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    To every heart brave enough to love beyond fear,
and to those who have learned that even in the darkest places,
love can still be a choice.
May you always find the courage to walk away from what binds you
and the strength to stay for what truly sets your heart free.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Debt That Changed Everything
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The morning light filtered through the tall windows of Moretti Restoration Studio, illuminating tiny particles of dust that danced in the air like scattered gold.

Isabella Moretti stood in front of a seventeenth-century oil painting, carefully guiding a fine brush across the cracked surface. The portrait had arrived from a small museum outside Palermo three weeks earlier, and she had spent nearly every waking hour bringing it back to life.

Restoring art required patience.

It required precision.

Most importantly, it required faith.

Faith that something damaged could still become beautiful again.

She smiled sadly at the thought.

If only the same could be said for her life.

She placed the brush on the table and stepped back to examine her work.

The woman's face in the portrait was finally beginning to emerge from beneath centuries of fading colors and damaged varnish.

At least one thing in her life was improving.

Unfortunately, the same couldn't be said for the studio.

Her gaze drifted toward the stack of unpaid bills sitting beside the cash register.

Electricity.

Rent.

Insurance.

Supplier invoices.

The numbers seemed to multiply every week.

Six months had passed since her father's death, and despite working seven days a week, she was losing the battle to keep the family business alive.

Her father, Alessandro Moretti, had built the restoration studio from nothing.

For thirty-five years, he had restored paintings, sculptures, antique furniture, and historical artifacts for museums and private collectors throughout Sicily.

People trusted him.

They admired him.

They respected him.

And Isabella had adored him.

She still remembered being six years old and sitting beside him while he repaired a damaged frame.

"Art teaches us something important, piccola," he had told her.

She could still hear his warm voice.

"Everything can be repaired if you're willing to be patient enough."

At the time, she'd believed him.

Now, she wasn't so sure.

The bell above the studio door chimed.

Her assistant, Lucia, stepped inside carrying two cups of coffee.

"You've been here since dawn again, haven't you?"

Isabella accepted the cup gratefully.

"I couldn't sleep."

"You never sleep."

"I sleep."

Lucia laughed.

"No. You collapse from exhaustion. That's different."

Isabella rolled her eyes.

Lucia sat on the edge of the desk and glanced toward the unpaid bills.

"You need help."

"I know."

"You should sell the place."

"No."

"Isabella—"

"No."

The answer came more sharply than she intended.

Lucia sighed.

"You can't keep doing this to yourself."

"This studio is all I have left."

"No," Lucia corrected gently. "It's all your father left."

The distinction hurt.

Because she knew Lucia was right.

This wasn't just a business.

It was the last piece of her father she still had.

She wasn't ready to let it go.

"I'll figure something out."

Lucia didn't argue.

She simply sipped her coffee and changed the subject.

After a few minutes, she gathered her things and returned to the front office.

The studio fell silent once again.

Isabella picked up her brush and continued working.

But the uneasy feeling in her stomach refused to disappear.

Three days later, she discovered the truth.

Rain pounded against the windows while she sorted through a cabinet filled with her father's old records.

She had spent the entire afternoon searching for invoices connected to a museum commission.

Instead, she found a locked metal box hidden behind a stack of accounting files.

Her eyebrows narrowed.

She had never seen it before.

She searched through her father's desk until she found a small key taped beneath one of the drawers.

Her heart began to race.

Slowly, she unlocked the box.

Inside were documents.

Bank statements.

Legal papers.

Contracts.

And an envelope with her father's handwriting across the front.

For Isabella.

Her hands trembled as she opened it.

Inside was a single letter.

My beautiful daughter,

If you're reading this, it means I've failed you.

Her throat tightened.

I never wanted you to discover this.

I thought I would have enough time to fix everything before you ever needed to know.

A terrible feeling settled over her.

She continued reading.

Three years ago, I made a mistake.

The studio was struggling after several important clients withdrew their contracts. I borrowed money to keep the business alive.

Borrowed money?

Her eyes moved frantically across the page.

I believed I could repay it quickly.

I was wrong.

The letter slipped slightly between her fingers.

No.

No.

No.

I borrowed from people I should never have trusted.

