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Isabella Romano - POV

The gallery smells like money and death.

I’ve been standing over Paolo Moretti’s body for exactly ninety seconds, long enough for my expression to settle into the perfect mask of horror. Not too much—that would seem theatrical. Just enough trembling in my fingers, enough paleness in my complexion. I’ve practiced this face in mirrors for three weeks, ever since I watched Paolo die in this exact position.

The blood pooling beneath his shattered skull looks fresh because I preserved the crime scene with industrial refrigeration. Details matter when you’re orchestrating an investigation designed to specific parameters. The Romano family ledger positioned six inches from his left hand—my fingerprints carefully transferred three months ago during legitimate handling. The execution-style bullet wound—nine millimeter, standard issue for a dozen families, untraceable. His hands positioned in supplication, as if begging for mercy I never considered granting.

Beautiful work, even if I have to admire it silently.

“Miss Romano?” My gallery manager Sophia hovers at the doorway, her genuine shock a useful contrast to my performance. “Should I call—”

“My father.” The words crack appropriately. “And the Valentinos. This is neutral territory. Protocol demands joint investigation.”

Sophia’s face goes grey. She understands what neutral territory violations mean—war, unless both families cooperate to solve it. Exactly what I’m counting on.

I turn away from Paolo’s corpse, touching the raised scar that runs from my collarbone toward my heart. Carlo gave me this when I was sixteen, his knife carving the lesson he thought would break me: damaged goods have no value in our world. Instead, he taught me that scars make you dangerous when you stop hiding them.

The Valentino brothers arrive in fourteen minutes. I counted.

Dante enters first, moving with the controlled precision of a man trained since childhood to calculate threats before reacting. Tall, dark-haired, expensive charcoal suit that probably costs more than most soldiers earn monthly. His ice-blue eyes sweep the gallery with tactical assessment—exits, witnesses, body position, evidence. When his gaze lands on me, something flickers in those carefully controlled features.

Recognition. Heat. Fury.

Two years since I’ve seen him. Two years since he rejected our secret relationship to prevent a family war, shattering something in me I’ve since weaponized into ambition. His rejection taught me that love is weakness. Power is safety. And men like Dante Valentino respond to strength disguised as vulnerability.

I let myself flinch when he approaches, wrapping arms around my torso like I’m holding myself together. “Dante. I didn’t know who else to call. The territory accords—”

“We’re aware.” His voice is Arctic winter, each word measured and controlled. “Where’s your security footage?”

Marco Valentino prowls through the entrance before I can answer, and the temperature drops ten degrees. Where Dante is ice, Marco is barely leashed violence. Broader, more muscular, moving like a predator scenting blood. Tattoos crawl up his neck—symbols I’ve memorized during months of surveillance. His dark eyes lock onto Paolo’s body with professional assessment before shifting to me.

The heat in his gaze contradicts the casual way his hand rests on his weapon.

“Princess.” The nickname sounds like mockery and possession combined. “You look like you’re about to faint. Maybe sit down before you hurt yourself.”

I catalogue his body language—protective positioning between me and the body, the way his massive frame blocks my view of Paolo’s shattered skull. Marco Valentino thinks I’m fragile. Exploitable through his own instinct to protect. Perfect.

“I’m fine.” I inject steel into my voice, just enough to suggest hidden strength beneath the shock. Men like Marco respect defiance. “I’ve seen blood before.”

“Not like this, you haven’t.” Luca Valentino’s voice cuts from the gallery’s second entrance, smooth and analytical. The youngest brother, the consigliere, the one who weaponizes information instead of bullets. He’s examining the crime scene with surgical focus, expensive shoes somehow avoiding the blood pooling across white marble. “Execution style. Nine millimeter. Professional work, but staged to look personal. Interesting choice.”

His sharp eyes meet mine, and I see the calculation there. Luca’s the dangerous one—the brother who might actually see through my performance. I’ll need to be careful with him.

“What do you mean, staged?” I ask, letting confusion color my voice.

“The body positioning.” Luca crouches beside Paolo, not touching, just observing. “Hands arranged in supplication. The ledger placed deliberately. This isn’t how people fall when shot execution-style. Someone positioned him post-mortem. Someone who wanted us to find specific evidence.” His smile is sharp. “Someone very clever.”

