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    To every heart that has ever been mistaken for something to possess—
May you always remember that you are not a debt to be claimed, a prize to be won, or a life another person has the right to control.
Real love does not demand surrender.
It learns to listen, to respect, and to set you free.
And to those who have loved deeply enough to change—
May you discover that the greatest proof of love is not holding on with chains, but giving someone the freedom to choose you anyway.
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Chapter 1: The Debt She Never Knew
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The first thing Sofia Reyes noticed was the black SUV parked outside her shop.

The second was that the driver had not moved in ten minutes.

Sofia wiped her hands on the front of her apron and stared through the bakery window.

The SUV sat across the narrow street like a warning.

Its windows were dark.

Its engine was running.

And no one was getting out.

“Maybe they're waiting for the pharmacy,” her younger brother, Nico, said behind her.

Sofia didn't turn.

“The pharmacy is three doors down.”

“So?”

“So they're parked outside our bakery.”

Nico shrugged.

“They could want bread.”

Sofia finally looked at him.

“Men who drive vehicles like that don't come here for bread.”

Nico considered this.

“Cake?”

“Go upstairs.”

His grin disappeared.

“Sofia—”

“Now.”

Nico rolled his eyes but headed toward the back staircase.

Sofia waited until she heard his footsteps disappear before turning back to the window.

The SUV's rear door opened.

A man stepped onto the pavement.

Sofia's stomach tightened.

He wore a black suit despite the afternoon heat.

No sunglasses.

No visible weapon.

Nothing obvious.

Which somehow made him more frightening.

He was tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Dark-haired.

And impossibly calm.

He looked toward the bakery.

Then directly at Sofia.

She had never seen him before.

She was certain of it.

But the way he looked at her felt almost personal.

The man crossed the street.

Sofia locked the door.

His expression didn't change.

He reached the bakery entrance and looked at the sign hanging behind the glass.

REYES BAKERY 

Then he knocked.

Once.

Sofia stared at him.

He knocked again.

She didn't move.

The man's mouth almost curved.

Almost.

Sofia opened the door.

Not because she was afraid.

Because she refused to let him think she was.

“We're closed.”

He looked past her.

There were three customers inside.

Sofia hated him already.

“No, you're not.”

She folded her arms.

“Then what can I get you?”

His dark eyes moved over her face.

She felt something dangerous in the silence.

Not desire.

Not yet.

Recognition.

“You're Sofia Reyes.”

Sofia's fingers tightened against her arms.

“Who's asking?”

He stepped inside.

She moved to block him.

The man's gaze dropped to her hand.

Then back to her eyes.

“Mateo De Luca.”

The name meant nothing.

That was the first mistake.

“Oh.”

Sofia glanced toward the kitchen.

“Congratulations?”

One of the customers choked.

The man behind Mateo shifted.

There was another man outside.

A bodyguard.

Sofia returned her attention to Mateo.

“Do you want a cake?”

Mateo looked at her for several seconds.

“No.”

“Then I suggest you leave.”

He walked deeper into the bakery.

Sofia's patience vanished.

“Excuse me?”

Mateo stopped beside one of the tables.

“Your father is Miguel Reyes.”

The words hit harder than she expected.

Sofia went still.

“My father is dead.”

“I know.”

Her jaw tightened.

“Then you're either lost or incredibly rude.”

Mateo looked at her.

“Both things can be true.”

She hated that answer.

“What do you want?”

His eyes changed.

The amusement disappeared.

“Your father owed me money.”

The bakery became silent.

Sofia laughed.

Once.

Shortly.

“You're joking.”

“No.”

“My father died four years ago.”

“I know.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because you keep saying things I already know.”

Sofia stared at him.

“Who are you?”

Mateo looked toward the front door.

The two customers immediately stood.

Neither had finished their food.

Sofia watched them leave.

The moment the door closed, Mateo's bodyguard locked it from outside.

Sofia turned.

“What exactly do you think you're doing?”

“Having a conversation.”

“That's kidnapping with better manners.”

His mouth moved slightly.

A smile.

Barely.

Sofia pointed at the door.

“Unlock it.”

Mateo ignored her.

“Your father borrowed three million dollars.”

The world seemed to stop.

Sofia laughed again.

This time it sounded weaker.

“My father owned a bakery.”

“He owned this bakery.”

“He didn't own anything else.”

Mateo's eyes remained cold.

“Apparently, you didn't know your father very well.”

That hurt.

Sofia hated him more for noticing.

“Get out.”

“He borrowed the money eleven years ago.”

“Get out.”

“The interest has accumulated.”

Sofia stepped toward him.

“I don't care.”

“You should.”

“Why?”

“Because the debt is now seven million.”

Her hand moved before she could stop it.

The slap echoed through the bakery.

Mateo didn't move.

Sofia stared at him.

Her palm stung.

Behind him, the bodyguard immediately reached inside his jacket.

Mateo lifted one hand.

The man stopped.

Sofia's heart pounded.

Mateo slowly turned his face back toward her.

