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    To every heart that has ever fought to reclaim its freedom—
May you never confuse fear with love, or control with protection.
The right kind of love does not lock the doors and call it safety.
It opens them, tells you the truth, and trusts you with the power to choose.
For the wounded souls who have survived betrayal and still found the courage to love again—
May you always find a love that meets you as an equal and stays only because you both choose it.
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Chapter 1: Taken in the Night
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The first thing Isabella Romano noticed was the silence.

It was almost midnight, and the streets of the old industrial district should have been empty. Yet the silence felt wrong—not peaceful, but heavy. Waiting.

She slowed her steps.

Her heels clicked against the pavement.

Once.

Twice.

Then she stopped.

The sound stopped with her.

Isabella turned.

Nothing.

A row of abandoned warehouses stretched behind her. Broken windows stared back like dark, empty eyes. The yellow streetlamps flickered weakly above the road, leaving pools of light surrounded by shadows.

She had no reason to be there.

That was the thought that came to her first.

No reason to be walking alone.

No reason to have taken this shortcut.

No reason to ignore the uneasy feeling twisting inside her stomach.

Her phone vibrated in her purse.

Isabella reached for it.

Her best friend, Sofia.

Are you home yet?

Isabella smiled faintly and typed back.

Almost. Don’t wait up.

She pressed send.

Then she heard a sound.

A man's voice.

Isabella froze.

The voice came from somewhere beyond the warehouses.

She looked toward the narrow alley ahead.

“Please.”

It was quiet.

Desperate.

Another voice answered.

Isabella could not hear the words.

She should have walked away.

Every instinct told her to turn around.

Instead, she stepped closer.

The alley was partially blocked by a rusted metal gate that stood open just enough for her to see through.

Isabella approached silently.

Her heart began to beat faster.

The first thing she saw was the car.

Black.

Expensive.

Parked in the center of the alley.

Its headlights were off.

Three men stood nearby.

One of them was on his knees.

The other two stood several feet away.

And then there was the fourth man.

Isabella stopped breathing.

He stood directly in front of the kneeling man.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Dressed in black.

Rain had begun to fall, darkening his coat as droplets ran from his black hair.

The kneeling man was begging.

“Please, Valenti.”

Isabella’s heart dropped.

She knew that name.

Everyone did.

Adrian Valenti.

People said his name carefully.

If they said it at all.

He was a businessman to the public.

A criminal to everyone who understood the truth.

His company owned half the shipping industry along the coast. His money moved through hotels, construction firms, private security companies, and dozens of other businesses.

But those were only the stories printed in newspapers.

There were other stories.

The ones people whispered.

Stories about men who disappeared after betraying him.

Stories about warehouses filled with weapons.

Stories about Adrian Valenti walking into a room and leaving behind nothing but blood and silence.

Isabella had always believed those stories were exaggerated.

Until now.

“Valenti,” the man begged again. “I did what you asked.”

Adrian’s voice was low.

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

“Then why did I lose four men tonight?”

The man on his knees began to cry.

“I didn’t know.”

Adrian took one slow step forward.

“You sold information to the DeMarco organization.”

“No.”

“Do not insult me.”

“I swear—”

Adrian reached into his coat.

Isabella’s stomach tightened.

The kneeling man saw the gun.

“No. Please.”

Adrian looked down at him.

There was no anger in his face.

That frightened Isabella more.

No rage.

No hesitation.

Nothing.

“You made a choice,” Adrian said.

“I have a family.”

“So did the men who died.”

The man sobbed.

Adrian raised the gun.

Isabella covered her mouth.

The shot echoed through the alley.

She stumbled backward.

Her shoulder hit the gate.

Metal screamed against metal.

The sound was loud.

Far too loud.

Every man in the alley turned.

Isabella stared at them.

Adrian stared back.

For one terrible second, nobody moved.

Then Isabella ran.

She did not think.

She did not scream.

She ran.

Her purse fell from her shoulder.

She did not stop.

Behind her, Adrian’s voice carried through the darkness.

“Find her.”

Isabella ran faster.

She had never been so afraid.

Her lungs burned as she tore through the empty streets.

She did not look back.

She knew better.

She heard footsteps behind her.

One set.

Then two.

Her phone.

She needed her phone.

Isabella reached into her pocket.

Nothing.

She had dropped it.

“No.”

She nearly screamed.

