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    To the hearts that have survived darkness and still believed in the possibility of love.
May you always remember that the greatest power is not found in possession, control, or fear, but in the courage to choose freedom—and to be loved in a way that allows you to choose freely.
For every broken beginning can still become a story of trust, redemption, and a love chosen without chains.
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Chapter 1: The Abduction at Sunset
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The sun was beginning to disappear behind the mountains when Elena Ruiz realized she was being followed.

At first, she dismissed the feeling.

Journalists often developed heightened instincts after years of chasing stories and conducting uncomfortable interviews.

Paranoia came with the profession.

Especially when those stories involved corruption.

She tightened her grip on the leather strap of her satchel and continued walking through the crowded streets of Monterrey.

Cars moved slowly through the evening traffic.

Street vendors arranged their carts along the sidewalks.

The smell of grilled meat and fresh tortillas drifted through the warm air.

Everything appeared normal.

Yet the uneasy feeling remained.

She glanced over her shoulder.

A black SUV sat across the street.

Its windows were heavily tinted.

A man leaned against the driver's side door, pretending to look at his phone.

Perhaps she was imagining things.

After all, she had spent the last six months investigating one of the biggest stories of her career.

Anyone would be nervous.

Her editor had warned her repeatedly.

"Be careful."

"Don't push too hard."

"Corruption stories involving cartels don't end the same way political scandals do."

But Elena Ruiz had never been good at walking away from a story.

At twenty-nine years old, she had built her reputation on persistence.

While other reporters chased celebrity scandals and political headlines, Elena pursued stories that exposed corruption, financial crimes, and abuse of power.

She believed journalism existed for one reason.

To tell the truth.

And the truth she had uncovered was disturbing.

Money was disappearing from government infrastructure projects throughout northern Mexico.

Public contracts were being manipulated.

Local officials were accepting bribes.

Construction companies were laundering millions of dollars.

And somewhere in the middle of it all was a name that kept appearing in her research.

Vega.

At first, she had assumed it was a coincidence.

Then she discovered that several companies receiving government contracts had indirect connections to businesses controlled by the Vega family.

The deeper she dug, the more disturbing the evidence became.

Then people started refusing to speak to her.

Sources suddenly disappeared.

Phone calls went unanswered.

Meetings were unexpectedly canceled.

And one anonymous message changed everything.

"Stop asking questions about the Vega family."

She should have listened.

Instead, she worked harder.

Because that's what Elena Ruiz always did.

And now, she was preparing for what she hoped would become the most important interview of her career.

She entered a small café near the city center and immediately recognized the man sitting in the corner.

Raúl Medina.

A former financial adviser who had spent years working for several companies linked to government contracts.

He nervously stirred his coffee.

His eyes repeatedly moved toward the windows.

He looked terrified.

That wasn't encouraging.

Elena slid into the seat across from him.

"Thank you for meeting me."

He didn't smile.

"We shouldn't be here."

"You said you had evidence."

He lowered his voice.

"I do."

Her pulse accelerated.

He removed a flash drive from his pocket and placed it on the table.

"Everything is there."

She reached for it.

His hand immediately stopped her.

"You don't understand what you're investigating."

"I understand enough."

"No."

His voice became sharper.

"You don't."

She pulled her hand back.

People often became emotional during interviews.

Fear wasn't unusual.

But this was different.

His hands were trembling.

His forehead glistened with sweat.

His eyes constantly scanned the room.

"Raúl, tell me what's going on."

He leaned forward.

"Have you ever heard of Alejandro Vega?"

The name was familiar.

Of course it was.

Almost everyone in northern Mexico knew the rumors.

Alejandro Vega.

The heir to the Vega cartel.

Some stories described him as ruthless.

Others claimed he was more educated and strategic than previous cartel leaders.

Some insisted he wanted to modernize the organization.

Others claimed he was even more dangerous than his father.

No one seemed to know the truth.

Only one thing remained consistent.

People feared him.

"Yes."

Raúl glanced toward the entrance.

"You need to leave."

"What?"

"You need to leave right now."

Her heartbeat accelerated.

"Why?"

He stood so suddenly that his chair nearly fell backward.

"They know."

Her stomach tightened.

"Who?"

His face lost all color.

"They know you're here."

The café door opened.

Three men entered.

Every instinct in Elena's body screamed at her to run.

She grabbed the flash drive.

"Raúl—"

"Go!"

Everything happened at once.

The men spread through the café.

Customers looked up in confusion.

One of the men reached for his jacket.

