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Dedication

For every woman who was told protection had to feel like a prison.
May you find the kind of love that opens the door.
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The Boy Behind the Door

Isla Hart learned the sound of gunfire before she learned the meaning of mercy.

She was nine years old, wearing a white dress her mother had chosen because it made her look “like a little star.” The dress had tiny pearls sewn along the collar and a satin ribbon tied at her waist. Isla remembered the ribbon most clearly because she had hated how tight it felt. She had tugged at it all evening while grown-ups laughed above her head, their voices smooth and expensive, their smiles polished like the chandeliers hanging over the ballroom.

The charity gala was held in the old Bellavista Hotel, a place with golden walls, marble floors, and mirrors so tall they made Isla feel as if there were dozens of frightened little girls standing beside her.

Her mother, Celeste Hart, looked beautiful that night.

Not simply pretty. Beautiful in the way people stopped talking when she entered a room. She wore a dark green gown and pearl earrings, her black hair pinned low at her neck. When she leaned down to fix Isla’s ribbon for the third time, her perfume smelled like roses after rain.

“Stay close to me tonight,” her mother whispered.

Isla frowned. “Why?”

Celeste smiled, but it did not reach her eyes. “Because I said so.”

That was the first strange thing.

Her mother rarely answered that way.

The second strange thing was the man near the staircase.

Isla did not know his name then. She only remembered his silver hair, his black suit, and the way people moved around him without touching him, as if fear had made a circle at his feet. He spoke to her mother once, briefly. Celeste’s face went pale.

Then another man appeared beside them.

Younger. Harder. Dark-haired.

He looked angry, but not at Isla’s mother. At the silver-haired man.

Isla heard only a few words.

“Not here.”

“Too late.”

“The girl does not belong in this.”

The girl.

Isla understood enough to know they meant her.

Her mother’s hand tightened around hers.

“Come with me,” Celeste said.

They crossed the ballroom quickly. Isla tried to keep up, her shoes slipping against the polished floor. Music played from the stage, soft and elegant, but beneath it Isla heard something else: the sharp snap of her mother’s breathing.

“Mommy, are we leaving?”

“Not yet.”

“Are you scared?”

Celeste stopped near a side hallway and knelt in front of her. For one second, all the noise of the gala seemed to move far away.

Her mother took Isla’s face between both hands.

“Listen to me very carefully,” she said. “If I tell you to hide, you hide. If I tell you to run, you run. You do not come back for me. Do you understand?”

Isla’s throat closed.

“No.”

“Isla.”

“No. I want to go home.”

Celeste’s eyes shone. “So do I, my love.”

Then the first shot cracked through the ballroom.

The music died.

For half a heartbeat, no one moved.

Then the world shattered.

Screams rose like broken glass. People rushed toward the exits. Someone knocked into Isla from behind, and she nearly fell, but her mother caught her and pulled her into the hallway.

Another shot. Then another.

The chandeliers trembled above them.

Celeste dragged Isla past a row of closed doors. Her grip was painful now. Isla wanted to cry, but fear had turned her voice into stone.

“Mommy—”

“Quiet.”

They reached the end of the hallway just as a man stepped out from behind a pillar.

He had a gun in his hand.

Isla saw his face for only a moment. Pale skin. Cold eyes. A smile that did not belong in a room full of screaming people.

Celeste pushed Isla behind her.

“Please,” her mother said.

The man lifted the gun.

A hand clamped over Isla’s mouth and yanked her backward.

She tried to scream, but the sound died against someone’s palm. She kicked, twisted, bit down hard enough to taste skin.

“Stop,” a boy hissed in her ear. “Do you want to die?”

He pulled her through a narrow service door and into darkness.

The door closed just as another gunshot exploded.

Isla froze.

The boy’s hand stayed over her mouth. His other arm was wrapped around her waist, holding her still against him. He was older than her. Thirteen, perhaps. Tall enough to drag her easily, but young enough that his breathing shook.

“Stay quiet if you want to live,” he whispered.

Isla trembled so hard her teeth hurt.

The space around them smelled like dust, lemon cleaner, and old wood. A storage closet. Shelves pressed against one wall. A mop bucket sat in the corner. Through the door, the hallway thundered with footsteps and screams.

“My mother,” Isla breathed when the boy finally lowered his hand.

He turned her around and crouched in front of her. She could not see him clearly. The closet was too dark, but a thin line of light under the door touched his hand.

That was when she saw the ring.

A black stone set in silver.

It looked too heavy for a boy.

“You can’t go out there,” he said.

“She’s alone.”

His jaw tightened. “No. She isn’t.”

“What does that mean?”

He did not answer.

Another scream cut through the hallway. Isla flinched and reached for the door, but the boy caught her wrist.

“Don’t.”

“I have to help her!”

“You’ll get her killed.”

The words hit Isla harder than his grip.