There was a red mark across his cheek.

He touched it.

Then looked at his fingers.

“Seven million,” Sofia whispered. “For a dead man.”

Mateo looked at her.

“No.”

She frowned.

“For his daughter.”

Anger burned through her.

“Then kill me.”

The bodyguard stared.

Mateo stared longer.

Sofia stepped closer.

“Is that what this is? You came to collect a debt from a dead man?”

“Not from him.”

“Then who?”

“From you.”

She laughed bitterly.

“I don't have seven million.”

“I know.”

“You can take the bakery.”

“It isn't worth seven million.”

“You can take the apartment.”

“I already had it valued.”

Sofia's anger froze.

“What?”

Mateo looked at her.

“The apartment is worth less than three hundred thousand.”

“You had my home valued?”

“I know everything your father left behind.”

Her hands began shaking.

Nico.

Her brother.

Her father's secrets.

This man knew.

Sofia moved closer.

“Did you know my father?”

Mateo's eyes darkened.

“Not well.”

“That wasn't my question.”

“I knew enough.”

“Enough to lend him three million dollars?”

Mateo didn't answer.

Sofia understood.

“You're lying.”

“No.”

“You're not telling me the truth.”

“Those are different things.”

Sofia laughed without humor.

“I don't know who you think you are.”

Mateo's expression changed.

The bodyguard shifted behind him.

Mateo said nothing.

Sofia stepped closer.

“No. Seriously. You walk into my bakery, tell me my dead father owed you money, and then act like I'm supposed to know who you are.”

“You don't?”

“No.”

For the first time, Mateo looked surprised.

Then he became very still.

His gaze moved toward the street.

A black sedan passed slowly.

Mateo watched it disappear.

Then he looked back at Sofia.

“That's interesting.”

“What is?”

“You really don't know.”

“Know what?”

The bakery lights went out.

Sofia stopped.

Mateo moved instantly.

He grabbed her wrist and pulled her down.

She crashed against the floor behind the counter.

A gunshot shattered the front window.

Sofia screamed.

Glass rained across the bakery.

Nico.

Her heart stopped.

“Nico!”

She tried to stand.

Mateo pushed her down.

“Stay.”

“My brother is upstairs!”

Another gunshot.

Sofia fought him.

“Let me go!”

Mateo's hand tightened around her arm.

“Do you want to die?”

“No!”

“Then listen.”

“MY BROTHER IS UP THERE!”

Mateo looked toward the staircase.

His expression changed.

He shouted something in Italian.

The bodyguard disappeared.

Sofia tried to move.

Mateo held her down.

She hit his shoulder.

“Let me go!”

The third gunshot came from the alley.

Then another.

Sofia froze.

Someone outside was shooting.

Mateo reached beneath his jacket and pulled out a gun.

Sofia stared.

“What is happening?”

He looked at her.

“Apparently, we're not the only people who came looking for you.”

Sofia's blood turned cold.

The door burst open.

Mateo turned.

A man stepped inside.

His face was covered.

His gun pointed toward them.

Sofia saw everything at once.

The shattered glass.

The weapon.

Mateo moving.

She never heard the shot.

Mateo pushed her behind him.

The man screamed.

Then disappeared.

Sofia stared.

The bodyguard dragged him out.

Mateo turned back to her.

“Are you hurt?”

Sofia looked at the gun in his hand.

Then at his face.

“You're insane.”

His jaw tightened.

“You're welcome.”

“You shot someone!”

“He was going to shoot you.”

“You don't know that.”

Mateo looked toward the hole in the counter where the bullet had entered.

Sofia followed his gaze.

Then she looked at him.

“Oh.”

Mateo's expression remained blank.

Sofia crossed her arms.

“You're still insane.”

A laugh almost escaped him.

“Get upstairs,” Mateo said.

“No.”

His eyes narrowed.

“No?”

“My brother.”

“My men have him.”

“My brother?”

“They're bringing him down.”

“Who are your men?”

Mateo didn't answer.

The bodyguard returned.

Nico was behind him.

“Sofia!”

Nico ran toward her.

She pulled him into her arms.

“Are you okay?”

He nodded.

“You?”

“Yes.”

She checked him anyway.

“No blood?”

“No.”

“Nothing hurts?”

“Sofia.”

She grabbed his face.

“I am allowed to ask.”

Nico looked at Mateo.

“Who is that?”

Sofia turned.

“I was hoping you knew.”

Mateo holstered his weapon.

Nico looked between them.

“That is not reassuring.”

Mateo walked toward the staircase.

“Your things.”

Sofia stood.

“What?”

“You and your brother are leaving.”

“No.”

Mateo looked back.

“Yes.”

“This is my home.”

“Not anymore.”

Sofia stared.

“What does that mean?”

Mateo looked at the broken bakery.

“Someone tried to kill you.”

“They could have been trying to kill you.”

“They weren't.”

“You don't know that.”

“I do.”

The confidence in his voice terrified her.

“Why?”

Mateo looked at Nico.
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