt you.”

“And now?”

“Now I think love is the strongest armor I’ve ever worn.” His hands framed her face with devastating gentleness, thumbs tracing the sharp line of her cheekbones. “You make me feel invincible, cara mia. Like nothing can touch me as long as you’re here.”

Isabella’s chest ached with the intensity of her feelings for this man—predator and protector, monster and victim, the person who’d claimed her heart and transformed her soul in equal measure.

“Then don’t let go of me,” she whispered. “Ever. Because you’re not facing any of this alone anymore.”

They held each other as dawn painted the safe house windows in shades of rose and gold, both of them understanding that something fundamental had shifted between them. The last walls had fallen, the final secrets revealed, the complete trust that made them truly dangerous together finally achieved.

When they finally stirred from their embrace, Dante looked different somehow—lighter, as if sharing the weight of his past had made it bearable rather than crushing.

“What happens now?” Isabella asked, though she thought she already knew the answer.

“Now we finish what we started.” His voice carried renewed strength, purpose that had been missing since the palazzo fire. “The Marchetti negotiations, the territorial consolidation, building an empire worthy of what Elena sacrificed to give us.”

“Together?”

“Per sempre,” he confirmed, sealing the promise with a kiss that tasted like salvation wrapped in sin. “Forever, cara mia. No matter what demons we face.”

Isabella smiled, finally understanding why Elena had orchestrated their marriage with such ruthless precision. The matriarch hadn’t just been creating a political alliance or ensuring succession—she’d been engineering the healing of a man she loved enough to build an empire for.

And in the process, she’d created something infinitely more dangerous than either Dante or Isabella could have been alone: a partnership built on absolute trust, protected by superior firepower, and bound by the kind of love that survived wars and outlasted empires.

Starting today, the world would discover exactly what that partnership was capable of achieving.

Beginning with making the Marchetti family an offer they couldn’t possibly refuse.
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The Hotel de Russie’s Imperial Suite had been transformed into a war room disguised as a diplomatic meeting, its nineteenth-century elegance providing elegant camouflage for what was essentially a summit between predators. Isabella sat at the head of the mahogany conference table like a queen holding court, her black Armani suit a stark contrast to the wedding dress she’d worn while orchestrating a massacre three days earlier.

The symbolism wasn’t lost on anyone in the room.

Vincenzo Marchetti sat across from her with the careful stillness of a man who understood he was negotiating for his family’s survival rather than their expansion. Silver-haired and distinguished, he carried himself with the authority of someone accustomed to being the most dangerous person in any room—until now.

Beside him, Cristiano looked like a man who’d aged years in the span of days. The golden confidence that had once made her believe in fairy tales had been replaced by something harder, more cautious, tempered by the knowledge that the woman across from him was capable of burning down palazzos to make strategic points.

“Mrs. Salvatore,” Vincenzo began with the kind of formal courtesy that concealed razors, “may I say how… impressed we were by your performance at the wedding reception. Such decisive thinking under pressure.”

Decisive thinking. Such a civilized phrase for eliminating thirty-seven professional killers in the most public way possible.

“Thank you,” Isabella replied with the serene smile she’d inherited from four generations of strong women. “I believe in thoroughness when dealing with threats to family.”

She let the word family hang in the air like smoke from a funeral pyre, watching both men process the implications. They weren’t just negotiating with Isabella Romano the fashion designer anymore—they were facing Isabella Salvatore the woman who’d proven herself capable of the kind of calculated ruthlessness that commanded respect through superior firepower.

“Indeed.” Vincenzo’s fingers drummed against the table with barely contained tension. “Which brings us to why we’re here. Recent… developments have made it clear that territorial disputes between our organizations benefit no one.”

“Recent developments,” Dante repeated from his position behind Isabella’s chair, his voice carrying the kind of silky menace that made smart people reconsider their life choices. “Is that what we’re calling your son’s intelligence-gathering operation against my wife?”

Cristiano shifted uncomfortably, his blue eyes flicking between Isabella and Dante like a man watching predators circle. “That was… a misunderstanding. Poor judgment on my part.”

“Poor judgment.” Isabella’s laugh was soft, musical, absolutely terrifying in its implications. “Cristiano, darling, you used our shared history to gather intelligence for your father’s hostile takeover attempt. That’s not poor judgment—that’s betrayal.”