The warehouse.

Her purse.

Her phone.

Everything was still there.

She was running without money, without identification, without a way to call for help.

The footsteps grew closer.

She turned a corner.

A car blocked the street.

Isabella stopped.

A black SUV stood directly in front of her.

The rear door opened.

She turned.

Two men approached from behind.

Trapped.

“No.”

One of them reached for her.

Isabella grabbed a broken piece of wood from beside a trash container and swung.

The man cursed.

The second grabbed her arm.

She fought.

Kicked.

Scratched.

She drove her elbow into someone's ribs.

“Hold her!”

“Let me go!”

She twisted.

A hand closed around her waist.

She bit down hard.

Someone swore.

“Crazy woman!”

“Get off me!”

She screamed.

The sound disappeared as a hand covered her mouth.

Isabella struggled harder.

Then she felt a sharp pain in her neck.

A needle.

Her body went cold.

“No.”

The world blurred.

She saw a face.

A man's face.

Not Adrian.

One of his men.

“Sleep.”

Isabella fought.

Her legs stopped working.

The street tilted.

The black car door stood open.

She was dragged toward it.

“No.”

She could barely move her arms.

“Please.”

The word escaped her.

Weak.

The last thing Isabella saw before darkness took her was the alley disappearing behind the car window.

Then nothing.

When Isabella opened her eyes, she knew she was not home.

For several seconds, she did not move.

The room was unfamiliar.

A high ceiling.

Dark wooden walls.

A crystal chandelier.

Heavy curtains.

She was lying in a large bed beneath a white cover.

Her first thought was that she was dreaming.

Her second was that she was not.

Isabella sat up.

Her head throbbed.

The memory returned all at once.

The alley.

The gun.

Adrian.

The kidnapping.

She jumped from the bed.

Her legs almost gave out.

She caught herself against the bedpost.

“Where am I?”

No answer.

Isabella walked toward the door.

She turned the handle.

Locked.

Of course.

She pulled harder.

Nothing.

She looked around.

There had to be another way out.

A window.

Isabella rushed toward it.

She pulled back the curtains.

Her stomach dropped.

The window looked out over miles of darkness.

Forest.

Mountains.

Nothing else.

No neighbouring houses.

No streetlights.

No city.

No sign of another person.

She touched the glass.

It was reinforced.

Locked.

She searched the room.

The wardrobe.

The bathroom.

The drawers.

Nothing useful.

No phone.

No weapon.

No key.

Her breathing became uneven.

“Think.”

She whispered the word to herself.

There had to be guards.

There had to be people.

Someone would make a mistake.

She went back to the door.

This time, she kicked it.

Pain shot through her foot.

“Damn it!”

She kicked again.

“Open the door!”

Silence.

She hit the door with both hands.

“Open it!”

Nothing.

Her voice rose.

“Do you hear me?”

The lock clicked.

Isabella stepped back.

The door opened.

A woman entered.

She was in her fifties, dressed in a simple black uniform. Her gray hair was pulled neatly behind her head.

She carried a tray.

Food.

Water.

Coffee.

Isabella stared at her.

“Who are you?”

The woman placed the tray on a small table.

“My name is Mrs. Bellini.”

“Where am I?”

“Mr. Valenti’s residence.”

Isabella’s stomach twisted.

“Where is Adrian?”

The woman looked at her.

“He will speak with you when he is ready.”

“When he is ready?”

Isabella laughed bitterly.

“Tell him I’m ready now.”

Mrs. Bellini remained calm.

“He knows.”

“Then where is he?”

“Busy.”

“Busy?”

Isabella stepped closer.

“Do you have any idea what he did?”

The woman said nothing.

“He kidnapped me.”

“I am aware.”

“Then help me.”

Mrs. Bellini looked at her for a long moment.

There was something in her expression.

Pity.

That frightened Isabella.

“Eat something.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You will be.”

“I want to leave.”

“You cannot.”

The words were gentle.

But final.

Isabella stared at her.

“Why?”

Mrs. Bellini turned toward the door.

Isabella grabbed her arm.

The older woman looked down at her hand.

“Please.”

Isabella’s voice broke.

“Help me.”

Mrs. Bellini's expression softened.

Then footsteps sounded in the hallway.

She immediately pulled away.

Isabella turned.

A shadow appeared behind the open door.

