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    To the women who refuse to be anyone's weakness—
To every heart that knows love can be fierce without becoming a cage, and that standing beside someone does not mean losing yourself in their world.
May you find a love powerful enough to challenge kings, brave enough to survive betrayal, and honest enough to give you the freedom to choose.
Here's to the women who make dangerous men kneel, the kisses that change everything, and the love worth risking everything for.
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Chapter 1: The Girl Who Saw Too Much


[image: ]


Sofia Reyes knew exactly how much money she had in her bank account.

Forty-three euros.

That was why she was standing on a rooftop in the middle of a freezing November night, balancing her camera against the concrete wall and trying to convince herself that taking photographs of an empty Barcelona skyline counted as a career.

“Beautiful,” she muttered sarcastically.

The city glittered beneath her.

Somewhere below, music spilled from an open bar. Cars moved through wet streets. The harbor lights reflected against the dark Mediterranean.

Sofia lifted her camera.

Click.

Another photograph.

Click.

Her breath fogged in front of her.

She lowered the camera and checked the image.

Perfect.

And completely useless.

No magazine had asked for it. No gallery wanted it. No one was paying for it.

Sofia sighed and turned toward the rooftop door.

Then she heard shouting.

She stopped.

The sound came from the abandoned warehouse across the narrow street.

Sofia frowned.

The building had been empty for years.

She moved closer to the edge.

A black sedan rolled through the warehouse gates.

Then another.

Men stepped out.

Not the ordinary kind.

Even from across the street, Sofia recognized the difference.

They moved with the kind of confidence that came from carrying weapons and knowing no one would dare question them.

Her instincts told her to leave.

Her photographer's instincts told her to stay.

The second instinct won.

“Just one picture,” she whispered.

She raised her camera.

The lens zoomed.

Click.

A man stepped from one of the cars.

Sofia went still.

She knew his face.

Everyone in Barcelona knew his face.

Not because newspapers printed it.

They didn't.

Not because police wanted posters showed him.

They never did.

Matteo Valenti was famous in the way storms were famous.

People knew his name.

They knew when to stay away.

The man standing in the warehouse was taller than she had expected. Dark hair. Black suit. Broad shoulders.

He looked calm.

That was the frightening part.

Everyone else watched him.

No one moved without his permission.

Matteo Valenti.

The cartel king.

Sofia swallowed.

She should leave.

Instead, she raised the camera.

Click.

Matteo turned slightly.

She photographed him again.

Click.

A second man entered the frame.

He carried a silver case.

Matteo's attention shifted toward it.

Sofia zoomed in.

The man opened the case.

Stacks of documents.

Photographs.

Money.

Sofia took another picture.

Click.

Then everything went wrong.

A third man stepped forward.

He shouted.

Matteo's expression changed.

Sofia couldn't hear the words.

But she understood the reaction.

The other men drew guns.

Her heart stopped.

“No.”

A gunshot shattered the night.

Sofia stumbled backward.

Then another.

And another.

She raised the camera with shaking hands.

Every instinct screamed at her to run.

But something happened when fear became too large.

Her body stopped feeling like her own.

She watched through the lens.

A man fell.

Matteo didn't move.

Blood spread across the concrete.

Another man raised his weapon.

Matteo turned.

One shot.

The man collapsed.

Sofia's breath caught.

Click.

The camera captured everything.

The dead man.

The gun.

Matteo.

The silver case.

And something else.

A photograph.

Sofia froze.

The camera lens had caught the image inside the case.

A woman.

No.

Not just a woman.

Someone Sofia recognized.

Her stomach twisted.

She lowered the camera.

What was that photograph doing there?

Then Matteo looked directly at her.

Sofia stopped breathing.

Across the street.

Three floors below.

His eyes met hers.

For one impossible second, neither of them moved.

Then Matteo pointed.

Sofia ran.

Her apartment was too far away.

That was the first thought that entered Sofia's mind as she raced down the rooftop stairs.

The second was that she should never have stayed.

The third was—

Footsteps.

Behind her.

“Damn it.”

She hit the next landing.

Her boots slipped.

She grabbed the railing and forced herself forward.

The stairwell door exploded open below.

A man entered.

Sofia turned.

He was looking up at her.

She ran faster.

She burst through the rooftop door and raced across the building.

The city wind whipped her hair into her face.

Where was the fire escape?

Her bag bounced against her side.

Her camera was inside.

The photographs.

The evidence.

Her entire life had suddenly become a target because of what was on a memory card.

A bullet struck the wall beside her.

Sofia screamed.

“STOP!”

She didn't.

She reached the fire escape and climbed over the railing.

Metal groaned beneath her weight.