She stopped fighting.

Outside, men shouted. One voice rose above the others, deep and furious. Then came running footsteps, a crash, another shot.

The boy pressed Isla behind him, as if his thin body could stop bullets.

For a long time, they stayed that way.

The world outside the closet became a storm of sound: sirens in the distance, orders barked in Italian, someone sobbing, glass breaking, shoes pounding across marble. Isla counted her breaths because her mother had once told her counting could make fear smaller.

It did not.

Fear grew teeth in the dark.

At some point, the boy took off his jacket and put it around her shoulders. It smelled like smoke and rain.

“What’s your name?” Isla whispered.

He hesitated.

Then he said, “Dante.”

She repeated it silently.

Dante.

A name like a locked door.

“I’m Isla.”

“I know.”

She looked up at him. “How?”

He went still.

Before he could answer, the storage door opened.

Light flooded the closet.

The dark-haired man from the ballroom stood there, his face streaked with blood that did not look like his. Behind him, more men moved through the hallway. The screams had faded, replaced by a terrible, ringing silence.

The man looked at Dante first.

Then at Isla.

Something passed between them. Not words. Something heavier.

“Give her to me,” the man said.

Dante’s hand tightened around Isla’s.

For one wild second, she thought he would refuse.

Then he leaned close and whispered, “Don’t forget the ring.”

“What?”

His eyes met hers in the dark.

“Someday you’ll need to remember.”

The man took Isla from the closet.

She fought then. She screamed for her mother until her throat burned. She twisted in the man’s arms, reaching back toward Dante, toward the hallway, toward everything she had lost before she even understood it was gone.

She saw her mother one last time through the blur of bodies.

Celeste Hart lay near the marble stairs, one hand curled around the broken chain of her pearl necklace. Her green dress spread around her like spilled shadow.

Her eyes were open.

Isla stopped screaming.

The world went silent again.

Years later, doctors would tell her trauma made memory unreliable. Her father would tell her she had imagined parts of that night. Other people would say children saw things larger than they were.

But Isla remembered three things with perfect clarity.

Her mother’s warning.

The boy’s ring.

And the vow he whispered before they pulled her away.

Memory kept the night in fragments. Years later, the truth would rearrange the shape of those fragments, but it would not change what mattered: Celeste had chosen love, and a boy had carried a vow too heavy for a child.

“I’ll keep you alive,” Dante said.

At nine years old, Isla did not know that some promises could become prisons.

She only knew that the boy behind the door had saved her life.

And one day, he would come back to claim it.
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The Debt Comes Home

Isla Hart knew something was wrong before she opened the door.

The apartment was too quiet.

Not peaceful quiet. Not the kind that came after midnight, when the city softened outside the windows and the refrigerator hummed like a tired machine. This was a waiting quiet. A breath held too long. A silence with its hand over someone’s mouth.

She stood in the hallway with her keys between her fingers, the grocery bag cutting a red line into her wrist, and stared at the thin strip of darkness beneath her apartment door.

The light should have been on.

Her father hated the dark.

“Dad?” she called.

No answer.

A chill passed over her skin.

For one ridiculous second, she thought of childhood. Of a ballroom. Of a locked door. Of a boy’s hand clamped over her mouth while gunfire cracked through marble halls.

She pushed the memory down hard.

Not tonight.

She unlocked the door.

The apartment smelled of stale whiskey, rain, and something sharper. Fear, maybe. Isla had learned that fear had a scent. It lived in sweat, in old upholstery, in rooms where people had said too much and could not take it back.

“Dad?”

The lamp beside the sofa flickered on.

Malcolm Hart sat in the armchair by the window with both hands resting on his knees. He wore his best gray suit, the one he only brought out for bank meetings, funerals, or apologies he had rehearsed badly. His face looked older than it had that morning. The skin beneath his eyes sagged. His mouth opened, closed, then trembled.

Across from him, on Isla’s cream-colored sofa, sat a man she had never seen before.

He looked completely at ease.

That was the first thing that made her afraid.

Men who entered a stranger’s home at night should not look comfortable. They should not sit with one ankle resting over the opposite knee, one arm stretched along the back of the sofa as if he owned the room, the building, and the air she was trying to breathe.

He was beautiful in a cold, expensive way. Dark blond hair. Perfectly tailored navy suit. Gold watch. Smile soft enough to belong on a magazine cover and empty enough to make her stomach tighten.

“Isla Hart,” he said.

Her name sounded wrong in his mouth.

She looked at her father. “Who is this?”

Malcolm did not meet her eyes.

The man rose. “Lucien Cross.”

The name struck her before she could understand why. It had weight. Recognition without memory. She had heard it once, perhaps more than once, always in the same way: lowered voices, changed subjects, her father shutting drawers too quickly when she walked into the room.

She kept her hand on the open door. “You need to leave.”

