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Chapter 1

Isabella
The ocean was warm here, and the light from the sun shone down on the glistening water of the beach, giving me hope for the future. I hadn’t been to Palm Coast for five years, and sitting on this beach had me
reminiscing of my childhood. Our house was unchanged and my mother hadn’t altered my room in all that time. It was still the same as I’d left it thirteen years ago when I started college at Berkeley.
Being home made me nostalgic; however, it also gave me memories of Nathan. We both grew up here. Despite that, I still longed for home. I needed to go back to the beginning. His parents no longer lived here, and their house was up for sale. That gave me a little pleasure, as I knew he wouldn’t ever be back here. It was so hard to get over how he treated me.
What happened from the time we enjoyed each other’s company here, alone on the beach, to him becoming an abusive psychopath was beyond my understanding. Then again, as I sat back and allowed the warm air scented with the ocean to cleanse my soul, I found a new peace. Nathan was the last thing I needed to think about.
“Are you okay, honey? You look dispirited about something,” my mother said. She was holding two glasses of orange juice, homemade. Just the way I remembered from childhood. I had been here three months, but I had yet to tell her about Nathan and what he did to me. My parents advised me not to marry him in the first place. I wished I’d listened to them. My mother always sensed there was something off about him, but I’d never seen it.
Even when he asked me to the prom, my mother and father didn’t want me to go with him. She told me he would flirt with all the girls in our neighborhood. I didn’t believe them or the rumors. I was so naïve and stupid back then, and to be honest, not much had changed. I should have listened to my inner voice. There was a reason I never wanted him to be my boyfriend growing up.
“Here, I brought you some orange juice, honey,” she said, placing it by my side and sitting next to me. “Is everything well with you? You came to visit so suddenly. You’ve been here a while and you haven’t said much. Sorry, your father could be here; he left for Cuba last night. He went to visit some of our relatives in Havana. He’s been going on and on about seeing them.”
“I thought most of them migrated back to China.”
“A few stayed. But enough about your father—he’ll be back sometime next week. Tell me, sweetie, is everything going well with you? You don’t look too happy. You’ve been here for months and you haven’t said a word about what’s going on with you.”
I sighed. “It’s Nathan, Mom.”
“What did he do?” She looked into my eyes as if she knew this day would come.
“Its—” I was hesitating to say anything and I was stuttering. I put my head down and shook my head.
“It’ll be all right, Izzy. Just tell me what happened,” she said.
I tried to keep from crying as I laid the whole story on her. I told her about the lies, the cheating, his
abuse, and our divorce.
Her jaw dropped. “He hit you and he tried to steal from your business! Do you want me to hire a hitman? We still have connections in China,” she said
nonchalantly. I thought she was joking, but she looked deadly serious. I hugged her and burst into tears on her shoulder. I’d been avoiding telling her, but it was time the truth came out. How could I have been such a fool not to see him for who he was?
“I’m such an idiot, Mom! I’m so freaking stupid!”
She rubbed my back. “Now, you look at me and listen when I tell you this, Izzy. There is nothing stupid about wanting to be loved. These are noble traits for any woman. You opened yourself up to someone and put all your emotions and all that you are out there. I don’t see how that can be considered foolish. It’s probably one of the bravest things a person can do.”
“But Mom, I gave myself to someone who never loved me. He hurt me so much. He said he never loved me and that he just used me to get what he wanted.”
“So you got hurt. That tends to happen in life. True strength comes when you’re able to do it all over again until you find that one man willing to love you with the same amount of passion that you love him. Otherwise, you’ll end up a bitter, angry woman with a hole in her heart, closed off from the world. I raised you to be strong and brave in the face of adversity. He knocked you down, so get back up, and use that experience to make yourself stronger. There’s always someone out there waiting to treat you the way you deserve to be treated.”
I wiped my tears on her shoulder and looked into her face. She was right. Someone out there loved me for me, and I had already found him. I just needed to learn how to love him the way he deserved to be loved.
“Everything will be fine, sweetie. Someday, someone will come into your life and love you so strongly that you’ll forget Nathan ever existed.”
“Actually, Mom, there is a little more to the story.”
“Oh?” She sipped her orange juice.
“Yes. There’s this guy named Dante, and—”
“Are you talking about Dante Alonso?” she said, cutting me off.
“Yes, the businessman. He runs the Cayman Roth Conglomerate.”
“Are you honestly going to sit there and tell me you don’t remember who he is?”
I gave her a confused look. “What do you mean?” She sat back and started laughing. “What is it, Mom?” I asked again.
“Dante was such a sweet little boy. He lived here for about two years before his family moved to New York. He was so in love with you, he even asked for my permission to take you to the junior high prom.”
Within seconds, it felt as if my heart were trying to claw its way out from my chest. “Wait a minute. What are you trying to say? That Dante and I have known each other since we were children?”
“I’m shocked at you, Izzy. How could you have forgotten the kind-hearted little boy he once was? I remember when he got up the guts to speak to you once. Nathan in his boyish jealousy pushed him off his bike and told him never to talk to you again. It was a good thing your father was there; otherwise, they would have started fighting over you.”
“Oh my God, Mom, that was him!” I exclaimed in disbelief. “I remember him. I had a crush on him, but he never tried to talk to me. I was too shy to approach him, so nothing ever came of it. He looks so different now. I would never have thought the Dante I know now was him. Why didn’t you ever tell me he asked to take me to the junior high prom?”
“Your father didn’t want you to go, so he told him you weren’t going. You were in the sixth grade and he was in the eighth. He felt that you were too young to attend proms. Since your father answered for you, I saw no reason to tell you he came by that day. It probably would have made you feel worse since you couldn’t go anyway.”
I was stunned. That explained how he knew so much about me. I’d always wondered how he could have fallen in love with me so quickly, but to think he knew me all these years was just unbelievable. Why didn’t he tell me all this? Did he know himself?
“Well, I guess since you only spoke to him once the day he and Nathan almost got into a fight, I can see why you would have forgotten. He would always leave little letters in our mailbox for you.”
“For the love of God, Mom! I never got any letters!”
“That’s because your father hid them from you. I probably should have told you about all this sooner, but you and Nathan were such close friends I didn’t want to start another fight between those two.”
“Why in the blue hell would Dad hide them from me?”
“Honey, you know how overprotective your father was.”
“Did he throw them away or what? Does he still have them?”
“I don’t know. You can go look in his . . .” Before my mother could say another word, I rushed into the house to my father’s study, looking for those letters. All these years and all this heartache could have been avoided if I’d known who Dante was from the start. I wreaked complete havoc on my dad’s office space, but I couldn’t find anything. No letters, notes—nothing!
My mom followed behind me and gasped at the damage I’d caused when she entered the room. “I don’t think he would have kept them in there, sweetie,” she said.
“Then where, Mom? Where?” I was jittery as if I had just consumed two pints of coffee in one sitting.
“Let’s go look in the basement.”
“How about I go look and you get Dad on the phone so I can ask him myself? You have no idea how pissed I am with him right now.”
“Calm down, sweetie. It was close to twenty years ago.”
“Yeah, twenty years too late!” I ran down into the basement. He probably thought I had forgotten all about him since I didn’t respond to any of his letters. How long had he been in love with me? Had he been watching me this whole time? He’d said that he’d only been following me for two years. I had to get to the bottom of this. But first . . . the letters.
“Honey, I have your father on the phone,” my mom shouted from upstairs. “He says the letters are in a little red box next to the wall on the right side.”
I snickered. “Thanks a lot, Dad. I’m going to little red box you the next time I see you,” I whispered to myself. I went to the right side of our basement and dug through all the rubble my family had collected over the years. And there it was, the little red box. I opened it only to find that moths had eaten away most of the letters. The earliest letter still intact was dated May 3, 1995.
I was only eight years old then. That would have made him ten. Could this be a childhood crush that blossomed into adulthood love? There had to be more to it. I’d come here to get over Nathan, but now it seemed more secrets were coming out for me to deal with.
I opened the letter, and it was nearly indecipherable. He’d written it in pencil, which caused most of the words to fade away. I could tell it was his since his handwriting was almost identical to the letters he’d sent me at home. It really was him. All these years, he had never forgotten me. How could I have been so blind? I only remembered speaking to him once in the summer of 1994 when we were children.
That little encounter wouldn’t have made me remember who he was almost twenty-four years later. Could that be the reason he never met with Nathan? Would Nathan have recognized him? These questions needed to be answered the instant I got back to him. I dug through the other pieces of paper so I could see when he’d written his last letter.
I found one dated in early 2003 where he talked about going off to college. It also spoke of him giving up on me since I had never responded to any of his letters. It was a letter of lost hope. I guessed he thought by now I would have received them, but that wasn’t the case. If only Facebook or Twitter or any other form of social media had existed back then. We could have kept in contact easier.
Why would my father hide these from me? I kept wondering if I should text Dante about this or wait until I got back and confront him about it. Perhaps, I’d wait until I got back. I still had to focus on myself, as selfish as that sounded. Nevertheless, I kept thinking how this all made sense. It seemed as though Nathan, my parents, and life circumstances had held us apart for years, decades even.
I would not allow him to slip through my fingers again. This ring and necklace he’d given me would be sealed to my heart in life and death. Any man willing to wait decades and hold on to a single love, no matter the obstacles, had officially won my heart. If I wasn’t sure before, I certainly was now.
“Did you find what you were looking for?” my mom said from the hallway of the stairs.
“Yes!” I shouted in an annoyed voice. I walked back up the stairs with the box in hand to confront my mother about all the secrets.
“You look angry.” She stepped aside as I closed the basement door.
“Of course I’m angry. You hid all these letters from me for years. What I don’t understand is why.”
“He only wrote you once or twice, sweetie. It was just puppy love.”
“Does this look like one or two letters to you?” I asked, showing her the box full of paper and half-eaten letters. She took the box and was just as surprised as I’d been when I’d first seen it.
“Dear Lord, Izzy, I had no idea he wrote you this many letters. Honestly, I had no idea.” The look on her face showed she was telling the truth. If I had never come back here, I wondered if Dante would have told me about this.
“I’ll ask your father about it when he gets back.”
I shook my head. “No. Ask him now. Call him,” I demanded. She went into the kitchen and asked me to follow. I saw she had cooked me some lasagna with steamed asparagus and apple juice. My mother didn’t drink and wouldn’t allow alcohol in her home. I had no choice but to drink juice or water while I was there.
“Please sit down, honey, and don’t worry about those letters right now. You’re with him now and that’s all that matters.”
“Yes, but I could have been with him sooner if you all hadn’t hidden those letters from me.”
She tried to ease my mind by asking me to talk about the time we were in Korea and when I knew I had fallen in love with him. It was complicated to explain because the entire time I was in a state of confusion. My heart was being twisted in all directions, and I didn’t know what to feel. I had begun developing feelings for him the first time I’d seen him.
It wasn’t what I would call love, but a sort of infatuation when he told me he wanted to be business partners. The night I was drunk and told him to stay with me, infatuation slipped into lust. I wanted him, but being the gentleman he was, all he did was hold me tight until I fell asleep.
That was the first time I had been that drunk in years, and never had a man made me so nervous that I would drink so much. I felt like a little teenage girl who had just been asked to the prom by the most popular guy in school. That feeling lasted the whole night.
But that moment, that moment he jumped on a plane and rushed to be by my side after Nathan had abused me, forsaking his business deal just to comfort me. That was the moment I knew I was in love with him.
Despite me still being in love with Nathan at the time, my love for Dante had grown by the day. And when I saw him shed a tear trying to hold back his feelings for me, it made me love him even more.
“I want to talk about Nathan,” my mother said in a stern tone.
“It was just a couple of scratches when he tried to force me to have sex,” I said as if it were nothing. Not wanting her to worry, I withheld the real extent of damage that bastard did to me.
“Why didn’t you call me immediately after it happened?”
“Mom, it only happened once. Besides, our marriage dissipated after that incident. A few weeks after it happened I caught him with multiple women in our home. After that, I had divorce papers ready.”
“May he rot in hell,” she said, fixing me a plate of food. I strategically left out the part about Valentina and Nathan. Neither my aunt nor my mother needed to be put through that sort of headache. Even though I just wanted to blurt it out, I kept it hidden. I took a bite of the lasagna. The basil with Swiss cheese she used tingled my taste buds. It brought back so many memories of my childhood. She would cook this for me every Friday with a glass of water or apple juice.
As I sat there recalling all the things Nathan had done to me, I couldn’t help but become enraged. How could I have put up with all that crap for so many years? I looked back at everything and thought about it, only to become more frustrated with myself.
To think I stayed around long enough for that to happen to me. Maybe I should cut off all my emotions to keep from getting hurt like that again. That was what I felt like doing. I would absolutely die if Dante were to hurt me like that.
Just look at me. I had to stop thinking that way. I couldn’t let what Nathan did control my life and future relationships. Dante was the one man I should have been with from the start. What I couldn’t wrap my head around was how a powerful man like him could still love me after all those years. Was I really worth that?
No, those were my insecurities talking again. Years of Nathan tearing me down had me doubting my own self-worth. It wasn’t unbelievable that Dante would still love me even now. I was a wealthy business owner and I didn’t need anyone to take care of me financially. I was strong and independent. I spoke three languages and I could cook like a champion chef. All right, I might be exaggerating about my champion chef skills, but I was an excellent cook. Any man would be lucky to have me.
“Do you want dessert?” my mom asked, preparing the chocolate ice cream and fudge cake.
“That’s okay, Mom. I’m all right. I’m full enough as it is.”
My mother stuffed me as she always did. I thought I’d take a little walk on the beach before I slept. I hated sleeping right after I ate. A walk on the beach would do me well. It would help to clear my head, as I didn’t want to live my life as a broken woman. As I said before, the air and the waters brought me nostalgia. That was all I needed at the moment.




Chapter 2

Isabella
After a couple of days talking it over with my mother, I finally caved. I was going to see our family therapist. I couldn’t take her sly suggestions anymore. She inserted them into every conversation we had, and was beginning to annoy me. I walked into the therapist’s building, a tall structure wrapped in glass and nude brick. “May I help you?” said the receptionist.
“Yes. I’m here to see Dr. Sarah Logan.”
A woman emerged from the office behind the receptionist with a welcoming smile. “Are you Isabella Kam?” Evidently, she was expecting me. Thanks mom. I nodded and she extended her hand to me.
“Right this way,” she said. I followed her into her office. The wall behind her desk was covered with degrees and certifications. The setting was quite warm. It made me feel at home.
“Please have a seat, Isabella,” she said, pulling out her chair. I sat on the couch. It was brown, made of leather, and very comfortable. I leaned back and relaxed my head. I could have fallen asleep right there. “Now tell me, what brought you here today?”
I sighed. “My mother thought it would be beneficial for me to seek counseling after my divorce.”
“Oh yes . . . Your mother is Meilin, right? I’ve known her for going on  five years. She’s a sweet lady. Now, what about you? Do you think you need counseling?”
I internally rolled me eyes. Was that a trick question? “I don’t know what I need, to tell you the truth. I don’t think I’m losing my mind or anything. It’s just that whenever I think about what my ex-husband, Nathan, did to me, I contemplate hiring a hitman to take him out. Other times, I reflect on some of the great times we had, and I just want to forgive him and take him back. Then I think about the bullshit again, and I want to punch him in the face. It’s like a never-ending cycle of love, pain, and hatred.”
“Have you expressed your feelings to him? You know, for closure.”
“I didn’t get the chance to get it all off my chest before he was arrested, and I’m afraid I may never get the chance since I heard he somehow made bail and fled the country.”
“How long ago was your divorce?”
“It was finalized last week. I haven’t heard from him since I last saw him in court. The last time I had a conversation with him was when I caught him having sex with four other women in our house. The same house we planned to grow old in together. The same damned house where he told me he loved me and would never do anything to hurt me. The same fucking house where he decided to have sex with woman after woman after woman in our bed—in our damn bed!
“With my slut of a cousin, no less! All communication between us since then has been through our lawyers. That son of a bitch, I can’t believe that son of a bitch. I gave him all of me. Everything he could ever want, I gave him without ever asking for anything in return. I just want to wrap my hands around his neck and strangle him.” My blood was boiling and I began to shake.
“It seems like you have a lot of built-up anger, Isabella. If you let him exert this much control over your emotions, then that must mean you still harbor some feelings for him. Do you still care about him?”
“I care to see his flight out of the country burst into flames, if that’s what you mean.”
She smiled. “What I mean, Isabella, is do you still care about him?”
“He was my only since I was eleven years old. We’ve been friends all our lives. I fell in love with him after I graduated from college, and we got married some years after. He’s the only man I have ever known. It’s hard to just let him go after everything we’ve been through, no matter how much he hurt me. I’ve tried to rid my heart of him, but he’s dug in deep. My love for him has turned into a raging hatred that I don’t know how to free myself of.”
“Ask yourself, what has he done to deserve your hatred? Or better yet, what has he done to deserve your love or your thoughts? Then ask yourself, does he deserve all those things? After you’ve reevaluated yourself with those questions, I want you to engage in activities that will help you to cope with the loss and more importantly take your mind off the pain. Your family should prove to be helpful in that area,” she said.
I guessed I should take her advice to heart. She did have some valid points. What had Nathan done to deserve even two thoughts about him, even two seconds of my time dwelling on him? Everything from childhood until now had been nothing but lies, and that prick didn’t deserve my love or my hatred. In fact, he didn’t even deserve a single thought. What he did deserve was to be forgotten and broken. He deserved my indifference, and I would not give him another second of my time or my thoughts or dwell on the pain he caused me.
I was better than that, and I was surrounded by people who loved and cared about me. He may have been my first, but he wouldn’t be my last or my only. I needed to focus on the people who did love me without reservations or doubts.
I certainly didn’t want to return to Dante a broken woman. He deserved so much more and I mustn’t—no, I wouldn’t—allow Nathan to control my emotions. Dante was not Nathan and he never would be. I needed to get it in my head that not every man I encountered would be like him.
***
After forty-five minutes of self-reflection and discussion with this Dr. Logan, my mother picked me up and drove me back home. I looked out the window and wondered what Dante was doing right now. Nathan might occupy my thoughts and feelings of anger, but each time I thought of Dante, all the worry and rage melted away.
He was like a little shining star in the vast darkness of space. Dante filled the hole of brokenness in my heart left by Nathan. I was dying to call him right now; just hearing his soft voice would bring me to my knees. Last month when he was on his way to Panama via Florida, he stopped by to see how I was doing. Even though he sent me a text each week to show his affection hadn’t waned, he still didn’t want to distract me too much, which was why he didn’t stay here long.
I understood his reasoning—he didn’t want to come between me and my recovery. He wanted me to focus on me and me alone without any outside influences, including himself. I stared at my phone for a moment and saw a picture of us. We’d taken this silly little selfie at the airport before I left. Something to remind me of him, he said.
I could never forget his kindness and understanding, which was why every time I checked my text messages, I hoped one of them was from him. He was quite the poet, and his messages always had hidden meaning to them, each containing the many ways he hoped I was doing well and expressing his love for me.
The longer we were apart, the more in love I fell. I couldn’t wait to get back to him so he could hold me in his arms and tell me everything would be all right.
“You’ve been staring at that picture for five minutes now,” my mom said. She looked at me, smiling, only to distract me before snatching the phone out of my hands.
“Hey!” I snapped.
“I can see why you didn’t recognize him. His features are a lot different from when he was a boy. You can tell by his eyes and nose that it’s him though.”
I snatched my phone back and put it in my pocket. “Pay attention to the road before you crash us.” She rolled her eyes at me and affixed her attention back to the road.
“Were you able to get any helpful advice from Dr. Logan?” I gazed out the window and gave a long, relieved sigh.
“Yeah. Yeah, I was.”




Chapter 3

Isabella
I woke up to the chirping birds and the sea-air breeze as I usually did. My dad’s explanation as to why he hid those letters from me was ridiculous. I couldn’t believe he was so overprotective as to try to block any emotional connection I would have had from my childhood to my college years. It may not have been fair, but I now partially blamed him for my marriage to Nathan.
I had been with my parents for five months now, and I thought I was finally over Nathan. Maya would update me on the business once every two weeks. With Gaspard’s help, everything seemed to be going well. Our stock had recovered from that scandal and all the chips were falling right where they needed to be.
On his way back from Panama, Dante came to visit me again last month to see how I was doing. He apologized for coming, as he promised not to interfere with my self-reflection and recover, but I didn’t mind. I was glad for his visit.
While he could only stay for two days, the talk we had put my mind right where it needed to be. I had yet to bring up the letters and our childhood. I wanted that conversation to come when I was in my right mind. My mother’s therapist helped me through the rough parts, and I was forever grateful for her advice.
It had also been three weeks now since I had heard from Dante. He usually sent me a motivational text every Friday along with his own personal I love you at the bottom of each, but they’d stopped back in August.
I had called him, emailed him, and texted him, and nothing—no answer from any method of contact I used. He was not on any form of social media, so I didn’t know what to think. Perhaps he got tired of waiting. It had been almost half a year since I was in California, but he’d told me he would wait for me no matter how long it took. So why wasn’t he answering my calls and texts?
“Sweetie, are you all right? You haven’t come down for breakfast. I made you pancakes and eggs,” my mom called. I was still in my room, staring at my phone. Something didn’t quite sit right with me about his sudden silence.
“It’s Dante, Mom. I haven’t heard from him in a long time.”
“Why don’t you just call him?”
“I did, but he doesn’t answer.”
“I’m sure he’ll answer soon, sweetie. Come down here and get yourself something to eat.”
My nerves were rattled. This wasn’t like him at all. I left my bed and made my way downstairs. My dad had come back from Cuba last month. He was sitting on the couch reading the newspaper and he had already eaten breakfast. “I’m really starting to worry about him, Mom. It’s been weeks now.”
“Well, he is a billionaire. I’m pretty sure women are throwing themselves at him left and right,” my dad said. His words hit my gut like a flaming hot poker.
“Dylan! Shut up!” my mother shouted. “Look, sweetie. I’m sure he’ll respond to you soon.”
“What if Dad is right? What if some woman seduced him? I have to get back. I’ve been gone long enough.”
“Now see what you did, Dylan!” my mother snapped. My dad shrugged and went back to reading the paper. She hit him on the head with her cooking gloves and took his dishes to the kitchen.
My concerns grew when I messaged Gaspard and he didn’t return my texts or my calls either. Maybe Dante did give up on me. Perhaps I kept him waiting for too long. I had to get back . . . now. I couldn’t lose him—not him, not after he sacrificed so much. Not after he helped me through all this. I loved him, and I would not lose him.
I packed up all my things in a hurry and called my pilot to ready the jet for departure. I kissed my mom and dad goodbye before making my way to the car. That was when I called Maya to ask her if she had heard from either Dante or Gaspard, but it kept going directly to voicemail. What the hell was going on? No one seemed to want to answer their phones anymore.
It was really getting on my nerves, and it was starting to make me even more worried. As I made it to the airstrip, I couldn’t help but think the worst. My mind was going chaotic, thinking about all the negative possibilities. It was always times like these when people thought the worst, usually because the worst was happening. No need to think positive. Thinking positive would only lead to a monumental letdown when you discovered the everlasting boiling pile of shit that awaited you.
No matter how this situation played out, I had to have confidence in him. I knew he wouldn’t leave me without saying something first. As I boarded my jet, I finally got a text from Maya asking me if I was all right. I texted her back asking if she had heard from Gaspard or Dante. She didn’t respond for another hour. My frustration was building. Within that hour of her silence, I had texted her fifteen times. I needed answers.
She finally decided to text back but didn’t give me any hints as to his whereabouts. She seemed to be avoiding my questions all together. It was really starting to piss me off. I texted her more forcefully, insisting she tell me if she had heard from either of them.
Ten minutes later she texted back, saying that we had better discuss this when I got back. When I got back? She was seriously just going to leave me hanging like this? She was just going to leave me to suspect the worst the whole flight back to LA. This woman was killing me.
I called Dante, leaving multiple messages on his phone expressing my worry. His prerecorded message sank my heart each time I called. Just to hear his voice deepened my concerns that he may have found someone else. During the flight back, Maya and I texted back and forth. She continued to hold off telling me about Dante. In my infuriating texting battle with her, I got a text from Gaspard. I held off on berating Maya and turned my focus to him. He knew where Dante was, and I would get him to tell me.
But to my unending frustration with these two, Gaspard was just as closed lipped about Dante as Maya. I sat back in my seat and fantasized about body-slamming them both the second I stepped off this jet. Gaspard told me it was better I hear it from Maya since we were family and she was closer to me than he was. Frustration had passed and turned into desperation as I texted Gaspard, begging him to tell me what was going on. He texted back and told me that it was too difficult for him to explain over text. What the hell was going on?
If Dante stopped messaging me three weeks ago, then that meant neither of these clowns decided to tell me what was happening until I asked them. Oh yes, the body slams were coming. I might be small and skinny, but I’d try my damnedest to lift them up into the air and smash them down to the ground.
I still had four more hours until I got back to LA, and the entire time my mind was going to be drowning in negative thoughts and anxiety. Why couldn’t they just tell me what was going on? Was it really so terrible I had to be sat down and told face-to-face? I couldn’t take this. Staying away for so long may have had consequences I wasn’t ready to face.