Another shot.

Sofia climbed.

The street rushed beneath her.

She jumped.

Pain exploded through her ankle when she hit the next platform.

She nearly fell.

Then she was moving again.

Down.

Down.

Down.

At the bottom, she ran.

She disappeared into the streets.

Sofia didn't go home.

She knew enough crime stories to understand that.

If they knew who she was, they would find her apartment first.

She crossed through alleys.

Changed streets.

Entered a crowded late-night café and left through the back door.

She removed her coat.

Changed into a jacket she found hanging inside a public restroom.

Then she kept moving.

By midnight, her ankle hurt.

By one, she was exhausted.

By two, she understood something worse.

They were still looking for her.

A black car passed.

Sofia pressed herself against the wall.

Two men stood on the opposite sidewalk.

One spoke into his phone.

She waited.

The moment they moved, Sofia ran in the other direction.

She didn't know how many photographs she had taken.

She hadn't had time to check.

But one thing was certain.

Matteo Valenti knew she had been there.

And if the man called the cartel king wanted her—

Sofia was in serious trouble.

At three in the morning, she found herself standing beneath the awning of a closed flower shop.

Rain began to fall.

Of course it did.

Sofia leaned against the wall.

Her body trembled.

She pulled the camera from her bag.

The memory card.

She needed to remove it.

Hide it.

Copy it.

Something.

Her fingers moved quickly.

Then a voice spoke from the darkness.

“You took your time.”

Sofia froze.

The camera nearly slipped from her hands.

She knew that voice.

She turned slowly.

Matteo Valenti stood beneath a streetlight.

Alone.

Rain fell around him.

His black coat was open.

His dark hair was wet.

And he looked exactly like the kind of man every sensible woman would run from.

Sofia raised the camera like a weapon.

Matteo stared at it.

“Are you going to photograph me?”

“Maybe.”

His mouth almost smiled.

She hated that.

“Where are your men?”

“Everywhere.”

Her heart stopped.

Matteo stepped closer.

Sofia stepped back.

“Stay there.”

“I am standing.”

“I mean don't move.”

He stopped.

The rain fell harder.

Sofia looked around.

The street was empty.

Too empty.

She turned back toward him.

“What do you want?”

“Your camera.”

“No.”

Matteo studied her.

“You know who I am.”

“Yes.”

“Then I recommend reconsidering that answer.”

Sofia's grip tightened.

“You recommend it?”

“Yes.”

She shook her head.

“I'm not giving it to you.”

Matteo took another step.

Sofia lifted the camera higher.

“I'll scream.”

He looked around.

“At this hour?”

“I'll scream loudly.”

Something moved behind her.

Sofia spun.

Two men stood at the far end of the street.

Not Matteo's.

She knew immediately.

They were armed.

Matteo's expression changed.

The amusement vanished.

“Sofia.”

Her blood went cold.

“How do you know my name?”

“Run.”

She stared at him.

The men lifted their guns.

Matteo moved first.

He crossed the distance in seconds and grabbed Sofia around the waist.

A bullet struck the flower shop window.

Glass exploded.

Sofia screamed.

Matteo dragged her down.

“Get in the car!”

“What car?”

A black vehicle appeared beside them.

The rear door opened.

Sofia stared.

Matteo pushed her inside.

She fought him.

“Get your hands off me!”

Another shot hit the pavement.

Matteo climbed into the car after her.

The door slammed.

The vehicle sped away.

Sofia turned on him.

“You kidnapped me!”

“I saved you.”

“You threw me into a car!”

“Yes.”

“You didn't ask!”

“You were being shot at.”

“That doesn't give you permission!”

Matteo stared at her.

Sofia stared back.

The driver didn't speak.

Two armed men sat in the front.

Sofia turned toward the door.

Locked.

Of course.

She looked at Matteo.

“You're taking me somewhere.”

“Yes.”

“I want to get out.”

“No.”

“Then you did kidnap me.”

“I disagree.”

“That's because you're insane.”

The car became silent.

Sofia realized what she had said.

The driver almost smiled.

One of the armed men looked straight ahead.

Matteo watched her.

Then, to her horror, he laughed.

A real laugh.

Low.

Brief.

Sofia frowned.

“What?”

“You're not afraid.”

“Yes, I am.”

“No.”

She looked out the window.

“I just think you're worse than the other men.”

Matteo's smile disappeared.

Sofia immediately regretted saying it.

Then he spoke.

“That's fair.”

She turned toward him.

He wasn't smiling anymore.

“You took photographs tonight.”

Sofia looked down at her bag.

“What photographs?”

“Don't insult me.”

“You are in no position to give me orders.”