Lucien’s smile widened by one careful inch. “I’m afraid your father invited me.”

“No.” Malcolm’s voice came out cracked. “No, I didn’t. I mean—”

Lucien glanced at him.

Malcolm stopped speaking.

Isla’s grip tightened around the grocery bag. A can of tomatoes pressed against her knuckles.

“What’s going on?”

Her father swallowed. “Isla, sweetheart, come inside.”

“I am inside.”

“Close the door.”

She did not.

Lucien’s gaze moved from her face to her hand, then to the keys held like a weapon between her fingers. “Smart girl.”

Isla hated the warmth in his voice.

“Dad,” she said, slower now. “Tell me what this is.”

Malcolm rubbed both hands over his face. His cufflinks flashed in the lamplight. They were silver, engraved with the initials C.H. Her mother’s initials. Celeste Hart. Isla had given them to him after the funeral because he had cried into them and promised he would never take them off.

Tonight, they looked like stolen things.

“I made a mistake,” he said.

The words were so familiar that Isla almost laughed.

A mistake was forgetting a bill. A mistake was backing into a mailbox. A mistake was buying too much bread before a storm and letting half of it go stale on the counter.

Her father did not make mistakes.

He made disasters and named them smaller things.

“What kind of mistake?”

Malcolm looked at Lucien, then away.

Lucien answered for him. “A financial one.”

“How much?”

“Isla—” Malcolm began.

“How much?”

Lucien’s eyes gleamed. “Three million, give or take a few favors.”

The grocery bag slipped from Isla’s hand.

It hit the floor hard. An apple rolled out and bumped against Lucien’s shoe.

No one moved to pick it up.

For a moment, Isla could not hear anything except the blood rushing in her ears. Three million dollars was not a debt. It was a sentence. It was a noose dressed in numbers.

Her father had owed people before. She knew that. There had been unpaid loans, quiet panic, late notices folded into jacket pockets. There had been men who called at dinner and hung up when she answered. But this was different. This had entered the apartment wearing a suit.

“You told me it was over,” she said.

Malcolm’s face twisted. “I thought I could fix it.”

“You said that last year.”

“I almost did.”

“No, Dad. You don’t almost fix three million dollars. You drown in it.”

Lucien gave a quiet laugh, as if she had amused him.

Isla turned on him. “Get out.”

“Unfortunately,” he said, “your father’s debt is no longer a private family issue.”

She felt the floor tilt slightly beneath her. “Meaning?”

“Meaning Malcolm used something he did not own as assurance.”

Her father stood too quickly. “I didn’t give him anything. I never signed—”

“You signed enough,” Lucien said.

The softness vanished from his voice.

The room changed with it.

Isla had met angry men before. Loud men. Sloppy men. Men whose temper arrived before their thoughts. Lucien was not angry. He was controlled, and that was worse. His calm had edges.

He slipped one hand into his jacket and removed a folded document.

Isla did not take it.

Lucien placed it on the coffee table.

“Your father borrowed against an old family trust,” he said. “A trust connected to assets your mother hid very well before she died.”

“My mother didn’t hide assets.”

“No?” Lucien tilted his head. “Then why have so many men spent seventeen years trying to find them?”

The room went very still.

Isla stared at him.

Her mother’s death had always been a closed door. Not locked, exactly, but covered with enough pain that no one touched the handle. Celeste Hart had died during a robbery at a charity gala. Wrong place, wrong time. That was what Isla had been told. That was what police reports said. That was what therapists repeated gently when she woke screaming from memories that came in fragments.

Gunfire.

A ring.

Stay quiet if you want to live.

She forced herself to breathe.

“You don’t get to talk about my mother.”

Lucien’s expression softened into something almost tender. “But she is the reason I’m here.”

Malcolm made a low sound. “Lucien, please.”

“Your daughter deserves honesty.”

“No,” Isla said. “You don’t care what I deserve.”

His eyes flicked back to her, approving. “Correct.”

The word landed like a slap.

The hallway behind her felt suddenly too exposed. She thought of neighbors behind thin walls, televisions playing, water running, ordinary lives happening inches away from whatever this was.

She reached for her phone.

Lucien did not stop her.

That scared her more.

She dialed emergency services.

The screen stayed black.

Her phone was dead.

It had been at seventy percent twenty minutes ago.

Lucien’s smile returned. “You’ll find the service unreliable tonight.”

Isla’s mouth went dry.

Her father stepped toward her. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t.”

“Isla, I swear I didn’t know he would come here. I thought I had more time.”

“More time for what? To sell the furniture? To lie to me better?”

Malcolm flinched.

For a second, guilt tried to pull at her. It had always worked before. His guilt. Her guilt. Their shared grave of things unsaid. But then she looked at him, really looked at him, and saw the truth he had been trying to hide.

He was not only afraid for himself.

He was afraid of what he had already done.

“What did you promise him?”

