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​The Man in Aisle Three

The bell above the front door gave a soft chime as Isabella Romano reached for another can of tomato soup.

She was standing on a small metal step stool in aisle three, trying to shove the last can into a space that was already far too full. Her copper-red hair had long since escaped the loose clip she'd started the evening with, falling in soft, messy waves around her face and down her back. A few strands clung to her cheek, and she impatiently blew one away from her nose before reaching for another can.

"Come on," she muttered under her breath. "Just fit." The can refused.Isabella sighed, pushing harder. It finally slid into place. "Thank God." She climbed down from the stool and glanced toward the front of the store.

It was almost ten o'clock, which meant her father would be locking the doors in another thirty minutes. The Romano Family Market had been in her family for nearly forty years. It was small, old-fashioned, and smelled permanently of coffee, cardboard, and whatever her mother had cooked for dinner that evening.

It wasn't glamorous.

It wasn't exciting.

But it was home.

Isabella tucked her hair behind her ear and reached for the next box. Then she heard footsteps. She paused. They were slow and deliberate, not the quick footsteps of a local customer stopping in for cigarettes or milk. Not the familiar shuffle of Mr. Bennett from three houses down, who came in every night for the same newspaper. These footsteps were different. Isabella looked toward the front of the store. A man had just walked through the door. She stared before she could stop herself. He looked completely out of place.

He was tall—easily six feet—and built with the kind of muscular frame that made the dark clothes stretched across his shoulders look custom-made. His blonde hair was longer on top, styled neatly back while the sides were faded close. His blue eyes were sharp enough to make Isabella instinctively straighten.

There was something about him. Something she couldn't put her finger on. He wasn't doing anything threatening. He wasn't even looking at her yet. Still, there was a quiet authority about him that made the little convenience store suddenly feel much smaller.

His clothes were expensive. She didn't know much about watches, but the silver one around his wrist looked like it cost more than everything in the cash register combined. Isabella blinked and quickly looked back down at the box in her hands.

"Don't stare." Isabella told herself, turning 10 shades of pink. She wasn't usually the type to stare at strangers. At least, that's what she told herself.

"Can I help you find something?" she called.

The footsteps stopped. For a moment, there was silence. Then she looked up. His eyes were on her. And something inside her stomach flipped.

Dante DeLuca had expected nothing from the little store. He had stopped because one of his men had mentioned it was the only place open for several miles. He'd intended to get coffee and leave. That plan had lasted approximately three seconds. Because the woman standing in front of him was Isabella Romano.

He already knew her face. He'd seen photographs.

He knew her name. Her age. Her job. Her family. The house she lived in. The car she drove. The hours she worked. He knew far more about her than any stranger should. But photographs hadn't prepared him for this.

She was beautiful in a way that wasn't polished or manufactured. Her face was soft and youthful, sprinkled with delicate freckles across her nose and cheeks. Her green eyes were bright and expressive, framed by long lashes. Her copper-red hair fell naturally around her shoulders, and there was something almost painfully innocent about the way she stood there in a simple sweater and jeans.

She looked like she belonged in this little town. She didn't look like someone who belonged anywhere near him.And yet Dante couldn't take his eyes off her. 

"I'm looking for coffee," he finally said. His voice was low enough that Isabella felt it more than heard it. She pointed toward the back. "Aisle three. Top shelf." He didn't move.

She waited.

When he continued standing there, Isabella tilted her head slightly. "Anything else?" 

"No."  Dante murmured, amusement flickering across his face.

Still nothing.

Isabella's brows pulled together, a hint of frustration crossing her face. "Then... coffee is in aisle three." The faintest smile touched his mouth. "I know." he replied with a faint smile. She stared at him. "Then why are you still standing there?"

His smile deepened.

"Because I wanted to know your name." The unexpected question caught her off guard. Isabella's fingers tightened around the cardboard box. "Why?" she questioned softly, avoiding his gaze.