My pulse quickens. He’s already three steps ahead of where I expected. Adjust. Adapt.

Before I can respond, a fourth voice cuts through in Sicilian-accented English: “Or someone very desperate to send a message.”

Mateo Castellano shouldn’t be here. His family has no jurisdiction in Manhattan, no territorial rights that would justify his presence. Yet he stands in my gallery doorway like he owns it, dark eyes cataloging everything with unsettling intelligence.

He’s beautiful in the way broken glass is beautiful—dangerous edges barely disguised by expensive tailoring. Black hair swept back, olive skin, the kind of Mediterranean features that suggest Sicilian nobility stretching back centuries. Which it does. The Castellanos claim bloodlines to medieval Cosa Nostra, back when mafia families were regional governments instead of criminal organizations.

When Mateo’s eyes meet mine, recognition flares between us like struck match. He sees me. Actually sees beneath the mask I’m wearing. That wasn’t in my calculations. Neither is the way my breath catches when he crosses the gallery toward Paolo’s body.

“Castellano.” Dante’s voice carries warning. “This isn’t Sicilian territory. You have no jurisdiction here.”

“Paolo Moretti was feeding information to my family for six months.” Mateo crouches beside the body with fluid grace. “That gives me jurisdiction over investigating his murder. Unless you’d prefer I contact the Commission to arbitrate territorial disputes?”

The threat lands. None of us want Commission involvement—that brings scrutiny and questions we can’t afford. Dante’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t argue.

Mateo examines Paolo’s body with the kind of attention I’d shown while positioning it three weeks ago. His fingers hover over the bullet wound, the arranged hands, the strategically placed ledger. Then he looks directly at me and murmurs in Sicilian, “Bella Opera. Quasi troppo perfetta.”

Beautiful work. Almost too perfect.

My blood freezes. He knows. Or suspects. Either way, Mateo Castellano just became the wildcard that could destroy my entire strategy or make it infinitely more interesting.

The gallery doors crash open with the kind of dramatic entrance my father’s perfected over forty years of Don leadership. Angelo Romano sweeps in surrounded by soldiers, his silver hair and expensive suit announcing authority he’s built through violence and strategic marriages. Carlo follows two steps behind, my brother’s handsome face arranged in concern that doesn’t reach his calculating eyes.

“Isabella.” My father’s voice booms across marble floors. “Explain this disaster.”

I shift my performance seamlessly—dutiful daughter instead of shocked witness. “Paolo Moretti was murdered in our gallery during preparation for tonight’s showing. I discovered the body thirty minutes ago. I’ve called the Valentinos per neutral territory protocols.”

Don Romano’s face darkens. “And the Sicilian?”

“Uninvited,” Dante supplies, his cold gaze never leaving Mateo. “But claiming investigative rights through prior connection to the victim.”

My father waves dismissively. “Fine. Isabella will coordinate the investigation from our side. Consider this her test of capability.” He pins me with the kind of look that’s crushed lesser people. “You wanted a seat at the family table, daughter. Prove you deserve it. Solve this murder, maintain neutral territory status, and don’t embarrass the Romano name with incompetence.”

The command is public, binding, exactly what I’ve been maneuvering him toward for months. My father thinks he’s testing me. Reality: he’s dancing to music I’ve been composing since Carlo scarred me at sixteen.

“Yes, Don Romano.” I keep my voice respectful, subordinate. Let them all think I’m the obedient daughter struggling to prove herself worthy.

Carlo steps forward, his smile predatory. “Father, surely Isabella isn’t experienced enough for murder investigations. Perhaps I should—”

“No.” Don Romano’s word is final. “Your sister requested responsibility. She’ll have it. And the consequences of failure.” He turns to the Valentino brothers. “I assume you’ll be coordinating from your side?”

Dante nods once, curt and controlled. “We’ll maintain joint oversight per territorial accords.”

Which means exactly what I designed it to mean—forced proximity. Daily coordination. Shared evidence review. The Valentino brothers in my space, close enough to assess, seduce, and manipulate.

Phase one: complete.

The crime scene techs arrive, and I step back to let them work. The gallery transforms into organized chaos—photographers, evidence collectors, forensic specialists who work for both families under the neutral territory guidelines. I watch them catalog every detail I planted three weeks ago, every clue designed to misdirect and confuse.