Malcolm’s lips parted.

Lucien answered with pleasure. “Access.”

“To what?”

“To you.”

The apartment disappeared.

There was no sofa, no lamp, no rain ticking against the window. There was only that word, sliding through the room like a blade.

You.

Isla took one step back.

Lucien lifted both hands, palms open. “Not in the crude way you’re imagining. I have no interest in frightened women. Fear is useful, but only briefly. What I want is information.”

“I don’t have any.”

“You may not know that you do.”

“Then you’re wasting your time.”

“I rarely do.”

Her shoulder brushed the doorframe. She could run. The stairwell was to the left, elevator to the right. If she screamed, Mrs. Alvarez across the hall might open her door. Mr. Chen downstairs kept a baseball bat by his coat rack. The city was full of people.

But Lucien had come knowing she would think of that.

Men like him did not enter rooms without controlling the exits.

She saw it then: the shadow beyond the stairwell window. Someone standing at the end of the hall. Large. Still.

Her stomach sank.

Lucien followed her gaze. “A precaution.”

“You’re insane.”

“No. I am owed.”

“I don’t owe you anything.”

“Blood has a long memory, Miss Hart.”

Before she could answer, a sound cut through the apartment.

Three knocks at the door.

Slow. Heavy. Certain.

Lucien’s smile faded.

For the first time since Isla had opened the door, he looked surprised.

Malcolm turned white.

The man in the hallway shifted, but did not speak.

Another knock.

Then a voice.

“Open the door, Lucien.”

Isla did not know the voice.

But her body did.

Something old and buried moved inside her. A memory without shape. A ring catching a line of light beneath a door. A boy whispering in the dark.

Lucien’s jaw tightened. “You shouldn’t have come.”

The voice outside remained calm.

“You shouldn’t have touched what wasn’t yours.”

Isla stared at the open doorway.

A man stepped into view.

Black suit. Dark hair. Broad shoulders. Eyes like a storm held behind glass.

He did not look at Lucien first.

He looked at Isla.

And the world, impossibly, became quieter.

He was older than Lucien by a few years, perhaps. Taller. Less polished. More dangerous because he did not need to prove he was. There was no smile on his face. No performance. He carried silence with him the way some men carried guns.

His gaze moved over Isla once, fast and exact, as if checking for injuries.

Then he looked at Lucien.

“Leave.”

Lucien gave a low laugh. “Still giving orders in rooms you don’t own, Dante?”

Dante.

The name hit Isla like cold water.

Dante.

A name from a nightmare. A name from a closet full of dust and lemon cleaner. A name she had not spoken aloud in seventeen years because she had never been certain it was real.

Her hand went numb around her keys.

Dante Moretti stepped into her apartment as if the shadows made room for him.

“I won’t ask twice,” he said.

Lucien adjusted his cuff. “How dramatic.”

Dante’s gaze did not move. “You have men in the hall. I have men outside. Yours are deciding whether loyalty is worth dying for.”

Isla’s breath caught.

Malcolm sank back into the armchair.

Lucien’s eyes sharpened. “This is between me and Malcolm.”

“No,” Dante said. “It became mine when you came for her.”

Her.

The word should have made Isla feel protected.

Instead, it made her feel claimed.

She lifted her chin. “I don’t belong to either of you.”

Dante looked at her then.

Fully.

For a second, something moved across his face. Not surprise. Recognition. Pain, almost, buried so quickly she wondered if she had imagined it.

“No,” he said. “You don’t.”

Lucien’s smile returned, but thinner now. “That sounds noble. Shall we tell her why you’re really here?”

Dante did not react.

Isla’s pulse climbed.

“I think,” Lucien continued, “Miss Hart deserves to know what kind of man stands in her doorway pretending to be salvation.”

“I know what kind of man you are,” Dante said. “That’s enough for tonight.”

Lucien looked at Isla. “Ask him about your mother.”

Dante moved.

It happened too fast for Isla to understand. One moment he stood in the doorway. The next he had Lucien by the collar, shoved against the wall hard enough to rattle the framed photograph beside them.

Malcolm cried out.

Isla froze.

Dante’s voice dropped so low she barely heard it. “Say her name again and you won’t leave breathing.”

Lucien did not look afraid.

But he did stop smiling.

“There he is,” Lucien whispered. “The Moretti monster.”

Dante held him a moment longer.

Then released him.

Lucien smoothed his jacket. His face was flushed, but his hands were steady. He glanced at Isla once, and the look in his eyes promised that this was not over.

“I’ll give you until morning,” he said to Malcolm.

“No,” Dante said.

Lucien paused.

Dante reached into his coat and removed an envelope. He tossed it onto the coffee table beside Lucien’s folded document.

“What is that?” Malcolm asked.

“Your debt,” Dante said.

Malcolm stared. “You paid it?”

“I bought it.”

The distinction settled over the room like ash.