"Because I asked." He growled, his jaw tightening, perplexed by the questions. She gave him a skeptical look. "That's not really an answer," she said with slight frustration. Dante studied her for a moment, and something almost amused flickered in his eyes. "No," he admitted quietly. "It isn't." Isabella fought the urge to smile. There was something irritating about him. Something arrogant, Something incredibly attractive, She didn't like that last part.

"Isabella," she finally said.

"I know." He replied, quite frankly. 

"What?" She asked frantically as her smile disappeared. Dante's expression didn't change. He seemed to realize his mistake a fraction of a second too late."I heard your father call you earlier."

It was a lie.

A smooth one.

She didn't know enough about him to recognize it. "Right." She gave him another suspicious glance before turning away. "Dante," he said.

She looked over her shoulder.

"Dante what?", she snapped, frustration creeping into her voice.

"DeLuca." 

The name meant nothing to her. Not yet.

"Nice to meet you, Dante DeLuca."

He watched her turn back toward the shelves. "Nice to meet you, Isabella Romano." Her hand stopped. She hadn't told him her last name. Slowly, she looked back. Dante was already walking toward aisle three. Isabella stared after him, a strange uneasiness settling over her.

Something wasn't right. She just didn't know what. And Dante? Dante knew exactly what was right. For the first time in years, he'd found something he wanted that had nothing to do with power, money, or control.

He wanted her.

And he already knew there was one problem.

Her family.
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​Stay Away

Isabella couldn't explain why she kept thinking about him. It was ridiculous. She had spoken to the man for maybe five minutes. Ten, at most. Yet the following morning, while she stood behind the counter making coffee for her father, she caught herself wondering what kind of person wore a watch that expensive into a convenience store.

She frowned at herself, "Stop it."! Her father, Anthony Romano, looked up from the newspaper. "Stop what?" 

"Nothing." She stated nervously. He narrowed his eyes. Isabella smiled innocently.

"Coffee?" She asked, trying to change the subject. 

"I already have coffee."

"Right." She turned away quickly.

Her father watched her for another moment before returning to his newspaper. Isabella didn't notice the way his expression changed when he glanced toward the front windows. A black SUV was parked across the street. It had been there for nearly fifteen minutes. She didn't know the man sitting inside was one of Dante's men. She didn't know Dante himself was watching from the back seat. And she definitely didn't know that Dante had spent the previous night listening to a report about her family. 

"She lives with her parents," his man had told him. "Works at the store six days a week. Usually leaves around ten-thirty." Dante had listened without saying a word. Then he'd asked one question. "Anything else?".

"She's clean. No boyfriend. No serious relationship history. No trouble." Dante had stared through the tinted window. "No boyfriend?" He asked, surprised. 

"No."

Something in his chest had eased. He hadn't liked the feeling. He liked it even less when he realized how quickly he'd begun thinking of Isabella as his. Not property. Never that. But his in the only way that mattered. The woman he wanted. The woman he intended to protect. The woman he couldn't seem to stop thinking about.

Across the street, Isabella laughed at something her father said. Dante watched her. His expression softened. He didn't care about the Romano name. He didn't care about the history. He didn't care what her family had done. He wanted Isabella. And he would deal with everything else later.

That evening, Isabella was closing the store when her father locked the front door. She was wiping down the counter when he spoke.

"Isabella."

Something in his voice made her pause. She looked up.

"Yeah?"

Her father was staring at her. "That man who came in yesterday." Her stomach tightened. "What man?" Isabella asked disingenuously. "Don't play games with me." Anthony gravely stated. She lowered the rag. "Dante?"

Her father's face immediately hardened. "Stay away from him."

Isabella blinked. "What?"

"You heard me."

"Why?" She stared at him, confused.

"Because I said so." 

"Dad, I'm twenty-eight." She grumbled, visibly angry. 

"I know how old you are." He snarled. 