Chapter 4

Isabella
The weather here was gloomy, and the whole set of the day seemed depressing. Bad news was coming, I was sure of it. Negative vibes clouded me from the moment I stepped off the jet. If I found out Dante left me for someone else, I would just die. Just wither away into oblivion. He had been my rock from the beginning, and if he were gone from my life, then my life would cease to exist.
Maya had handled the purchase of my new place at Sierra Towers in West Hollywood. It was just three miles from the condo I had in Beverly Hills but more luxurious. She didn’t want me to be secluded and felt the condo in West Hollywood would be more to my liking when I got back. Even though I disliked being in upscale areas, we both decided it was time for a change. I needed to get as far away from that hellish villa as I possibly could, and being around people would help me cope.
Although, I balked at all the attention people got around here. I probably should have had Maya avoid areas that were littered with celebrities. Being around notable people wasn’t really my thing, and Sierra Towers was well known for the celebrities who lived here. I was probably going to have to find another place.
I asked Maya to meet me there so she could explain what was happening with Dante. I braced myself for the worst, as heartbreak wasn’t something new to me. This was something I expected from Nathan, but not Dante. Please, not Dante. I’d put all my faith in him, and he couldn’t just abandon me now.
My driver approached my new home and pulled into the garage area. We parked in my unit’s space, where I saw both Maya and Gaspard waiting for me. This whole time I’d been thinking they were just screwing around with me, and Dante would be here to greet me. I was hoping this was all a ruse to get me to come back home. But I could see from the looks on their faces that this wasn’t the case. Neither of them said a word about Dante despite my questions the moment we greeted each other. We exited the elevator and went straight to my unit.
Gaspard opened my door, then directed me toward Maya, who had walked into the living room. She handed me my keys and sat on the couch. Gaspard entered as well before closing the door behind him. The place was far too luxurious for my taste. But that was beside the point. I sat on the couch and stared daggers at my cousin and Gaspard.
“All right, Mr. and Mrs. Silence, are you two going to tell me what’s going on or not?” I was annoyed and was sure they could tell. Gaspard put his head down before looking in Maya’s direction. I stared at Maya, and I could see she was having a hard time gathering the courage to tell me what was going on.
I braced myself for the worst. “It’s okay, Maya. You can tell me what happened. If he found someone else, I’ll just have to accept that,” I said peacefully while knowing in my heart I was dying inside.
“No, Isabella. That’s not it at all. You know he loved you from the bottom of his heart and would never leave you from anyone else,” said Gaspard.
“Yes, but you just said loved. That he loved me, not loves me. Did he stop loving me? Did something happen to him? Please just tell me. Did something happen?” They both looked at each other and exhaled slowly.
“Isabella, I’m sorry to tell you this, but . . . but Dante has gone missing,” said Gaspard.
Gone missing? I rolled my eyes. He had to be joking. “What do you mean missing?”
“About a month ago his helicopter went down in the Amazon, where he was surveying a recent flood in the area. He was doing some humanitarian work with his charity organization. They found the wreckage, but no bodies. He was flying by himself, and since there was no trace of human remains, we can only assume he was ejected from the chopper somewhere in the rivers or the forestation,” said Gaspard. I tried to keep from laughing. They sure did have vivid imaginations.
“Stop joking around with me, Gaspard. Where is he? Is he here hiding someplace?”
“I’m sorry, Isabella, but that’s the truth,” said Maya.
“I don’t believe you. Dante, are you here somewhere? This isn’t funny. Are you here? Dante! Dante!” I screamed. I looked around the condo, checking all the closets, under the bed, behind the curtains, each room, everywhere.
“Isabella, he’s not here. He’s gone.”
“Dante, this isn’t funny anymore! Come out, all right. I’m sorry I was gone for so long, but I’m here now. Come out now, Dante. Please.” I was going into a panic looking for him. They had to be joking. They just had to be. Maya grabbed and hugged me tight.
“He’s not here. We wouldn’t joke about something like this.”
“Dante . . . Dante!” I shouted with tears forming in my eyes. This was like a nightmare come true. I couldn’t believe this. Everything became a blur. This couldn’t be happening. It just couldn’t. I dropped to my knees and started crying as if I had never shed a tear before in my life. I wanted to die.
Everything I was faded to nothing as Gaspard and Maya hugged me, telling me everything was going to be okay. Nothing would be fine, however. It wasn’t going to be okay, and I would never be fine! I’d lost him again. He’d waited a lifetime for me, and now he’d slipped through my fingers again.
I felt I couldn’t live without him. I would not accept he was gone. If there was even the slightest chance he was alive somewhere down there, then I was going to find him. No matter where he was or what condition he may be in, I would devote all my resources to finding him.
I turned to Gaspard. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner? You waited a damn month to tell me that he’s gone missing. What the hell is wrong with you? And you too, Maya. What’s the matter with you two?” The both of them dumbfounded me.
“I’m sorry, Isabella, but Dante told me not to interrupt your recovery under any circumstances. A month after he got back from visiting you, he was in the hospital for a broken wrist, but he demanded that I not tell you because he didn’t want to worry you in any way,” he said.
“What? How did he break his wrist?”
“It wasn’t his fault; he was just sitting at his computer when a couple of ceiling beams came crashing down on his keyboard and hands. Someone had loosened the screws above his desk. We’re still trying to find out whom. He recovered, so there wasn’t any need for him to bother you with it.”
Was there some predestined spirit trying to take this man away from me? Those ceiling beams could have killed him, and now he was missing.
“We have search parties working around the clock to find him, Isabella.”
“You promise me, Gaspard. You promise me that you will bring him back to me.” I screamed, grabbing his shirt and shaking him furiously.
“On my life, I promise you. We’re doing everything in our power to find him,” he assured me. The resources at Gaspard’s disposal far outweighed my own, but I would still devote what I could to finding him. He had done everything for me and sacrificed so much. Now it was time for me to do the same. I had to find him, or else I might as well be dead myself. I loved him. I knew that now. And nothing, not even predestined spirits or shitty luck, would take him from me.
“Isabella, I’m sorry to say this, but if they didn’t find anything in the first week, then . . .” Maya started.
“Don’t! Don’t you dare! Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it! We’ll find him. Do you understand me, Maya? We’ll find him,” I shouted. “If you all had told me about this the moment it happened, then I could have done something. This is all my fault. I should never have left for as long as I did. I will never forgive myself.”
“Nothing could have prevented this from happening. Dante had his heart set on going through with that mission. You can’t blame yourself. That’s the last thing Dante would have wanted,” Gaspard said. I buried myself into the pillows on my couch, curling up in a ball.
“We’ll find him. You have my word,” he said. He got up and hugged Maya before leaving. She moved closer to me and hugged me, sympathizing with my plight.
“I don’t understand, Maya. I really don’t. It seems like everything I love, I end up losing. Losing Nathan was a good thing, but not Dante. Not like this . . . Not like this.”
“If true love does exist, then it existed between you two. I have never seen a man love a woman as much as he loves you. If there is good in the world, then I’m confident your love for each other will go on forever. I’m sure they will find him. I’m sorry for what I said before. The Amazon is a large place and it’s only been a month. They will find him, and when they do, you will be the first to know. I promise.”
“I don’t care if I have to find him myself. I will not give up on him, not now, not ever,” I asserted. She looked at me and wiped away the tears.
“I have to get back to the office but call me if I needed anything,” she said.
I shook my head in an attempt to gather my bearings. I supposed I should get back into the office as well. Running the company via Skype and conference calls had me worrying if my employees were starting to think their leader had abandoned them.
Couldn’t Dante have just stayed here and waited for me to get back before flying his helicopter in the outskirts of South America? What was he thinking? He couldn’t have gotten someone else to do that damn survey?
Anger, sadness, and regret all balled into my stomach, wanting to explode. Anger toward myself for leaving and toward him for going on that mission. Regret for not coming home sooner and nauseating sadness knowing he was gone. I wouldn’t be able to go on if I found out . . . I didn’t even want to think about it.




Chapter 5

Isabella
Distraught and broken, I found myself walking down the street aimlessly in the rain. A few weeks ago, Nathan had the audacity to contact me asking for my help, saying he had changed and he wanted me back so things would go back to the way they were. That would be pretty difficult seeing as he was a fugitive living in Thailand.
He was even featured on American Greed a couple of times. The second he stepped on American soil, he’d be arrested. I needed to change my email address to keep him from contacting me. I wanted nothing to do with him. The bastard was officially dead to me, especially after I found the pain room he talked about. During the demolition, the horror of his sexual fantasies came to light. I thought I had gotten over him entirely until I saw that room with its whips and chains and other torture devices. And the jars . . . I almost wanted to vomit when the police showed me the jars.
To think he was collecting the pinky toes of all the men and women he’d taken to that room made me want to scrub my skin until it started to peel. There were at least twenty jars in that room, each labeled with a name. I would never have thought Oliver, in all his corruption, would have been one of Nathan’s sex slaves.
I saw his jar sitting there next to a jar with Valentina’s name on it. Her jar was empty, however. I guessed the prospect of having her toe cut off was what made her run to Dante’s place that night. His sickness finally caught up with him, and now he was gone from my life forever.
All the same, he wasn’t the reason I was out here in the rain sulking in my sorrow. It had been five months, and they still hadn’t found my Dante. Despite my company flourishing since our move into the European market two months ago, I still couldn’t bring myself to the realization that he was gone. Maya said it was time for me to move on, and Gaspard had discontinued the search three months ago at the urging of their board members.
They planned to announce him officially deceased within the next few weeks. This couldn’t be happening. I looked down at the ring he’d given me and removed it from around my neck. I unlatched the necklace and took the ring off so I could place it on my finger. I sat under the tree we’d passed by the day he took me to the airport to see my mother. I reminisced about the time he came to visit me in Florida, just to say hello. If I had known that was the last time I was going to see him, I would have smothered him in kisses. Hell, I wouldn’t have allowed him to leave at all.
As I put the ring on, I noticed something engraved on the inside. Taking a closer look, I saw written words I never knew were there. I had been wearing this almost a year, and I’d never seen this engraving. Dante & Isabella 4ever . . . it said on one side, and . . . so we can find each other, on the other. Tears poured out of my eyes, and I contemplated what to do with my life.
Before him, I thought only of my business, and everything else came second—my family, Nathan, everything. Now, I would personally tear down my company brick by brick if it meant I could have him back again. I’d told him that night in the hotel I would never remove this ring, and I never did. He was there waiting for me to find him, I knew it. I couldn’t leave this to Gaspard or anyone else. I had to go there and find him on my own.
For months, Dr. Logan, Maya, Gaspard, and even our new CFO, Julianna Fay, had discouraged me from going to the Amazon to find him. It sounded crazy, but what was I to do? I wanted him. I needed him back in my life. If I didn’t go, I would be forever haunted by the knowledge that I didn’t do everything in my power to find him.
I didn’t want to think about it, but even if he was dead, I had to find his body so I could at least bury him in peace. I’d reached out to his mother last week. She had retired to Spain and told me to do anything I could to find her son. Those were the words of encouragement I needed to hear more than anything.
I looked at this ring, and I gently caressed it between my fingers. I recalled the time we were in the L’Ermitage. I’d begged him to tell me the truth about his feelings, but he’d still held off until I was available. I’d worn a simple robe with nothing underneath. He could have taken me right then, but he hadn’t.
How could a man resist such temptation in the face of someone he loved? He loved me enough to respect my marriage, even though the whole thing was a disaster. He loved me enough to wait until I was ready to hand myself over to him entirely, heart and body. I would never find another man like him. That’s why I would never give up on him. I was going to the Amazon. No one would stop me.




Chapter 6

Isabella
“I will not allow you to do this! Wait until I get back before you do anything,” I shouted at Gaspard. He was planning to announce Dante deceased. I pleaded with the board of the Cayman Roth Conglomerate and Dante’s mother before they declared him officially gone. The board was putting pressure on Dante’s mother and Gaspard to move on from this. I refused to let it happen.
After weeks of pleading, they finally agreed. Now it was up to me to bring him back home. My mother said I was acting irrationally, yet what was love but one irrational decision after another? If trying to find him was considered irrational, then so be it. Vast oceans and borders be damned.
Everyone close to me gathered at my home to talk me out of it. Gaspard, Maya, Julianna, my mom, and Dr. Logan ambushed me. It was a coordinated trap they’d all planned to keep me from going. I would have none of it. My mind was made up. Nothing could stop me.
“Julianna, could you please reason with her?” said Gaspard. With everyone in my home, it looked as if they’d all come together for an intervention. As if they were going to be successful in talking me out of this. I was dumbfounded when Maya called my mom after I told her I was going to find Dante myself. She was a snitch as far as I was concerned. The fact that my mother brought Dr. Logan to try to talk me out of this as well floored me. I had told them all before that nothing would stop me from going, though they didn’t seem to want to listen.
“Isabella, please listen to me. It’s been over five months now, and there still is no sign of him. Dante’s charity fund and his company’s search-and-rescue teams have been searching for him this whole time, and still nothing. There is a time when we have to accept the facts and try to move on,” said Julianna.
Maya looked at me and placed her hand on my shoulder.
“She’s right. I’ve done everything I could to bring him home to you, but I failed. I am so sorry that we weren’t able to find him,” said Gaspard.
“That’s because you all stopped looking!”
“Isabella, please, try to calm down,” my mom interjected.
“I’m going, and there is nothing any of you can do to stop me.”
“Listen, Isabella. He’s gone. I know it’s hard, maybe even impossible to understand. But you have to accept that,” Maya said.
“Don’t you say that!” I exclaimed.
“He’s gone, Izzy,” my mom said. “I’m sorry, I really am, but I don’t want you to end up missing right along with him. You are my only child, and I don’t want to lose you too.”
“Maybe I won’t find him. Maybe I’ll die in my attempts to find him. If that’s what fate has in store for me, then I will accept that. What I won’t accept is sitting here doing nothing while there is even the slightest possibility that Dante is lost somewhere down there, waiting to be found.”
“Isabella . . .”
“He’s alive. I just have to find him.” My eyes began to water.
“Go, Isabella. You go, and you find him,” said Dr. Logan. Everyone in the room inhaled deeply with shock as they turned their attention to her.
“What in the world are you talking about?” said Maya.
“She’s been tormented because of the loss of this man. I can see in her eyes that she will never give up until she has closure. I’m not speaking as your therapist. I’m speaking as your friend. If you feel the need to go and look for him yourself, then that’s exactly what you should do. Leave no stone unturned.”
“Dr. Logan, please don’t encourage her,” said my mother.
“No, she’s right,” said Maya, to my surprise. “I look into her eyes, and I don’t see the same person I saw nine months ago. To tell you the truth, I don’t see the same person I saw when Dante wasn’t even in the picture. She’s changed. Her whole outlook on life has changed. I want the old Isabella back, and if traveling to South America to find the love of her life will make that happen . . . then let’s do it. I’ll go with you.”
My eyes lit up with hope upon hearing her say that.
“Maya, who will run the company if both you and Isabella leave?” asked Julianna.
“She’s right, Maya. I’ll have to go alone. I’ll hire a private search-and-rescue team when I get there.”
“You’re really serious about this, aren’t you? You’re really going to go?” my mother asked.
“Yes, I am dead serious,” I bellowed.
“Do you have any idea how large the Amazon Basin is? You’ll be searching for months. Do you even know which country in the Amazon he crash-landed in?”
“His helicopter was found in Brazil, but they’ve searched all the rainforest in that area already. I’ll just have to look a bit harder. I don’t care what it takes. I have to find him, Mom. I have to.”
“But why, sweetie?”
“Because I love him.” I whispered. This might have been the first time I had shown this much emotion over a man to my mother. Not even Nathan could get me to express this much passion. I hoped she could see just how fervent I was about this and how deeply I felt for him.
“In all my years I have never seen any woman love him with such intensity as you do. You have my full support, anything you need—connections, travel consultants, funds, anything, just ask,” said Gaspard. I smiled a little. It was a relief to have a few of them support me.
“Thank you, Gaspard.”
Even if his board members refused to go on with the search, Gaspard and Dante’s mother still had the final say. If he were declared dead, all of his holdings would transfer to Gaspard until arrangements were made to shift responsibilities to Dante’s cousin Felix, who was living in New South Wales, Newcastle.
When I’d spoken to him a few weeks ago, he seemed completely uninterested in running the company and would most likely allow it to be broken up and sold off. He was more than happy to hear that I wanted to continue the search. If it weren’t for my pleading, their board would have given up on the search months before now.
I thought Felix wanted Dante to be found just as much as I did. If we did find him, then he wouldn’t have to take on the responsibility of running the company. Felix was already wealthy in his own right and wanted to continue to live the life of a carefree playboy. And that was fine by me.
What I didn’t understand was his sheer laziness in not wanting to help me in the search. Why Dante would leave him in charge was lost on me. I guessed he was the only kin Dante had.
With nothing else left to say, Dr. Logan excused herself. I offered for her to stay in my condo and put one of the many rooms I had to use, but she declined. She wanted to get back to Florida as soon as she could. Julianna was secure in the knowledge that Maya would still be around to run the company in my absence.
I hated leaving Maya here to shoulder much of the burden of the everyday corporate responsibilities. I hoped she would forgive me just this once. Aerial & Kam Cosmetics had grown substantially in the last year, and with the expansion of our field offices in Europe coming about, I felt that maybe I should stay until they were completed. But that would take too long. Every moment that passed was a moment Dante could be in danger. I had to go now. The sooner, the better. I would try to be available via Skype and email as much as I could. My location in the rainforest and jungles of South America might make that impossible, but I’d give it my best.
I promised my mother I wouldn’t do anything that would put my life at risk. Everyone in the room walked up to me for a hug before leaving. “I wish you luck in your endeavors, Isabella. And by the way, your phone’s vibrating,” said Dr. Logan before she left. It was sitting on the couch next to Gaspard. I picked it up to find that the call was from an unknown number. I usually didn’t answer unknown callers, but with all the drama happening to me since my divorce, I was hoping it was someone calling with good news. I answered the phone to a familiar voice.
“Hello. How are you going?” he said. It was Felix. The man had been living in Australia for so long that he had picked up a thick accent.
“Where am I going?” I asked, confused.
He sighed. “No. How are you going? It’s the same as saying how are you doing in Americanese?” he joked.
I curled my lip. “How did you get my number?”
“I have Dante’s will here with me. It has all of your contact information in it. You must have made an impression since he’s included you in his will.”
I was floored. Dante never told me about his will. He certainly never told me he had included me in it. “I had no idea,” I exclaimed.
“Yes, well, he did. I thought you might want to know.”
I stared into space for a few seconds. Whether I was in his will or not didn’t matter, because he wasn’t dead. I was going to find him. “Was that the only reason you called?”
“No, it isn’t. The board told me last week that they’re giving up on the search. Just because he’s missing doesn’t mean that he’s dead. You feel the same way, yes?”
“Yes, of course. We talked about this already.” I wondered where he could be going with this. I waved to Gaspard to keep him from leaving. “Felix is on the phone,” I whispered. Gaspard’s face wrinkled at the very mention of his name. I didn’t know what bad blood those two had with one another, but if he was talking about getting Dante back to me, then I was all ears. “Are you going to help me look for him?”
“I can’t. I’m too busy to go out searching the wilderness for my cousin. The only thing I’m concerned with is bringing him back safely so I may go on with my life and not have to worry about managing that business of his. If he’s alive, then I’m off the hook.”
“So, why are you calling if you’re not going to help?” I grew a bit suspicious.
“I never said I wasn’t going to help. I just said I wasn’t going to go looking for him personally. If you truly love him and you want him to be brought home safely, then you will accept my gift.”
“Gift? What gift?” Where was he going with this?
“I called in a favor to my friend in the Royal Navy in the UK. They agreed to help you in the search. Dante had his hands in many dealings around the globe, and a lot of people depend on him. His life has had a positive impact on many world leaders. The last thing any of them want is to see me in charge of the Cayman Roth Conglomerate. If you’re willing, they will help you find him.”
I couldn’t believe it. This was exactly what I needed to hear. What a godsend this was. “This is amazing, Felix.”
“Don’t thank me. Just find him. Check your email. Your contact will be Commodore William Noah. I leave the rest to you.” He hung up without saying goodbye. I turned to Gaspard and told him what Felix just said to me.
“Are you serious?” he asked. A dumbfounded look came over him. Gaspard was in apparent shock that Felix would do anything to help anyone but himself. I guessed in a way he was helping himself by supporting me. I just hoped it wasn’t too late. I leaped to my computer sitting on my kitchen table to check my email. He wasn’t kidding. All the information I needed to get in touch with Commodore Noah
was there. How Felix got my email address, I didn’t know, but I was grateful for it.
“Don’t trust that guy,” said Gaspard.
I spun around in my chair to face him. “Why not? He just gave me everything I needed,” Gaspard joined me in the kitchen along with Maya and my mother.
“You’d be wise not to trust Felix, Isabella. He isn’t everything he seems. He’s an exceptionally gifted hacker who’s allowed his many talents to go to waste. Instead of joining Dante in consolidating many of his IT businesses, he decided to go off on his own and hack government systems for profit. I also heard he’s done jobs for organized crime factions around the globe. I have no clue why Dante made him his beneficiary. In all honesty, Felix was the last person who needed to be in charge of this empire Dante’s built. I don’t know how he got a naval officer to help, but be sure to take his assistance sparingly,” he warned.
Maya and my mom went back into the living room with tea. “Are you sure about this, sweetie?” my mom said.
I thought about what Gaspard had just told me and stared into my mom’s eyes from across the room. There still wasn’t any doubt about me going.
“I’ll be safe, Mom. I’ll take every precaution. I promise.”
I went back into the living room where she hugged me again. She had never seen me like this, which was why she was so afraid I might do something reckless. I would never do anything that may put my safety in jeopardy. Not only for my sake, but for the people who depended on me. And for Dante. My mom kissed my forehead. “I love you, sweetie,” she said. Everyone had already left but my family and Gaspard. He still had a suspicious look about him after Felix’s call.
“Come sit and have some tea, Gaspard. I’m sure nothing is menacing about Felix wanting to help.” I tried to lighten his mood.
“No. I’m fine. I should be getting back to New York. I wish you luck. Maya, Mrs. Kam, enjoy the rest of your day.” He saw his way out. I went back over to my computer to review the information Felix sent me while Maya and my mom continued to give me worried glances.
I heaved a sigh. “I’ll be okay. There’s no need to worry.”
My mom sat back into the couch and drank her tea. “I hope so, sweetie. I hope so.”