Mateo positions himself beside me, close enough his expensive cologne cuts through the copper scent of blood. Bergamot and gunpowder—distinctly Sicilian combination.

“You’re very calm for someone who discovered a body.” His voice is low, meant only for me. “Most people vomit or cry. You’re calculating angles.”

I meet his dark eyes without flinching. “Most people aren’t Romano.”

“No,” he agrees, and there’s something in his expression that makes my pulse quicken dangerously. “But most Romanos aren’t clever enough to stage a murder this precisely. Which makes you either the victim being framed—or the architect being very, very careful.”

Before I can respond, he moves away to examine something across the gallery. But not before I catch the slight bulge in his jacket pocket that wasn’t there before. He took something from Paolo’s body while everyone was distracted by my father’s arrival.

Evidence. Stolen under all our noses.

Which means Mateo Castellano knows more than he should, or he’s playing a game parallel to mine. Either scenario requires me to decide immediately: expose him and eliminate a potential threat, or leverage his theft to create alliance with the one man who seems to actually see through my carefully constructed masks.

I touch my scar, feeling the raised tissue beneath silk. Carlo meant this to mark me as damaged. Instead, it became my reminder: in our world, the most dangerous predator is the one everyone underestimates.

Mateo glances back at me across the gallery. Something passes between us—recognition, challenge, the electric awareness that we’re both playing games no one else has noticed yet.

My decision crystallizes.

I’ll let him keep whatever he stole. For now. Because Mateo Castellano just became either my most dangerous enemy or my most valuable asset. And watching him maneuver will tell me which.

Marco appears at my shoulder, his massive presence overwhelming in the confined space. “You need protection. Until we know who killed Paolo and why, you’re a target.”

“I can protect myself.” The response is automatic, defensive.

His smile is dark. “I’m sure you can, princess. But that’s not how this works. Neutral territory violation means both families provide security for key witnesses. Congratulations. You’re stuck with us until this is solved.”

Forced proximity. Daily contact. Exactly according to plan—except for the Sicilian wildcard currently pocketing evidence across the gallery.

Luca joins us, phone in hand. “Forensics preliminary shows time of death was between three and four weeks ago. Body was preserved and positioned recently. This was very carefully orchestrated.”

Three weeks. Exactly when I killed him.

“Who would have access to preserve a crime scene for that long?” Dante asks, and there’s suspicion in his ice-blue eyes when he looks at me.

I shake my head, performing confusion. “This is my gallery. I’m here almost daily. I would have noticed—” I let my voice crack strategically. “Unless someone accessed after hours. The security footage…”

“Will be very interesting to review,” Luca finishes, already calculating. “Along with your access logs, security protocols, and anyone who had keys.”

They’re closing in on me before the investigation’s even started properly. Perfect. Let them think they’re hunting me. They won’t notice when they become the prey.

My father approaches with Carlo trailing. “Isabella. Home. Now. We discuss security protocols and family positioning.”

I nod obediently, but before I can move, Dante’s hand closes on my wrist—first physical contact in two years. The electricity between us is immediate and undeniable.

“Tomorrow. Nine AM. Valentino compound. We’ll begin evidence review.” It’s not a request. His thumb brushes my pulse point, and I know he feels it racing. “Don’t be late.”

Marco’s eyes track the touch with something dangerous. Luca’s watching our interaction with analytical focus. And across the gallery, Mateo’s dark gaze burns with an intensity that makes my skin prickle with awareness.

Four men. Each one dangerous in different ways. Each one exactly what I need for the coup I’ve been planning since Carlo scarred me and taught me that family love is fiction.

I extract my wrist from Dante’s grip. “Nine AM. I’ll be there.”

As crime scene techs continue their work, I walk toward the exit with my father and brother. The Valentino brothers and Mateo Castellano watch me leave, and I feel their combined attention like physical touch.

Phase one: complete.

Tomorrow, phase two begins—making four dangerous men believe they’re investigating me while I systematically dismantle the world their fathers built and reconstruct it in my own image.

I touch my scar one final time, Carlo’s gift that became my armor.