"Then you can't just tell me who I'm allowed to talk to." Her father stepped closer. His voice dropped. "You don't understand." He admitted, looking worried. "Then explain it to me." She asked, her tone full of inquisitive wonder. He didn't. Instead, he looked toward the windows as though he were afraid someone might be watching.

"Just promise me you won't see him again." Isabella's frustration softened into concern.

"Dad..."

"Promise me." He said anxiously .

She swallowed. "I don't even know him."

"Good." Her father's answer came too quickly. "Keep it that way."

Isabella stared at him. Something was wrong. She could feel it. Her father wasn't angry. He was scared. And that scared her more than anything else.

Across town, Dante sat behind his desk in a dark room overlooking the city. A file sat open in front of him.

ROMANO FAMILY

He had already read every page. He knew the truth. He knew what her family had done. He knew why her father had reacted the way he had. He also knew something Isabella didn't. Her family had been afraid of him long before she'd ever met him.

Dante closed the file.

His phone rang. He answered without looking at the screen.  "What?" Dante bellowed.

"Boss, there's a problem." 

Dante's expression hardened. "What kind?"

A pause. "We found out someone else has been asking about Isabella Romano."

Dante went completely still. "Who?"

"We don't know yet."

His jaw tightened. "Find out."

"And Dante?"

"Yes?"

"They aren't asking about her because of her family."

Dante's eyes narrowed. "Then why?"

His man's voice lowered. "Because they're asking about you."
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​The Line They Drew

Three days passed before Isabella saw Dante again. She told herself she hadn't been looking for him. She told herself she hadn't noticed every dark vehicle that passed the store. She told herself she wasn't disappointed when none of them belonged to him. She was lying to herself.

It was nearly nine when the bell above the door chimed. Isabella looked up. And there he was.

Dante.

Her heart immediately betrayed her. He walked inside as though he belonged there, his blue eyes finding hers almost instantly. She should have looked away. Instead, she smiled. It was small. Almost involuntary.

Dante noticed. Of course he noticed. 

He walked toward the counter. "Evening." He expressed fondly. 

Isabella tried to sound casual. "Hi."

His gaze moved over her face. "You look tired."

She laughed softly. "That's because I am tired."

"Long day?"

"Very."

He leaned against the counter. "Then I'll make this quick."

Isabella raised an eyebrow. "You're buying coffee?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"And nothing."

She narrowed her eyes. "You're a strange man, Dante."

He smiled. "I've been called worse."

She found herself smiling back. For a few minutes, they talked. Nothing important. The weather. The store. Her job. His travels. She asked where he was from, and he gave her an answer vague enough to tell her absolutely nothing. She didn't realize he was deliberately keeping his world away from hers. She didn't realize every second he spent with her was becoming harder to walk away from.

When he finally turned toward the door, Isabella surprised herself. "Dante?"

He looked back. "Yeah?"

She hesitated.

"Are you coming back?"

The question hung between them. His expression changed. Something warmer entered his eyes. "If you want me to."

Her cheeks warmed. "I didn't say that."

"No," he said softly. "You didn't."

He left.

Isabella watched the door close behind him. Then she whispered to herself, "What am I doing?"

That night, her father was waiting for her when she got home. The moment she stepped through the front door, she knew something was wrong. Her mother was sitting on the couch, pale and silent. Her father stood near the kitchen. Neither spoke.

Isabella slowly set her purse down. "What happened?"

Her father looked at her. "You saw him again."

It wasn't a question. Her stomach dropped. "How do you know?"

"Because we know." Anthony hissed. 

She stared at him. "Who is he?"

Silence.

"Dad!" Isabella yelled out. 

He looked away. "Please." The word came out broken. Isabella's anger disappeared. "Please what?"

Her father stepped closer. "Stay away from Dante DeLuca."

"Why?"

"Because if you don't, you will put yourself in danger."

She swallowed.

"What kind of danger?"

Her father looked directly into her eyes. "The kind you don't survive."