Isla turned to him slowly. “What does that mean?”

Dante’s eyes stayed on Lucien. “It means Cross no longer owns your father’s mistakes.”

Lucien’s expression hardened. “Debt can be transferred. Consequences cannot.”

“Try me.”

For a few seconds, no one breathed.

Then Lucien gave a small, elegant bow, as if they were all guests at some unpleasant dinner party. “Until next time, Miss Hart.”

“There won’t be a next time,” Dante said.

Lucien looked amused again. “There is always a next time.”

He walked past Dante, past Isla, and into the hall.

The shadow at the stairwell vanished with him.

The apartment door remained open.

Rain whispered against the windows.

Isla turned to her father.

Malcolm looked destroyed, but not surprised enough.

“You knew him,” she said.

Her father closed his eyes.

“You knew both of them.”

“Isla—”

“No. No more soft voice. No more later. No more I was trying to protect you.” She pointed toward the hall. “Who was that man?”

Malcolm opened his eyes, but Dante answered.

“Lucien Cross kills people by making them desperate enough to choose their own ruin.”

Isla looked at him. “And you?”

The silence that followed was not empty.

Dante’s face gave nothing away. But his right hand flexed once at his side.

“I stop him.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No.”

“Then give me one.”

His gaze held hers. “I’m the man who just became responsible for keeping you alive.”

The words sent a cold laugh out of her before she could stop it.

“You bought my father’s debt and now you think you’re responsible for me?”

“Yes.”

“You’re insane too.”

“Probably.”

The honesty startled her.

She looked at Malcolm. “Tell him to leave.”

Her father’s mouth trembled.

“Tell him,” she repeated.

Malcolm did not speak.

And in that silence, Isla understood something that made her stomach turn.

Her father was relieved Dante was there.

Not because Dante was safe.

Because Dante was the worse danger that might keep the other danger away.

Dante reached into his inner pocket and removed a second envelope.

This one was cream-colored. Heavy paper. Sealed.

He placed it on the table.

“What is that?” Isla asked.

“A choice.”

She laughed again, sharper this time. “Men like you don’t bring choices.”

His eyes darkened. “You’re right.”

The room seemed to shrink.

Dante looked at her the way a man looked at a storm he had expected but still regretted.

“Marry me,” he said, “and Lucien Cross can’t touch you.”

The words did not make sense.

They were too large. Too impossible. Too absurd to fit inside her small apartment with the grocery bag spilled across the floor and her father shaking in the chair.

Isla stared at him.

Then she picked up the fallen apple and threw it at his chest.

It hit him hard.

He did not move.

“No,” she said.

Dante looked down at the apple on the floor, then back at her.

“There are worse answers.”

“Not to that question.”

“You don’t understand what he wants.”

“I understand enough to know I’m not marrying a stranger because two criminals walked into my living room.”

Malcolm made a broken sound. “Isla, please listen to him.”

She spun on him. “You don’t get a vote.”

Her father lowered his head.

Dante’s voice softened, though nothing about him became gentle. “This isn’t about your father anymore.”

“Then what is it about?”

“You.”

“Why?”

He did not answer quickly enough.

Isla stepped closer. “Why me?”

For the first time, Dante looked away.

And there it was again. That flicker of something old. Something he had carried too long.

“Because Lucien believes you have something your mother left behind.”

“My mother left me a necklace and a box of photographs.”

“She left more.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

The certainty in his voice made her throat tighten.

“You knew my mother.”

“Yes.”

The room tilted.

“How?”

Dante’s eyes returned to hers. “That conversation will cost more than tonight can hold.”

“Don’t speak to me in riddles.”

“I’m trying not to bury you under the truth before you can survive it.”

She hated him then.

Not because he frightened her, though he did. Not because he had walked into her home and thrown her life into a shape she did not recognize. She hated him because he spoke as if her fear mattered and still planned to use it.

“You don’t know what I can survive.”

His jaw tightened. “I know more than you think.”

“Then you should know I don’t belong in cages.”

Dante stared at her for a long moment.

When he answered, his voice was almost rough.

“No. You don’t.”

“Good. Then take your proposal and get out.”

He looked at the open door.

Somewhere outside, a car engine turned over. Another followed.

Dante walked to the door and closed it.

Not loudly.

That made it worse.

“I can leave,” he said. “If I do, Lucien will return. Not tomorrow. Not next week. Tonight. He’ll wait until I’m gone because men like him prefer clean rooms and quiet screams.”

Isla’s stomach clenched.

“I can call the police.”

“Some of them work for him. Some fear him. Some will file a report and arrive after the damage is done.”

“Then I’ll run.”

“You’ll be found.”

“I’ll hide.”

“He’s been looking for what your mother left for seventeen years. He won’t stop because you change cities.”

The number hit her.

Seventeen years.

She was nine again. The ballroom. The gunfire. Her mother’s green dress.