Chapter 7

Isabella
Day three of the search and I never thought it would be this hot and humid out here. Despite the urging of the commodore to stay behind, I decided to come along so I could get a grasp of how hard it could be to find someone in this terrain. It was crazy to think someone could survive out here this long, but my faith in Dante was unrelenting and true. I knew he was out here; I just had to see this through.
“Watch out for the snakes, ma’am. They get pretty big here,” said one of the guides assigned to me. The helicopters above us made it difficult for me to hear most of what was being said. The midshipman in charge told me the pilot would be flying out a few miles ahead to expand the search. As beautiful as the scenery around here might have been, I was in no hurry to set up camp. The bugs alone were irking me. I felt as if I were the main dish in their twelve-course meal.
The mosquitos wouldn’t stop until they had poked every inch of my body. The bug repellent I’d brought was useless, and I was about five seconds from covering myself in mud to keep them off. With my hands flailing about in every direction, the only thing I heard was to hold still before the guide blasted me with a wide spray of misty smoke. I started to gag on it before he stopped.
“Are you all right now, ma’am?” asked the guide, holding a tubular device inches away from my face.
“What the hell are you doing?” I exclaimed. I coughed and coughed.
“It was for the bugs, ma’am,” he assured me. Before I could get too angry, I noticed the mosquitos had stopped swarming me. He stood there with a satisfied look as if he’d been waiting all day to spray me with whatever that stuff was.
“You should be okay now, ma’am,” he said with a smirk.
I was grateful and pissed at the same time. He could have given me a warning before spraying me, or better yet, he could have given it to me before we left the boat so I could do it myself. Either way, the bugs had stopped feasting on me, and now I could continue with the search. Just as I was about to feel a bit of comfort in this green pond of mud and water we were walking through, something landed right on my shoulder.
I felt as if I were in one of those horror movies where the guy who was about to be killed was arguing with his friends on what to do next, only to find the monster was right behind him.
His friends would look terrified and he knew in his gut that the beast was there, ready to devour his soul. I looked at my shoulder and there it was, with its long legs and hideous-looking fangs. If I had to guess, I would assume it was one of those things that stuck to your face to implant an alien in your chest. A facehugger was what they’re called, I thought. Why did everything in this jungle want to kill me? Horror filled the depths of my soul as it motioned its fangs toward my face.
“Oh my God, what is it? Get it off, get it off, get it off!” I screamed, running around in circles before tripping over a branch stuck to the bottom of the pond. I landed face-first into the mud, and the creature migrated to the top of my head to keep from getting wet. I shook with fear, hoping this thing didn’t kill me.
“It’s all right, ma’am. It’s just a whip spider. They’re harmless to humans,” said one of the locals with us. I damned near fainted.
“There is nothing all right about a freaking whip spider! For the love of all that is holy, get it off!” He took it off my head and threw it back into the trees. Still, my heart was beating fast as hell as I wiped away the mud from my eyes and face. I hadn’t even been out here two hours, and I was already filthy and had bugs trying to kill me. Of all the places that spider could have landed, it just had to be my shoulder.
“Are you sure you don’t want to head back? We can continue without you,” said the midshipman. Did he think I was some kind of coward who couldn’t hack it out here? Granted, that spider had gotten the better of me, but I could press on as far as needed if it meant I could find Dante myself.
“I’m all right. Let’s go,” I said, walking past him.
Hours into the day’s search and walking this endless river, one of the locals signaled at us, waving his hands back and forth as if he’d found something. We ran over to his location, where he pointed across the lake, shouting in Portuguese. It looked like a piece of a torn parachute that had been shredded by the elements.
We went to investigate and found two shoes next to the fragmented parachute. This area was miles from the crash site. Could the wind have carried him this far away when he jumped out? Or maybe this stuff belonged to someone else. I didn’t want to get my hopes up. They began to examine the fragments, and I said a prayer they didn’t find any limbs or a body.
“This stuff has been out here a while, and it could very well belong to Dante,” said the midshipman. I headed over to see if I could recognize anything from the rubble.
“Look there! The Cayman Roth logo on the part of the parachute that’s torn. You see it?” I pointed out enthusiastically. This was definitely his stuff. I was sure of it.
“You’re right. How could the initial search teams have missed this?” he said. Regardless of what they did, this find gave me hope that he was out there somewhere and we were getting closer.
“Look for body parts!” shouted one of the locals. Body parts? Insensitive prick!
“What do you mean body parts?” I bellowed. He mumbled something in his native tongue and rejoined the group.
“Listen, everyone. We don’t have much sunlight left. We should head to the extraction point. We’ll pick up the search tomorrow,” said the midshipman.
He was right. They didn’t want to start the search so late in the day, but I insisted. Whatever sunlight we had I was going to make the best of it. In any case, it was getting dark and the last thing I wanted was to be out here at night. “I need everyone to gather all the stuff we found. If it’s Dante’s, then I want it,” I requested. They thought it was all useless junk, but it wasn’t to me. If it belonged to Dante, then I was keeping it regardless.
We headed back to the rendezvous for pickup. It was nearly dark and I sure as hell did not want to be out here when the sun went down. That spider thing might come after me again to finish the job.




Chapter 8

Isabella
The commodore thought it would be a good idea for me to stay ashore for the rest of the searches. The Amazonian forest was a beautiful place. I could only hope this place hadn’t done to Dante what I feared. So far, they had been able to find more wreckage from his crash that drifted some miles away from the original site. The landmasses here were plentiful, and there was no doubt in my mind he could have survived out here. When they did find him, I wanted to be the first person from civilization he saw.
During our dinner date in Seoul, he’d told me about his time in the Boy Scouts and his yearlong travels with survivalists after he graduated college. Perhaps that was a reason he’d decided to survey this area himself. Maybe he missed nature. I just hoped nature hadn’t claimed him. Whatever survival training he’d received I expected would do him good.
This was my first time in Brazil, and my Portuguese was sparse to nonexistent. When I first arrived and met with the commodore, he took me out on the initial search runs. He had ships looking around the riverbanks while most of the other searchers flew overhead by helicopter, looking for signs of life through the fog.
If he was still alive, he would have at least tried to make a fire to keep himself warm. It had been a week and so far, nothing. I was still confident nonetheless. If he had been ejected from his helicopter, then I was sure he wouldn’t be anywhere near his original crash site. Maybe the wind blew him farther out when the storm hit. The locals I’d brought out here to help in the search had been kind to me so far, except that one guy and his sly comment about Dante’s body parts.
I told them I would quadruple their pay if they found him, whether he was alive or . . . or gone. I didn’t even want to say the words. I refused to let them slip from my lips. He was alive, and I knew it. I could feel him in my bones. He was calling for me, just waiting to be found. I got frequent reports, at least once every five hours by my request, on the status of the search.
They found things the initial survey’s by Gaspard didn’t notice. I could only surmise that they didn’t bother to look inside the forest areas where he’d most likely be. It was starting to seem as though they were more concerned with finding the wreckage than human remains. I should have come out here months ago.
***
It was 3 a.m., and I couldn’t sleep. All I did was sit by my radio waiting for the latest update, hoping for them to say they’d found him and he was alive. I’d never asked fate for anything my entire life, but if fate could bring him back to me, I would be forever in its debt. I could hear the searchers on the radio, various channels open by my side as they scrabbled through the wilderness looking for clues and wreckage. As I nodded off, despite my best efforts to stay awake, I heard someone on one of the radio frequencies scream.
“I found something, but it doesn’t look like it’s breathing!” they said.
I nearly jumped out of my skin, eyes wide. I listened closely, trying to figure out what was going on, but most of what they were saying was in Portuguese.
“What is it? What happened?” I screamed over the radio. Shivers overcame me while I waited for a response. Ten minutes, then fifteen, and now twenty, still no answer. “What the hell did you find? Someone answer me!” I was growing restless.
“It’s here!” I heard shouted repeatedly. My heart beat faster as I readied myself to go out on the next boat to see what was going on. They found him. They finally found him! I had to go now.
“Calm down, everyone, it’s just a dead alligator,” said one of the British officers on the same frequency. My heart sank into my stomach. I grabbed the radio next to my cot and started screaming in a fit of rage.
“Do you know what you did? Do you have any idea what the hell you just did to me!”
“Hello? Do you copy? Who’s on this frequency—over?”
“It’s Isabella Kam. The reason you’re out here!” I tried to calm myself, but frustration got the better of me.
“Sorry, ma’am. We didn’t know you were listening. We thought you were asleep.”
“Of course I’m listening. I’m always listening. Don’t do that to me again. I thought you found him!” I threw the radio on the floor and fought back tears. I was an emotional wreck. How was I to sleep now with my heart racing? I couldn’t believe these people, going berserk over a damned alligator. I went downstairs to the bar to have a drink. Maybe that would calm my nerves a bit. Everyone was sleeping, and there was no one tending the bar, so I went ahead and fixed myself something.
It wasn’t uncommon for people around here to mix their own drinks. I decided to purchase this little bar so I could be alone and drink by myself. The last thing I needed was to be surrounded by drunkards who liked to hit on me in their off hours. I didn’t feel the need to bring any bodyguards due to most of the locals here being somewhat friendly.
It was now 3:45 a.m., and since I had been here, I’d probably had a total of ten hours of sleep a night. I was always hoping this would be the day they found him. I felt as though I was driving myself mad. As if I was obsessed. Was this what love was, an obsession to find someone even when they couldn’t be found?
Had I been deceiving myself these last two years? Maybe everyone was right—maybe Dante was dead. How could I have allowed fate to take him from me? I should have been by his side from the day he told me he loved me. I held my love for him just as long as he had kept his for me.
Two years he waited for me to leave my husband and come to think of it, he’d loved me his whole life. Since we were children. Nothing could tear our obsession for one another apart. If I did find him and he was alive, I would never leave his side ever again. I would love him, and only him, until death graced its cold fingers upon me, taking me into the hereafter—I swore it.
“Do you really mean that?” said a familiar voice from behind me. As stupefied as I was as to who it could have been, deep in my gut I knew it couldn’t possibly be him. I’d rather confront that spider again than . . . than him. I turned around, but I was stopped when he put his arms around my neck and whispered in my ear. It was him.
He smelled like embalming fluid, and his breath was much worse. This couldn’t be real. How the hell was he here? I tried to wiggle my way out from his clutches, but his stench had me partially paralyzed. I wanted to bite his hand, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t allow whatever disgusting filth he bathed in to enter my mouth.
I pulled his arm from around my mouth and scratched at his face.
“Nathan!” I screamed, hoping someone upstairs would hear me. He released me and pushed me to the floor.
“You are so predictable. I knew, I knew, I knew . . . Oh no, no, no, no, no. Yes, I knew you would . . . Shhhh . . . Shhhh . . . You didn’t really think I would let you go so easily, did you? Foolish little girl,” he rambled. I didn’t know if he was drunk or high. He looked as if his mind had fallen into complete insanity. He’d grown an unkempt beard and his hair was greasy. The clothes he wore were dirty and covered in holes. He had the appearance of a homeless meth addict.
“How did you find me?” I asked, trembling.
He rolled his tongue at me and smiled. “I’ve been waiting here for four months. I saw on the news that one of the world’s wealthiest men went missing in the Amazon. It didn’t take me long to put two and two together. I also knew it would only be a matter of time before you came looking for him yourself. Now you’re mine again, bitch!”
“Get the hell away from me, Nathan,” I said, inching my way closer to the door.
He advanced with each motion I took. “You see, I came here thinking you would be looking for your long-lost business partner. I never suspected that you were in love with him. That’s right. I heard you whispering to yourself just now. You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I am. He’s more of a man than you could ever dream to be!”
“Oh, really? Then it’s a real shame that your real man is dead. Ha! He’s dead, Isabella. Get it through your thick skull! He’s dead! Dead!”
“No! He’s not dead! I’ll find him!”
“You silly little bitch. There is so much you simply do not know. You see, Isabella, I know he’s dead.” He began to laugh like a psycho.
“How do you know?” I shot him a frightful glare.
He snickered. “Because I killed him! I rigged his helicopter just as I rigged the beams on the ceiling that broke his wrist. That’s right, whore! I killed him!”
Rage engulfed me, and it felt as if my flesh were melting from my bones.
“No!” I screamed before the bar attendant woke me. He looked just as bewildered as I felt, with my heart racing and arms flailing about. He stood there staring at me as if I were crazy. It was a dream. The whole thing was a damn dream. Words could not describe the strange emotions swirling around my head right then. For a second, I thought I was being tortured in Nathan’s pain room. I simmered down a bit and turned to the attendant, who was now afraid to come near me.
“How long was I asleep?”
“I-I’m not sure. Two da-days,” he said, stuttering.
“Two days!” I exclaimed.
“No-no-no. I mean. Two ow-ow-hours. That’s how you say . . . hours?” he said in broken English. I sighed in relief.
“I’m sorry if I frightened you,” I said. He looked at me strangely. I wasn’t sure if he fully understood what I meant. I walked back upstairs to my room to get some real sleep. I planned to sleep half the day away with my radio next to my bed, just in case they found him. As exhausted as I was, I still couldn’t bring myself to stop worrying about this whole situation. Every day I hoped would be the day a miracle struck. The day he would walk through my door covered in mud, tired, and grateful to be alive. The day he would thank me for never giving up hope.
I longed for that day. Words couldn’t describe how much I longed for it.




Chapter 9

Isabella
We’d been out here for a few months and gotten nowhere. It wasn’t the constant letdowns and idiocentric complaints of the locals who wanted to go home to their families that made me lose hope. It wasn’t the dreams of my subconscious telling me he was lost to me. My logic and self-reflection finally forced me to accept reality.
After months of searching, I’d found nothing that would lead me to believe Dante was still alive. The commodore was growing restless, as were his men. We searched the forest, the rivers, and the oceans. Still, we found nothing. No progress or hope for optimism was left.
I had no choice but to accept that Dante was gone from me. He was gone. I couldn’t believe I was actually saying it. He was lost in this vastness of water and land, just as my heart was gone in the vast emptiness of sorrow that consumed me. I would never love another man as I loved him.
As he’d waited for me all his life, I would wait for him the rest of mine. No other would replace the love in my heart I had for him. I would close myself off to every suitor, every handsome face, and every sweet-talking, hopeless romantic that’d come calling. I didn’t think I would ever recover from this. Dante didn’t deserve this fate.
I would love only him forever. He was there for me when I was broken. His letters nurtured my heart to love again. The passion he showed me brought me from the brink. Even when I didn’t reply to his texts during my recovery, still his love didn’t wane. Dante would always hold a place in my soul. That much he deserved.
It was three o’clock in the morning as I sat on the boat and gazed into the night sky. I listened to the insects, birds, and waterfalls in the distance as they made their ambient sounds. I felt at peace . . . Almost.
I’d called Commodore Noah and told him to stop the search three hours ago. I died a little inside after having made that call. It wasn’t fair. Life without Dante in it would be nothing. Everything I was would be nothing. The only thing that kept me going was the hope of someday finding him and holding him in my arms. That hope was now gone from me.
I didn’t want to give up, but what else was I to do? Maya needed my help, and I couldn’t abandon her or my company to chase a dream. The dream that he might still be alive. I had to face my responsibilities and get my head back into reality. For as long as I had tried to suppress the will to admit this, I had no choice.
Every night I thought of him—his scent, his warmth. He’d be there encouraging me, telling me not to give up. Each time he was so beautiful, like a phantom guiding me to serenity. The time we shared was short but plentiful.
I wish we could have had each other just once. If only I could have felt his warm breath on my skin as he entered me. I wanted to feel him release a long sigh and exhale into my neck, signifying that it felt just as good for him as it did for me. To feel his sweat drip on my body with passionate kisses in between breaths. Just thinking about it made me want to stay here longer to prolong the search even further.
Was that what I should do? Should I give it a little while longer before I called it quits? How would Noah react if I told him to disregard my last call and to keep searching? He’d probably be pissed. This search had brought me to the brink of insanity. Why shouldn’t Noah and the others  dwell in hardship just as I have?
You have to go back home, said the logical angel on my left shoulder.
Keep searching, Isabella. I know you can find him, said the love-stricken angel on my right. Deep in my heart, I didn’t know which I should listen to. Second thoughts of giving up on the search clouded my brain.
Reminiscing about the time we shared threw my mind into a loop, tempting me to backtrack on my decision to quit. I hadn’t spoken to my mother or Dr. Logan since I got here, and I knew what my mom would say. She would tell me to come back home and get on with my life. But how was I to abandon him? He never quit on me, even when he had that business deal in London. He gave up that software company without hesitation just to see if I was all right. Time, money, business—none of that meant anything to him when it came to me, and now I should make the same sacrifice.
No! I wouldn’t call off the search just yet. I had to keep it going just for a while longer—if only to satisfy my gut feeling that we were close. I knew we were close. Just a while longer. I had to be able to look at myself in the mirror and say I did everything in my power to bring him home. I mustn’t quit. I had to find him.
“Ma’am, ma’am? Ms. Kam. Isabella Kam, are you there?” I heard over the radio. I ran to the top deck and answered swiftly.
“Yes, I’m here. What is it?”
“I know you wanted to call off the search, but I think we may have found him,” said the commodore.
Anger gripped me. “I’m not in the mood for jokes.”
“This is no joke, Ms. Kam. We were on our way back to the dock when one of our scout ships spotted a man on a raft. We believe it’s him.” His voice was stern with slight hints of exhilaration.
“You’re shitting me!” I screeched. The excitement almost brought me to my knees.
“You were right to expand the search beyond Brazil, Ms. Kam. It appears to be him on that raft floating down the Marañón River. From what it looks like, he may have constructed the raft himself. Our scouts are sending us a video feed right now. He doesn’t appear to be conscious. We would never have suspected he would end up near Peru. We’ll be moving in to intercept.”
My heart stopped at that moment. I dropped to my knees and clenched the radio in my hands out of sheer shock and joy. I had to go and see if it was really him. I must! “We have to get out there immediately. Start the boat and let’s get down there!” I exclaimed at the midshipman. He was just as anxious as I was. The boat’s engine revved as the midshipman pushed us full-throttle.
For the love of all that was good in the world, please let this be true. Please let it be him. The sensibilities of my hope and elation opened to the possibility that all my hard work and patience would be rewarded. We sailed toward the riverbanks near one of the outer docks to meet up with the commodore.
“Faster! We have to go faster,” I shouted.
“Hold tight,” he said.
“Have you made contact with him? Is he all right?” I asked over the radio. No one answered. I suspected they were all busy trying to hoist him up to safety. As excited as I was, I couldn’t help but to think this would be like the last two times when they’d thought they had found him. The first time it turned out to be a lost angler. The second was a half-eaten sailor who had been attacked by sharks after escaping from a hijacking. This time, I felt it in my gut. This had to be him. I’d been waiting too long for fate to deny me this now. In under an hour, the midshipman and I had made it to the dock to board the plane to Peru. The commodore was already on his way there via jet.
It would take us almost four hours to get there from Rio de Janeiro. I was baffled that he could have navigated from his original crash site all the way to Marañón River in Peru without anyone discovering him. Nevertheless, all that mattered was that he was alive and safe. Questions would come after—now, all that was important was his safety.