The temperature in the room seemed to drop.

Adrian Valenti entered.

He was not dressed as he had been in the alley.

He wore a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms.

No gun was visible.

That did not make him less dangerous.

Isabella knew exactly what his hands were capable of.

Mrs. Bellini lowered her eyes.

“Sir.”

Adrian looked at Isabella.

“You may leave.”

The woman nodded.

The door closed behind her.

The lock clicked.

Isabella stared at him.

He looked exactly as she remembered.

Cold.

Controlled.

Impossible to read.

But in the quiet room, she noticed things she had not seen in the alley.

A thin scar above his eyebrow.

Another near his jaw.

Dark circles beneath his eyes.

He looked tired.

She hated herself for noticing.

“You killed him.”

Adrian did not respond.

“You murdered him.”

“He was not innocent.”

“Neither are you.”

His gaze remained on hers.

Isabella moved toward him.

“You had no right to take me.”

“You were there.”

“So?”

“You saw my face.”

She laughed once.

“Everyone knows your face.”

“They did not know what you saw.”

“I saw a murderer.”

His jaw tightened.

“You saw a traitor executed.”

“He was begging for his life.”

“He did not care when other people begged.”

Isabella stared at him.

“You think that makes you better?”

“No.”

The answer surprised her.

Adrian stepped closer.

“But it does not make me the greatest danger to you.”

Isabella laughed bitterly.

“You kidnapped me.”

“Because you are a witness.”

“Then let me go.”

“No.”

The word landed between them.

Isabella’s anger rose.

“No?”

“You heard me.”

“You think you can keep me here?”

Adrian’s expression did not change.

“I think you are alive because you are here.”

She stopped.

“What?”

His eyes darkened.

“Someone else saw you leave that alley.”

Isabella stared at him.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“You’re lying.”

“I rarely need to.”

“Who?”

Adrian was silent.

“Who saw me?”

“People who would not have brought you to a comfortable room.”

Her heart began to pound.

She thought of the man Adrian had killed.

The DeMarco organization.

A dangerous underground network.

“Why would they care about me?”

“Because you saw something.”

“I saw you.”

“And them.”

She remembered the men.

The man Adrian had accused of selling information.

The people standing nearby.

Could one of them have belonged to the DeMarco organization?

Could they know she had seen their faces?

“You don’t know that.”

Adrian said nothing.

Isabella looked around the room.

The locked door.

The isolated estate.

The guards.

“You could be lying just to keep me here.”

“I could.”

Her eyes narrowed.

Adrian leaned against the desk.

“But if I wanted you locked away for my own reasons, Isabella Romano, I would not have to invent enemies.”

Her blood ran cold.

He knew her full name.

She had never told him.

Of course, he knew.

He had taken her.

He had planned this.

“Who are you really?”

The question escaped before she could stop it.

Adrian’s eyes remained cold.

“You know who I am.”

“No.”

She shook her head.

“I know what people say about you.”

His expression changed slightly.

“And what do they say?”

“That you’re a monster.”

Silence.

Adrian looked toward the window.

Then back at her.

“People are often right.”

Isabella swallowed.

“Why did you really take me?”

His gaze locked with hers.

For the first time, something almost human appeared behind the coldness.

Regret.

It was gone quickly.

“Because you were standing in the wrong place.”

Isabella stared at him.

“That is your explanation?”

“It is the truth.”

“You ruined my life because I took the wrong street home?”

Adrian moved closer.

“You do not understand.”

“Then explain.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because the more you know, the more dangerous this becomes.”

Isabella’s anger exploded.

“You kidnapped me!”

“Yes.”

“You drugged me!”

“Yes.”

“You locked me in a room!”

“Yes.”

“And now you’re telling me you’re protecting me?”

Adrian did not answer.

Isabella shoved him.

Hard.

She knew it was foolish.

She knew she could not overpower him.

But anger was stronger than fear for one reckless second.

Adrian did not move.

Isabella hit his chest again.

“You don’t get to call this protection.”

His hand caught her wrist.

She froze.

The memory of the gun returned.

The blood.

The man on his knees.

Adrian looked down at her.

Then slowly released her.

“I know.”

His voice was quiet.

“I know what this is.”

Isabella stared at him.

“Then let me go.”

“No.”

The single word destroyed everything again.

Tears burned behind her eyes.

She hated him.

She hated his calm voice.