The casual way she delivered the accusation made it somehow more cutting than shouting would have been. Isabella had learned the art of elegant intimidation from Elena, who could make threats sound like dinner invitations and still leave no doubt about the consequences of refusal.

“I want to make amends,” Cristiano said quickly, desperation creeping into his voice. “Whatever it takes to repair the damage, to rebuild trust—”

“Trust.” Isabella leaned back in her chair, studying him with the clinical assessment she’d learned from watching Dante evaluate threats. “That’s an interesting concept. Tell me, what exactly did you think would happen when you reported our private conversations to your father’s organization?”

“Isabella—”

“Mrs. Salvatore,” she corrected with steel in her voice. “We’re not childhood sweethearts anymore, Cristiano. We’re not even friends. We’re a woman whose wedding reception you helped turn into a battlefield, and the man who thought he could use sentimentality as a weapon against her.”

The words hit like physical blows, and Isabella watched Cristiano flinch with each one. Part of her—the woman she’d been before—might have felt sympathy for his obvious distress. The woman she’d become felt only cold satisfaction at his discomfort.

“However,” she continued, her voice gentling into something that might have been mercy if anyone had been naive enough to hope, “I believe in the value of converting enemies into allies when possible. Elena taught me that dead rivals can’t contribute to organizational growth.”

Vincenzo leaned forward with obvious interest. “You’re offering partnership rather than elimination.”

“I’m offering absorption,” Isabella corrected with clinical precision. “Your organization, your territories, your resources—all of it integrated into the Salvatore empire under terms that ensure everyone benefits from the arrangement.”

She gestured to Giuseppe, who produced a leather portfolio thick enough to contain a small encyclopedia. The documents inside represented weeks of preparation, financial analysis, territorial mapping, and strategic planning that would reshape organized crime throughout northern Italy.

“The proposal is comprehensive,” Isabella continued as Giuseppe distributed copies to the Marchetti delegation. “Your southern territories remain under local management, but with Salvatore oversight and protection. Your money-laundering operations are consolidated with ours for improved efficiency. Your enforcement capabilities are integrated with our security apparatus.”

Vincenzo studied the documents with the thoroughness of a man who understood that his signature would determine whether his family prospered or perished. “And my son’s role in this new arrangement?”

Isabella’s smile was sharp as winter starlight. “Cristiano will serve as liaison between our organizations. A position that requires his complete loyalty, absolute discretion, and perfect compliance with Salvatore family directives.”

Complete loyalty. The phrase was loaded with implications that made Cristiano pale beneath his golden tan. He would essentially become Isabella’s personal asset, bound to her service through ties that made betrayal impossible rather than merely inadvisable.

“The alternative?” Vincenzo asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

“There is no alternative,” Dante said softly, his voice carrying the kind of quiet menace that had probably ended careers and possibly lives. “You accept our offer, or you discover what happened to the last organization that thought they could challenge the Salvatore family.”

The threat was delivered with such casual authority that it took Vincenzo a moment to process its full implications. When understanding finally dawned, Isabella watched something shift in his expression—recognition that they weren’t negotiating from positions of equal strength.

They were surrendering to terms that were generous only in comparison to complete annihilation.

“I’ll need time to review the specifics with my advisors,” Vincenzo said carefully.

“You have until tomorrow morning,” Isabella replied with the serene confidence of a woman who held all the tactical advantages. “The offer expires at nine AM, after which point we’ll implement alternative solutions to the Marchetti problem.”

Alternative solutions. Everyone in the room understood what that meant—thirty-seven professional killers had learned the hard way what happened to people who challenged Isabella Salvatore’s patience.

“Mrs. Salvatore,” Cristiano said suddenly, his voice tight with something that might have been desperation. “Could we speak privately? Just for a moment?”

Isabella glanced at Dante, who nodded almost imperceptibly. She could handle one conversation with her former lover without needing protection from his obvious emotional distress.

“Five minutes,” she said, rising from her chair with fluid grace. “The terrace should provide adequate privacy.”

The Hotel de Russie’s terrace overlooked Rome’s Spanish Steps, tourists and locals creating a constantly shifting pattern of humanity that had nothing to do with the predators negotiating empires in the luxury suite above. Isabella stood at the marble balustrade, waiting for Cristiano to find whatever courage he needed to say what was clearly weighing on him.

