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    To the hearts that have survived darkness and learned to trust the light again—
May you always remember that love is not possession, fear, or the power to control another.
True love begins where freedom is honored, trust is earned, and two people choose each other without chains.
For every wounded heart learning to let go of the past, and for every soul brave enough to choose love after fear—
May you find the kind of love that never asks you to stay, but gives you every reason to choose to.
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Chapter 1: Taken by the Devil of Blackridge
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Emma Sullivan had always believed that history told the truth.

Paintings faded.

Ancient manuscripts crumbled.

Stone statues cracked under centuries of weather and neglect.

Yet every damaged artifact carried a story waiting to be uncovered.

That belief had shaped her entire life.

At thirty years old, Emma had earned a reputation as one of the most promising art conservators at the Harrington Museum in Boston. She possessed a remarkable ability to restore fragile historical objects while preserving their original character. Her attention to detail bordered on obsession, a quality her colleagues often teased her about.

But Emma didn't mind.

Details mattered.

Tiny details often revealed the biggest secrets.

Unfortunately, that same curiosity was about to place her in unimaginable danger.

She sat alone in the museum's restoration laboratory, carefully examining a sixteenth-century manuscript beneath a magnifying lamp.

The museum had recently acquired several artifacts recovered during an international investigation into stolen historical treasures. The collection included paintings, jewelry, manuscripts, and religious relics that had disappeared from private collections and archaeological sites across Europe.

Most of the objects had already been cataloged.

Only a handful remained under investigation.

Emma adjusted her gloves and carefully turned another page.

Her eyebrows narrowed.

Something wasn't right.

A small symbol appeared in the lower corner of the manuscript.

She had seen it before.

She reached for another file and began comparing photographs.

The same symbol appeared again.

And again.

Her pulse quickened.

She moved toward her computer and opened the museum's digital archive.

Several reports appeared on the screen.

Missing artifacts.

Private collections.

Unexplained disappearances.

Insurance investigations.

Her fingers moved rapidly across the keyboard.

The same mark continued appearing throughout multiple cases.

That wasn't a coincidence.

She opened another document.

Then another.

Within an hour, a disturbing pattern emerged.

Several priceless artifacts stolen over the past decade were connected by the same identifying symbol.

Someone had been marking the objects.

Someone organized.

Someone powerful.

And judging by the dates and locations, this wasn't the work of ordinary thieves.

This was an international operation.

Her heart pounded.

She printed several documents and spread them across her desk.

A familiar name appeared in one of the reports.

Blackridge Holdings.

Her eyes widened.

Blackridge Holdings officially operated as a private investment company specializing in historical acquisitions.

Unofficially, rumors connected it to black-market artifact trafficking.

Emma had dismissed those rumors as speculation.

Until now.

Her phone suddenly vibrated.

She glanced at the screen.

Her best friend, Clara.

Emma answered immediately.

"Please tell me you're still at the museum."

Emma smiled.

"Unfortunately."

Clara laughed.

"It's nearly nine o'clock."

"I know."

"You're working again."

"I'm researching something."

"Something that can wait until tomorrow?"

Emma looked at the documents spread across her desk.

"No."

"Emma—"

"I think I found something."

Her friend's voice immediately became serious.

"What kind of something?"

Emma lowered her voice.

"I'll explain later."

"You're making me nervous."

"Good."

"That's not reassuring."

Emma laughed.

"I'll call you when I get home."

"You'd better."

After ending the call, she looked back at the documents.

Every instinct told her to stop.

To walk away.

To leave everything alone.

Instead, she opened another file.

Two hours later, she finally leaned back in her chair.

The evidence was impossible to ignore.

Someone had built an entire criminal network around stolen historical artifacts.

And she had just uncovered it.

She gathered the documents into a folder.

Tomorrow morning, she would present everything to the museum director.

And then the authorities.

Satisfied with her decision, she switched off the laboratory lights and walked toward the parking garage.

The museum was almost completely empty.

Her footsteps echoed through the hallway.

Outside, rain fell steadily against the pavement.

She pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders.

The parking garage sat across the street.

She pressed the unlock button on her key fob.

Her car lights flashed.

She smiled.

Home.

Coffee.

Sleep.

Those were the only things occupying her thoughts.

She never saw the man approaching from behind.

A hand suddenly covered her mouth.

Her folder fell to the ground.

Panic exploded inside her.

She struggled.

Another pair of hands grabbed her arms.

Her heart pounded violently.

She tried to scream.

Nothing came out.

"Don't fight."

A deep voice spoke beside her ear.

Fear consumed her.

She kicked backward.

Someone cursed.

She twisted desperately, but a cloth was pressed against her face.

Her vision blurred.

The parking garage lights began spinning.

No.

No.

This couldn't be happening.