Beautiful work, indeed. And I’m just getting started.
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Dante Valentino - POV

The security footage plays for the seventh time.

I pause at frame 14:22:07, isolating the moment Isabella Romano’s face transitions from normal to horrified. Her pupils should dilate with genuine shock—autonomic response, involuntary, impossible to fake consistently. Instead, they contract slightly before widening. Calculated performance, not authentic trauma.

Rewind. Play again.

Her breathing pattern is wrong. Three seconds of held breath, then controlled exhale through her nose. That’s crisis management technique, the kind taught to operatives maintaining composure under interrogation. Not the gasping, irregular breathing of someone discovering unexpected carnage.

She knew. The certainty settles like ice in my chest. Isabella Romano knew exactly what she’d find in that gallery.

“You’re going to wear out the pixels staring at her.” Marco’s voice cuts through my analysis. My brother sprawls in the leather chair across from my desk, radiating barely contained violence. He’s been pacing for the past hour, wearing grooves into antique marble that survived three generations of Valentino leadership. “The Romano princess looked scared. Easy target.”

The dismissal triggers something uncomfortably close to fury. “Isabella Romano is not an easy anything.”

Marco’s eyebrow rises. “You defending her? After two years of pretending she doesn’t exist?”

I don’t respond. Can’t, because he’s right. Two years since I rejected our secret relationship, choosing family duty over the idealistic girl who thought love could bridge blood feuds. I’d been twenty-six, already groomed for Don succession, and she’d been twenty-two, studying art history while secretly taking business classes her father didn’t know about.

She’d looked at me like I was salvation instead of another monster in expensive tailoring.

When I told her we were done—family obligations, territorial politics, the impossibility of Romano and Valentino union without triggering war—something had shattered in her honey-colored eyes. Not just heartbreak. Something deeper. Like I’d confirmed a suspicion she’d been terrified was true: that in our world, love is always secondary to power.

I’d thought I was protecting her from the inevitable disappointment. Now, watching her perform horror over a corpse she possibly created, I wonder if I actually just taught her the most dangerous lesson: that emotions are weapons, and vulnerability is fatal.

“She’s changed.” I advance the footage to her interaction with Mateo Castellano. The Sicilian heir crouches beside the body, speaks something in dialect I can’t hear, and Isabella’s micro-expression shifts. Not fear. Recognition. Like he’s just said something only she would understand. “Something happened between two years ago and now. She’s not the same person.”

“People don’t change that fundamentally.” Luca enters carrying his tablet and three separate files, moving with the efficient precision that makes him invaluable as consigliere. “They just reveal who they always were beneath the performance.” He spreads financial records across my desk, color-coded and annotated with his distinctive analytical thoroughness. “Paolo Moretti was more interesting dead than alive.”

I tear my attention from Isabella’s frozen image. “Explain.”

“Three separate income sources over the past eighteen months.” Luca’s fingers trace the highlighted accounts. “Romano family payments—standard compensation for gallery work, nothing suspicious. Valentino payments routed through our information acquisition budget—he was feeding us Romano shipping schedules and territorial movements. But this—” he taps the third column “—this is where it gets fascinating.”

The offshore accounts route through shell companies registered in the Caymans, Sicily, and Malta. Sophisticated laundering, the kind requiring serious financial infrastructure. Not amateur work.

“Sicilian families.” The conclusion is obvious. “Paolo was playing all sides.”

“Triple agent,” Luca confirms. “Feeding information to Romanos, Valentinos, and the Castellanos simultaneously. He wasn’t loyal to anyone—just selling to the highest bidder. His murder could be retaliation from any direction. Or—” Luca’s smile is sharp “—someone eliminated him to prevent information from flowing to parties they wanted kept ignorant.”

Marco stops pacing. “You’re saying his death was strategic. Cutting intelligence pipeline.”

“I’m saying his death was surgical.” Luca pulls up crime scene photos on his tablet. “Professional execution, but staged to look personal. The body positioning, the ledger placement, the neutral territory violation—it’s all designed to trigger specific protocols. Someone wanted joint investigation. Someone benefits from Valentino-Romano cooperation.”

My mind catalogs possibilities, running scenarios the way my father trained me since childhood. Chess, not checkers. Every move anticipates ten responses.

