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            ISABELLA RAMOS

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew this port better than I knew my own home.

      It was where my father did his business. But it was business that I wasn’t really allowed to know anything about. He would let me handle the shipping manifests, the lists of contacts, and the calls that had to be made to chase up demurrage payments and outstanding invoices. But all of my questions went unanswered. So I’d stopped asking about the details.

      My brothers could go to work with him, they could do ‘business,’ but I had to stay out of it.

      “Don’t worry your pretty little head.”

      That’s what they always said.

      I step out of the car and pause longer than necessary. The door closes behind me with a muted thud, and my gaze is fixed on the harbor as it stretches wide under a slate-colored sky. Cranes rise like skeletal fingers over the water, and cargo ships sit heavy and patient at their berths, their steel hulls cutting into the gray tide.

      This place has been part of my life since I was old enough to walk.

      I grew up hearing my father talk about tonnage and tariffs over dinner, and all of it made sense to me—it was the only thing that made sense sometimes.

      I know the rhythm of this port—the schedules, the unions, the politics... and I love paperwork. Even my father finds that amusing.

      But today the rhythm feels altered.

      There are too many men standing around with nothing to do.

      Men dressed in dark suits that don’t belong near oil and rope, and certainly nowhere near these shipping containers and black smoke. They stand spaced deliberately along the perimeter of the warehouse office, but their posture is relaxed in a way that suggests they are capable of violence without announcing it.

      I’m used to these kinds of men, too.

      They like to know when they’ve put you on your guard.

      They like it when they can see you’re afraid.

      I’m not giving them shit.

      There’s only one reason why they’d be here.

      And he’s sitting in the shipping office.

      My father walks ahead of me, shoulders slightly hunched despite the tailored coat he insisted on wearing. He hasn’t stopped talking all morning about restructuring and liquidity, and short-term stabilization. I don’t like how quiet he is now.

      “Papa,” I say, keeping my voice low as we approach the glass doors of the administrative building. “You said this was important—what’s going on?”

      “It is important,” he answers, though he doesn’t look at me. His hand trembles briefly when he adjusts his cuff.

      That tremor settles something cold in my stomach.

      Inside, the office overlooking the harbor is wide and spare, designed for visibility. Floor-to-ceiling windows stretch across the far wall and frame the water like a controlled landscape. There is a long table in the center of the room, polished to a muted sheen.

      And at the head of it stands Nicolo Strazza.

      I recognize him instantly.

      He doesn’t look like the caricature people whisper about. There is no theatrical menace, no ostentatious jewelry, no overt display of power. He is dressed in charcoal, and the suit is cut with precise restraint. His hair is dark, and there is silver threaded cleanly at the temples. His posture is casual, almost contemplative.

      He does not smile when we enter.

      But his gaze moves to me first.

      Not to my father.

      To me.

      The assessment isn’t crude like I expect, it’s not even particularly expressive. Just thorough. And I feel as though he can see through the fabric of the dress my father insisted I wear. He looks at me as though I’m a document he has already reviewed but wishes to confirm in person.

      Fine print.

      “Mr. Ramos,” he says at last. His voice is low and even, the kind that carries without rising. “You’re late.”

      “We were delayed by traffic near—” my father begins.

      “It wasn’t a question.”

      The door closes behind us with a soft click.

      I move toward the table, but no one follows me.

      “Isa— come here,” my father says.

      “I thought we were here to discuss repayment terms,” I say. If this is a negotiation, then I intend to participate in it.

      Strazza’s attention shifts fully to me, and his eyebrow lifts. “Is that what you were told?”

      There is something in the phrasing that makes my pulse tick faster.

      He plucks a folder from his desk and moves toward the table. I can’t move. I just stare at him. He sets it down, and slides the folder toward me with deliberate precision.

      “It has already been discussed.”

      My gaze flicks to my father. “Papa— What⁠—”

      My father approaches the table with quick strides, and he pulls the gold pen from his pocket that he only uses for contracts. Nicolo opens the folder, and my father nods once before he bends over the document. His fingers hover over the paper before finally touching it. The tremor in his hands is worse now.

      I step closer, scanning the top line.

      It’s not a repayment schedule or a restructuring plan.

      It’s a contract.

      My name sits at the center of the page in clear, formal print.