Isabella's face went pale. Her mother, Carrie Romano, began to cry quietly. And for the first time, Isabella realized this wasn't about her father disliking a man. This was fear. Real fear. The kind that had a history behind it. The kind that had a name.

Dante DeLuca.

Later that night, Isabella lay awake in bed staring at the ceiling. She should have listened. She knew that. She should have stayed away. But when she closed her eyes, she saw his face. Those impossible blue eyes. That faint smile. The way he looked at her like she was the only person in the room. She pulled the blanket closer around herself.

"This is a bad idea." Her phone vibrated on the nightstand.

Isabella froze.

She slowly reached for it.

One message.

Unknown number.

You should listen to your father.

Her heart began pounding.

Another message appeared.

Stay away from Dante DeLuca.

She stared at the screen.

Then a third message appeared.

Or next time, it won't be a warning.
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​The Warning

Isabella stared at the message until the words began to blur.

For several seconds, she couldn't make herself move. Her thumb hovered over the screen, but she didn't know what she would even type back. Her heart was beating so hard she could feel it against her ribs, and the room suddenly seemed too quiet. Every small sound—the hum of the air conditioner, the faint ticking of the clock on her nightstand, the pipes settling somewhere inside the walls—felt unnaturally loud.

She read the messages again.

You should listen to your father. 

Stay away from Dante DeLuca.

Or next time, it won't be a warning. 

Isabella's mouth went dry. She should wake her parents. The thought came immediately. But another thought followed, "What if that made everything worse?".

She locked her phone and placed it face down on the nightstand, then pulled the blanket up beneath her chin. She tried to convince herself that whoever had sent the messages only wanted to frighten her. Maybe it was someone who knew her father. Maybe it was some stupid attempt at intimidation. Maybe Dante had enemies, and she had simply been caught somewhere she didn't belong.

Except there was one thing she couldn't explain. How did they know she had seen Dante? Isabella sat up slowly. The warning hadn't said, Stay away from him. It said, Stay away from Dante DeLuca.

They knew his name. They knew about her. And somehow, they knew enough to know her father had already warned her. She reached for her phone again and opened the contact list. Dante's name wasn't there. She didn't have his number. For some reason, that realization bothered her more than it should have. She had only known him for a few days. She shouldn't have his number. She shouldn't want his number. And she definitely shouldn't be wishing he would walk through the front door of the store again.

Yet there she was, lying awake in the middle of the night, wondering if he was safe.

Isabella frowned. "Why do I care?"

She had no answer.

Across town, Dante stood beside the floor-to-ceiling windows of his office, one hand resting against the edge of his desk. The city stretched beneath him, thousands of lights scattered through the darkness. Behind him, two of his men stood silently, waiting. Neither had dared speak since Dante had read the message. He had the screenshot on his phone.

He'd received it less than ten minutes after Isabella did. Not because he had access to her phone but because one of his men had been keeping watch from a distance and had seen her leave her bedroom light on long after midnight. When Dante had ordered them to check on her, they had discovered the message had been sent.

His jaw tightened. "Find the number."

"We're working on it."

"I didn't ask if you were working on it." His voice was calm. That made it worse.

His man lowered his eyes. "We'll have it."

Dante set the phone down.

"Whoever sent that message knew exactly what they were doing."

"We think it's connected to the Romano family."

Dante's gaze hardened. "No."

His man looked confused. "No?"

"If it were the Romano family, they wouldn't have threatened her." Dante knew her father. He knew the man's fear. He knew exactly how much the Romano family had to lose. This wasn't them. Someone else wanted Isabella frightened. Someone else wanted her away from him. And Dante didn't like the fact that they had already managed to put fear into her home.

"Find out who it is," he said. "And nobody approaches her."

One of the men hesitated. "Dante—"

"I said nobody."

The man nodded.

Dante looked back toward the city. He wanted to go to her. Every instinct in him told him to get in his car, drive to her house, and make sure she was all right himself. But he wouldn't. Not tonight, because if Isabella was going to choose him, she had to be allowed to make that choice without being cornered by him. He could protect her without taking away her freedom. At least, that was what he told himself.