“I loved you,” he said finally, the words rough with something that might have been regret. “What we had—it was real. Whatever happened afterward, whatever mistakes I made, the feelings were genuine.”

Isabella turned to study his face, noting the way stress had carved new lines around his eyes, the careful distance he maintained as if afraid she might produce a weapon from her evening bag.

“I know,” she said simply. “I loved you too. Once.”

“Could you love me again?” The question was soft, vulnerable, utterly naive. “If things were different, if I hadn’t made those choices, could we have had a future together?”

Isabella’s laugh was gentle, almost fond, which somehow made it more devastating than cruelty would have been. “Cristiano, darling, you’re asking the wrong question.”

“What’s the right question?”

“The right question is whether the woman I am now could love the man you’ve revealed yourself to be.” Isabella’s voice was matter-of-fact, as if discussing weather patterns rather than the death of whatever romantic idealism he’d been clinging to. “And the answer is no. Absolutely not.”

He flinched as if she’d struck him, but Isabella wasn’t finished.

“The woman who fell in love with you was naive, trusting, willing to believe in fairy tales about golden princes and happily ever after.” Isabella’s voice was steady, controlled, carrying an authority that hadn’t existed six months ago. “That woman died in the warehouse district when I watched my husband eliminate threats to our family. What emerged from that violence is something you could never love or understand.”

“Isabella—”

“I’m not Isabella anymore,” she corrected with steel in her voice. “I’m Mrs. Salvatore. I’m the woman who orchestrated a massacre at her own wedding reception. I’m someone who solves problems with superior firepower and sleeps soundly afterward.”

The admission should have been horrifying. Instead, Isabella found it liberating—finally, complete honesty about what she’d become, what she’d chosen to be, what she intended to remain for the rest of her very long life.

“You’re not the same person,” Cristiano said hollowly.

“No,” Isabella agreed. “I’m infinitely more dangerous. Which is why tomorrow morning, you’re going to convince your father to accept our offer. Because the alternative is watching your entire family learn what happened to the mercenaries who thought they could eliminate me.”

She moved closer to him, close enough that he could see the predatory stillness that had settled over her, close enough to understand that whatever softness he’d once known in her had been burned away in the fires of necessity.

“You betrayed me, Cristiano. You used our history as a weapon against the man I love. Under normal circumstances, that would be a killing offense.” Isabella’s voice was soft, almost gentle, which somehow made the threat more chilling. “But I’m feeling generous today. So instead of having you eliminated, I’m offering you the chance to serve a purpose in our new arrangement.”

“What kind of purpose?”

Isabella’s smile was sharp enough to cut diamonds. “You’re going to help us expand into southern Europe. Your architectural expertise, your social connections, your understanding of legitimate business practices—all of it will be very useful as we diversify our operations.”

Diversify our operations. Such a civilized phrase for building an empire that spanned both sides of the law.

“And if I refuse?”

“Then you’ll discover exactly why Elena chose me to stand beside her grandson when the real challenges came.” Isabella’s voice carried the kind of quiet authority that had probably built empires and destroyed everyone who’d tried to challenge them. “I don’t make the same offer twice, Cristiano. Choose wisely.”

She turned to leave, then paused at the terrace doors, looking back at the man who’d once held her heart with something that might have been pity if she’d been inclined toward mercy.

“Oh, and Cristiano? When you report this conversation to your father—and we both know you will—make sure he understands that this isn’t negotiation. This is surrender dressed up with enough dignity to let you both sleep at night.”

The door closed behind her with a soft click that sounded like a period at the end of a very definitive sentence.

When Isabella returned to the conference room, she found Dante waiting with the kind of predatory stillness that suggested he’d heard every word through whatever surveillance equipment Giuseppe had undoubtedly installed.

“Well?” Vincenzo asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

“Your son understands the terms,” Isabella replied, settling back into her chair with the serene confidence of a woman who’d just eliminated the last obstacle to total victory. “I trust you’ll have an answer for us by morning.”

As the Marchetti delegation filed out with the careful precision of defeated generals retreating from the field, Isabella caught Dante’s eye and smiled.

Tomorrow morning, the Salvatore empire would stretch from the Swiss border to the Mediterranean coast. Elena’s vision of consolidated power under unified leadership would be complete.

And Isabella Romano Salvatore would officially become the most dangerous woman in southern Europe.

She could hardly wait.
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