Chapter 10

Isabella
“It’s definitely him, but he’s not breathing. Get me the defibrillator now!” shouted one of the medics onboard the ship that had found Dante. We’d landed and gone straight to one of the scout ships. Commodore Noah had gotten there an hour before we did and taken his ship to their location. Then everything went silent. The battery in my radio had died. I’d forgotten to charge it last night before going to bed.
“Quick, tune to their frequency!” I said to the communications officer aboard our ship. He dialed in, but the only thing I could hear was he’s gone.
“Fix the frequency, damn you!” I shouted.
He’s gone . . . He’s gone, someone kept repeating. I went over to the primary radio. I was sweating, and my heart was pounding. “He’s gone? What do you mean he’s gone?” I cried.
“Hello, Ms. Kam? We’re telling him to breathe long and slow. He’s going to be all right, don’t worry,” said the commodore.
He’s gone . . . Breathe long. Why must fate continue to play mind games with me?
“Isabella, is that you?” I heard over the radio. I dropped to my knees. I was weak all over. Euphoric bliss ran through me. It was him. I recognized his voice. It was raspy and drained, but it was him.
“Yes, it’s me, Dante! I’m coming to you now. Just hold on.” I hyperventilated at the thought of seeing him after so long. He had my heart, and no matter the condition he was in, I would comfort him, hug him, and love him.
“You must go faster,” I commanded. Tears of joy found their way down my cheeks. The warm breeze blew them away. This was happening. I could see them in the distance, lowering a speedboat into the water. It raced toward us to take me to the commodore’s ship. The boat caught up to us in a matter of minutes.
“Ms. Kam, please come aboard! I’ll take you the rest of the way,” said the man driving the boat. Without a moment of hesitation, I made my way down the ladder and jumped onto his boat. My knees were shaking uncontrollably. The adrenaline within me rushed through every vector of my body as I anticipated laying my eyes on his face once again. It was only a few minutes before we approached the ship.
I could hear him screaming my name just as loud as my heart had screamed for him. I began to climb up the ladder, but my nervousness got the better of me, and I slipped and fell into the ocean. Crap! I guessed I should be grateful I’d fallen into the water and not the boat. I probably would have broken both my legs had that happened.
The boat operator helped me back into his speedboat, and I gave the ladder another go.
Breathe, Isabella, just breathe. You don’t want to end up killing yourself the moment you’re about to see him again.
I held on tight to each grip of the ladder’s bars, hoisting myself up onto the boat.
“Where is he?” I asked frantically.
“Over here, Ms. Kam,” said the commodore, guiding me toward Dante. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. There he was, laid out on a stretcher, covered in dried river muck and a long beard, looking malnourished.
“Dante!” I screamed, running to him. I dove onto the floor and wrapped my arms around his frail body. “I knew I would find you. I knew you were alive. I never gave up hope.”
“Is-Isabella . . . Is this a dream, or is it really you? So many hallucinations. So many lies. Is this real?” He gasped with each breath.
“Yes, it’s me, Dante—it’s me.”
He wrapped one of his arms around my waist and hugged me as tight as he could. Tears fell from the corners of his eyes.
“You never gave up on me. You really do love me,” he said somberly.
“Of course I love you. No matter how long it took. I love you with all my heart, everything, from my blood to my breath. There is no me without you.” I sat him up and saw the ring still laced around his neck.
“You still have it?” I began to cry.
“I told you I would never take it off. But where’s yours?”
“Here.” I lifted my hand to his face. The ring that signified my resolve was now on my finger.
He cracked a smile. “That ring should be an engagement ring. I should have had the courage to ask. I should have—” He started to cough violently. I laid him back down and wiped the sweat from his brow.
“Don’t talk, Dante. Just relax. We’re going to take care of you.”
“No, I have to say this. I should have asked you to marry me the last time we saw each other. I’ve loved you longer than you know, Isabella Kam.”
I kissed his cheek. “As far as I’m concerned, Dante Alonso, I’m already your wife,” I whispered into his ear. He tried to sit up, but the medic told him to lie back down so they could put him on an IV.
“You will not believe what I’ve been through. The only thing that kept me alive was this ring. That, and seeing your face again. You are my angel, my savior. You are the reason I am alive. Any words I could come up with would be an understated insult to how much I love you,” he said, coughing and exhausted.
“Rest now, babe. We’re going back home. You can tell me everything when you’re well-rested with some food in your belly.” He brushed his hand against my cheek and closed his eyes.
I had my private jet meet us near Lima, the capital of Peru. I couldn’t wait to hear how he’d drifted from the inner part of the Amazon River near outer Brazil to the Marañón River in Peru. It was no surprise Gaspard and his team weren’t able to find him. Everyone was looking near the crash site but never thought to expand the search beyond that. If I hadn’t come out here when I did, who knew what would have become of him. Now, he was back by my side, and I would never let him out of my sight again. That was my word.




Chapter 11

Isabella
It was all over the news and the media was eating it up. I wanted this to be as discreet as possible, but the naval officer, William Noah, thought it would help his career aspirations to let the world know he found the lost billionaire, as CNN had dubbed Dante.
The moment we stepped off my jet in Miami, reporters surrounded us. The man needed medical care, not fame-seeking journalists trying to get an interview. What a mess. I should have known something like this would happen. I wanted to get right back on my jet and head straight to California to my private airstrip, but Dante needed urgent care, so we had no choice.
These people had the nerve to follow us from the airport all the way to the hospital. I should have had him transported here via helicopter airlift instead of the ambulance. But Dante was scared to death of helicopters now, so I saw no other alternative. My bodyguards did what they could to get us to the hospital’s doors with minimal harassment when we arrived at Baptist Health South Florida.
“Hey, are you the one who found him?”
“Are you Isabella Kam, CEO of Aerial & Kam Cosmetics?”
“Where did you find him?” was all I heard. Their yelling annoyed me to the point where I wanted to start pushing them all out of my way. However, if I did that, my company’s image would be put at risk.
I could see it now: “Isabella Kam, owner and CEO of Aerial & Kam Cosmetics, goes psycho on reporters. Did she take drugs on the way back from the Amazon? Is she an addict? Are cosmetics the only chemicals she’s selling? Find out tonight, only on News at 6.”
I took a deep breath and repeated no comment until we made it inside. Dante was sedated, so he didn’t have to hear the ruckus surrounding us. The emergency medical staff wheeled him into one of the executive rooms from the elevator. I followed behind them.
“Sorry, ma’am, but you can’t be in here,” said one of the nurses. I showed them the ring on my finger.
“You know who I am. You know who he is. I’m staying with him no matter what, and I dare you to stop me,” I hissed. She said nothing and stepped out of the way, allowing me to enter the room. They took off his clothes and hooked him up to an IV. He had scars all over his legs and arms, and his feet were busted up pretty bad.
I tried to keep myself from crying. I hated seeing him like this. Maybe it would be better if I did wait outside. The nurse looked at me and then nodded to the doctor. I glanced away. “He’ll be all right in our care, Ms. Kam. I think it’s best for you to wait outside. Dante will be right here,” said the doctor. I sighed and took one last look at him.
“I’ll be right outside, Dante. Don’t you quit on me,” I whispered. I went out into the hallway and called Maya to tell her I’d finally done it. I had found him. I took out my phone and to my surprise, there she was, along with Gaspard, coming out of the elevator down the hallway. I didn’t think they saw me as they walked around aimlessly, looking from one corridor to the next.
“Hey, over here. Maya, Gaspard.” I waved to get their attention. They turned and saw me. Gaspard moved over to the left, and I could see my mother behind him. Dante’s mother was here as well.
My mother walked briskly down to the hallway toward me. “You had me so worried! You were gone for months,” she said.
I hugged her tight. “I’m all right, Mom. I found him and he’s alive.”
“Yes, we heard. It was all over the news,” said Maya.
“I told you I would find him. He was floating on a raft down the Marañón River in Peru. He wasn’t even in Brazil.” Gaspard was taken aback. “They told me on the ride here they were going to perform some blood tests to make sure he didn’t contract any fatal infections.”
Maya hugged me and rubbed my back. “You’re amazing,” she said. I hugged her tighter.
Dante’s mother joined us. “Thank you for finding my son. Gracias, estoy muy agradecida,” she cried. I put my arm around her and embraced her as well. This was the first time I had seen her in person since I was a child. Dante had her eyes and she was about my height. She was slim and beautiful with long gray hair. I remembered her. She used to hand out popsicles to the children in our neighborhood in the summer before they moved away.
“Thank you for giving birth to him,” I said. She smiled before releasing me. Maya joined Gaspard by the door, while Dante’s mother went into his room. My mom headed down to the food court of the executive suite. I guessed she could tell I was hungry.
I took a seat on the floor to rest my legs and back. I was just as exhausted as my poor Dante. I hadn’t eaten a real meal in almost two days. Crackers and energy drinks had become my staples. When the words we found him hit my ears, the only thing I wanted was to be close to him. To see if he was all right.
From the boat ride to Lima, all the way to our flight here to Miami, I rested my head on his chest. Dante’s heartbeat was all I wanted to hear. He ran his bruised fingers through my hair the whole time, although it must have been painful for him to do so. His touch gave me warmth.
Half an hour later, my mom came back with boxes of food.
“Here, eat this,” she said, handing me a to-go box of pancakes and scrambled eggs from IHOP. My stomach growled at the sight of it. It was five o’clock in the morning, so the breakfast made sense.
“I thought you went down to the food court,” I said.
“They didn’t have any pancakes.” She handed Maya and Gaspard some boxes of food as well. I took mine and went into Dante’s room. His mother had fallen asleep on the couch at his bedside. Dante was still unconscious. The doctor in charge said it was all right for us to come in.
“You poor, poor man,” Gaspard whispered. I suspected he had never seen Dante like this before either.
“Give him a month and he’ll look just like new,” the nurse reassured us.
“He’s suffering from severe malnutrition, muscle atrophy, and dehydration. From observation alone, we don’t believe he has any life-threatening infections. The blood test will be back shortly,” his doctor said.
“He’s skin and bones,” said Maya.
“It’s a miracle he survived. I told you I was going to bring him home, alive or not.” I took a bite of my pancakes.
“I have never witnessed a love this strong before. If it weren’t for you, this man would be dead. I didn’t think such a love could even exist.” Gaspard flattered me. I could only assume that in his fifty-two years of existence, he had never truly loved before. It went without question that I would risk everything for the man I loved, just as he would do for me. That was what love was all about—to do for that person as they would undoubtedly do for you. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that Dante would have done the same for me. Not one single doubt.
I saw him open his eyes.
“Isabella,” he said groggily, compelling me to stop eating and rush to his bedside. He raised his hand and placed it on the back of my head. Pulling me closer, he pressed his dry lips against mine. “You taste like maple syrup,” he said.
“Would it be all right if I gave him some of my food?” I asked the doctor.
“Don’t give him too much. Only a few bites will be fine. I don’t want his stomach getting upset.”
I brought the to-go box over to him and gave him a few bites. He was having trouble swallowing, so I brought a small cup of water to his mouth. “Drink, babe,” I said. He took a few sips before laying his head back on the pillow. Even now, he was so beautiful to me.
“I owe you my life,” he whispered.
“The only thing you owe me is your love. Never forget that.”
“My heart has been yours from the beginning. It always will be.”
“Aww,” everyone said in unison. I blushed just as he did, and we all laughed. A joyous moment out of a tragic incident.
“I suppose the board gave up the search some time ago, right, Gaspard?” Everyone looked at Gaspard.
“Yes, they did.”
“You’d be surprised, but your cousin helped me to find you. After your company’s board decided to give up on the search, your cousin stepped in and gave me the resources I needed to continue,” I told him.
“I knew Felix would get involved if I made him my successor. He was my insurance policy just in case something was to happen to me. The last thing he would want is to run the company, and with me gone, he would have no choice but to step up. Luckily, my plan worked out. Otherwise, I probably would still be there, or dead.”
We all stared at me strangely. No one had understood why Dante would make Felix successor. I guessed that explained it. Now that Dante had been found, Felix was off the hook.
“Strange strategy. You’re lucky you have a woman who loves you enough to risk everything for you. If you had been killed, Felix would be in charge,” said Gaspard.
“I’m sure Felix would have left day-to-day operations in your capable hands,” Dante joked.
My anger started to resurface.
“You shouldn’t be playing games with your life. Do you have any idea what you’ve put me through?” I snapped at him. He frowned and said nothing. I supposed I would wait until he was fully recovered before I unleashed my wrath upon him.
Maya, however, being the straightforward type of woman she was, walked right up to him. “What were you thinking? Surveying the Amazon during a storm. What the hell is wrong with you?” she exclaimed.
“I know . . . I know what you’re saying, and I am truly sorry.”
“Sorry for what, may I ask?” Maya continued. She knew what he was going to say. He was reckless with his life, and he should never have ventured out there by himself. I could tell by the look in his eyes that no one in this room regretted what happened more so than he did.
He was the one who had to suffer in the wilderness for six months, and he almost died as a result. The sorrow in his voice was evident. Dante’s regretful eyes caused my anger to fade. I guessed he had suffered enough.
“Please, forgive me, everyone. No one is sorrier than I am. I’ve been through hell.” Maya exhaled slowly and Gaspard took a seat on the couch next to Dante’s mother.
“I guess I’ll let you off the hook this time,” she said jokingly. Maya consoled him by giving him a hug and a kiss on the cheek.
“Thank you for sparing me,” Dante said, laughing.
“Well, I have to get back to LA for a meeting. Now that you’re back, Isabella, I’ve forwarded you some information on the new product line we’re planning. We can talk about it later,” said Maya. She hugged me and bid me farewell. I could tell by the look she gave me she hoped that I would return to the office sooner rather than later. But I needed to be by Dante’s side right now.
My mother followed suit and headed to her car, happy I’d made it back in one piece. She asked Dante and me to stop by before heading home to California. Depending on how long the doctors said he had to stay here, I planned to take him someplace comfortable, someplace familiar, when we were free to go.
“Mother, Gaspard, could you please give us a moment?” Dante asked.
“Yes, of course. We’ll be right outside,” his mother said. They closed the door and left us a moment to ourselves. Dante looked worried about something. I moved the couch closer to his bed and laid my head on his stomach.
“Are you feeling fine now?” I asked.
He brushed his fingers through my hair. “I think I’m having a problem with my memory.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. Please don’t tell me he’s suffering from amnesia or something worse. I don’t need that type of shock right now.
“The last thing I remembered was seeing you in the Amazon. The next thing I know, I’m sitting here in a hospital bed.”
“That’s it?”
He nodded. “I don’t remember anything in between.”
“Dante, you scared the crap out of me. I thought you had amnesia or something. You were sedated the whole trip back.”
“Oh, all right.” He looked at me with relief. As he sipped the orange juice next to my pancakes on the table, a look of ease overcame his eyes. I squeezed him tightly after he’d finished drinking. His body was so brittle it made me want to cry.
“Don’t you ever do anything that stupid again. Do you have any idea what I’ve been through while you were gone? I fell into depression, I couldn’t eat or sleep, and I burdened Maya and my new CFO, Julianna, with so much work it’s a miracle that they still choose to work for me.” I knew I shouldn’t have been scolding him, but I had to get it off my chest. We gazed into each other’s eyes, and he gave that smile I missed so much.
“Of course they wouldn’t leave you. Maya loves you just as I do. I promise you I will never do anything like that again. The last six months were a complete nightmare for me. When the indigenous tribes weren’t hunting me, I was being stalked by some wild animal. It was a hunt and I was the prey. I was trying to drift my way to any civilized city I could find.
“Navigating the forest was too dangerous. I tried that for the first two months I was there. I told the time by each nightfall. My smoke signals didn’t do anything but draw attention from the indigenous. For my safety, I stuck near the rivers and other waterbeds in the hopes someone would find me. That was the reason you discovered me floating down the Marañón River.
“I used my survival training to make fires, build myself a shelter, and hunt. My diet consisted of fruits, bugs, and whatever protein I could manage to hunt and kill. In the beginning, I built a raft and paddled my way down whatever lake or river in view. The waterfalls and strong currents almost proved to be fatal.
“I was hoping to run into civilization eventually. But all I encountered were indigenous peoples and alligators. I swear this one alligator was tailing me wherever I went. I steered clear from them as best as I could. When rafting failed, I set up shelter in one place. I believed that if I stayed still, eventually someone would find me.
“It wasn’t until I saw this freakishly large anaconda staring me in the face one night with its mouth gaping that I said enough was enough. I was only minutes away from being devoured by that damned thing. That snake would have had a hearty meal if I hadn’t woken up when I did. I stabbed it in the eye with a spear I made and ran for my life. For me, that was it. I had to get the hell out of there. I took my raft and headed for the nearest river.
“Things couldn’t have gotten any worse until my raft broke when I hit an unrelenting current. A piece of bamboo struck me right in the head, knocking me unconscious. There wasn’t any doubt that I was destined to die that day. That’s when I awoke on that boat with your sweet voice calling my name. When I saw your face, I figured I was in heaven. I thought I was drowning and my life was flashing before me. But it was real. You saved me. I knew that I wasn’t dead. You kept me alive, Isabella. You saved me. Everything I am belongs to you now, just as it always has. I will love you forever.”
I wiped my tears. No longer was I confused. No longer was my mind spinning in the face of uncertainty. This was where I wanted to be. This was where my life needed to be. Dante, the love of my life, the real love of my life, was finally in my arms. No more Nathan and no more drama. I was right all along. I should have gone down there and searched for him myself from the beginning. I reached over his chest and took off the necklace that bore the ring.
“What are you doing?” he asked. I took the ring off the necklace and put it on his finger.
“Now we’re one,” I whispered. He held my hands and fell asleep. I was his. I put my head back in his lap and closed my eyes. Never had I ever dared to love a man this much.




Chapter 12

Isabella
After two months of recovery, Dante received approval from his physician, who flew in from New York, to be discharged from the hospital. I practically moved into his room while he was there. The executive suite and the hospital staff were very accommodating. I did most of my work and meetings at the hospital. I hoped I wasn’t too much of a burden on him. I asked him plenty of times if he would like me to leave and do my work elsewhere. Each time, he smiled that smile and told me to stay put.
He said watching me work and run my business helped him to cope with the drama of being gone for so long. My management teams under the supervision of Maya thought I was torturing the poor guy by being there, but it was what he wanted. It made him feel at ease, and I was more than happy to do what I could to bring him back into the world.
The skinny, malnourished Dante I found on that boat had been replaced by what I remembered him as—a handsome, strong angel with beautiful gray eyes, pronounced cheekbones, and slick black hair. We probably could have left a week earlier, but I wanted to make sure he was okay before doing so.
I asked his physician to order various tests to make sure of it. Call me paranoid, but I didn’t want to get him home and suddenly have him drop to the floor in convulsions because they missed something. Dante needed the reassurance just as I did.
I had yet to mention the little secret he had been keeping this whole time. I thought I would save that conversation for when we got home. I needed to know why he would keep it from me. For now, I wanted him to see the house I’d purchased. I’d coordinated with Maya to sell the condo she bought on my behalf at Sierra Towers.
The only time I’d left Dante’s side was to go house-hunting. I needed a secluded place away from all the media and distractions. I hoped to have him move in with me. I had yet to ask. I was a little nervous about what his answer would be. I thought of all the time that was lost, only for us to come together again. How different would our lives have been if my father hadn’t hidden him from me when we were kids? Maybe this was all fated to be.
Either way, I was glad I had him by my side now, and I couldn’t wait to get him out of those clothes and to my home. I’d had a luxurious bathhouse for two installed three weeks ago. Maya oversaw the construction under the terms of letting her use it once a week. I agreed. She’d helped me in more ways than one.
Our driver pulled up to the back of the hospital to avoid the press who had been circling the building for days like vultures. They were just as relentless as they were inconsiderate. Had Dante not developed an extreme fear of helicopters, leaving via the helipad would have been a much simpler option. Now, however, it was out of the question. I guessed we would just have to push through it if any of those reporters were out back waiting for us. We left the waiting area and entered the hallway next to the exit door. The bodyguards surrounded us as we stepped outside.
“Just a few questions, Mr. Alonso!” I heard in the distance. They were here. These people just didn’t give up.
“Let’s go to the roof,” said Dante.
“The roof? Why?” I asked, confused.
“The helipad.”
I gazed at him, shocked. “Are you sure, babe? I thought you . . .”
“It’s all right. I own ten helicopters. Collecting and fixing them up is one of my hobbies. I’m going to have to face my fear of them someday, so I might as well start now.” We went back into the building as the bodyguards stood by the door. Dante and I headed to the elevator. Soon, we were on the roof. He called the pilot, who met us there. Shaking, Dante held my hand tight before getting on.
“You can do this, Dante. I love you, babe. You can do this,” I encouraged. He got on and strapped himself in, still nervous. To keep from looking weak, he faced away from me, toward the scenery. He didn’t want me to see the fear in his eyes. I didn’t mind, however. I knew what a strong man he was. We lifted off, and I could see the flushed expression all over his body. No matter how well he tried to hide it from me, it was there. I massaged his legs. He didn’t have to be afraid ever again.
“Look at me, Dante. Look at me,” I said, clutching his face. “It’s all right, babe. You’re safe with me now.” I kissed his soft lips and held his hand tight. His uneasiness subsided when he looked into my eyes. He took a deep breath before closing his own. I could tell he just wanted it to be over quick.
The trip to the airstrip at Miami International Airport was swift. His other pilot had already started the jet he’d called for. We disembarked the helicopter and headed straight toward the plane. Dante, however, stopped in the middle of the tarmac and put his hands on his knees. He was sweating and shaking.
“Did I really just do that?” he asked. I thought he might be suffering from posttraumatic stress.
“It’s okay. You did it. It’s over now. There’s nothing to fear. Come on, babe.” We crossed the tarmac, and I helped him onto the jet. Once inside, we were greeted by his flight staff along with fresh fruit, pillows, and a bed. Everything was white and silver, even the attendant’s attire. It was beautiful. I now understood why Dante insisted one of his jets take us back to California. Relieved, Dante took off his shoes and stretched his arms into the air before flopping into his seat.
“Where’s the wine!” he shouted happily. The way he said it caused his staff and me to laugh. A female attendant handed him a glass of white wine and a blanket. I kicked off my shoes and sat on his lap.
“Do you know what I’m thinking?” I asked.
“I’m thinking you’re thinking the same thing I’m thinking,” he said, putting down his glass.
“You like tongue twisters, I see.”
“My tongue has been waiting for this for an eternity.” He brushed my hair back and breathed into my ear sensually. It gave me goose bumps. He then grabbed the back of my neck and pushed his lips against mine. He kissed me as if I were the only woman in the world. I could taste the wine on his lips and tongue. It was so sweet. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and squeezed him tightly.
“I thought I would never feel this again,” he said.
“Shhh . . .” I licked his lips and dragged my tongue down his cheek to his neck. He moved his hands down my body as we lifted off into the air. My ears popped, but that didn’t stop me from sucking his neck.
“You know, Isabella, we’ve been on a tremendous journey together. We love each other very much, yet we have never once made love.”
“Well, that’s something we will have to remedy then,” I whispered. The staff retreated to the rear of the jet. We were finally alone. I hadn’t made love in over a year, and I could only speculate on the level of animalistic lust lurking within him. He slid off my blouse and unhooked my bra. Using his teeth, he took off the rest. I could feel the drool dripping from his mouth. He’d wanted this for years, decades even. I ripped off his shirt and shoved my tongue into his mouth. He tasted me and couldn’t take it any longer. We navigated to the bed, where he ripped off my panties. He seemed like a beast in heat. In his eyes, I saw passion.
“Isabella . . . I want you to look me in the eyes when I do this.”
“Do what?” I shivered.
He spread my thighs apart and slowly lowered his head between them.
“Dante, what are you—what are you doing?” My voice cracked. He stared me in the eyes and ran his soft, warm tongue against my clit.
“Oh, God,” I gasped. He rolled his tongue back and forth. His hands dug into my thighs. I was sure everyone on board could hear my moans through all the white noise. I wanted to climax right there. Closing my eyes, I arched my back and wrapped my legs around his head. He caressed his hands up my thighs until they met my ass.
Cupping my cheeks tight, he shoved all of me into his mouth. I could feel the back of his tongue rubbing my clit. In and out, his tongue thrusted inside me. I fisted the sheets and licked my lips. My inner thighs were shaking and I was about to come all over him. I tried to push him away so he wouldn’t get the brunt of my juices, but his grip on me was firm.
“I’m gonna come, Dante. I’m—I’m gonna come!” I shouted. Still, he wouldn’t stop. Not until I, or should I say he, was finished. There was no use in stopping him. He would feel my climax all over his tongue and lips. I fisted his hair and buried his whole head between my legs. That made him squeeze my ass even harder. My entire body shook as I climaxed—squirting. It was the first time I had ever released so much of my juices. I never knew I could do that. Dante held his mouth open while I came. He wanted to taste every drop of me. Lying there, I shivered in ecstasy.
He removed the rest of his clothes and climbed on top of me. My inner thighs were shaking furiously.
“I love you,” he whispered before pushing his cock inside of me. Soft and slow. It was nothing like I had ever felt. I scratched his back, screaming in lust. I wasn’t ready for his cock after the immense climax I had just experienced. Dante, however, gave it to me anyway.
“Look at me, Dante. Please look at me,” I shouted. Gentle and soft were his long strokes. His cock was huge and it stretched me into eternal bliss. We didn’t take our eyes off each other. He gazed into my soul. I wanted all of him. This wasn’t how I’d pictured our first time having each other, yet it seemed so magical. We passed the clouds with the sun shining in on us from the horizon. I was in heaven. We were in heaven.
This felt so amazing—so right. He sucked on my neck and enhanced his strokes, deeper and faster, pressing his body firmly against mine. I never wanted this moment to end. I brought his head back up to face me and kissed him endlessly. I wrapped my arms and legs around his hard, muscular body as he drove deeper inside of me.
I’d wanted him for so long. In my dreams, I thought of nothing else. He kept going on and on and on, never stopping. And I didn’t want him to stop. I’d never experienced this level of pleasure in my entire life.
He stared into my eyes and I grabbed his face.
“Dante, where have you been all of life? Please tell me!”
“Waiting . . . for you.” He pounded his cock into me faster and faster.
“Oh my God, Dante. I’m gonna come again!” I squeezed him tighter between my legs.
“We’ll come together,” he moaned. Both our bodies shaking, we released a deafening scream. I grabbed his ass and held him inside me while he came. I wanted to feel every drop of his seed release in me. He didn’t fight me. He let it happen. I could feel his cock pulsate as my walls swallowed every inch of him. We rolled off the bed onto the floor, gasping for air. Sweat soaked us. I had never experienced a climax like that before. I felt it throughout my entire being. What had we been waiting for? I could have had this in South Korea or even in the hotel when he came to see me. I was never letting this man go, ever.




