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    To every reader who has ever believed that love can be found in the most unexpected places.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that people are often more than their mistakes, their reputations, or the lives they leave behind.
May this story remind you that loyalty, courage, forgiveness, and hope can transform even the darkest paths into something beautiful.
And to those who continue to believe in second chances, this story is especially for you. May you always find the strength to fight for the people and the future that matter most.
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Chapter 1: The Deal That Changed Everything
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The rain arrived just before closing time.

Large drops struck the windows of Romano Imports while Isabella Romano sat behind her father's desk, staring at a collection of unpaid invoices spread across the polished wooden surface.

The numbers refused to change.

Three hundred thousand euros owed to suppliers.

Two overdue bank loans.

Three months of unpaid warehouse rent.

A final notice demanding immediate payment.

And less than ten thousand euros remaining in the company's accounts.

She closed her eyes and pressed her fingers against her temples.

For three generations, Romano Imports had been one of Palermo's most respected family businesses. Her grandfather had started the company with a single delivery truck, importing olive oil, wine, and specialty foods throughout Sicily.

Her father had expanded the business.

Her mother had managed the accounting.

And Isabella had grown up believing that one day she would inherit a thriving family legacy.

Instead, she was watching it collapse.

The office door opened quietly.

Her father stepped inside.

Antonio Romano looked older than his sixty-four years.

His dark hair had become almost completely gray over the past year.

Deep lines surrounded his eyes.

Exhaustion had become a permanent part of his expression.

"You should go home."

She laughed bitterly.

"Home isn't going to make these invoices disappear."

He sat in the chair opposite her.

For several moments, neither of them spoke.

The silence said more than words ever could.

"How bad is it?"

Her father looked toward the window.

"Very bad."

She had already known the answer.

But hearing him say it made the situation feel terrifyingly real.

"The bank called again this morning."

She nodded.

"And?"

"They've rejected our request."

Her heart sank.

"The refinancing?"

He nodded.

"We've run out of options."

She stared at the stack of documents on the desk.

No.

There had to be another way.

They could sell equipment.

Reduce staff.

Close one of the warehouses.

Find another investor.

Something.

Anything.

"We'll figure this out."

Her father didn't respond.

She looked up.

The expression on his face frightened her.

"What?"

He folded his hands together.

"There's something I haven't told you."

The knot in her stomach tightened.

"What is it?"

He hesitated.

Then he reached into his jacket and removed a business card.

Without saying a word, he placed it on the desk.

She picked it up.

There was only a name.

Matteo De Luca.

No company.

No title.

No contact information.

Only a name.

She frowned.

"Who is this?"

Her father's silence lasted several seconds.

Then he answered.

"Someone willing to help."

Something about his tone made her uneasy.

"What kind of help?"

He stood and walked toward the window.

"The kind we can't get from a bank."

The rain continued falling outside.

Cars passed slowly through the streets.

People hurried beneath umbrellas.

Normal life continued while her world threatened to fall apart.

"Papa."

He turned.

Her voice softened.

"Who is Matteo De Luca?"

He looked away.

And suddenly, she understood.

Her heart stopped.

"No."

He remained silent.

"No."

"Isabella—"

"No."

The rumors had existed for years.

Everyone in Palermo knew the name.

Everyone knew the stories.

Whispers.

Headlines.

Conversations that immediately stopped whenever strangers walked into the room.

Matteo De Luca.

A powerful and dangerously influential man whose business interests stretched far beyond anything listed in public records.

Some people called him a businessman.

Others called him something else.

Something far more dangerous.

"No."

Her father lowered his head.

"He approached me two weeks ago."

Her entire body became rigid.

"You've been meeting with him?"

"I didn't have a choice."

Anger exploded inside her.

"There's always a choice."

"No."

His voice was unexpectedly firm.

"There isn't."

She pushed herself away from the desk.

"We're not accepting money from criminals."

He flinched.

"You don't understand."

"No, I understand perfectly."

"Do you?"

His question stopped her.

"Do you understand what happens if we lose this business?"

Her mouth opened.

No words came out.

"Thirty-six employees lose their jobs."

She remained silent.

"Our suppliers lose one of their largest contracts."

Silence.

"The bank takes everything."

He pointed toward the warehouse visible through the office window.

"Everything your grandfather built disappears."

Her eyes filled with tears.

"We'll find another solution."

He slowly shook his head.

"There isn't one."

The office suddenly felt suffocating.

She grabbed her coat.

"I need some air."

Before he could stop her, she walked outside.

The rain immediately soaked her hair.