His silence.

The fact that he was standing there while she was trapped.

“You are just as bad as everyone says.”

Adrian looked at her.

“I never claimed otherwise.”

He turned toward the door.

Isabella followed.

“Where are you going?”

“To let you rest.”

“I don’t want to rest!”

“You need to.”

“I want my phone.”

“No.”

“I want to call my family.”

“No.”

“I want to leave.”

“No.”

She stopped.

Adrian turned back.

For one moment, neither spoke.

Then Isabella whispered, “I hate you.”

His expression remained unchanged.

“Good.”

She frowned.

Adrian reached for the door.

“Why is that good?”

He paused.

Because he did not answer immediately, Isabella knew the question had reached him.

Then he said, “It may help you survive me.”

The door closed.

The lock clicked.

Isabella stared at it.

For several seconds, she did not move.

Then she screamed.

She threw the nearest object at the door.

A glass shattered.

Then another.

The room became a storm of broken pieces.

“Let me out!”

She hit the door.

“Let me out!”

Her voice broke.

“Please.”

The estate remained silent.

Outside the door, Adrian stood motionless.

Nico, his closest man, approached from the hallway.

“She is going to destroy that room.”

Adrian stared at the door.

“Let her.”

Nico looked at him.

“You think this is going to work?”

“It has to.”

“You could have told her the truth.”

Adrian’s jaw tightened.

“No.”

“Why?”

Adrian finally looked at him.

“Because if she knows why they are looking for her, she will become a target for every enemy we have.”

Nico frowned.

“She already is.”

Adrian looked back at the door.

From inside came the sound of something else breaking.

His expression did not change.

But his hands tightened.

“She will be safer here.”

Nico was quiet for a moment.

Then he asked, “And if she never forgives you?”

Adrian stared at the locked door.

The answer came without hesitation.

“Then she lives.”

Nico studied him.

“Even if you lose her?”

Adrian’s eyes darkened.

“She was never mine to lose.”

Inside the room, Isabella finally stopped screaming.

She slid down the door.

Her hands shook.

The walls felt too close.

The silence pressed against her.

She had always believed she was strong.

Independent.

Careful.

She had a life.

A home.

Friends.

Plans.

And now all of it was gone.

Because she had seen something she should not have seen.

Because one man had decided she was a problem.

Isabella wiped the tears from her face.

Then she looked at the locked door.

Her fear slowly became something else.

Anger.

Adrian Valenti thought he could keep her here.

He thought walls and guards would make her surrender.

He was wrong.

She stood.

She walked to the bathroom.

She searched every cabinet.

Every drawer.

Every hidden corner.

Nothing.

She returned to the bedroom.

There had to be something.

A loose window latch.

A vent.

A weak lock.

A key.

She searched beneath the bed.

Inside the wardrobe.

Behind the paintings.

Then she noticed the air vent.

High on the wall.

Too small for her to fit through.

But the screws holding the metal cover were old.

Isabella looked toward the broken glass on the floor.

She smiled.

Not because she had found a way out.

Not yet.

But because Adrian had made one mistake.

He had locked her inside a room.

He had forgotten that locked doors worked both ways.

If she was trapped inside his world, then Adrian was trapped with a woman who had nothing left to lose.

And Isabella Romano was going to make him regret taking her.

She picked up a sharp piece of broken glass.

Then she began working on the vent.

Outside, Adrian stood in the darkness at the end of the corridor.

He did not know why the silence bothered him more than her screams.

But it did.

He looked toward her door.

Behind it was the woman he had taken.

The witness who had become a liability.

The stranger he had sworn he would protect.

He told himself that was all she was.

A responsibility.

A threat.

A complication.

Nothing more.

Then he heard a faint metallic scraping from inside the room.

Adrian frowned.

Nico looked at him.

“What?”

Adrian walked toward the door.

“Get me a locksmith.”

Nico blinked.

“For what?”

Adrian’s expression darkened.

“Because Isabella is trying to escape.”

Nico almost smiled.

“Shouldn’t we be impressed?”

“No.”

Another scrape sounded.

Adrian stared at the locked door.

A slow, dangerous expression crossed his face.

“She has been here less than an hour.”

Nico laughed.

“I think you have your hands full.”

Adrian did not answer.

For the first time in years, a problem stood behind a locked door that he could not solve with a gun.

And inside
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