His phone vibrated.

A new message. 

We found something. 

Dante opened it.

A photograph appeared on the screen. His expression changed. The photograph was old. Very old. It showed three men standing outside a building Dante hadn't seen since he was a teenager. His father was in the center. On the left stood a younger version of Isabella's father.

And on the right—

Dante stopped breathing.

He knew that man.

He hadn't seen him in years. But he knew exactly who he was. And if the information attached to the photograph was correct, then the danger surrounding Isabella had nothing to do with a random enemy. It had been waiting for them for years.
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​Don't Look for Me

The following morning, Isabella barely slept.

She dressed for work in silence, pulling her copper-red hair into a loose ponytail before changing her mind and letting it fall around her shoulders. Her hands felt strangely unsteady as she applied mascara, and she had to stop twice because she couldn't concentrate.

When she walked downstairs, her mother was already in the kitchen. She looked at Isabella for a long moment. "You didn't sleep." It wasn't a question.

Isabella forced a smile. "I'm fine."

Her mother didn't believe her. "Isabella."

She stopped. Her mother's eyes dropped to the phone in Isabella's hand. For one terrifying second, Isabella considered telling her everything. Then she remembered the fear on her father's face. "No," she whispered.

Her mother frowned. "No what?"

"Nothing." Isabella grabbed her purse. "I'm going to be late."

She left before her mother could ask anything else. The drive to the store felt different. Every car behind her seemed suspicious. Every person standing on a sidewalk made her nervous. When she finally pulled into the parking lot, she sat in her car for several minutes with both hands wrapped around the steering wheel. She hated this. She hated being afraid. She hated that a man she barely knew had somehow become the center of a problem she didn't understand. Most of all, she hated that despite everything, she still wanted to see him.

She walked inside.

The familiar smell of coffee and fresh bread greeted her.

For a few minutes, everything felt normal. Then the bell above the door chimed.

Isabella looked up.

It wasn't Dante.

Disappointment hit her before she could stop it. She looked away quickly. A customer bought cigarettes and left. Another came in for milk. Her father spent most of the morning in the back room. By lunchtime, Isabella had almost convinced herself that the previous night had been a nightmare. Then a folded piece of paper appeared beneath the register.

She stared at it. She hadn't put it there.

Slowly, she picked it up.

There were only four words.

Don't look for him.

Her heart dropped. She crumpled the paper in her fist. That was enough. She was done being afraid. She grabbed her phone and stepped into the stockroom, dialing the first number she could think of.

Her father answered. "Isabella?"

"Dad, I need you to tell me the truth."

Silence.

"About Dante."  Isabella exclaimed.

Her father's breathing changed. "What happened?"

"Someone is threatening me."

Another silence.

Then, quietly, "Where are you?"

"The store."

"I'm coming."

"No."

"Isabella—"

"I need answers first." Her voice cracked. "I need to know why everyone is so afraid of him."

Her father didn't answer.

"Dad."

"I told you to stay away."

"I know!" The words came out louder than she intended.

"I know what you told me, but you won't tell me why. You expect me to be terrified of a man I barely know without explaining what he did."

Her father was silent for several seconds. Then he said something that made her blood run cold. "Your family has history with his."

Isabella closed her eyes. "What kind of history?"

"Not over the phone." He whispered.

"Then tell me when you get here."

"I'm already on my way."

The call ended.

Isabella lowered the phone. She didn't notice the figure standing outside the front window. She didn't notice the black sedan parked half a block away. And she didn't notice the man sitting inside it watching the store.

Dante did.

He had arrived only minutes earlier. He'd told himself he was there to make sure she was safe. Nothing more. Then he saw the fear on her face through the glass. His entire body went rigid. He stepped out of the vehicle. His men immediately moved to follow.

Dante held up one hand.

"Stay here." Dante demanded.