“I'm always in a position to give orders.”

“God, you are unbearable.”

Matteo leaned closer.

The space inside the car suddenly felt smaller.

“Sofia.”

She met his eyes.

“What did you see?”

Her heart beat faster.

She remembered the silver case.

The photograph.

The familiar face.

She knew something.

Something dangerous.

“Nothing.”

Matteo watched her.

“Sofia.”

“Nothing.”

He was silent for a long moment.

Then he leaned back.

“Fine.”

She stared.

“Fine?”

“You'll tell me later.”

“I won't.”

He smiled slightly.

“You will.”

Sofia crossed her arms.

The car sped through the city.

She looked out the window.

Then back at him.

“What happens now?”

Matteo's face hardened.

“You stay alive.”

“That doesn't answer the question.”

“It answers the only one that matters.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“My home.”

Sofia stared.

“No.”

His eyes moved toward her.

“No?”

“Stop the car.”

“No.”

“Matteo.”

His eyebrow lifted.

She ignored it.

“Stop the car.”

“No.”

“You don't get to keep me.”

The words hung between them.

Matteo's expression changed.

Slowly.

Dangerously.

“I didn't say I was keeping you.”

“You just said I was going to your home.”

“Until I know who is hunting you.”

“And then?”

“I decide what happens.”

Sofia laughed.

“You decide?”

“Yes.”

She leaned toward him.

“No.”

Matteo's eyes darkened.

Sofia continued.

“I decide.”

The car became completely silent.

Sofia could feel every man listening.

Matteo studied her.

Then he asked quietly—

“You think this is a game?”

“No.”

She swallowed.

“I think you're used to everyone being afraid of you.”

His face revealed nothing.

Sofia looked down.

Her camera was still in her hands.

“You're going to let me go.”

“No.”

Her head snapped up.

“What?”

“Not tonight.”

“Matteo—”

“Listen to me.”

His voice changed.

Sofia stopped.

For the first time, she heard something beneath his calmness.

Fear.

“Someone was waiting for you.”

Her breath caught.

“They knew where you were.”

She said nothing.

“They knew your name.”

Matteo leaned closer.

“They knew you took the photographs.”

Sofia's heart began pounding.

“You think that was your enemy?”

She swallowed.

“Wasn't it?”

“No.”

Matteo looked toward the dark window.

“They were sent to kill you.”

Silence.

The truth settled over her.

Not fright.

Not completely.

Something colder.

Someone wanted her dead.

Sofia gripped the camera.

“What did I photograph?”

Matteo looked at her.

“I don't know.”

“You do.”

His jaw tightened.

“You don't know what you're involved in.”

“Then tell me.”

“No.”

She laughed bitterly.

“Of course.”

“You're safer not knowing.”

Sofia's anger returned.

“You don't get to decide that.”

The car slowed.

They passed through iron gates.

Sofia stared outside.

A massive estate rose beyond them.

Stone walls.

Security guards.

Dark gardens.

Lights.

Her heart sank.

The gates closed behind them.

Matteo opened his door.

Sofia grabbed her bag.

“No.”

He looked back.

“You're not taking my camera.”

“I wasn't going to.”

“Good.”

He stepped out.

Sofia remained inside.

Matteo looked at her.

“Come.”

“No.”

His expression changed.

“Sofia.”

She crossed her arms.

“I'm not your prisoner.”

“No.”

“Then open the door and let me leave.”

Matteo looked toward the gates.

Then back at her.

“If I let you leave now, you'll be dead before morning.”

She stared.

He offered his hand.

“I don't want you here.”

“Good.”

“But you are here.”

“I noticed.”

His hand remained extended.

“Trust me.”

Sofia looked at him.

Rainwater dripped from his hair.

His face was unreadable.

The feared cartel king.

A man everyone knew not to cross.

A man who had just admitted he had no idea who was trying to kill her.

And the only person standing between her and them.

Sofia hated that she had no better choice.

She looked at his hand.

Then pushed it away.

“I'll walk myself.”

For the first time, Matteo smiled.

“Of course you will.”

Sofia climbed from the car.

She held her camera close.

Matteo stepped beside her.

Not touching.

But close enough to make his presence impossible to ignore.

They walked toward the estate.

At the door, Sofia stopped.

She looked at him.

“Let's make something clear.”

Matteo waited.

“You are not my king.”

His eyes darkened.

Sofia continued.

“You don't own me.”

The wind moved through the gates.

“You don't get to control me.”

Matteo said nothing.

Sofia pointed toward the house.

“I am going inside because right now, staying alive seems more important than arguing with you.”

A faint smile touched his mouth.

“Very wise.”

“But I leave when
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