Chapter 13

Isabella
The ride home from the airport was much like the flight from Florida—we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. We made love five times on that flight. The passion between us didn’t seem as if it could be sated. We kissed and caressed each other the whole way to my house. Stopping was impossible. The feeling of him inside me was addicting. Our love had grown the moment we made love.
I pulled back for a moment. “Dante . . . Dante . . . Please, stop for a second . . . Dante . . .” My request went unanswered. “Dante—” I said again.
“Yes, Isabella . . . Yes . . . What is it?” he asked, lips pressed to my neck.
“I have to ask you something.”
“Sure, ask away.” He stopped kissing and looked at me.
“The house I bought . . . well . . .” I paused.
“Go on.” He rubbed my hands.
“I bought it for us. I think we should move in together.” We stared at each other for a brief second. I wasn’t sure how he was going to react.
“You want to live with me?” he said.
“If that’s all right with you.”
He nudged my shoulder. “What took you so long to ask me?”
I sighed in relief. Joy filled my heart. He started to kiss me again, but I pulled away. “Is there something else?” he asked. I didn’t want to interrupt this joyous moment, but I had to ask him. This seemed like a good time to get it off my chest. I had to know one thing, this one little secret he had kept from me this whole time.
“Dante. W-why didn’t you tell me we’ve known each other since we were children? Why didn’t you tell me that you asked my parents if you could take me to the junior high prom?”
He stopped and looked at me, surprised. “How did you find out that was me?”
“My mother told me when I was staying with her. I probably should have asked you this when you came down to visit me. I had no idea you were sending me letters that whole time. I had no idea it was you. My dad kept them from me and forgot about them after I left for college. I found all your letters while I was there.”
He stared at me as if he had fallen in love all over again, more passionately than before.
“So, you finally discovered the truth. I wanted to tell you, Isabella, I really did, but I just couldn’t. I was planning to tell you when you got back from Florida, but then . . . the accident happened. Maybe you would think I was a stalker if I told you.”
“I wouldn’t have thought you were a stalker. I just want to know why you didn’t come to me when I was in college or something.”
“We lost contact. I was already at the business school in Oxford, and you were still in high school. After I graduated, I joined Goldman Sachs and worked in one of their field offices in Madrid to be closer to my father before he died. A few years later, when I completed my MBA , I figured I should get on with my life. That’s when I started what was then Cayman Roth Company. Only when I saw you speaking at the Youths Convention a few years ago in downtown LA did I find you again. I couldn’t believe it was you. I vowed to court you. But, after some research, I found out you’d married Nathan Williams. How could you have married Nathan? Of all people, why Nathan?”
I hung my head. “He played me. He told me everything I wanted to hear. I was a fool for ever getting involved with him. I should have listened to my mom.”
He kissed my forehead. “Well, I guess what’s done is done. That’s all in the past. And speaking of the past, now that you know ours, I feel comfortable in telling you the truth.”
He embraced me.
“I have loved you since we were children. I wrote you those letters in the hopes that someday you would reciprocate. But after over forty letters and no response, I figured you just didn’t like me. Had I known you never received any of my letters, I would have gone back down to Florida to talk to you in person before leaving for England. Your parents were so strict that I’m surprised Nathan managed to win you over.”
“Please, stop saying his name. I don’t want to be reminded.”
He smiled. “What I want to know is how you couldn’t recognize me. To tell you the truth, I was a little shocked when I met you again and you never once asked about my past. You didn’t even think I looked familiar. There was no reason to bring it up since you didn’t recognize me. How didn’t you know who I was?”
I sighed. I’d already gone through this with my mother, and I’d felt ashamed when she’d asked me. I guessed I just wasn’t good with faces.
“When my mom told me who you were, it all came back to me. My dad kept your letters in a small box in our basement. I was able to retrieve them after my mother finally confessed everything. Moths had eaten most of them, but I do still have them. They’re in my house on the table. I’d like to go through them with you when we get there, if that’s okay.”
“Yes, of course, Isabella. We can go through them whenever you like. You are indeed the love of my life. I’ll never keep secrets from you again. I will never lie to you, never hurt you, never make you feel like you are less than perfect, never make you cry, and if you do cry, they will be tears of joy. I make this promise to you. I’ll be yours and only yours forever—I swear it.”
I kissed him between the eyes.
“I can see those tears of joy forming already,” he said.
“Shut up and kiss me.” I held him tight and rubbed my tongue on his bottom lip.
We pulled up to the house. It was located in Pelican Crest with the Newport Coast area. Fountains streamed as stunningly visual décor in the front yard. The exclusivity of the community made it that much more perfect. It had double wrought-iron entry doors leading to the grand foyer, as well as vaulted cathedral ceilings. With six en-suite bedrooms, a great room, a loft, a billiards room, a movie theater, and the bathhouse I had built, I didn’t think we’d ever have a reason to leave. I could see Dante and me sitting outside, taking in the views of the Newport Coast skyline, the mountains, and the Pacific Ocean.
The driver dropped us off at the front door. Dante swept me off my feet and carried me in his arms. I held on to his neck and waist as he opened the door. Just about everything was encased in marble décor. It was like a fantasy.
“Surprise, my love,” he said. I was in shock. The entire living room was filled with jasmine flowers and a banner.
Dante & Isabella Forever
Thank You For Finding Me
For Saving My Life
Chocolates, strawberries, fruit, my favorite wine on ice, and a Golden Retriever puppy greeted us as we moved farther into the room.
“But how did you . . .” I began.
“It was difficult to plan this without you knowing. I had to wait until you left my room in the hospital to call Maya. She helped set all this up. This is my gift to you for saving my life as well as stealing my heart.” He set me down on the couch and took off his jacket. The puppy ran to my feet and barked. I picked him up and held him in my arms.
“His name is Adam. Gaspard saved him from an animal shelter. I hope you like him.”
Words couldn’t describe what I felt. I was still stunned by the initial shock of it all. This man was full of surprises. They seemed to be never-ending. He dipped a strawberry into a cup of chocolate near the end table and put it in my mouth. The taste was sensuous, just like his kisses.
I didn’t want to be full on sweets alone. I’d planned a dinner for us later that night. It was going to be a surprise, but if I didn’t tell him about it now, we’d both fill up on wine and strawberries. He kissed me and licked away the remnants of chocolate that had attached itself to my lips. His kisses and touches excited me. They lured me into wanting him more.
“Let’s go for a shower.” He took off everything but his boxers. I shivered with excitement  as I watched him undress. He approached me and slowly removed each layer of my clothes. I tried to keep my composure, but it was no use. I dropped to my knees and slid off his boxers. The scent of him threw me into a lustful trance. He bent over to pick up my blouse and blindfolded himself with it.
“Guide me,” he whispered.
“Guide you?” I raised my brows.
“Yes, Isabella. Let your love guide me to places we both have longed for.”
I took his hand and led him to our private bathhouse. The insatiable hunger I had for his flesh made me moist. My hand in his, I took him to the waterfalls bath I had constructed. He could hear the ripples and splashes all around us.
“Sounds nice,” he said. I removed my blouse from his head.
“What do you think?” I gazed at his torso and noticed his cock growing. I wanted to feel it throbbing in my mouth.
“It’s like a fantasy, a dream I have dreamt all my life,” he said. I released his hand and knelt to fill my palms with water. Coming up swiftly, I splashed him in the face several times before running off, laughing.
He wiped his face. “You’re mine,” he growled, giving chase. Before I could make my escape into the sauna, he caught me. We both fell, splashing into the bath. He lifted me up above his head and twirled me around like a trophy.
Our lips and tongues locked in an endless clasp, and his hands squeezed my backside as I wrapped my legs around him.
Steam filled the room, causing us to sweat with an appetite for each other that only lust could sate. Was this how real love felt? Was it to allow someone to take complete control of you, both mentally and physically? To give up everything you were for this one person and to be unequivocally vulnerable to their every whim? I never thought I would feel this way again. I never thought I would be able to open myself up to another man for fear of being hurt.
. . . true strength comes when you’re able to do it all over again until you find that one man willing to love you with the same amount of passion that you love him . . .
My mother was right. I could hear her words in the back of my mind. I trusted Dante with everything that I was. He loved me. That much was evident.
“I never want this moment to end. I’m never letting you go away from me,” he said. I dipped my head under the water and came back up, wiping my eyes. Yes, he was still standing there. I wasn’t dreaming. This was real. He carried me into the sauna and closed the door. We sat on the wooden bench designed just for us.
“Relax, my love.” He began to rub his hands on my back, legs, and backside. It felt so good. His hands were blessed. I was in heaven.
He spent twenty minutes buttering me up with his carnal touches before lying on top of me and kissing the back of my neck. I arched my backside into his waistline, and he entered me with ease, slowly.
“Ahh . . .” I whispered. From now on, I vowed to have him every day if I could. He reached over and placed his middle and index fingers on my clit, enticing me with his fingers back and forth while pushing himself deeper inside of me. I climaxed within seconds. My body was already shaking. I had never made love like this before. The steam from the sauna made us sweat harder. We were soaking wet as the sheer lust of it drove me crazy.
“Say you’ll be mine forever,” he commanded.
“Yes! I’m yours, Dante, I’m yours!” I screamed.
“Say you’ll be with me no matter what. No matter what obstacles get in our way. Say you will love me forever.” He voice was forceful and dominant. I wanted to come again.
“I’ll love you forever!”
“And I will love you . . . always!” he shouted before releasing his seed deep inside of me.
“Just lie here on top of me. Don’t move, just lie here,” I whispered. The heat from the sauna had us both dripping. Nonetheless, that heat couldn’t overcome the warmth of his body on top of mine. I didn’t ever want to leave this sauna. I could not survive without this . . . Without him. How did I ever live before this? This was real life, where I, Isabella, would start anew with him in my life always.




Chapter 14

Dante
Isabella . . . my life. She was and always would be everything I had hoped for. She’d put everything on the line to find me, and I would never forget her sacrifice. Instead of relaxing in our new home and eating all the strawberries and chocolate I’d prepared, Isabella had planned a dinner date for us.
I was under the impression that the restaurant would be somewhere in the local area of LA, but instead, we traveled to Las Vegas. This was such a surprise to me. She took me to Le Cirque at the Bellagio. I guessed she remembered the French cuisine we’d missed in Seoul, and now she wanted to make up for it. While I didn’t usually eat fine cuisine, as I preferred home-cooked meals, I was familiar with this place, though I had never actually eaten here.
I wasn’t concerned with what food we ate. The only thing I hungered for was her. After that first taste of her on the jet, I was addicted. The first time we made love was something out of a dream. My mouth wanted to savor the flavor. It watered for it.
The host escorted us to our table. The scenery was lavishing and the ambience set the mood perfectly. As we took our seats, I couldn’t help but stare at the beauty before me.
My Isabella wore a black dress made of satin that hugged her curves beautifully. The off-the-shoulder neckline and thigh-high slit had me throbbing with desire. I wanted to take her the second she crossed her legs in her chair.
“Dante, are you okay?” she asked with a smile. I hadn’t noticed I was gaping. She giggled and handed me a napkin. “For the drool,” she joked. I threw her a smirk and took the napkin.
“You’re just as I imagined. I’ve waited decades for this,” I whispered. She blew me a kiss before hiding her face with the menu. I caught it and put it in my pocket. I’d save it for later.
“May we start the evening off with a bottle of wine?” said our server. “We have over nine hundred international selections for your choosing. Or would you prefer a few appetizers? The tuna tartare is exquisite.”
“A bottle of the Margaux du Château, Margaux would be fine. I’d also like to try the foie gras terrine for starters.”
“Excellent choices, Mr. Alonso. And for you, Ms. Kam?” Isabella and I looked at each other, a bit nervous. If our server knew us by name, then there was no doubt everyone else would.
“I’ll have the soupe du jour for now,” she said.
“Of course. I’ll be right back with your Château Margaux, Mr. Alonso.” He wrote in his pad and excused himself. We couldn’t help but notice everyone stealing subtle glances at us. I tried to ignore them as best as I could. Isabella took a sip of water from her glass and looked up at me.
“What?” she asked, smiling.
“I’m just amazed, that’s all.”
“Amazed by what?”
“By the fact that my dream has finally come true.”
“Stop it, Dante,” she said as a blush filled her face.
The waiter brought us our appetizers and wine, but I couldn’t bring myself to take my eyes off her. How could I love someone this much? In the beginning, it’d been only a one-way attraction, but now it was reciprocated and she proved to love me the same way I did her. My feelings had intensified so much more. I couldn’t imagine my life without her now. She was my life support, my crutch, my breath.
Now that our feelings were out in the open, I could finally talk to her without holding back. All secrets had been revealed and truths unmasked. The only thing left was the love between us.
“How’s the foie gras terrine?” she asked. I had yet to touch my dish. I guessed that was her way of politely telling me to stop staring and eat something. The last thing I’d eaten was a single part of a strawberry she had already taken a bite of at home. I just couldn’t bring myself to the realization that she was with me now, after all these years. I finally had her by my side.
“Promise me you will never go anywhere,” I said. I tried to mask the desperation in my voice with assertiveness.
She smiled, placed her hand over mine, and promised me three times.
“You promise me that you will never leave me again. I can’t lose you, not like last time, understand? My heart can’t take that kind of loss again,” she said. I took her hand and placed it on my chest.
“This heart beats only for you. That is my promise to you.” The people around us were staring despite the dark lighting and cordial atmosphere.
“Hey. You’re that lost billionaire, aren’t you?” someone asked a table over from us.
“I knew I should have gotten us the VIP suite,” whispered Isabella.
“It’s fine. People are just curious.” I turned in my chair. “Yes, I’m the lost billionaire. Yes, I was lost in the Amazon for almost a year. Yes, it was utter torture. And yes, if it weren’t for this woman right here, I never would have made it out of there alive,” I said openly.
A crowd formed around us. “So much for this being a private dinner,” said Isabella. I kissed her hand and smiled. The manager and a few hosts who weren’t busy stood next to us. It seemed as if everyone wanted to know about my journey. I gazed at Isabella as the server poured us more wine.
“Is it all right with you if I continue?” I asked.
“Of course, babe.” She took a spoon to her soup and began to eat. The server filled both of our glasses as I laid out the entire story of our journey together.
With everyone around us eager to hear how I got lost, I guessed I could do them the favor of giving them a quick rundown of what happened to me. I took a sip of my wine and sat back in my chair. Isabella rubbed my hand. Her touch gave me comfort.
“I began my journey making my rounds through the Amazon rainforest, surveying floods in various tribal regions caused by all the deforestation. We had completed the run in parts of the Northeast Region of Brazil and were about to fly to Peru. I wanted to do one last survey before we headed off, but by that time everyone had already packed for the trip to Peru. So I decided to make the survey myself. It’s something I’ve done many times over the years. It helps me to ease my thoughts, not to mention the scenery is beautiful from the aerial view.
“What I didn’t anticipate was the oncoming storm. It had diverted entirely from the area where they said it was going to hit and came directly to the place I was surveying. I saw it all—the wind, the lightning, the rain all rushed toward me like death on a cloud. I thought I was going to die. In all seriousness, I thought those were going to be my last moments. A cloud of lightning and rain engulfed me. There was no way out. The storm had kicked up trees and logs and everything aboard my helicopter started to malfunction.
“One of my rotors came loose and I was spinning out of control. The rain blinded me and I could barely breathe from the force of the wind. I saw no choice but to unstrap myself and jump out. If one of my survey staff hadn’t forgotten their parachute, I would have jumped to my death. It was sitting in the back next to one of the seats as if fate had put it there for me.
“I put it on and jumped. I could only hope I would survive. Her beautiful face was what kept me from losing all hope. I had to get back to her. The winds from the storm carried me away before I even pulled my parachute. When it did deploy, I was off on my way. The wind shear turned and twisted me in every direction. It was so dark I didn’t know which way was up until I saw my helicopter explode in the distance. A small ball of fire that went poof in the air was all I saw. After riding the wind for what seemed like forever, I hit a river. My parachute acted as an anchor, pulling me down the stream. My death was waiting by a nearby waterfall. I couldn’t breathe in or above the water.
“The raindrops were so heavy each time I came up for air; one would land in my mouth. My calls for help were futile as there was no one around. As I was rushing down the river, my parachute hooked on a tree limb. It pulled me under the water. I was able to unlatch myself from that death trap when I cut the straps of my chute with a knife I carry on me when I’m out surveying.
“With the waterfall in view, I tried everything in my power to swim, to grab anything that would keep me from going into the abyss. I yanked off my belt and used it as a hook to latch onto a branch. I was feet away from the fall, and the only thing I could think about was making it home to Isabella alive.
“That’s when it happened; a fish or a piece of wood or something, I’m not sure what it was, but something smacked me right in the face, breaking the branch I was holding on to, and down I went. I was so afraid and caught up in the moment that I didn’t realize the waterfall was only a couple of feet high. The last thing I remembered was hitting my head on a rock when I went over. I woke up hours later on land, broken and bleeding from my head, with a Black squirrel monkey or some other sort of monkey picking at my hair. When I stood up, the thing ran off into the woods. Despite the hell I went through, when I woke up, I was surrounded by beauty. I could see a rainbow in the distance. I took it as a sign that maybe I was meant to live.
“There were so many times when I didn’t think I would make it. The second-most terrifying part of the whole ordeal was when I was flying through the air in all that mist, rain, thunder, and lightning. I was convinced a lightning bolt was going to strike me in midair. And if that didn’t get me, I was either going to land inside of a volcano or in the mouth of a crocodile. I envisioned it, the crocodile just waiting there with its mouth wide open, licking its teeth. All sorts of crazy ideas entered my head. So when I woke up the next day alive, not inside of a volcano or eaten by a crocodile, I was relieved beyond belief. I thought I was going to be rescued in the coming weeks, but no one ever came.
“I had to learn how to survive out there on my own. With no map or compass, I had no idea where I was. After weeks of traveling up and down the trees and muddy terrain, I realized I was on a patch of land surrounded by a vast river. After months of waiting, and hunting, and being hunted, I finally decided enough was enough. I had migrated from that patch of land to a larger landmass, thinking all I had to do was walk my way back to civilization. That was a mistake. I ran into local tribes who tried to kill me, snakes that tried to kill me, and spiders that tried to kill me. It seemed as if everything there wanted me dead.
“In the weeks leading up to her finding me, I hadn’t eaten in days, and this anaconda was hell-bent on making me a meal. I decided to take my raft and make my way out to sea. The rest is history. With so many people who like to travel into the Amazonian rainforest, I’m surprised no one found me.”
Everyone was wide-eyed. The looks on their faces told me they couldn’t believe I survived all that. Isabella interjected and gave her input on how she found me. She filled the gaps where I was unable to after we were reunited.
“That is unbelievable,” said a young woman among the group listening in. Some of the ladies had become teary-eyed when they heard what Isabella went through trying to find me.
“You two were meant to be together. I wish you the best of luck,” said the manager. The rest of the crowd dispersed. The night descended, and both Isabella and I were a little tipsy from all the wine. I supposed there would be no main course tonight.
We decided to stay in Vegas for the evening and check into a loft at the Bellagio since we were already there. I anticipated another night of sensual lovemaking just as long as she was up to it. We went upstairs toward the elevator. Before we made it to the door, Isabella had already slipped her hand into my shirt and kissed my neck. I smiled and kissed her forehead. Just as I had anticipated.