"But—"

"Stay." He said again, more stern this time. 

He crossed the street alone. The bell above the store door chimed. Isabella looked up. Their eyes met. For a moment, everything else disappeared. Dante saw the fear in her eyes. Isabella saw the concern in his. 

Neither spoke.

Then Dante noticed the crumpled paper in her hand. His expression darkened."Who gave you that?"

She swallowed. "I don't know."

He stepped closer, but stopped several feet away. He didn't touch her. Didn't crowd her. He simply looked at her. "Isabella."

"What?"

"Are you hurt?"

She shook her head. "No."

"Good." His voice softened.

"Then I'm going to fix this."

She stared at him. "You can't."

"Why?"

"Because you're the reason this is happening." The words hit him harder than she knew. Dante's expression remained controlled, but something inside him cracked. "Maybe I am." He took one slow breath.

"But I will never be the reason you are afraid of me."

Isabella's eyes filled with tears. "Then tell me who you are."

Dante looked at her.

For the first time since meeting her, he almost told her everything. Almost. Then her father walked through the front door. His face went completely white when he saw Dante standing there.

"Dante."

Dante turned toward him. "Mr. Romano."

Isabella looked between them. The way they looked at each other wasn't the way strangers looked at one another. There was history there. Anger. Fear. And something else. Something she couldn't understand.

Her father stepped in front of her.

"Get out."

Dante didn't move. His eyes remained on Isabella. "I will."  Then he looked at her father.

"But we're going to have a conversation." Her father's face tightened.

"There's nothing left to say." 

Dante's voice dropped. "Oh, I think there is." He reached into his coat and pulled out his phone. He turned the screen toward Isabella. The old photograph was displayed. Her father's face changed instantly. Isabella looked at the picture. Then back at her father.

"Dad?"

He didn't answer.

She looked again. Her breath caught. Because she recognized the man standing beside her father. She had seen him before. Not in person. In an old photograph hanging in her grandparents' house. Her grandfather. Dead for almost twenty years. Isabella looked at Dante. "Why do you have that?"

Dante's eyes never left hers. "Because your family has been lying to you."
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​The Truth Between Us

Isabella couldn't hear anything for several seconds. Her father's voice seemed distant, muffled beneath the pounding of her heartbeat. "Isabella, come home." Anthony demanded.

She didn't move. Her eyes remained fixed on the photograph displayed on Dante's phone. Her grandfather stood there beside Dante's father. Young. Healthy. Smiling.

A man Isabella remembered only through stories and photographs. But there was something else. A date printed beneath the image. Twenty years ago. The year before Dante's father died. She looked at Dante. "What happened?"

Dante's expression was unreadable. "Not here."

Her father stepped forward. "You're not telling her anything."

Dante looked at him. "She's an adult."

"You don't know what you're dragging her into."

Dante's jaw tightened. "Your family dragged her into it long before she met me."

Isabella felt tears burn her eyes. "What does that mean?"

Her father looked at her. "Go home."

"No." The word surprised even Isabella.

Her father stared. "No," she repeated. "I'm tired of everyone telling me what I can and can't know." Her voice trembled. "You told me to stay away from him. You acted like he was some monster, but you know him. You know his family. You know what happened."

Her father looked down. "Please."

"Stop saying please and tell me the truth."

Her mother appeared in the doorway. She had tears in her eyes. "Your father was trying to protect you."

"From what?"

Neither parent answered.

Isabella looked at Dante. "And you?"

His eyes softened. "I was trying to."

She gave a bitter laugh. "By lying to me?"

Dante went still. 

"You knew who I was." It wasn't a question. He didn't deny it.

"Yes."

Her stomach twisted. "You knew my name."

"Yes."

"You knew my family."

"Yes."

"You knew where I lived." He hesitated.

"Yes." Isabella stepped backward.

"Then everything between us was a lie."

"No." Dante's answer came immediately.

"Everything before you was a lie. You are the only thing I've ever wanted that wasn't taken, inherited, or forced upon me."