Adrenaline exploded through her body.

She jumped out of her chair and ran.

The streets were crowded.

People moved in every direction.

Car horns echoed through the city.

She pushed through pedestrians as fast as she could.

Her heart pounded against her ribs.

Footsteps followed behind her.

She turned down a narrow side street.

Then another.

She reached into her bag and pulled out her phone.

No signal.

Her breathing became uneven.

Another quick glance over her shoulder confirmed her worst fear.

They were still following her.

Her apartment was too far away.

The police station was six blocks in the opposite direction.

She turned another corner.

And immediately stopped.

The black SUV blocked the street.

Two men stepped out.

Her pulse exploded.

No.

No.

No.

She spun around.

Two more men approached from behind.

She was trapped.

"Please don't make this difficult."

Her eyes darted between them.

Panic tightened her chest.

"Who are you?"

No answer.

One of the men moved closer.

She grabbed the first thing she could find.

A metal trash can lid.

She swung it.

The man jumped backward.

She ran.

Strong hands suddenly wrapped around her waist.

She screamed.

Another hand covered her mouth.

"No!"

Her words disappeared beneath her captor's palm.

"Calm down."

She kicked.

She fought.

She twisted.

The flash drive slipped from her hand and disappeared beneath a parked car.

"No!"

The SUV door opened.

She clawed at someone's arm.

Someone else grabbed her wrists.

Her heart felt like it was going to burst through her chest.

She had spent years interviewing crime victims.

Years writing stories about disappearances.

Years documenting cartel violence.

And now she was becoming part of the story.

The realization was horrifying.

A cloth covered her eyes.

Darkness swallowed everything.

When she finally woke up, she immediately realized two things.

First, she wasn't dead.

Second, she had absolutely no idea where she was.

Sunlight filtered through partially closed curtains.

A ceiling fan slowly rotated above her.

Her head throbbed.

She sat up too quickly.

The room began spinning.

She pressed one hand against the mattress.

The room was beautiful.

Too beautiful.

Stone walls.

Handcrafted furniture.

Large windows.

Expensive artwork.

A vase filled with fresh flowers sat on a nearby table.

Nothing about the room resembled a prison.

And yet it was unmistakably a prison.

Her bag sat beside a chair.

Her phone was gone.

The door was closed.

She jumped out of bed.

Locked.

Of course.

Anger immediately replaced fear.

She pounded against the door.

"Open this door!"

Silence.

"Do you hear me?"

Nothing.

She pounded harder.

"Open it!"

The lock clicked.

The door slowly opened.

And for the first time, she saw him.

He was taller than she expected.

Dark hair.

Dark eyes.

Confident posture.

He wore a simple white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows.

Nothing about him appeared threatening.

Which somehow made him even more intimidating.

His expression remained calm.

Completely controlled.

"You should sit down."

Her eyes narrowed.

"You kidnapped me."

"Yes."

Her mouth fell open.

No denial.

No excuses.

Nothing.

Just a simple acknowledgment.

Her anger immediately intensified.

"You think I should sit down?"

"Yes."

"Who are you?"

He stepped into the room.

The door quietly closed behind him.

"You're Elena Ruiz."

Her pulse accelerated.

"You know who I am."

"Yes."

Fear slowly crept back into her chest.

"Who are you?"

His eyes never left hers.

"My name is Alejandro Vega."

Every muscle in her body froze.

No.

No.

No.

The room suddenly felt much smaller.

The rumors.

The warnings.

The anonymous messages.

Everything suddenly made sense.

The man standing in front of her wasn't a bodyguard.

He wasn't an employee.

He wasn't a messenger.

He was the cartel heir.

Her captor.

Her worst nightmare.

"You've got five seconds to explain why I'm here before I start screaming."

One eyebrow lifted.

"Go ahead."

Her teeth clenched.

"I mean it."

"So do I."

Her heart pounded.

"You kidnapped me."

"Yes."

"You admitted it."

"Yes."

"You expect me to stay calm?"

"No."

His answers were infuriating.

She moved toward him.

"You can't keep me here."

"Actually, I can."

Her eyes widened.

"You are unbelievable."

"And you're stubborn."

"You're a criminal."

He folded his arms.

"Also true."

Her frustration exploded.

"I want to leave."

"No."

"You don't get to decide that."

He remained perfectly calm.

"I do."

She wanted to throw something.

Preferably at his head.

Instead, she crossed her arms.

"Why am I here?"

For the first time since entering the room, his
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