Chapter 15

Isabella
This pathetic human being didn’t want to give up. He kept sending me emails and letters asking for my help. Words couldn’t even begin to describe how disgusted I was by his relentless badgering. I hadn’t told Dante about Nathan’s constant, perturbing annoyances.
I instructed the mailroom to stop all mail coming from him, but that was no help. He sent all his correspondence in unmarked letters, so I couldn’t tell whom they were from. It was maddening.
Dante and I had been living together happily for the last five months, and the last thing I wanted to do was interrupt our lives with this nonsense. Maybe I should lure him back to the US and have him arrested. The FBI still wanted him for his part in the Zinghai Ma Corp scandal. Then again, in all honesty, I didn’t want to get involved with that buffoon’s antics, nor did I want to correspond with him at all, even if it meant he got what he deserved.
Dante had said he had a surprise for me tonight, and I should have been focusing on that. I would just do what I had been doing with each of his letters: in the shredder they went.
“Isabella, don’t forget about the meeting with Johnston next week. We have to go over the finances for the Euro-week ad campaign,” said Julianna just as I was about to head out. I’d completely forgotten about that. I’d better call Dante and tell him I was going to be a little late tonight. I had to prepare my notes for Monday and look over the balance sheets Julianna sent me two weeks ago that I had yet to go over.
Since I’d made Maya COO, I hadn’t thought I would need another assistant, but expanding into the European market had more than doubled my workload. I was definitely going to need some help. I would have HR conjure up some names for me sometime next week. Right now, I was going to have to make this dreadful call to Dante and apologize profusely for being late. I was already late as it was, and he was probably on his way to the restaurant. I picked up the phone and dialed his number, but after a couple of rings, it went to his voicemail.
“Hello, Dante. I’m sorry, babe. I’m going to be a little late. I have to go over some things here at the office before I leave tonight. I’ll be there soon. Please don’t be upset. Love you.”
In a way, I was glad it went to his voicemail—that way I didn’t have to hear the disappointment in his voice. He was probably driving and wouldn’t check his messages until he got home. I was so upset with myself.
“Do you need help?” asked a young man standing by my door.
“I thought everyone else had left for the evening,” I whispered to Julianna.
“That’s Liam, one of our junior accountants,” said she.
“You gone for the night?” I asked her.
“Yes. Gotta get home to the husband. Don’t work too late,” she said, leaving me there with Liam.
“Would you like my help?” he asked again. I had to find time to get to know each one of my employees better. I didn’t want to be a distant CEO who didn’t know the names of the people working for her.
“Yes, please. Could you go over the Johnston account? That would make my work go so much faster,” I said. He nodded and took a seat next to me. I handed him the material he would need. It was six in the evening, and I hadn’t even begun to go over the operational planning and budget to buy ad space.
After two hours of crunching the numbers for the budget approval, I looked over at Liam. It looked as if he was finished with his work.
“Liam’s your name, right?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said. I asked him for the budget for the ad space so I could input it into the overall budget. Tedious work, but I had to get it done.
“You know, Ms. Kam, I love working for you. You’re such a good leader,” he said. He flattered me, but right now, I was more concerned with getting out of here so I could meet Dante.
“Thanks. Now, the numbers please.” I wasn’t trying to sound harsh, but I was in a hurry.
“You’re also very gorgeous and sweet.” He moved closer and smiled.
I stopped typing and slid down my work glasses to the tip of my nose. “Excuse me?”
“I said you are a gorgeous woman, and I love working for you.” I
scrunched my face. Was he flirting with me?
“Thank you. Now please read off the numbers for me so we can get out of here. I’d like to head home before midnight” I said as a joke.
“I’m just going to throw this out there and see where it leads,” he said, inching himself closer to me. I backed away but he advanced. He grabbed the back of my neck and pulled my face closer to his. His lips were puckered and his eyes were closed. What the hell did he think he was doing? I pushed him away immediately before he could go any further.
“What the hell are you doing?” I shouted. He backed away and gave me an expression as if I were in the wrong.
“I’ve been watching you for the last three months. You are a beautiful and brilliant woman. Don’t you find me attractive?” I shook my head. This couldn’t be happening, not now.
“Listen, Liam. One—I’m your boss. Two—I’m ten years older than you are. Three—I’m already spoken for. And four—what you tried to do just now was extremely unprofessional, and you’re lucky I don’t fire you right here and now.”
He gasped. I supposed he wasn’t expecting my reaction. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .”
“Please leave,” I demanded, cutting him off. He took his coat and walked out of my office. I removed my glasses and placed my face on my palms. We’re going to have to vet our employees a bit stricter. I put my glasses back on when I heard a knock on my door. I thought I’d told him to leave. I rushed over to the door and swung it open.
“Oh, Dante! It’s you,” I said in exhilaration.
“Yes, it’s me. After waiting for you for almost three hours, I decided to give you a call. I know you work late and I didn’t want to bother you. When I went to call you, I saw your message. So, I came by and brought dinner to you.” He was holding Chinese takeout.
“I’m so sorry, Dante. Thank you so much.”
“Not a problem, my love. I know what it’s like to work long hours. You don’t have anything to apologize for.” I took out the fried rice and chicken and dug in. He handed me a bottle of apple juice, as he didn’t believe in drinking while working. Just like my mother.
“You will not believe what just happened,” I said.
“Don’t worry. I already know,” he said with a mouth full of sweet-and-sour chicken.
“You know what?”
“That—that little shit just tried to kiss you.” His voice was annoyed.
“How?”
“Just as I was about to knock on your door, I heard that boy tell you how beautiful you were. A jealous rage built up within me, and I was about to tear your door down until I heard you smack his face away. I guess your beauty hypnotizes every man you encounter,” he said, laughing.
“That’s not funny, babe. Which direction did he go? Back to his office or downstairs?”
“Well, after I threatened his life he ran downstairs.”
“Dante!” I shouted playfully.
“I’m joking, love. I didn’t threaten his life, but I did tell him I would ruin his career if he ever touched you again.”
“Aww. So, what surprise do you have for me?”
“You’ll see when we get home.” He gave me secretive grin. We finished the night eating our fried rice and sweet-and-sour chicken while completing my work. My man was quite the genius. He spotted five inconsistencies that could be done better with our accounting practices for our budget. I was lucky he’d stopped by when he did. Otherwise, I would have been here all night. It was eleven thirty at night when we left the office, and I couldn’t wait to get home and out of these shoes. Words couldn’t describe how exhausted I was.




Chapter 16

Isabella
As the car came closer to our driveway, I saw sparkling lights all around our yard along with a crowd of people. My heart thumped faster the nearer we got to our house. I thought I knew what this was, and that knowledge made me even more nervous.
“Dante, what is this?”
“You’ll see,” was all he said.
“Dante, what’s going on? Talk to me. What is going on?” I saw my mother in the driveway as the driver stopped to let us out. “Mom, what’s going on?”
“I’ll let him explain,” she said gleefully. Dante took my hand and walked me up the driveway, where we were met with everyone, all my friends and family, some of my closest coworkers including Julianna, and even Commodore Noah. Dante’s family was here as well. I shook in suspense, repeatedly asking him what this was all about. In the center of our lawn, everyone crowded around us when Dante dropped to one knee. Tears of joy poured from my eyes as I planted one of my hands to my face to keep from screaming in excitement.
“W-what are you doing, Dante? What—what are you doing?” My voice cracked and I began to stutter. He took my hand and held it close to his heart. I couldn’t believe he was doing this.
“Isabella. You are the love of my life, the soul of my being. I will cherish you until my last breath. The things you have done for me, I will forever be grateful for. When I look into your eyes, I know my life is complete. No other woman this world over could bring happiness into my life as you have. I want to be with you forever, in life and death. Will you dance this dance and sing this song of love with me eternally? I ask you, Isabella, will you be my lover, my partner, my best friend, my everything? Will you be my wife?” he asked, kissing my hand. Everything went black, and I collapsed on the lawn. Everyone crowded around me to see if I was all right.
“Please give her some space. She’s okay,” Dante shouted. I opened my eyes and there he was, hovering over me with the same smile he’d made the first time we met, one of confidence and tenderness.
“Are you all right?” he asked. I sat up, placed my hand on his right cheek, and kissed him delicately.
“Yes, I’m all right. I just felt a little lightheaded. I had a strange daydream where you got down on one knee and asked me to marry you.”
“Look around, my love. I did ask you to marry me.” He laughed. This wasn’t a dream. He had asked me to marry him. My palms started to sweat again as everyone around us waited for me to give him an answer.
“I love you so much, Dante.” I stood back up.
“So, will you marry me?” he asked again, still on one knee.
“Of course, you idiot!” I dove into his arms and held him tightly. Everyone yelled in excitement, and fireworks emerged from the back of our house, shooting bright, colorful lights into the night sky. Our house lit up with red-and-white fluorescent lights spelling out the words, She Said Yes! Orchestra music began to play from within our living room. Everything was like a dream. Bottles of champagne were opened, and Gaspard and a few others showered Dante in the liquid gold, congratulating him. Dante, soaking wet, tried to hug me.
“Don’t touch me, you’re wet.” I laughed and pushed him away.
“Oh yeah?” He grabbed a bottle of champagne and soaked me with it. “Now we’re both wet.” I wiped my eyes and hair and jumped on his back, dragging him down to the grass. We both collapsed on the lawn, and I kissed him frantically all over his face.
“Are you going to show her the ring?” my mom asked. Dante reached into his pocket and revealed a heart-shaped Cracker Jack ring. He put it on my finger, and we both laughed hysterically. He’d once joked in South Korea that if he were ever to propose, he would present his wife-to-be with a Cracker Jack ring just to see her reaction.
“I love it!” I kissed his nose.
“I probably shouldn’t have told you about my ring joke. It kind of ruined the surprise.”
“A Cracker Jack ring? Are you serious?” asked Maya.
“It’s an inside joke. Come dance with me,” Gaspard said, pulling Maya into the house. Everyone went inside for drinks, food, and dancing, leaving Dante and me both lying on the lawn, dripping with champagne.
“I love you.” He moved my hair from my face.
“So, this was your surprise, was it? Were you planning on doing all this at the restaurant?”
“Actually, this is Plan B. The restaurant was Plan A. I like to be strategic in my planning, and I figured you might not make our dinner date with how busy you’ve been with work lately.”
“Was there a Plan C?” I removed a bit of grass from his hair.
“Of course there was. But it involved me skydiving into your office.”
I busted out laughing and hit him on the shoulder.
“I’m so grateful for you. Where do you want to get married?” I asked.
“I was thinking maybe Macau or Belize, or Spain.”
“I think I should plan the wedding.” My smile was sly. I knew exactly what I wanted in a wedding.
“As you wish.” He kissed me and tried to remove my blouse.
I took hold of his hands. “Dante, no. We’re in public and everyone is in our house. They can see us.”
“But I want to be inside of you,” he said with desire in his eyes. He tried to take off my bra, but I grabbed his hands again.
“Dante. We can’t. My mother is right there,” I whispered.
“But I need you. Come on.” He took my hand and led me to the small-enclosed courtyard we rarely ever used. “Right here.” He put me up against the wall, reached his hand under my dress, and ripped off my panties. I unbuckled his pants and they dropped to the floor. The man was already throbbing.
“Oh my God. You’re really going to do this.” Wrapping my legs around him, I inhaled deeply as he pushed himself inside of me. I was apprehensive and I feared they would come looking for us, but it felt so good.
“You’re so . . . spontaneous . . . and—and,” I panted, trying to keep from screaming in pleasure. He licked and sucked on my neck. I was dripping wet. He caressed my breast with one hand and squeezed my backside with his other. I’d made love to him more times in the last six months than I had anyone else in my entire life. We couldn’t get enough of each other. I loved this moment.
“Don’t stop, Dante, please don’t stop,” I whispered.
“Dante, Isabella, where are you two?” I heard my mother shout in the distance.
“Oh crap, she’s coming!”
“I can’t stop, Isabella. I just can’t.”
“I don’t want you to stop either, but . . .”
“Isabella! Where are you?” she screamed again. I was almost there, and I didn’t want Dante to stop. It felt too good for him to stop now.
“Isabella!” she shouted.
“Mrs. Kam, I’m sure they’re doing fine. Please come back in the house. There’s something I would like to show you,” said one of Dante’s uncles. Crisis averted. Dante kissed me hard and squeezed my backside tighter.
“Aww, babe, I’m about to come.”
“Yes, come,” he growled. To keep from screaming, I bit his shoulder and sank my nails into his back. He sucked my neck so hard it felt as if he were a vampire drinking my blood. Our bodies shivered as we came together. The crickets were making their noises, and the birds chirped their songs as I and my love panted and wiped the sweat away from each other’s foreheads.
“What do you say w-we rejoin—rejoin the party?” he said.
“Y-yeah. That’s—that’s a good idea.” We caught our breath and put our clothes back on, then tried to fix ourselves up before rejoining the others. We walked back hand-in-hand with my hair all frizzy and Dante’s shirt slightly torn. Dante’s shoulder was bleeding from where I’d bitten him.
By the looks on everyone’s faces, I was pretty sure they knew what we were doing. Yet not one of them said a word. They only whispered and giggled. We went up to our room to change clothes before dancing in celebration of our engagement. What a night this had been. A dream come true.




Chapter 17

Dante
The date was set. We’d decided to get married next year on Valentine’s Day. That was four months from now, and my fiancée had had her work cut out for her. Isabella was busy planning our wedding, and it seemed as if she was content with our relationship moving to matrimony. So many mixed emotions clouded my mind when I found letters from Nathan hidden under her desk at work. In my attempt to surprise her with a vase of roses when she got in tomorrow, I’d stumbled across them.
I was left trying to figure out why she would hide these letters from me. Was she still corresponding with him after everything he did to her? Never in a million years would I have thought she would still be harboring letters from that bastard. I loved her and trusted her, so I was sure she had a reasonable explanation for this.
There must have been fifty letters in that box. Each one was opened, so she must have read them. Maybe she’d written him back. Perhaps I should check her emails to find out. I wasn’t sure. It would be a severe breach of trust if I did that. But these letters were all addressed to the office so I wouldn’t find them. I couldn’t let jealousy overcome me. I had to keep a level head.
But why? Why would she do this to me after everything we’d been through? After all the trials I suffered to make her mine and everything she went through to find me in the Amazon. I could feel my heart and mind fill with jealous rage.
She was mine. No one else would have waited as long as I had, particularly that unethical deviant Nathan. I dared not read even one of these letters for fear of what I might find. If I lost her to him, I would— I would— I didn’t know what I’d do. Why was she still receiving letters from him? Why? I—I couldn’t deal with this. I had to talk to her now. She had to explain this to me before my head exploded. I needed to calm down first. I might blow up on her if I didn’t. Not my Isabella. Not her. Please, not her.
My phone rang suddenly. To my shock, it was her. Perfect timing. What should I say? I was trembling with so much anger I didn’t know what to do.
Calm down, Dante. Just calm down and answer the phone. Everything will be all right. I’m sure there is nothing to worry about.
“Hello?” I answered.
“Hey, Dante. The dress my mom picked out looks lovely. I’m sure you’ll love it. Do you think we should go with white or—”
“Why do you have these letters from Nathan? Why are you still in contact with that sick bastard?” I snapped, cutting her off.
“Letters? Oh, shit,” she exclaimed. Her reaction only intensified my worry.
“Answer me, Isabella. Why? How could you do this to me?”
“Dante, this is not what you think. I told my assistant to shred those letters.”
“To destroy the evidence of your correspondence, I presume?”
“No, Dante, please. I never wrote back to him, I swear.”
“Do you have any idea how much you’ve hurt me? I feel like dying. Why didn’t you tell me he was contacting you?”
“Dante, meet me at home so we can talk about this face-to-face, please. I promise it’s not what you think.”
“Did you think I wouldn’t find out? I promised never to keep any more secrets from you. I don’t understand why you would want him after all the shit he put you through.”
“Oh my God, Dante! Babe, please, I’m driving home now. Meet me there. Promise me you’ll come home so I can explain it to you.”
I could hear her crying on the other end of the phone. I didn’t know what to think. Was she crying because she didn’t want to lose me? Or was she crying because she got caught?
“Dante, are you there? Dante, please say something!”
“I’m here, Isabella. I’ll do as you ask. I’m on my way home now.”
“Promise you’ll go straight there, no detours.”
“I promise, love.” I hung up the phone. My hands were shaking. I went outside and told my driver to head home for the rest of the day. I decided to walk home so I could give myself time to cool down. I hated feeling this way. I had never felt this level of jealousy before. As I walked on these empty streets, I gazed at the sunset. It was beautiful. I tried to focus on anything that would divert my mind from picturing Nathan and Isabella together in that villa as I’d seen them before. I thought about all the times we’d spent together. It was the only thing I could do.
I contemplated all the abuse she’d suffered at his hands. How she could even entertain the idea of talking to him again? Then it hit me . . . The time they made love as I watched from my villa across the way. Perhaps Nathan was a better lover than I was.
Don’t even fucking think that, Dante. That self-serving sack of shit didn’t know how to please a woman.
It felt as if someone had taken a spoon and tried to carve my damn heart out. A rusted spoon at that. I turned my phone off so I could be alone with my thoughts. Gaspard kept texting me about a meeting in New York next week, but that was the last thing on my mind. By the time I got home, it was already late into the evening.
To think, this woman had the power to crush me at any given moment. Another man putting a smile on her face, the thought of her enjoying the company of someone else, entertaining flirtations from another suitor—all of it drove me insane. I couldn’t lose her. I was nothing without her.
Tired, thirsty, and emotionally distraught, I approached our house hours later. I could see the driveway to our home and there she was, waiting outside on the front porch with her head between her knees, phone in hand, wearing the wedding dress I’d assumed her mother picked out.
I stepped onto the porch, sat next to her, and nudged her shoulder with my elbow. She jumped up and hugged me so tight I could barely breathe.
“Where the hell have you been? You scared me to death! I kept calling and calling.”
“I decided to walk home to cool off a bit.”
“You walked from my office all the way home? Babe, that’s close to thirteen miles. Are you insane?”
“I’m insanely in love with you, which is why I needed the time to cool off.” She sat on my lap, wrapped her legs around me, and grabbed my head the same way she’d done when we were in the presidential suite of L’Ermitage a year ago.
“Listen to me. I love you. You are my one and only. I would never do anything to hurt you or jeopardize what we have. I’d die if I lost you.”
“Then explain the letters,” I said firmly.
“That idiot has been writing me constantly, asking for my help. I stopped reading the letters long ago, and I told my assistant to shred them whenever they came in. I also told them to block any mail coming from him, but the bastard keeps sending them unmarked.”
“If you told her to shred the letters, why were they all in a box under your desk? They were all opened as if they had been read.”
“I don’t know, Dante. I really don’t.”
I looked into her eyes, and I knew she was telling me the truth. How could I stay mad at this beautiful woman?
“Why didn’t you tell me he was writing you?”
“I didn’t want to upset you.” She tried to hold back her tears.
“Don’t cry, Isabella. I believe you. You have no idea how much it hurt thinking you two were still talking. It felt like I was being skinned alive. Please don’t hide things from me. I want to know everything even if you think it might hurt me. From this day forward, we make a promise never to lie or to hold any truths back. Complete honesty, agreed?”
We interlocked pinkies and kissed each other in agreement. I held her tightly as if I had never held anyone before. The thought of losing her was equivalent to death. I had to ensure that sick bastard never wrote to her again.
“Question. Why are you wearing a wedding dress?”
“I wanted to get to you as soon as possible, so I ran out of the boutique wearing whatever I had on. I left my regular clothes there.” I laughed and picked her up and took her into the house.
“Dante, could you set me down over there by the phone? Something doesn’t add up,” she said. I set her down and she picked up the phone to call her assistant. I wanted to burn those damn letters and break Nathan’s fingers.
“Hello, Hazel. I know it’s late, but I thought I asked you to shred all those letters. Yeah. That’s right. What? Are you kidding me right now? All right. Thank you. We’ll talk about this tomorrow.” Isabella’s face turned red, and I could hear her grit her teeth.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. She looked up at me fuming. “Are you okay?”
“Hazel just told me Liam—”
“Liam? The guy who tried to kiss you?”
“Yes, him. She said he requested to handle all the shredding personally. That little bastard took all those letters and put them in a box in my office, knowing you would find them. No doubt, he’s the one who opened them all and read them. Oh, he is fired, he is so fired.”
“Wait, he’s still working for you?”
“Yes, I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. Apparently, I made a mistake. He purposely tried to break us up. He’s fired and blacklisted. He’s finished.”
“Don’t worry, love. I’ll take care of him. I’ll also make sure Nathan doesn’t send you another letter ever again.”
“How do you plan to do that?” She looked at me curiously.
“I have my ways,” I smirked. “While we’re on the subject of honesty, I think there is something I should tell you.”
She slipped off her dress and went into the kitchen for something to drink.
“What is it?” she asked. I was reluctant about telling her. But if I didn’t, it would eat at me.
“Promise not to be upset.”
“I can’t promise that I won’t be upset unless I know what it is you’re going to tell me. Did you do something wrong?”
“I didn’t do it on purpose.”
“If it has anything to do with another woman, I’m going to strangle you!” She set down a cup of water for me, crossed her arms, and took a seat next to me.
“I would never do anything like that. Don’t even allow such things to enter your mind. I’d sooner have my hands chopped off than betray you like that.”
“Then what is it?” Her gaze on me was firm.
“Well, last year when I was living in the villa across from you, I inadvertently saw you and Nathan having sex.”
“Are you serious? How?”
“I came home from Spain and looked out my window. I saw you two kissing and hugging, and, well, you know. Your windows were wide open for the world to see.”
She sighed. “It’s in the past now, babe. Whenever I think about all the times I was with that shit-brain, it makes me nauseous.”
“So you’re not upset?” I asked relieved.
“Not really. That was a long time ago. I can only imagine what you felt when you saw it. You were in love with me during that time, weren’t you?”
“Yes, I was, and I always have been. Luckily, Gaspard was there with me. Otherwise, I would have gone over there. Actually, if I recall correctly, Gaspard had to hold me back. I know it wasn’t my place at the time, but when I saw him touching you, I kind of snapped.”
“What made you tell me this now?” She sipped her water.
“Because I was thinking about it on the way home tonight. With the letters and everything, I started to think that maybe you wanted to experience him one last time. You know when a guy becomes jealous; he starts thinking of all kinds of crazy things.”
“Trust me, Dante. I never want to go near that pig again for as long as I live. You have nothing to worry about. I am entirely devoted to you.”
“I know, babe. I’m just being an idiot. Sometimes jealousy can get the better of me. You’re the first woman to bestow this amount of jealousy on me. I guess I’m just scared as hell of losing you.”
“Listen to me, Dante. You will never lose me—ever. I want to marry you. I want to bear your children. I want to see them go off to college. I want to grow old with you. I want to see our grandchildren grow. And I want to be buried alongside you when the time comes.” She looked at me passionately.
“Do you really mean that?” My jealousy was crumbling to nothing.
“With everything I am.”
“Then take this, your real engagement ring.” I pulled a small box from my pocket and presented it to her. Her eyes were full of glee. She opened the box to reveal a 950 platinum 58-carat diamond ring with a blue sapphire gemstone in the center. I had this specially made for her with our initials engraved in the inner loop. The diamond shone so brightly that it blinded her with jubilation, a reflection of the fire that burned within me every time I looked into her eyes. Her jaw dropped when I placed it on her finger.
“It fits perfectly.” Her eyes were wide.
“This is one of a kind. You are the only woman to have a ring like this, just as you are the only woman on Earth I have ever truly loved. I love you, Isabella.”
She looked down at the ring and back up at me. I put my thumb on her face and wiped away her tears. She smiled widely and hugged me.
“A thousand times, I love you!” she screamed gleefully.
Soon, I would call her my wife. I had dreamed of this since I was a little boy asking her to the junior prom. She was just as beautiful then as she was now, and I was forever grateful fate had brought us together again. I turned on the fireplace, and we sat on the couch staring into the fire as I caressed her hair. She put her head on my lap to make herself more comfortable. I massaged her shoulders as she slowly fell asleep.
“Isabella . . .” I called to her softly.
“Yes, Dante?”
“I just realized something. I don’t need to go to paradise.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because I’m already here.”