“Why now?” she whispered.

Dante’s gaze lowered to the cufflinks on Malcolm’s wrists.

Malcolm covered them with his hands too late.

Isla saw.

Dante did too.

“Because your father used your mother’s name to borrow money from the wrong man,” Dante said.

Malcolm wept then.

Quietly. Uselessly.

Isla felt something inside her harden.

The child who had cried for her mother was still there somewhere, but another woman stood in her place now. A woman who had spent years cleaning up Malcolm Hart’s ruins. A woman who knew apologies could be another form of theft when they came after the damage.

She looked at Dante.

“If I say no?”

“I put guards on you anyway.”

“That sounds illegal.”

“It is.”

“And if I report you?”

“You should.”

His answer stopped her.

Dante took one step closer. Not enough to trap her. Enough to make her aware of him.

“I won’t pretend this is fair,” he said. “It isn’t. I won’t pretend I’m a good man. I’m not. But Lucien Cross came to your door tonight because he believes your mother’s secrets are waking up. If he reaches you first, he will not ask politely.”

“And you will?”

“No.”

At least he did not lie.

Isla looked at the cream envelope on the table.

A choice, he had called it.

She knew better.

It was a door. One opened into Lucien Cross’s darkness. The other into Dante Moretti’s.

Both frightened her.

Only one had stood between her and the man with the bloodless smile.

She hated that it mattered.

“What are the terms?” she asked.

Dante’s face changed. Not relief. He was too controlled for that. But something in his shoulders eased by the smallest measure.

“No,” Malcolm whispered.

Isla ignored him.

“What are the terms?” she repeated.

Dante held her gaze.

“Public marriage. Immediate relocation to my estate. Security at all times. No contact with Lucien. No private meetings with your father until I know what he’s told Cross.”

Malcolm flinched again.

Isla did not.

“And in return?”

“You stay alive.”

“That’s not enough.”

A faint spark entered Dante’s eyes. “What do you want?”

“My freedom.”

“You’ll have limits.”

“Then we’re done.”

“Isla—”

“No.” She stepped close enough now to see the faint scar cutting through his left eyebrow. “If you want me to even consider this madness, then hear me clearly. I am not property. I am not payment. I am not some fragile little thing you lock away because men with guns make you nervous.”

His mouth almost moved.

Not a smile. Something darker.

“Men with guns don’t make me nervous.”

“Good for you. They make me furious.”

For the first time, Dante Moretti looked at her as if he had misjudged something important.

Then he nodded once.

“You’ll have your own room. Your own phone. Access to your friend Mara Bell under supervision until she is cleared. You can work remotely if your employer allows it. You can walk the grounds with security. You can hate me as loudly as you need to.”

“How generous.”

His eyes held hers. “But you don’t leave without telling me.”

“That sounds like a cage.”

“It is.”

The bluntness cut through her anger.

Dante’s voice dropped.

“But it’s a cage with walls Lucien can’t break.”

Isla looked away first.

She hated that her hands were shaking.

The rain strengthened outside, tapping against the glass like impatient fingers. Her apartment had never felt smaller. The sofa where Lucien had sat looked contaminated. Her father looked like a stranger wearing grief.

And Dante Moretti stood in the middle of it all, a nightmare shaped like an offer.

She picked up the cream envelope.

Inside was a marriage contract.

Her name was already printed beside his.

Isla Hart.

Dante Moretti.

The letters blurred.

She looked at her father one last time.

“Was any of my life real?” she asked.

Malcolm covered his face.

That was answer enough.

Isla turned to Dante.

“I’m not saying yes.”

“I know.”

“I’m saying I’ll read it.”

“That’s more than I expected.”

“Don’t thank me.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

For some reason, that almost made her laugh.

Almost.

She walked to the window and looked down at the street. Three black cars waited below, engines running, their headlights shining through rain. Men stood beside them, still as shadows.

Somewhere out there, Lucien Cross was not finished.

Somewhere behind her, Dante Moretti had started something she did not understand.

And somewhere in the ruins of the past, her mother had left a secret powerful enough to bring monsters to the door.

Isla pressed one hand against the cold glass.

At nine years old, she had survived because a boy hid her behind a locked door.

At twenty-six, that same boy had returned as a man and offered her another locked door.

This time, he called it a vow.

This time, she knew better.
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Chapter 2
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The Contract

The marriage contract was seventeen pages long.

Isla read every word.

She read it at the kitchen table while Dante Moretti stood near the window and spoke quietly into his phone. She read it while her father remained in the armchair, bent forward as though his spine had finally given up carrying all his lies. She read it while rain slid down the glass and the city outside kept pretending nothing had changed.

The contract was not romantic.

It was not even cruel in the way she had expected.

That almost made it worse.