“Who benefits from us working together?” I ask, though suspicion already crystallizes.

Luca’s knowing look confirms it. “Someone who needs access to both families. Someone who wants proximity without suspicion. Someone clever enough to weaponize our own territorial protocols against us.”

Isabella. My mind supplies her name even as I resist the conclusion. She positioned a body in her gallery, triggering accords that require her to coordinate with me daily. Forced intimacy disguised as investigation duty.

Except that implies a level of strategic manipulation I don’t want to credit her with. The Isabella I knew two years ago was idealistic, almost naive about family politics. This kind of long-term planning requires ruthlessness she didn’t possess.

Unless she’s been hiding it all along.

“Your face just did something interesting.” Marco watches me with predator focus. “You’re either impressed or terrified. Possibly both.”

I adjust my cufflinks—automatic gesture when calculations become too complex for verbal processing. “If Isabella orchestrated Paolo’s murder to force investigation protocols, that demonstrates sophistication I underestimated. It also means she’s been planning this longer than the timeline suggests.”

“Three weeks time of death,” Luca supplies. “But preservation and staging would require resources, access, knowledge of forensic protocols. That’s not improvised. That’s carefully constructed over months, possibly years.”

The implication hits like physical impact. Years of planning means this started when we were still together. When I thought she was falling in love with me while studying art history.

What if she was studying me instead? Cataloging weaknesses, understanding Valentino family structure, positioning herself for whatever game she’s actually playing?

“Cristo.” The profanity escapes before I can control it. “She’s been playing us since the beginning.”

“Or,” Marco counters, “you’re giving the Romano princess credit for being more devious than she actually is. Maybe Paolo’s murder was simple gang conflict, and she just happened to find the body. Occam’s Razor—simplest explanation is usually correct.”

I want to believe that. The alternative—that Isabella Romano has been manipulating me for years, using our relationship as intelligence-gathering operation—feels like betrayal carved from ice.

Except it would explain everything. Why she approached me at that neutral zone charity event four years ago. Why she seemed fascinated by family structure and territorial politics despite claiming to hate the mafia life. Why she asked detailed questions about Valentino operations while naked in my bed, and I’d thought she was just trying to understand my world.

She was documenting it.

“Run background on her movements over the past three years.” I make the decision I’ve been avoiding. “Everything. Gallery operations, travel, financial records, known associates. If Isabella’s been planning something, there will be traces.”

Luca nods, already typing. “I’ll cross-reference with Paolo’s timeline. See where their activities intersect.”

My phone buzzes with security alert. I pull up the notification, and tension spikes.

“Mateo Castellano just entered Manhattan without territorial clearance.”

Marco’s on his feet instantly, weapon reflexively checked. “That’s twice in one day. The Sicilian heir is making bold moves.”

Extremely bold. Castellano family hasn’t had legitimate New York presence in thirty years, not since Don Valentino and Don Romano united to drive them back to Sicily during the territorial wars. Mateo showing up at the crime scene was aggressive. Returning to Manhattan within hours is declaration.

“He knew,” I realize aloud. “Mateo knew Paolo would be found tonight.”

The timing’s too precise. Isabella discovers the body at approximately 7 PM—optimal time for neutral territory protocols to trigger before end of business day, forcing immediate response from both families. Mateo appears at the gallery within minutes, already positioned to claim investigative rights.

Either coincidence, or coordination.

“You think the Sicilian and Isabella are working together?” Luca’s analytical mind is already mapping connections. “That would explain how she preserved the crime scene—access to Sicilian resources and expertise. It would also explain why Mateo’s risking territorial violations to maintain presence here.”

The scenario makes strategic sense I hate acknowledging. Isabella wants Valentino cooperation and access. Mateo wants New York territorial foothold his family lost decades ago. Together, they could leverage Paolo’s murder into precisely what we’re giving them: proximity, intelligence sharing, weakened defensive positioning.

Except that doesn’t explain the way Isabella looked at Mateo in the gallery. Not like co-conspirator. Like threat she hadn’t anticipated.

Unless that was performance too.

“Track Castellano.” I make the call to our Manhattan surveillance team. “I want to know everywhere he goes, everyone he contacts. If he’s coordinating with the Romanos, I want evidence before tomorrow’s meeting.”