Her breathing became shallow.

I owe the Romano family more money than I can repay.

The Romano family.

The name struck her like lightning.

Everyone in Palermo knew that name.

Everyone.

People whispered it in cafés.

They lowered their voices when discussing it.

The Romanos controlled businesses, shipping companies, nightclubs, construction contracts, and countless other operations throughout Sicily.

Officially, they were wealthy entrepreneurs.

Unofficially?

They were one of the most powerful criminal organizations in southern Italy.

And their leader was a man many called the Devil of Palermo.

Dante Romano.

Her father's letter continued.

If I haven't repaid the debt before my death, I am deeply sorry.

Please forgive me.

Whatever happens, remember this: I loved you more than anything in this world.

Tears blurred her vision.

Her father had hidden this from her.

He had carried this burden alone.

Why?

Why hadn't he trusted her?

Why hadn't he told her?

A folded document slid from the envelope.

She unfolded it.

Her blood turned to ice.

The amount listed on the contract was far beyond anything she could imagine.

Her knees nearly gave way.

There had to be a mistake.

There had to be.

She grabbed a calculator.

Then she checked the numbers again.

And again.

The result never changed.

The debt was impossible.

Even if she sold the studio, her apartment, and every possession she owned, she still couldn't repay it.

Her father's signature stared back at her from the bottom of the page.

Her world began to crumble.

The knock on the door came the following afternoon.

Two men stood outside.

They wore expensive suits.

Their expressions were cold.

Their presence alone sent a warning through every nerve in her body.

"Miss Moretti?"

"Yes?"

"We need to speak with you."

Her fingers tightened around the door.

"I'm busy."

"This won't take long."

Every instinct told her to close the door.

Instead, she stepped aside.

The taller man placed a document on her desk.

"We're here regarding your father's financial obligations."

She swallowed.

"I know about the debt."

"Good."

His emotionless tone made her skin crawl.

"I'm sure we can work something out."

He exchanged a glance with his companion.

"The debt is overdue."

"I understand that."

"Do you have the funds?"

Her silence answered the question.

"No," she admitted.

The room suddenly felt much smaller.

The man folded his hands behind his back.

"Our employer is aware of your circumstances."

"Your employer?"

"You know who we represent."

Of course she knew.

The Romano family.

Fear settled heavily in her chest.

"I need time."

"You've already had six months."

"I didn't even know the debt existed."

"That changes nothing."

Anger replaced fear.

"My father is dead."

"And his obligations remain."

She crossed her arms.

"So what happens now?"

The taller man reached into his jacket.

He handed her a business card.

"Our employer would like to meet with you."

She stared at the elegant black card.

An address was written beneath a single name.

Dante Romano.

Her pulse hammered in her ears.

"I don't want to meet him."

His expression never changed.

"Tomorrow. Eight o'clock."

"I'm not coming."

"You should reconsider."

"Was that a threat?"

"No."

He moved toward the door.

"It was advice."

The two men disappeared into the rain.

Isabella stood frozen in the middle of the studio.

Her heart was beating so hard she could feel it in her throat.

That night, she barely slept.

She searched online for information about Dante Romano.

There wasn't much.

No interviews.

No personal profiles.

No public appearances.

Only rumors.

Some described him as a criminal mastermind.

Others claimed he was a legitimate businessman.

Several articles linked him to investigations that never resulted in charges.

One thing remained consistent.

People feared him.

Deeply.

She closed her laptop.

She wasn't going.

She refused.

She would find another solution.

She had to.

The next morning, she visited three different banks.

Every request for a loan was rejected.

She contacted two investors.

Neither returned her calls.

She called a distant relative.

He apologized and said he couldn't help.

By late afternoon, reality became impossible to ignore.

She had nowhere left to turn.

The black business card remained inside her purse.

Waiting.

Mocking her.

By seven-thirty that evening, she found herself driving through the hills overlooking Palermo.

The estate appeared behind massive iron gates.

Her hands tightened around the steering wheel.

This was madness.

She should leave.

She should turn around.

But she didn't.

The gates opened automatically.

A long driveway lined with ancient olive trees led toward a sprawling stone villa
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