Cruelty would have been easier to reject. Cruelty had a clear shape. A villain’s signature at the bottom. But this document was clean, precise, and legal enough to make her skin crawl. It spoke of mutual public representation, shared residence, temporary financial consolidation, protective protocols, confidentiality, emergency medical authority, and a six-month review clause.

Six months.

Half a year of her life, reduced to a clause.

She turned the page.

Her father’s debt had been transferred to a private Moretti holding company. Malcolm Hart would be barred from further borrowing against any asset connected to Celeste Hart’s estate. Isla would be removed from all liability attached to Malcolm’s agreements with Lucien Cross.

That part made her pause.

She read it twice.

Then again.

Dante had not bought her father’s debt to hold it over her.

He had bought it to cut Lucien’s legal claim.

Her eyes lifted toward him.

He was still on the phone, his profile carved in shadow. He listened more than he spoke. When he did speak, his voice was low, controlled, and final.

“No media. No police contact unless it goes through Santoro. Cross’s men leave the block before sunrise or I remove them.”

A pause.

“I don’t care what he believes he was promised.”

Another pause.

“Then remind him who broke his brother’s jaw.”

Isla looked back at the contract.

Not a good man, she reminded herself.

He had said so himself.

Still, bad men did not usually put protections in writing.

Unless they wanted the paper to look clean while the cage locked from the outside.

She rubbed her eyes.

“You need a lawyer,” Dante said.

Isla looked up.

He had ended the call.

“I need a week,” she replied.

“You don’t have one.”

“Then I need a lawyer more.”

His expression gave nothing away. “I can bring one.”

She laughed once. “Your lawyer?”

“A lawyer who dislikes me enough to tell you the truth.”

“I’m supposed to trust that?”

“No. You’re supposed to use it.”

There it was again. That strange, irritating honesty. He did not ask for trust. He seemed to know he did not deserve it.

Isla leaned back in the chair. “Why six months?”

“Because I expect to have Lucien contained before then.”

“Contained is a polite word.”

“It’s a legal contract.”

“Is murder in the footnotes?”

His eyes stayed on hers. “No.”

“But not off the table?”

“Do you want the clean answer or the true one?”

“I want you to stop speaking like the villain in an expensive suit.”

Something passed over his face, quick and unexpected.

“If I were the villain,” he said, “you wouldn’t be reading the contract.”

Her pulse kicked.

“Threatening me already?”

“No. Correcting you.”

She hated that her body noticed him even while her mind wanted to throw him out.

Dante Moretti was not handsome in a safe way. His face was too severe for that. Dark eyes. Strong jaw. Mouth that looked like it had forgotten softness existed. A faint scar near his brow. Another along the side of his hand, pale against olive skin.

His hands were still.

Men who were not afraid often kept still.

Isla distrusted stillness.

She turned another page.

“The rules,” she said. “Public wife, private rules. What does that mean?”

“It means people must believe the marriage is real.”

“Why?”

“Because Lucien respects ownership more than law.”

Her stomach turned. “I’m not owned.”

“No.”

“But we need him to think I am?”

Dante’s jaw tightened. “We need him to think touching you starts a war he can’t win.”

“And the only way your imagination could manage that was marriage?”

“The fastest way.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the one we have tonight.”

Isla pushed the contract away. “I’m not sleeping with you.”

Her father made a strangled noise.

Dante did not blink.

“No.”

“No, what?”

“No, you’re not.”

The simplicity of it stole the argument from her mouth.

She narrowed her eyes. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“No husbandly rights hidden in clause twelve?”

His gaze sharpened with something like anger, but not at her.

“Never use that phrase with me.”

The room changed again.

Isla felt it.

So did Malcolm, who went very still.

Dante’s voice remained quiet. “Nothing happens between us unless you want it. Not because of a contract. Not because of a debt. Not because of a ring. If that’s unclear, I’ll have it written in blood.”

For several seconds, Isla could not respond.

She had expected control. Possession. The arrogance of men who believed marriage turned women into rooms they could enter.

She had not expected rage on behalf of a boundary she had only just drawn.

It confused her.

She did not like being confused.

“Fine,” she said, looking back at the contract. “Separate bedrooms?”

“Yes.”

“Separate finances?”

“Yours remain yours.”

“I don’t have much.”

“I know.”

Her eyes flashed. “Of course you do.”

“I had you checked.”

“That’s supposed to make me feel safe?”

“No. It’s supposed to make you understand I don’t improvise with lives.”

“My life is not your project.”

“No,” he said. “It’s my responsibility.”

The words were heavy enough to feel rehearsed by history, not by tonight.

Isla studied him.

“Why?”

He looked away.

Again.

Every time she came close to the real reason, he turned into stone.

The anger that rose in her was partly fear and partly exhaustion. She stood, pushing the chair back hard enough that it scraped the floor.

“Then we’re done.”

Dante did not move.

“You refuse?”