Marco heads for the door, violence barely contained. “I’ll handle it personally. The Sicilian needs to understand Manhattan isn’t his playground.”

“No.” My command stops him. “We don’t escalate yet. Mateo appearing at the crime scene gives him legitimate investigative interest per the old accords. If we move against him without cause, we’re the ones violating protocol.” The politics taste like ash, but they’re necessary. “We watch, document, and wait for him to make a mistake.”

My brother’s frustration is palpable, but he nods. Marco understands strategic patience even when his instinct screams for immediate violence.

After he leaves, Luca remains, studying me with uncomfortable perception. “You’re thinking about her. Not the investigation. Her.”

I don’t bother denying it. Luca’s too intelligent for lies. “Isabella Romano two years ago wouldn’t have been capable of orchestrating this kind of operation. She believed in honor, family loyalty, the possibility of changing our world through education and legitimate business. She was—”

“Naive?” Luca suggests. “Or performing naivete while you fell for it?”

The question cuts deeper than intended. I’d thought Isabella was idealistic. But what if she was strategic? Playing the role of innocent daughter trapped in mafia legacy while actually building something darker beneath the surface?

I advance the security footage again, watching her move through the gallery before discovering Paolo. Every gesture is controlled, precise. She touches paintings she curated, adjusts lighting, checks her phone three times. Normal behavior. Except at timestamp 18:47:33, she glances directly at the storage room where Paolo’s body waits.

Not surprise. Confirmation.

She knew exactly what she was about to find.

“Run psychological profile,” I tell Luca. “Isabella Romano. Everything available—education, family relationships, any psychological evaluations my father might have commissioned during the engagement negotiations eight years ago.”

Luca’s eyebrows rise. “I’d forgotten about that. Don Romano proposed marriage alliance when Isabella was sixteen.”

“My father refused. Said she was too young, too soft for our world.” The memory surfaces with uncomfortable clarity. “He called her ‘decorative but useless for dynasty building.’ Recommended they wait until she’d matured.”

“And now she’s twenty-four, running her own gallery, coordinating murder investigations.” Luca’s smile is sharp with appreciation. “Apparently she matured in extremely interesting directions. Your father might have misjudged her potential.”

That’s my fear. That everyone misjudged Isabella Romano, and she’s been using that underestimation as weapon.

The security footage continues playing. Isabella discovers Paolo. Her face transforms into perfect horror. She calls her father, calls us, performs exactly the right amount of shock and vulnerability to trigger protective instincts and territorial protocols.

I pause on her expression when the four of us arrived. Terror, yes. But beneath it, something else. Satisfaction. Like pieces moving exactly where she needed them on a board only she can see.

My phone vibrates with incoming message. Unknown sender, encrypted through protocols reserved for highest-level intelligence sharing.

I open it.

Six photographs load sequentially. Isabella meeting with someone in a dark parking structure. Timestamp: two weeks ago. The other person is deliberately positioned to avoid facial identification, but body language suggests intense negotiation. Isabella’s handing over an envelope—information exchange or payment.

Second photo: Isabella entering a building in Queens I recognize as one of our pharmaceutical distribution fronts. She shouldn’t know that location exists.

Third photo: Isabella with Carlo Romano, both in heated argument outside Don Romano’s compound. Her brother’s face shows fury. Isabella’s shows cold calculation.

Fourth photo: Isabella at a shooting range I’ve never seen before, firing what appears to be a nine-millimeter with professional accuracy.

Fifth photo: Isabella’s car parked outside Dr. Russo’s clinic at 3 AM. That’s the mafia doctor who handles everything from bullet wounds to body disposal.

Sixth photo: Isabella leaving her gallery three weeks ago, exact timestamp matching Paolo’s estimated time of death. Her expression is blank, controlled. Blood on her sleeve partially hidden by her coat.

The final message appears: “Ask your principessa what she’s really hunting.”

My blood runs cold.

These aren’t investigation photos. This is evidence. Someone’s been surveilling Isabella for weeks, documenting activities that paint her as exactly what I’ve been suspecting: the architect behind Paolo’s murder and possibly something much larger.

The question becomes: who sent this? And why?