      Isabella Ramos.

      For a moment, I assume it must be collateral language—standard leverage. A guarantor clause or a symbolic inclusion. Or acknowledgement that I’m my father’s heir. Finally.

      But then I see the word marriage, and any pride that might have been growing inside me dies.

      I suck in a breath.

      “This isn’t—” I start, but the words fracture before they form.

      “It is,” Strazza says calmly.

      I look at my father, but he still won’t meet my eyes.

      “When was this drafted?” I choke out.

      “Three weeks ago,” Strazza answers.

      Three weeks.

      Three weeks ago, I was planning a charity event with my friend Sofia. Three weeks ago, I was arguing with my father about expanding into a new shipping corridor. Three weeks ago my life had still belonged to me. But it had all been a lie.

      “Mr. Ramos,” Nicolo says.

      My father nods and applies his pen to the page.

      “Papa!”

      He ignores me. The pen nib scratches on the paper as he signs. It’s the loudest sound I’ve ever heard. There is no waver in the lines he etches on the page, and the familiar flourish is clean and sharp.

      “How could you?” I whisper.

      My father straightens. “It was necessary, Isa. You’ll understand soon enough.”

      “Necessary for who?” I say through gritted teeth.

      Nicolo Strazza seems to be enjoying this exchange.

      My father doesn’t answer me. He doesn’t need to.

      I snatch the contract off the table and lift it to tear it to shreds, but Nicolo catches my wrist. His grip is tight, and a gasp is torn from my lips as his fingers bite into my flesh.

      The grip isn’t painful. Not really. Just firm enough to make resistance useless.

      For a moment he doesn’t release me. He simply watches me.

      He takes the contract from my fingers and then releases me. I glare at him as I rub my wrist. His fingers have left red marks on my skin.

      Bastard.

      “How did you decide that marriage was the only choice?” I’m not talking to Nicolo. I’m talking to my father, but he doesn’t look at me. “I didn’t agree to this.” I hiss.

      Nicolo tilts his head slightly, studying me as if I’ve made a mildly interesting but entirely irrelevant observation.

      “You are not being asked to negotiate.”

      The room feels smaller, though nothing has moved. “I am not an asset to be traded away,” I say. “Papa, you can’t let him do this! Surely⁠—”

      “Alliances are assets,” Nicolo cuts in before my father can say anything. “Your father’s debt required resolution. And I am not a patient man.”

      “Resolution,” I repeat, and my voice sounds distant in my own ears. “That’s what this is? You’re solving an equation?”

      I want to scream, but I know these men. I know how they work. Emotion is a weakness to be exploited, and I refuse to give either of them the satisfaction. I swallow back the fury that rises in my throat.

      “How much?” I ask, forcing my voice steady.

      Nicolo’s eyes narrow slightly. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not talking to you,” I snap. “Papa— How much? How much am I worth to you?”

      My father doesn’t answer, but a ghost of a smile touches the corner of Nicolo’s mouth. “Seventeen million.”

      I stagger back as his words echo in my ears. I’ve seen our books—not officially, of course, because my father wouldn’t allow that—but I’ve made it my business to know. Seventeen million is catastrophic. It explains the men outside, the tremor in my father’s hands, the desperation in his eyes.

      “That’s impossible,” I say, but even as the words leave my mouth, I know they’re wrong.

      I’d wondered how we’d been paying for everything. The port expansion last year. The new ships coming into the harbor. The mysterious trips my father took to Monaco and Santorini. My brother’s Maserati.

      I feel sick.

      “Isabella.” My father finally speaks my name, but his tone is calm. “This alliance will save everything we’ve built.”

      My lip curls. “Alliance,” I spit the word back at him. “Is that what we’re calling this? A transaction where you sell your firstborn to save your business?”

      My father’s chin lifts. “You may be my firstborn, but you are not my heir. This is how you can be of use to your family.”

      “Of use.” The words burn in my throat, but I can’t show him how much he’s hurt me. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted to be to this family.”

      My father’s jaw tightens, and he looks away, unable to meet my eyes.

      The betrayal is sharp.

      For years I’ve been the one who stayed late at the office. I’m the one who memorized shipping manifests and understood the business better than my brothers ever bothered to. And this is my reward?

      I don’t know why I
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