Chapter 18

Dante
After a little disagreement, Isabella finally allowed me to do what I felt I needed to do. I could have come here without her consent or knowledge, but we’d made a vow to be honest with each other. I supposed the heart of her screaming and fussing at me for an entire week stemmed from her not wanting to lose me again to an accident. I promised her I would not do anything to jeopardize my safety.
She’d begged me to at least wait until after the wedding, but I couldn’t wait that long. I had to take care of this as soon as possible. I hated to see her upset, but this was something I had to do. I would not allow that bastard to keep trying to contact her.
Isabella wanted to come with me, but she had business in Beijing, and I didn’t want her to be within three feet of this man. The fact that he’d been a fugitive for so long was a testament to how our government couldn’t care less about catching people who committed financial crimes and fled.
He may have slipped through the fingers of our government, but he wasn’t going to get away from me. I guaranteed it. I’d found that he’d developed quite the reputation for his drug use and gambling since he’d come to Thailand. It seemed as if every low-level bottom-feeder in Bangkok had heard of him. In my search, I’d met some of the most unfavorable people. Hell, they were worse than a couple of my colleagues on Wall Street were. My team and I got a tip he was holed up in a nightclub in the backwoods of Bangkok so that was where we went. Evidently, he owed some people here money and was hiding out until he could come up with it. Typical.
The sooner I found the him, the better. I had no choice but to frequent the nightclubs here, and that was the last thing I wanted to do. I had only been here two days and was already fed up with the club scene. I would rather be at home with my love, sitting by the fireplace drinking my favorite wine.
Maybe Isabella was right. Perhaps I shouldn’t have come here. I probably should have sent someone here in my stead to find him. My selfishness and jealousy got the better of me. That was something I’d have to work on. I was just glad Isabella could accept me with all my little flaws.
I was going to count on her to smack reason back into my head if I ever did something like this again. Most of this could be attributed to my ego. I wanted to look him in the eyes and tell him after all these years that she was finally mine, that I’d finally won her over.
He used to bully me quite a bit before my parents and I moved to New York. I didn’t tell Isabella this, but I wanted payback. I knew it sounded childish, but I guessed I was just being petty.
“Bring me three whores and a bottle of rum! You get your money when I say you get your money!” shouted someone near the bar. It sounded like Nathan, but I didn’t want to believe it.
“Do you hear me, you fucking cunt? Do you speak English? Speak fucking English, you monkey!”
That was definitely him. He was drunk at the bar with a girl on each arm.
“What do you think? Should I go over there?” I asked one of my bodyguards.
“Well, we did come all this way, and if it were my woman he was harassing, he’d be in a box somewhere,” he said. Against my better judgment, I walked up to Nathan and tapped him on the shoulder. He swung his arm around, almost hitting me in the face.
“Who the hell are you?” he asked. The little shit didn’t even recognize me. He didn’t know who I was, or maybe he was too drunk to see straight. He smelled like year-old rotting eggs, and his teeth were a bright yellow. He was disgusting. How could I have allowed this waste of existence to bully me when we were children? I grabbed him by the neck and pushed my face deep into his.
“Look at me closely. You know who I am!” I bellowed.
He squinted at me. “It can’t be. Dante? Is that really you?”
“Yes, you sack of shit. It’s me.”
He chuckled and threw my hand from his neck. “Hell, I heard you were a super-important multi-billionaire or some shit. The hell are you doing in a place like this?” he asked with breath that smelled of rotting fungus.
“I’m here to tell you that if you write Isabella one more time, I’ll put you in a hole so deep that not even the flies will be able to smell your remains after you’ve passed,.” He looked confused. I put my hand back around his neck and squeezed.
“Y-you’re choking me.”
“Good!” I threw him off his chair and onto the ground. “Remember when I tried to talk to Isabella, and you pushed me off my bike when we were kids? You told me to keep away from her, remember?”
He staggered to his feet, coughing.
“Why do you care about that bitch? I saved you the trouble. She’s not worth a damn in bed anyway.”
My rage increased tenfold. “I have news for you, Nathan. Isabella and I are engaged. She’s going to be my wife. And I—no, we—had better not ever hear from you again. She’s mine now. We’ve been together for almost two years, and we love each other, something you couldn’t possibly begin to comprehend.”
A devious grin grew on his face.
“Ha! I don’t want her. I never wanted her. I just need her help. I owe people here a lot of money, and if I don’t pay them, they’re going to kill me. I just need five hundred grand, that’s all, and then I’ll be fine. You’re a billionaire—just help me out and you’ll never hear from me again.”
This guy was fucking delusional.
“You’ve got to be joking. You’ve made your grave; now die in it. I’ll leave you to the life you’ve built for yourself. Never write Isabella again, or the money you owe will be the least of your worries.” I signaled my bodyguards to leave, but then he grabbed me from behind and held a knife to my neck. My bodyguards advanced.
“Don’t! Stay where you are,” I commanded of them. This asshole had no idea who he was dealing with.
“You’re going to help me, or else you’ll never see your little princess again,” he said. I grabbed his hand and twisted his arm around, snatching the knife out of his control. Before he realized what was happening, I threw the blade to the floor and put him in an arm-bar. It took every ounce of willpower in me to keep from snapping his arm in two.
“Let me go!” he screamed.
“These bodyguards aren’t here for my protection, you piece of shit. They’re here for yours!” I bent his arm back farther, and he howled in pain. Just break it, Dante. Just fucking break it! said my rage. Let him go, Dante. You have to, said my conscience. I sighed and slowly loosened my hold. That was when I began to think of everything he did to me when we were children. All the crap he put Isabella through. All the cheating, sex, deviance, the abuse, the bruises on her chest, her black eye . . . all of it filled me with rage. I found myself tightening my grip again.
Break it! said a little voice in my head.
People crowded around us, and some of the men started making Muay Thai gestures with their fists and legs. Should I allow my better nature to prevail, or should I just go ahead and break his damn arm? He had pulled a knife on me, so I would be justified. I bent his arm back even farther as he screamed in pain. I thought of Isabella and what she would want me to do. I knew she hated violence, and her image of me might be tainted if she ever found out about this.
I kicked him in the ribs and threw his arm back before recovering.
He coughed and held his arm. “I knew you couldn’t do it. You’re a pussy just like that whore of a fiancée of yours. Did she tell you she cheated on me with five different men during our marriage? While you’re here, she’s probably sleeping with your best man. She’s a whore, and you’re going to end up just like me.”
“Your feeble attempts to get a rise out of me are pathetic.”
“Ask her yourself. If you give me the five hundred grand, I’ll give you the names of all the men she’s slept with. What do you say? It’s a small price to pay for the knowledge that your sweet little princess is a cheating slut.”
I wanted to kill him as soon as he said that. His insult threw me into an uncontainable fury. His jaw dropped as I launched toward him with a spin kick to his face with such force that it slammed him into the floor.
Someone stop me before I end this fucking prick.
I grabbed him by the shirt and hoisted him up.
“I don’t ever want to see or hear from you again. Do you understand me?”
“I can see why she likes you,” he said, licking the side of my cheek. I dropped him to the floor to wipe his disgusting saliva from my face. “You taste better than your sister.” He laughed.
“I don’t have a sister, you sick bastard.” I shook my head and attempted to walk out of the bar, but he stopped me with a sly comment.
“Aren’t you going to invite me to the wedding?” he asked with a snicker.
That was the last straw. “Look, I came here to ask you to stop contacting her, but you chose to insult us and assault me with a knife. You just sealed your fate. These men will be escorting you to a shipping boat where you will be extradited to the US for trial. Let’s see how far your letters go from a cell, you pathetic simpleton.”
“That’s fine by me—you’re doing me a favor!” he shouted. My bodyguards black-bagged him and ferried him to our Humvee. I could have just left him here to his fate. However, I wasn’t a savage. I would rather see him pay for his crimes than be killed.
I called Isabella to tell her I was on my way home without spilling the details of my altercation with her ex. The only thing on her mind was my safety. She was due back from Beijing in the next couple of days, and we’d planned to meet up at the airport in New York and travel home together.
I loved her so much, and I was starting to regret coming here. Once I got back, I might take a more active role in planning the wedding. I’d told her I would give her full control, but I was sure she wouldn’t mind my input. I couldn’t wait to see her.
If I spent more than just a few days away from her, a depression would set in. She had me. I couldn’t help but wonder whom she was with and what she was doing. With lights, partying, and alcohol consumption all around me, the only thing in this world I could think of was her. It was almost as if temptation itself no longer had any effect on me. I went outside to see Nathan fighting with my bodyguards. He was like a frantic little worm that refused to go into the car.
“Just tie him up!” I shouted. With the black bag over his head, he couldn’t see which way my bodyguards were grabbing him, so he flailed about, kicking his legs and moving his body awkwardly.
“I didn’t want to have to use this,” said the driver. He got out of his seat, removed the bag from Nathan’s head, and pressed a white pad against his face. In under a minute, Nathan had stopped moving.
“What the hell was that?” asked one of my bodyguards.
“Chloroform,” he answered. We all hopped into the Humvee and made our way to the port. I hoped Nathan would enjoy his ride back to the US in a shipping container.




Chapter 19

Isabella
“I know that’s what we planned, babe,” I said into the phone. “We need everything to be on schedule. The florist had to ship international for the flowers. The caterer is still trying to get in contact with the chef from France, and many of the people on our guest list have conflicting schedules. To top it all off, you’re still not back yet, and my conference here in Beijing is taking longer than I expected. We’re going to have to push the wedding back three weeks or so.”
“I’m not complaining, love. Whatever is for the best, you do that. I just look forward to the day I can call you Isabella Kam-Alonso,” he said. I’d thought he would be upset, but he was delightfully calm. I guessed he got what he wanted in Thailand.
“I’ll be there in about ten hours. I love you and good luck at your conference.”
“By the way, Dante. I won’t be known as Isabella Kam-Alonso. I’ll just be Isabella Alonso. Love you,” I said, and then hung up the phone swiftly. I hoped that put a smile on his face. We’d talked about it before, and I’d told him I wanted to keep my last name. I’d done the same thing with Nathan because I’d felt it was the right thing to do.
When I thought back, I realized I was never truly in love with Nathan. I was just afraid of being alone. I turned a friendship into something it never should have been. That was the reason I chose to hyphenate my last name. It wasn’t the same with Dante. I loved this man, and it would be an honor for me to take his name as my own. Being away from him was unbearable.
I had finally settled on the dress for the wedding, designed by Yumi Katsura. It was an ivory Carwyn, macramé lace with diamonds. I told them I wanted something similar to the White Gold Diamond dress they’d designed a while back.
I thought this one was a lot more elegant, not to mention more expensive. Dante had all the expenses for the wedding taken care of. He’d set up a wedding fund months before he went missing. I suspected he always knew someday we would be together, which was one of the reasons I loved him so dearly. He always planned ahead.
This fund of his was sitting in a high-interest account in Switzerland, and over the last year, it had grown close to 103 million dollars. He refused to tell me how much his initial deposit on the account was because he wanted our wedding to be magical, without me worrying about how much money he spent.
I dared not spend that much on our wedding, but it was nice to have a little, or should I say a lot, of wiggle room to splurge. So far, I had only spent fifty thousand. I didn’t plan on going over one million because I wanted to donate the rest of the money to his charity fund. Dante wanted a modest wedding, but Maya and Julianna insisted I indulge a little.
They always bugged me about having all this money yet never spending it on anything for myself. Dante was the same way. I had never met a billionaire who enjoyed living modestly. I guessed it had to do with the way he was raised. Neither of us grew up very wealthy, which was why we enjoyed the simple things in life. This wedding would be the first and only thing we had really gone all out on, and I would like everything to be perfect. Out of all the places he wanted to get married on the list he gave me for suggestions, I decided on Florida. It might not be as extravagant as France, Morocco, Belize, or Macau, but it was the first place we met as children.
Most of my family still lived there, and it was where I grew up. It wasn’t about the lavishness of the place but the memories that made it romantic. His family was split between New York and Florida, with most in New York. A few of them still lived in Spain, but for the majority of them it would only be a short plane ride to Florida from New York. I still hadn’t decided if I wanted Dante to wear a black tux or have the color of his tux match my dress. I probably should ask him for his input since he was the one who would be wearing it.
It was three o’clock in the morning, and here I sat, planning everything when I should be getting some sleep. Tomorrow I was flying back to LA. I had scheduled a meeting with John, the Director of Human Resources. Liam was still working for me and I intended to lay into him for what he did. If I had my way, he would never be able to find another job for the rest of his life.
That was what I got for giving people like him second chances. If it weren’t for him, Dante would have never felt the need to go searching for Nathan. While I should have told Dante about my ex contacting me, I still blamed that little creep for all of this. And yes, he would be getting what was coming to him tomorrow.




Chapter 20

Isabella
“Did you have to make him cry like that?” asked John. In the back of my mind, I thought I might have been a little hard on Liam, but then I thought about Dante walking thirteen miles because of what he did, and the remorse faded.
“He deserved it, John, trust me.” Now that my business with Liam was done, I could focus on more pressing issues. John and everyone else went back to their offices while I rushed to the restroom. Something wasn’t right with me. My stomach was upset. This was the third time this morning. Maybe I’d eaten something that didn’t quite sit well with me. I turned around, and there was Maya in the stall doorway, looking at me with excitement.
“Uh . . . Privacy, please.”
“Does Dante know?” she said elatedly.
“Does Dante know what?” I wiped my mouth and moved her out of the way to wash my hands. As I was scrubbing, I looked at myself in the mirror and realized something. I turned around and saw Maya with her arms crossed and an ear-to-ear smile on her face.
“I can’t be!”
“Oh yes, you can. You told me you stopped taking your birth control when Dante went missing. Did you ever start it again when you found him?”
“But— I— The wedding is in three weeks!”
“Well, I’m pretty sure you won’t be showing three weeks from now, so you don’t have to worry.”
“My mother is going to kill me if she finds out I’m pregnant out of wedlock.”
“You’ll be married before the child is born, so just keep it a secret. The only person that needs to know is Dante.”
I was shocked. I couldn’t believe I was pregnant. First, I had to be sure.
“What am I going to do, Maya? I should probably go see my doctor to confirm this.” What would Dante say when I told him? I was meeting him at the airstrip in three hours. He had to travel to Holland on business and was due back this afternoon. That should give me enough time to confirm whether I was pregnant or not.
“Come on. I’ll take you to the clinic. It’s on the way to the airstrip anyway,” Maya said, full of eagerness. She seemed more excited than I was. I was still in shock. She rushed me to the valet, who brought us her car and shoved me into the front seat.
“Careful, woman. Why are you so excited?”
“Because I’m going to be a godmother. You’re going to make me the godmother, right?” she asked. “I hope it’s a girl. I have so many gifts I can give you if it’s a girl.”
“We don’t even know yet. It’s probably just some minor food poisoning. I don’t feel like I’m pregnant.”
“Isabella, you’ve never been pregnant before. How would you know what it feels like? When was your last period?”
It hit me. With that question, I could almost say with certainty that I was pregnant. I was two weeks late, and I hadn’t even realized it until she said something. I had been so busy with our recent mergers and the wedding that I— I was such a nincompoop. How could I be so absentminded? My phone vibrated, I’d received a text.
“Who is it?”
“It’s Dante.” 
“What’s it say?”
“His flight is coming early. He’ll be at the airstrip in forty-five minutes,” I said as my heart sank. “Maya, we don’t have time to go to the clinic. Dante’s going to be here in less than an hour. Head to that CVS. I’ll just do it there.” I was frantic. She pulled up in the parking lot, and we both ran out of the car into the store.
“They’re over here!” she shouted, tossing me a pregnancy test. I ran to the restroom, closed the bathroom door, locked it, dropped my pants, and hoped for the best. Ten minutes went by, and I heard Maya banging on the door as I sat there staring at the test. I couldn’t believe it.
“Are you good in there?”
I got up, opened the door, and showed her the test. Within minutes, the little oval thing had developed a large plus sign in the round window, signifying I was indeed pregnant.
“I’m so happy for you!” she shouted, hugging me.
“How am I going to tell Dante?”
“If he loves you the way he has shown you, I’m sure he’ll be just as happy as I am.”
We ran back into the car and headed for the airstrip. He had texted me three times telling me how he couldn’t wait to see me. I was nervous as hell, debating whether I should let him know right away or wait a couple of days.
Perhaps I should wait until after the wedding to tell him. No, I couldn’t do that. We’d made a promise never to lie or keep secrets from each other. I had no choice but to tell him the minute we were alone. Besides, I would feel bad keeping a secret of this magnitude from him.
We pulled up to the airstrip, and I saw Dante waiting for me on the tarmac, bags in hand. He rushed toward me and gave me hugs and kisses, lifting me off the ground and spinning me in the air. I wrapped my legs around his waist and hugged him tightly.
“Missed you, babe,” he said. I was hesitant to return his affection, and he could tell something was wrong. He set me down and grabbed his bags.
“Did you miss me?” he asked, smiling.
“Of course, babe.”
We got into Maya’s car and sat in the back seat. No doubt she wanted to listen in on our conversation, given how nosy she could be. We drove off, and I stared out the window, clenching his hand, palms wet.
I could tell he was staring at me, but I couldn’t bring myself to make eye contact. I was just too nervous to say anything. I couldn’t have found out I was pregnant at a worse time. He took a bottle of wine from his carry-on and poured himself a glass, then one for me as well.
“Here,” he said.
“No, thank you. I’m not in the mood for wine right now.”
“Are you still upset with me for leaving? It was only for three days.”
“Oh no. I’m not upset with you at all.”
“Then what’s wrong?” He looked concerned.
“Yeah, Isabella, what’s wrong?” Maya said, grinning. I gave her the evil eye.
“Would you focus on the road, please?” I snarled.
“Okay, that’s it. Stop the car,” Dante said. He put down his glass. I could kill Maya right now. She pulled over, turned off the engine, and looked back at us.
“Maya, could you please give us a moment?” he asked. Disappointed, she opened the door, stepped out of the car, and sat in the grassy field by the road. I had my head down, hoping he didn’t pressure me into telling him what was wrong. If he had just arrived when he was supposed to, I would have had enough time to wrap my mind around the situation and not appear so nervous.
“What is Maya talking about? What’s wrong? You’re still upset that I left to find Nathan, aren’t you?”
“It’s not you, Dante. It’s me.” He put his hand on his chest and slumped over as if he were having a panic attack. “Are you all right?” I untucked his shirt and loosened his belt.
“You just said, it’s not you, it’s me, and those are classic breakup words. Are you leaving me? Are you calling off the wedding?”
“No, for goodness’ sake! That is not what I meant at all. I’m not calling off anything, and I’m not leaving you. That’s not what I meant by that.”
“You know something, Isabella? You have a habit of scaring me half to death,” he said with a chuckle.
“I didn’t want to tell you until later tonight.”
“Tell me what?” He was eager to know what I was hiding. I took a long, hard breath and exhaled into my lap with my head down. I looked up at him and touched his face before kissing his soft lips.
“I’m pregnant. I found out just before I came to pick you up.” His eyes widened, and a blush of red overcame his face. We gazed into each other’s eyes. He opened the car door and stuck one foot outside. A sweet smile developed on his face.
“Dante—” I said as he grabbed my head and kissed me on the forehead.
He jumped out of the car. “I’m going to be a father,” he announced to the world. He pulled me out into the grassy field. “I love you so much!” he exclaimed. Maya was smiling at the both of us.
“You’re not disappointed?”
“Disappointed? How could I be disappointed in the miracle growing in your belly?” He placed his hand on my stomach and looked me deep in the eyes. “This, right here, this is a testament to our love. This is you and I, growing as one. This is confirmation that we will never part. This is our child, and it binds us together forever. I love you more than anything. I love you more than myself. And I will love this child just the same way I love you.” He got down on his knees and kissed my navel.
I looked over at Maya, and her eyes were full of tears just as mine were. He stood up and wiped away my tears with his thumbs, kissing me gently.
“You are the love of my life.” I wrapped my arms around him. We all got back in the car, and Maya took us home. As she pulled up into our drive, we bid Maya farewell before departing her car. Dante, as usual, swept me into his arms and carried me inside. I went into the kitchen to make us some tea. He was still excited by the prospect of becoming a father and played some music for us to mellow out to. Nineties R&B and old-school Neo-soul were his favorites. He had a mix playlist on his iTunes library consisting of Marvin Gaye, Maxwell, Kenny G, Jon B, Babyface, Sade, Boys II Men, and a couple of others. I handed him his tea, propped his feet on my lap, and then massaged his toes.
“I can’t be any happier than I am right now,” he said. He set down his tea and crawled on top of me. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed his nose. “Isabella Alonso,” he teased. The both of us erupted with laughter.