Someone wants me investigating Isabella specifically. Wants me suspicious of her. That either means someone’s framing her, or someone wants me to discover what she’s actually planning before it’s too late to stop it.

I forward the photos to Luca with single word: “Verify.”

Then I pull up tomorrow’s calendar. Nine AM meeting with Isabella Romano to begin joint evidence review. Eight hours from now I’ll be sitting across from the woman who either framed herself brilliantly or is the most dangerous player none of us recognized.

Two years ago I rejected her to prevent war. Now she might be orchestrating one.

The security footage plays in loop. Isabella’s performance is flawless. But I’ve been trained since childhood to see beneath performances, to recognize when opponents are playing games within games.

She touches the scar at her collarbone—gesture I remember from when we were together. She’d do it when calculating difficult equations or planning chess moves. Unconscious tell that meant her mind was working three steps ahead.

Carlo gave her that scar. I remember the night she told me, curled against my chest in a hotel room where no one knew we existed together. “He wanted to make me ugly,” she’d whispered. “Make sure no family would want me for marriage alliances. My father saw the blood and asked why I’d been careless with a knife. Didn’t even question Carlo’s story.”

I’d thought she was revealing vulnerability. Now I wonder if she was revealing origin story. The moment Isabella Romano stopped believing in family protection and started building her own power structure.

Marco returns, expression grim. “Castellano’s checked into the Plaza. No surveillance countermeasures, which means either he’s stupid or wants us watching him. My money’s on the latter.”

“He’s establishing presence,” I conclude. “Making his positioning in Manhattan public, official. That way when things escalate, he has legitimate claim to involvement.”

“Things are going to escalate?” Luca asks mildly.

“They already have.” I turn the screen showing Isabella’s frozen expression toward them. “We just haven’t recognized it yet.”

My phone vibrates again. Text from Isabella Romano: “Tomorrow, 9 AM. I’ll bring the gallery records and my theories. We should probably discuss how to proceed without killing each other. —I”

The casual sign-off—just her initial—is intimacy I haven’t earned in two years. Either she’s reminding me we have history, or she’s demonstrating how little that history means to her now.

I respond with equal formality: “Valentino compound. Come alone. Security will be thorough.”

Her reply is immediate: “I’d expect nothing less. See you in the morning, Dante.”

My name instead of my title. Another deliberate choice, reminding me of when she’d gasp it in darkened hotel rooms, when she’d whisper it like prayer, when she’d screamed it in fury when I told her we were done.

I close the phone before I can type something I’ll regret.

“You’re playing with fire,” Marco observes. “If she’s actually the architect behind this, bringing her into our compound is dangerous.”

“Everything about Isabella Romano is dangerous.” I shut down the security footage, but her image burns behind my eyes. “That’s precisely why I need her close enough to study. Tomorrow we’ll see if she’s the hunter or the prey.”

Luca gathers his files, pausing at the door. “For what it’s worth? I think she’s both. And I think that terrifies you more than anything else could.”

He’s right. Because the Isabella I knew two years ago wouldn’t have been capable of murder. This Isabella? She’s capable of anything.

And tomorrow, I’ll sit across from her and pretend I don’t see the calculation behind her honey-colored eyes while she pretends she’s not orchestrating all of us like pieces on her personal chessboard.

The war room empties, leaving me alone with tomorrow’s strategies and tonight’s realizations.

Isabella Romano has become exactly what our world creates: beautiful, ruthless, dangerous. Everything soft in her has been carved away or weaponized. And somehow, against all logic and survival instinct, I’m more attracted to this version than the idealistic girl I rejected.

Which makes me either a fool or a man finally recognizing an equal opponent.

I pull up the security footage one final time. Isabella’s performance is flawless. But in frame 14:22:09, for just three seconds, her mask slips. The expression that crosses her face isn’t horror.

It’s satisfaction.

She got exactly what she wanted from Paolo’s murder: proximity to me, Marco, and Luca. Access to Valentino resources and intelligence. Legitimate reason for daily contact without suspicion.

The girl I knew two years ago is gone. In her place stands something far more dangerous—a woman who’s learned that survival in our world requires becoming the monster everyone underestimates.

Tomorrow, the games begin in earnest.

And God help us all if I’m right about what Isabella Romano is actually hunting.
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