“I refuse to marry a man who knows my entire life and won’t tell me why he wants it.”

His eyes returned to hers.

“I don’t want your life.”

“You want control over it.”

“I want you alive long enough to hate me properly.”

“That sounds almost noble if I ignore the entire kidnapping-adjacent structure around it.”

“You are free to walk out that door.”

“Am I?”

“Yes.”

She looked at the door.

Dante said nothing.

The apartment held its breath.

Isla walked toward it.

Her pulse hammered in her throat. She expected him to stop her. Expected his hand on her arm. Expected proof that every word he had said about freedom was decorative.

He did not move.

She opened the door.

The hallway was empty now, but not ordinary. One of Dante’s men stood near the elevator. Another near the stairwell. Both looked straight ahead, as if she were invisible.

She stepped into the hall.

Still, Dante did not stop her.

She walked halfway to the elevator.

Her bare nerves screamed at her to keep going, to run, to prove she could. But the hallway seemed longer than before. The walls narrower. The silence thicker.

Then the elevator dinged.

The doors opened.

A woman from the fifth floor stepped out with a small dog under one arm and a paper bag of takeout in the other. She smiled at Isla, then glanced behind her at the suited men. The smile died.

The dog began to bark.

One of Dante’s men touched his earpiece.

At the far end of the hall, the stairwell door clicked.

Just clicked.

It did not open.

But Isla felt the sound in her bones.

Someone was on the other side.

Watching.

Waiting.

She could leave Dante.

But Lucien had not left her.

Her mouth went dry.

The elevator doors began to close.

She stepped back.

The woman hurried into her apartment, dog still barking.

Isla turned and walked back through her open door.

Dante stood exactly where she had left him.

He did not look victorious.

That bothered her more than triumph would have.

She closed the door behind her.

“I hate this,” she said.

“I know.”

“I hate you a little.”

“That will probably get worse.”

She stared at him.

A laugh escaped her, small and unwilling. It broke almost immediately, turning into something too close to a sob.

She pressed a hand to her mouth.

No.

She would not cry in front of him.

Dante looked away as if giving her privacy inside her own collapse.

That small mercy nearly undid her.

Malcolm rose shakily. “Sweetheart—”

“Don’t call me that.”

He stopped.

Isla lowered her hand. “What did you tell Lucien?”

Malcolm’s eyes filled again. “I didn’t know what he wanted at first.”

“What did you tell him?”

“He asked about your mother’s things. Her jewelry. Papers. Old contacts. I said I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t know.”

“But you gave him access to me.”

“I thought he only wanted to ask questions.”

“You thought?” Isla’s voice sharpened. “Or you hoped?”

Malcolm flinched as if she had struck him.

She wished she felt sorry.

Dante watched quietly.

Isla turned back to the contract. “Clause nine says no private contact with Malcolm Hart until security review. Keep it.”

Her father’s face crumpled. “Isla.”

“No. You don’t get to follow me into the next disaster.”

“I’m your father.”

“You were supposed to be.”

The words landed between them with finality.

Malcolm sat down.

Isla looked at Dante. “If I sign, he doesn’t come with me.”

“He was never going to.”

“Good.”

“Isla, please,” Malcolm whispered.

She did not look at him.

“If I sign,” she continued, “Mara knows I’m safe.”

Dante nodded. “I’ll arrange a call.”

“No. I call her.”

“With me present.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“She’s your friend,” he said. “That makes her a potential target. If you tell her too much, you put her at risk.”

“I decide what I tell my best friend.”

“You decide after you understand the danger.”

“You’re very comfortable telling me what I understand.”

“I’m very comfortable being disliked if it keeps people breathing.”

There it was again.

This vow keeps you breathing.

He had not said it yet in this timeline, not exactly, but the shape of it seemed already written between them.

Isla picked up the pen from the table.

Her father made a soft, broken sound.

Dante’s gaze fell to the pen, then back to her.

“You don’t have to sign tonight.”

She almost smiled. “That’s a lie.”

His mouth tightened. “Yes.”

At least there was that.

She looked down at the signature line.

Isla Hart.

Her name looked too small for the consequences beneath it.

She thought of her mother’s necklace tucked in a box beneath her bed. A thin gold chain. A locket she never wore because the sight of it made Malcolm drink and made her dream of marble stairs.

She thought of Lucien Cross saying her mother was the reason he had come.

She thought of the stairwell door clicking.

She thought of a boy’s voice in the dark.

Stay quiet if you want to live.

Her hand shook once.

Then she signed.

The ink dried quickly.

Dante did not reach for the contract right away.

He looked at her with an expression she could not read. Not satisfaction. Not relief.

Regret.

Maybe.

That made her angrier than anything else.

“Congratulations,” she said. “You got your wife.”

Something flickered in his eyes.

“No,” he said quietly. “I got six months to keep my promise.”

“What promise?”

He picked up the contract and
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