Cold wind swept through the narrow streets.

She didn't care.

She kept walking.

Her entire life had changed in less than ten minutes.

Matteo De Luca.

The name echoed relentlessly inside her mind.

She knew enough about Sicily to understand what that name represented.

Power.

Influence.

Fear.

People didn't refuse men like Matteo De Luca.

But they also didn't trust them.

Her phone vibrated.

A message from her younger brother.

Dinner at home tonight?

She stared at the screen.

Home.

Her family.

Her mother.

Her father.

Her brother.

Everything they had worked for.

Everything they stood to lose.

The anger inside her slowly gave way to fear.

She found an empty bench overlooking the harbor and sat down.

Fishing boats rocked gently in the water.

Seagulls circled overhead.

The familiar sights usually brought her comfort.

Tonight, they only reminded her of how much she could lose.

Her phone rang.

Her father's name appeared on the screen.

She considered ignoring it.

Instead, she answered.

"Hello?"

"Come home."

His voice sounded exhausted.

"I'm not finished thinking."

"Please."

The single word broke her heart.

She closed her eyes.

"I'll be there soon."

Dinner was unusually quiet.

Her mother moved food around her plate without eating.

Her younger brother avoided eye contact.

Her father barely touched his wine.

The tension surrounding the table was unbearable.

Finally, Isabella set down her fork.

"Someone tell me what's happening."

Her mother exchanged a glance with her father.

Antonio took a deep breath.

"Matteo wants to meet you."

Her appetite disappeared instantly.

"No."

"Listen to me."

"No."

Her mother finally spoke.

"Isabella—"

"No."

Her voice was sharper than she intended.

"I'm not meeting him."

Her father looked at her with pleading eyes.

"Please."

The expression on his face unsettled her.

Her father had always been strong.

Confident.

Steady.

She had never seen desperation in his eyes before.

"Why?"

Silence.

"Why does he want to meet me?"

Her mother looked down at her plate.

Her father answered.

"He made an offer."

Every nerve in her body tightened.

"What kind of offer?"

No one spoke.

The silence became its own answer.

Her heart began racing.

"No."

Her father's eyes closed.

"No."

Her chair scraped loudly against the floor as she stood.

"You can't be serious."

"Sit down."

"You want me to marry him?"

Her mother began crying.

"You promised him?"

"No."

Her father's voice broke.

"I promised nothing."

She couldn't breathe.

The room spun around her.

"No."

Her brother finally spoke.

"Isa—"

"Don't."

She grabbed her coat and walked toward the front door.

Her father's voice followed her.

"Please meet him."

She stopped.

"No."

"He wants one conversation."

"No."

"He could save us."

She turned.

Tears burned behind her eyes.

"And what will it cost me?"

No one answered.

Because everyone already knew.

She didn't sleep that night.

She lay awake staring at the ceiling while questions consumed her.

Was she really considering this?

No.

Absolutely not.

Marriage wasn't a business transaction.

Marriage wasn't a debt settlement.

Marriage wasn't something you negotiated across a conference table.

Yet reality remained impossible to ignore.

The company was collapsing.

Her family's future was hanging by a thread.

And somewhere in Palermo, a man with unlimited resources was offering a solution.

At eight the following evening, she found herself sitting inside one of Palermo's most exclusive restaurants.

She hated herself for coming.

The elegant dining room overlooked the sea.

Crystal chandeliers reflected warm light across polished marble floors.

Soft piano music played in the background.

Everything about the restaurant felt expensive.

Controlled.

Perfect.

A waiter approached.

"Signorina Romano?"

She looked up.

"Yes."

"This way."

Her palms were damp.

Her heartbeat refused to slow.

They walked through the main dining room and toward a private terrace overlooking the water.

And then she saw him.

Matteo De Luca stood near the railing with one hand resting in his pocket.

He was taller than she expected.

Dark hair.

Broad shoulders.

An impeccably tailored black suit.

He turned.

And suddenly, the rumors no longer mattered.

Because nothing had prepared her for the man standing before her.

He wasn't old.

He wasn't intimidating in the obvious way she had imagined.

He was calm.

Controlled.

His confidence filled the space around him.

His dark eyes studied her carefully.

For several seconds, neither of them spoke.

Then he extended his hand.

"Isabella."

His voice was deep and surprisingly gentle.

"Matteo."

She ignored his hand.

A faint smile touched his lips before he lowered it.

"Please, sit."

"No."

His eyebrows lifted slightly.

"No?"

"No."

He nodded.

"Fair enough."

The unexpected response caught her off guard.

She had expected arrogance.
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