Her knees weakened.

The voices around her became distant.

The world faded into darkness.

Cold.

That was the first thing she noticed.

The second was silence.

Emma slowly opened her eyes.

For several moments, she couldn't remember where she was.

An unfamiliar ceiling stretched above her.

Dark wooden beams crossed overhead.

A stone fireplace stood across the room.

Heavy curtains covered enormous windows.

Panic immediately returned.

She sat upright.

Her head throbbed.

Her mouth was dry.

Where was she?

She threw the blankets aside and stumbled toward the door.

Locked.

Her breathing accelerated.

No.

She crossed the room.

The windows.

Locked.

Her heartbeat thundered in her ears.

She pressed her face against the glass.

Mountains.

Nothing but mountains.

Dense forests stretched endlessly beneath a gray sky.

No roads.

No neighboring houses.

No signs of civilization.

Only wilderness.

A prison disguised as an estate.

The door behind her suddenly opened.

Emma spun around.

A woman carrying a tray stepped into the room.

She appeared to be in her late fifties.

Gray hair framed a kind face.

"You're awake."

Emma immediately moved toward her.

"Where am I?"

The woman placed the tray on a nearby table.

"You should eat something."

"Where am I?"

"Blackridge Manor."

Fear twisted in her stomach.

Blackridge.

The name from the documents.

Her mouth went dry.

"Who brought me here?"

The woman hesitated.

"You should eat."

Emma grabbed her arm.

"Who brought me here?"

A shadow appeared in the doorway.

"That would be me."

The voice was deep.

Controlled.

Commanding.

The older woman immediately stepped aside.

Emma slowly turned.

And for the first time, she saw him.

Victor Kane.

He was taller than she expected.

Dark hair.

Sharp features.

Gray eyes that seemed almost impossible to read.

He wore a black sweater beneath a dark overcoat.

Nothing about his appearance seemed particularly intimidating.

And yet, the moment he entered the room, everything changed.

The atmosphere shifted.

Power followed him.

Not the loud, arrogant kind.

Something quieter.

Something far more dangerous.

Emma lifted her chin.

"You kidnapped me."

His expression remained neutral.

"Yes."

The blunt response caught her off guard.

"You admit it?"

"I don't see the point in denying it."

Anger replaced fear.

"You can't keep me here."

He walked toward the fireplace.

"I can."

"No, you can't."

He removed his gloves.

"I'm afraid I already have."

She took a step forward.

"You've made a terrible mistake."

His eyes met hers.

"No."

"People know where I am."

He said nothing.

"My colleagues will contact the police."

Silence.

"My friends will start looking for me."

Nothing.

Her confidence began fading.

He already knew.

He knew exactly how carefully this had been planned.

"You have no right to do this."

Finally, he spoke.

"You uncovered information that wasn't meant to be discovered."

Her stomach tightened.

"The artifacts."

He nodded.

Her mind immediately began racing.

The stolen manuscripts.

The symbols.

Blackridge Holdings.

"You run the trafficking operation."

His expression didn't change.

"Labels are rarely that simple."

She couldn't believe what she was hearing.

This man wasn't hiding.

He wasn't denying anything.

He spoke with absolute confidence.

Absolute control.

"You're a criminal."

His eyes narrowed slightly.

"And you're remarkably direct."

"You kidnapped me."

"I did."

"You traffic stolen artifacts."

He folded his arms.

"Allegedly."

Her mouth fell open.

Was he serious?

He almost looked amused.

Her anger intensified.

"You think this is funny?"

"No."

He stepped closer.

She refused to retreat.

Something flashed across his face.

Interest.

Curiosity.

He stopped several feet away.

"You should be terrified."

She crossed her arms.

"I'm furious."

One eyebrow lifted.

"Interesting."

"Untie me."

"You aren't tied up."

"Unlock the doors."

"No."

"Take me home."

"No."

Her hands clenched into fists.

"You can't keep me here forever."

"No."

"Then when?"

He looked toward the windows.

"When it's safe."

She laughed.

"Safe for whom?"

His gaze returned to hers.

"For me."

The honesty was startling.

He wasn't pretending to be her protector.

He wasn't inventing excuses.

He was protecting himself.

And that somehow made the situation even more terrifying.

"You're holding me hostage because I know too much."

"Essentially."

She shook her head in disbelief.

"This is insane."

He turned toward the door.

"You'll remain here until I decide otherwise."

Her temper finally exploded.

"I'm not staying here."

He paused.

"You don't have a choice."

"Oh, I absolutely have a choice."

"No."

"Watch me."

She pushed past him.

His hand immediately closed around her wrist.

The contact sent an unexpected shock through her body.

His grip wasn't painful.

But it was firm.

Unmovable.

Her heart began racing.

"Let go."
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