Chapter 21

Isabella
Nathan’s trial was the speediest trial I had ever seen. It only took the jury a few days to convict. Trials such as this usually took months, if not years, to prosecute. He was sentenced to twenty years in prison. After the first charge, prosecutors began digging and found portions of his conquest spreadsheet on the hard drive of the computer I destroyed along with other damning information related to the Zinghai Ma scandal. It took me a while to convince them I didn’t destroy it to hide evidence and I was just pissed off at the time.
I had no idea he was soliciting girls as young as thirteen to pose nude for him. How blind could I have been? They charged him with theft, various financial crimes, and possession of child pornography. My only hope now was that he died in prison—that would be a fate suited for him.
Dante informed me of what he had to go through to find him. I couldn’t believe what happened. He’d waited this long to tell me Nathan pulled a knife on him in Bangkok. I gave him the silent treatment for hours for withholding something as important as that from me. He’d promised me he wouldn’t do anything that might put his life in danger, and look what happened.
I supposed he didn’t suspect Nathan would do something like that, but still. He shouldn’t have gone there in the first place. I didn’t care about Nathan getting his just desserts. All I cared about was him and his safety. I couldn’t stay mad at him for long since he’d baked me a strawberry cake with the words I’m Sorry written across the top.
I ate a single slice before taking the rest of it, smearing it into his face, and running off. He chased me all around the house before he finally caught me, carried me to our bathhouse, and threw me into the water.
I loved it when we’d play fight. It was just a real shame that I grabbed ahold of his shirt when he threw me, causing him to fall into the water right along with me. At least the water rinsed away the icing all over his face. I jumped onto his back and started kissing his neck.
“Don’t ever do that to me again, Dante. I’m serious!”
I didn’t know how many times I had to tell him to stop putting his life in danger. If he died, my heart would die with him.
“Babe, my life was never in any real danger. I’m a fourth-dan black belt in Aikido, and I’ve been training for ten years in Brazilian Jujitsu and Jeet Kune Do. Remember? I told you that in Korea,” he said, thinking it would make any difference.
“Still, Dante, just don’t do it again.”
He twisted me around and lifted me up off his back to face him. “I promise.”
He held me tight and I melted in his arms. The way he said that was so sensual and romantic, it reminded me of why I loved him so much. I took off his shirt and pants and went for his underwear, but he stopped me.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Our wedding is tomorrow. It’s bad luck to make love days before the wedding.”
“Bad luck? Says who?”
“It just is.”
The day he proposed, he told me he wanted to abstain from sex a couple of days leading up to the wedding. However, the way he was looking at me now sent chills through my soul. We were in the bath, half-naked, and he wanted to stop?
“Please, Dante,” I said, pressing my lips against his chest. He shivered. Nevertheless, his strong will wouldn’t allow him to yield to his desires out of respect for tradition.
“We haven’t made love since you got back from Holland, and I need you more than anything,” I said, hoping he would give in.
“I want you too. But it’s just one more day. We can hold out one more day, can’t we?”
I pushed him away and splashed water on his face.
“What was that for?” he asked.
“Because I love you, and I love seeing water drip from your body,” I laughed.
“On our wedding night, nothing will keep me from ravaging you. You’d best bring one of those 5-Hour Energy drinks because you’re going to need it.”
“If you hadn’t moved to New York and I married you instead of Nathan, where do you think our lives would be?” I began to kiss his navel and lick his abs.
“Well, two of our children would be in high school, and the other eight . . .”
“The other eight?” I exclaimed, hoping he was joking.
“Yes, the other eight would be either starting high school or middle school. I probably wouldn’t be as rich as I am today because I would have had you. You were the only thing I ever wanted in this life. Before I saw you again, my life was hollow and emotionally empty. I thought I would never get over you. You were my first and only love, and I am grateful for every minute, every second I spend with you.”
“How could you have loved me for so long? We were just children.”
“The way I see it, a person can never forget their first love. All the letters I sent you when I moved to New York only helped to intensify my feelings for you. I wish you were able to read them as I was sending them. Only then you could have understood what I was feeling all those years ago.”
“I’m glad your feelings stayed true, and I’m also happy that you saved me from that terrible abusive coward. I hope he never gets out of prison.”
“Let’s not dwell on the past. How about we focus on our future together? I’m still in awe that you, the love of my life, are carrying my child. All of my wishes for this life have come true. I never dreamed of being a successful businessman, and I never dreamed of being rich. The only thing I have ever dreamed of was this.” He placed his hand on my belly. “You are my life, and I am nothing without you.”
I blushed and put my hand on top of his. I was putting everything I was into his hands, and I had faith he would never do anything to hurt me or to lead me astray. I could be totally open with him, just as he was with me. I lived in this moment as we began the journey that was our life together.
I respected his wishes and left him alone for now. I watched him as he turned around and walked out of the tub. His boxers were hanging half-off his waist, and I could see his hard, muscled ass. I reached out, wanting to grab it, but I stopped myself. I had to get control over my urges, but he was so damn sexy.
“You coming?” he asked, pulling up his boxers and collecting his shirt and pants. The wedding was tomorrow, yet the only thing I could think of was how perfect my life was right now. Years of heartbreak, change, loss, headaches, and hope had led to this moment. He helped me to grow and to realize there was so much more to life than being stuck in situations you thought you weren’t able to change. I couldn’t have asked for more.
He looked around the bath and reentered the water, grabbing my hands. “You stay in here much longer, and I’ll be marrying a raisin tomorrow,” he joked. I put my arms on his shoulders and breathed in the steam in the air around us.
“I was just thinking . . . how lucky I am that you came into my life.”
He smiled and put his arms around my waist. “I’m the lucky one here. If it weren’t for you, I probably would have ended up drowning somewhere in Peru. You saved my life.”
“Just as you have mine, Dante.”
He clenched my chin with his thumb and index finger and kissed me softly. “Now, let’s get out of this tub and head to bed. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”
“You’re coming to bed with me? I thought your cousins and friends planned a bachelor party for you tonight while they’re in town.”
His face wrinkled up, and he shook his head. “I told them I changed my mind about having one. Maybe when I was in my early twenties, I would have wanted one, but I’m in my thirties now. I’d rather spend the night with you, babe. I have no desire whatsoever to go to a club and get drunk with half-naked women shaking their curves at me.”
“Do you really mean that?”
He put my chin in the palms of his hands and looked me directly in the eyes. He kissed me on my lips and neck.
“Of course, my love.” He then hoisted me over his shoulder and carried me out. I grabbed his ass and squeezed his cheeks as hard as I could. He took me upstairs, laid me on the bed, and removed my wet clothes. The look in his eyes shouted lust. He poured some lotion into his hands and began to rub my breasts and stomach.
“I thought you said no sex.”
“I’m just going to give you a massage. Lie down and relax,” he said. He went to the restroom and came back with some almond oil.
“I don’t think I’m going to be able to take this, Dante. I’m going to want you.” My desire for him was building.
“Just lay down here, close your eyes, and relax.” His voice was commanding, and it was about to send me over the edge. With my face down in the pillow, I heard him pour the oil onto his hands. He blew on the upper part of my neck and shoulders, then slowly rubbed the soothing liquid into my skin. The feel of it was warm and tantalizing. He rubbed downward into my backside and legs. The smell of it made my eyes roll into the back of my head.
I squeezed down on the pillow, trying to hold back from forcing myself onto him. It was so relaxing and sensual. I couldn’t take it. He stopped and poured more into his hands, then rubbed it into my back. It had such a cold feeling, as if I had jumped out of a sauna into a cold bath. It tickled my skin.
He flipped me over and rubbed the oil into my breasts and stomach. He opened my legs and rubbed my inner thighs. I was dripping wet. I couldn’t take much more of this. I wanted him. I needed him. Was this his way of torturing me for smashing the cake he’d spent an hour making into his face? The insides of my thighs started to shiver when he blew on the oil on my skin, giving me an unbearable sensation of wanting.
He flipped me over onto my stomach again. I arched my backside into the air, and he continued to massage me. He caressed and blew on my skin, all over. I felt as though I might climax. Each time I thought he was about to touch me down there, he avoided it, always going around my pleasure spot. It was driving me insane.
“Please, Dante!” I begged him, but it was almost as if he couldn’t hear me. He was too caught up in the moment to listen to my pleas. With my backside arched upward, his hands slowly made their way onto my backside, and he inserted his middle finger inside of my pussy. With no time and no will to savor it, I climaxed right then. I could hear him licking his fingers.
“You taste delicious.”
I was trembling. This was pleasurable torture. The oil must have been more or less an aphrodisiac, because I lost complete control over my senses and the only thing in the world that mattered was the feeling. He placed the covers over my body and climbed into bed with me, then wrapped his strong, muscled arms around my body. We soon fell asleep. I could live this way forever. In his arms, I was home.




Epilogue

Dante
“This is happening. I can’t believe—”
Gaspard knocked on the door of the anteroom I had locked myself into.
“Dante, are you all right in there? You sound a bit nervous,” he said. And he was right. However, I wasn’t sure why. I was glad I’d made him my best man, though. He always had a knack for talking some sense into me and calming me down when I was anxious.
“Are you getting cold feet?” he joked.
I unlocked the door and stepped out. Gaspard was wearing a sharp black tuxedo with an off-white shirt and bow tie, the same color as his tux. I was sure it matched the setting of whatever Isabella had designed. I had yet to see it. She wanted to surprise me.
“No, I’m not getting cold feet. I just can’t believe the woman of my dreams is going to be my wife in less than an hour.”
“Believe it, Dante. After all the things you two have been through, you deserve nothing less. I just wish she hadn’t made your tux the same color as her dress. I would have liked to see you in a traditional black tux.”
“I gave her full control over the wedding designs and plans, right down to the tux I’m wearing. I think it looks great.”
“All right. Well, I’m going to join the others outside. Good luck.”
He left as my mother entered the room. Her eyes were red.
“Your wife-to-be is the most dashingly beautiful young lady I’ve ever seen. I only wish your father were still alive to see this day. He would have loved to see you settling down with the girl you talked about so much growing up. I’m so happy for you, son,” she said.
“What’s the matter, Mother? Why are your eyes so red?”
“You know why.” She wiped her eyes with a handkerchief and blew her nose. The joy on her face made me happy. I took her hand and sat on the cushioned chair next to the door. Behind the joy in my mother’s eyes was sorrow. I could tell she was distraught that my father couldn’t be here to see this. Everything I was, I owed to him. He made me the man I was today.
I supposed this moment reminded my mother of the day she married my father. He’d pursued her just as relentlessly as I’d pursued Isabella, and in the end, we’d both gotten what we’d earned. I could only hope Isabella and I would live long lives together and be just as happy as my parents had been.
“What’s on your mind, Mother?”
Her handkerchief was used, so she pulled out a tissue from her purse and wiped her eyes. “I didn’t think you were ever going to get married. I’ve wished for this day for so long.”
“I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Mother. I just wanted to find the right one. Once I get married, divorce isn’t going to be an option. I wanted to be sure I married for love and nothing else.”
She rubbed my shoulder.
“I know that woman out there loves you, son. There’s no doubt in my mind about that. Remember you once joked when you were a teenager that you would never get married unless it was with the girl you met when we were living in Florida?”
We laughed.
“Yes, I remember, Mother. I never thought that joke would become a reality. To tell you the truth, I never thought I would see her again. Everything seems like a dark fairy tale that had its happy ending.”
“The only thing left for you to do now is to walk down the aisle and say the words I do. I want you to love her. You’d better cherish every moment you spend with her. Treat her as if she were a queen of your world. She, in turn, will treat you the same. Love each other. Be there for one another. Through hardship and pleasant times. Never give up on one another. Even through the bad times. Especially through the bad times. Promise me that.”
I rubbed my mother’s hand and nodded. “I promise that and much more.”
She pinched my cheek and opened the door to the anteroom we were in. For me, this was what living was about. Forget about my wealth, my houses, my cars, my collection of helicopters—everything. The only things I needed were Isabella and our child. I put my hand on my mother’s shoulder and shook with nervousness when she said it was time to go. Isabella and I were about to become one for all time.
This was it. I had to get a handle on myself. I didn’t want my bride to see me like this. I could only suspect she was just as nervous as I was, or at least I hoped so. My mother took my hand and walked me out of the room into the head of the aisle. Everyone was there, and I did mean everyone. It looked as though Isabella had invited every person we knew. There had to have been close to a thousand people there. The place was packed. I was amazed.
Her surprise was revealed to me, and it was quite stunning. She’d instructed my groomsmen to conceal it from me when I’d come into the building. She didn’t want to ruin the surprise. We decided to have the Boca Raton Resort & Club as our venue. This was a Waldorf Astoria resort, so we were sure they’d be able to accommodate the number of people Isabella invited.
I’d once told her a story about old money and new money, and how they were interrelated with people like us. At times, I would often be looked down upon because I didn’t come from money. That was one of the reasons I didn’t have a large inner circle of people from my world. I always thought people like myself were the fittest. I came from nothing and built an empire without relying on anyone. I believed that to be the most honorable way. I would never have thought she took my words to heart.
But as I looked around, this definitely seemed quite similar to one of my favorite novels. She’d had them transform the cathedral room into The Great Gatsby wedding theme. I would never have guessed. Everything looked just as extravagant and elegant as the novel’s description. I could see her inspiration must have been the 2013 film starring Leonardo DiCaprio. I looked around, and everyone was dressed as if it were the 1920s. I was living a dream.
Down the aisle, I saw her bridesmaids staring at me. Maya was maid of honor. We locked eyes and she giggled. I supposed she could tell I was nervous. Gaspard was smiling at me. I would have thought my cousin Felix would come, but I didn’t see him anywhere.
No doubt, he had probably hacked into one of our computers or smartphones and was watching from whatever dark basement he was dwelling in. I knew for a fact Isabella invited him because I saw Commodore Noah in the back row with his wife. I supposed if Felix had come, he wouldn’t have dressed the part and would have been unkempt. That didn’t matter now.
I made it to the altar. The massive chandelier above us shone white and gold, and soft strings of music began to play in the distance. It was beautiful, just beautiful.
Suddenly, everything went dark, and the only light in the room shone from the chandelier. I looked back, and the doors opened, revealing Isabella in her platinum diamond dress. The light reflected off her as if she were an angel. My angel. I heard the strings, saxophone, harp, and piano play Sade’s Kiss of Life as she walked down the aisle. I faced forward. I couldn’t take it. Her beauty was blinding. A tear ran down my face as I tried to keep my composure. I dared not look back at her, for I may have crumbled to my knees.
I saw the shimmering lights reflecting off the walls the closer she came to the altar. I bent over and grabbed my knees in an attempt to stay afloat. Gaspard came to my aid, grabbed my right arm, and lifted me up.
“She’s there, Dante. Look at her,” he whispered. I turned around and there she was with her father handing her off to me. I broke down in tears. All composure was lost.
“It’s all right, love. I’m right here for you, babe,” she said. My bride wiped my tears away with her sweaty palms. Her dress was so graceful and stylish I could barely believe my eyes. Everything about her was perfect. I loved her so much.
My mother began to cry as the music played softly. My uncle comforted her while everyone in attendance reveled in the moment. The music slowly died down, and everything went silent. The lights turned back on, and the officiant began the marital sermon. I didn’t take my eyes off her, not once. How I wished I could remove the veil from her face and kiss her right now, but I must wait until the words were said. Until the words you may now kiss the bride were spoken.
All my attention was focused on her gleaming eyes as I waited to say my vows. I hadn’t written anything down. Everything I wanted to say would come straight from the heart, no thought-out plans or prewritten notes. I’d known for years what I wanted to say on this day.
There was no need for notes. I wanted her to know I was sincere in my words just as I had been in my actions. We held each other’s hands and smiled. I couldn’t tell if she was crying. The veil camouflaged her face. I did hear a sniffle now and then, and as usual, her palms were moist.
“The couple would like to say a word to one another,” said the officiant.
“I’d like to say mine first,” Isabella whispered.
“Of course, m-my love,” I stuttered. She looked at me and held my hands tighter and closer to her chest. I felt her trembling, shaking even, as she stuttered her words. I placed my lips close to her ear. “I love you, Isabella. Everything is going to be all right. This is our moment where only you and I exist.” She gained her bearings.
Dante Alonso. I am here before you, surrendering myself. I am yours, for better or for worse. The day I found out you went missing is the same day everything that I was died. I vowed never to give up, no matter the condition you were in. The thought of losing you is equivalent to a lifetime of torment. I love you. When you gave me this ring before I left to stay with my mother, I knew then someday we would be here, standing before each other about to become husband and wife. I promise to always be faithful to you and to love you in bad times and in good.
I vow to never give up on us and to never lead you astray. You are my sun, my stars, and my very breath. I vow to put you before all else and to forsake all others in life until death. If you go, I go with you. If you leave, I leave with you, and if you die, then I will surely die with you. Our lives may not have begun together, but they will end together. I vow to take this lifelong journey with you until we grow old and watch our grandchildren make the same vows to their true loves.
If there is ever any sadness in your heart, I will be there to cleanse it. And when there is happiness in your heart, I will be there to heighten it. I promise from now until forever to be your shining light in the darkness. This I swear to you, before everyone. Nothing will break this vow, and nothing will break us apart. I am yours until the end of our time. I love you, and I hope to be just as good a wife as you have been a friend, a mentor, a boyfriend, a fiancé, and a lover to me.
I wiped my tears and pulled her hands closer to my chest. I allowed her to feel my heart beating. All the emotion and misfortunes I’d been through to get to this day made my heart palpitate faster. I needed her to feel this. I cleared my throat and looked through the soft white veil, taking a deep breath.
Isabella, this day has finally come. All my wishes have come true. I have dreamt of nothing else since I was that skinny little kid riding his bike around the neighborhood, hoping you’d notice me. I had always hoped you and I would meet again and fall in love, transcending to the highest high of emotional attachment. You saw through my letters and my secrets to find the truth. You knew I was in love with you when we were in Korea. You knew I fell for you when I came to see you from England. You knew all along and forced it out of me despite my promise to myself.
You saved my life and brought happiness where there was once a hollowed shell. To know that with the simple bat of your eye you could cause me to crumble into nothing is the gift I give to you. I give you all of me—my mind, body, soul, wealth. Anything and everything you could ask of me is yours. I proclaim my love for you in front of all our family and friends, and I hide nothing from you any longer.
The journey of us coming together has been a rough one, but we saw it through with the one thing that bound us together. When you were lost, I found you. When I was lost, you found me. Now that we are found, let us cherish our time together and never part again. With this vow, this ring, I give myself to you and I promise never to hurt you. I would willingly sacrifice myself before I would ever allow that to happen.
I promise to love you, to care for you, to comfort you, to please you, and to always put your needs ahead of my own. I love you, Isabella. I always have. Accept my love and this vow as fulfilling guidance on how our lives will come to be. Until we are old and gray, for as long as my life will remain in this world. I love you, forever and always. My Isabella. My love.
There wasn’t a dry eye in the place. Isabella’s face was red and tears rolled down her beautiful blushed cheeks.
“And now the rings,” said the officiant. Gaspard gave me the rings. They were the same rings we both wore around our necks. I took her left hand and raised it to waist level. Her hand was shaking with nervousness and joy.
“With this ring, we belong to one another forever,” I whispered, sliding it onto her finger.
“Forever—” she said, putting the other ring onto my finger.
“I now pronounce you husband and wife. Kiss your bride, Mr. Alonso,” said the officiant. We saw fireworks shoot into the sky through the windows. Their red-and-gold coloring lit up the chandelier.
Women descended from the ceiling dressed as angels, playing violins and harps. What a glorious day. I lifted the veil from my wife’s face and kissed her passionately. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and held me tightly, pushing her lips harder against mine. I squeezed her and lifted her off her feet, spinning her around. Everyone shouted cheers of joy. She grabbed my face and looked into my eyes.
“I love you, Dante! I love you,” she cried before kissing me again.
“I love you too, Isabella Alonso,” I said into her shoulder.
The day turned to night and everyone drank and danced. This day would be a defining moment in time for the both of us forever. We danced our first dance to the song Everwanting by Maxwell, and it had me weak. So much clear, undeniable emotion flowed through the both of us. We decided to save the cake for last after everyone had their fill of wine and food.
We sat at the table, and the chef brought out this monumental white cake. Each layer signified a moment in our journey together. The first layer had children playing in a field; the second had the Youths Convention design; the third had Korean writing in blue icing; the fourth had new love evolving out of a broken heart; the fifth had forest decorations, I assumed to signify my helicopter crash in the Amazon. The last layer was Isabella and I standing atop all of the obstacles and destitution. The cake was so beautiful that I didn’t want to cut it. She gave me the knife and placed her hand on top of mine.
“Promise me one thing, Isabella,” I said.
“Anything.”
“Promise you’re not going to smash this cake into my face the way you did yesterday.”
She laughed and nodded as we cut the cake. I took a single piece and split it in two. We both grabbed a piece and put it in one another’s mouths. She took a bite and I did the same. I was waiting for her to smear it into my face, but she didn’t. And I was grateful for it as I didn’t want change for our trip to France.
Even though we were married in Florida, she’d allowed me to plan our honeymoon. Immediately after the reception was finished, we were off to Marseille, France. What could be more romantic and peaceful? Isabella licked her fingers and wiped away the icing from her mouth. “I want you,” she whispered.
“Soon, my love.” I kissed her between the eyes.
France wasn’t the only destination for our honeymoon. I’d also planned visits to Spain, South Korea, and the Azores, Portugal. France was just the first stop. This marked the beginning of our lives together.
I would never have thought I’d get everything in life I wanted. And I was forever grateful she chose to be with me. No man could ever hope for more. We needed each other. Through all our trials and tribulation, I could see that this was what we’d earned.
And I would cherish it—for all time.
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