Her eyes filled. She hated how much those words affected her. She hated that some part of her still believed him. "Why me?"

Dante looked at her for a long moment. "Because the first time I saw you, I forgot what I was supposed to want." Her breath caught. He continued quietly. "I knew exactly who you were. I knew exactly what your family meant. I knew what choosing you could cost me." He took one step closer.

"But I didn't know you." That made her cry. Dante stopped. He didn't reach for her. He simply stood there, giving her the choice. Isabella wiped beneath her eyes.

"Then why did you keep coming back?"

"Because you smiled at me." 

She let out a broken laugh through her tears. "That's it?"

"No." His eyes stayed locked on hers. "Because when you looked at me, you didn't see the man everyone else sees."

She swallowed. "And who does everyone else see?"

Dante's expression darkened. "Someone dangerous." Silence settled over the store. Isabella looked at him differently now. Not with fear, not completely. But with questions. So many questions. Then her father spoke. "His father was murdered."

Dante's eyes snapped toward him. Her father continued, voice shaking. "Your grandfather knew it was going to happen."

Isabella went completely still. "What?"

"He knew."

Dante's face became cold. "What did he know?"

Her father looked at Dante. "Everything." The room seemed to shrink. "He knew there was going to be an attack," her father whispered. "He knew Dante's father was being targeted."

Dante's jaw clenched. "And he didn't warn him."

"No."

"Why?" Isabella asked, confused. 

Her father looked at Isabella. "Because he made a deal."

Dante's expression changed. "What deal?"

Her father swallowed. "To save our family." Isabella's blood ran cold. "What kind of deal?"

Her father didn't answer. Dante did. "A blood debt." The words settled heavily between them. Isabella shook her head. "No."

Dante looked at her. "Your grandfather owed my family something. When my father died, the debt changed hands." She stared at him. 

"And now?"

Dante's eyes lowered briefly toward her. "Now it's mine." Before Isabella could ask what that meant, her phone vibrated. Everyone froze. She slowly pulled it from her pocket.

One new message.

Unknown number.

Her fingers trembled as she opened it. There was no warning this time. No threat. Just a photograph.

Isabella stared at the screen. It was a picture of her. Taken that morning. Standing outside the store. And beneath it were six words.

He can't protect you from us.

Dante took the phone from her hand. His entire expression changed. The warmth disappeared from his eyes. The controlled man she'd met in aisle three was gone. The Don had finally stepped forward. He looked at her father. Then at the photograph. Then back at Isabella. And quietly said, "Now you know why I can't let you walk away from me."

Isabella's heart stopped. Because for the first time, she realized something terrifying. The danger hadn't been waiting for Dante.

It had been waiting for her.
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​The Choice

For several seconds after the message appeared on Isabella's phone, nobody moved.

Dante stood in front of her, his expression unreadable as he stared at the photograph on the screen. Isabella could see the tension in his jaw, the way his fingers tightened around her phone, but there was something else in his eyes now. Fear. Not for himself. For her.

That realization made her chest ache.

She looked toward her father. Anthony Romano stood a few feet away, his face pale, his shoulders heavy with something that looked an awful lot like guilt. 

"Dad," Isabella whispered.

Anthony looked at her.

"I'm sorry."

The two words broke something inside her.

She had spent her entire life believing her father could fix anything. When she was little, he had been the person who checked under her bed when she was afraid of monsters. He had been the person who taught her how to drive, who waited up when she came home late, who told her that no matter what happened, she could always come home.

Now he couldn't even look her in the eyes. "You're sorry?" Isabella asked. Her voice cracked.

Anthony swallowed hard. "I should have told you years ago."

"Then tell me now."

He looked at Dante. Dante didn't say anything. He simply watched her. Isabella turned back toward her father. "I need to know what's happening."

Anthony closed his eyes for a moment. "I don't know how to keep you safe anymore."

Dante's expression hardened. "I
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