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    To the hearts that have ever felt trapped by circumstances they did not choose, yet still found the courage to reclaim their own freedom.
This story is dedicated to those who understand that love cannot be built on fear, control, or possession. True love begins when trust is earned, freedom is honored, and two hearts choose each other without obligation.
To the wounded souls who have learned to let go, to forgive, and to begin again—may you always remember that your choices belong to you.
And to every reader drawn to stories of danger, passion, secrets, and redemption, may you find in these pages a powerful reminder:
The deepest love is not the one that holds you captive, but the one that gives you the freedom to stay.
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Chapter 1: Taken to the Island Estate
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Victoria Bennett had always believed that a camera revealed two different truths.

The first truth was the one people wanted the world to see.

The second was the truth they desperately tried to hide.

For seven years, she had built her career chasing the second kind.

Her small apartment in London was filled with photographs that told stories most people ignored. War-torn neighborhoods. Political protests. Corrupt officials shaking hands behind closed doors. Refugee camps hidden from international headlines.

Her photographs had won awards.

They had also made enemies.

And that was exactly why she loved her work.

At thirty years old, Victoria had earned a reputation as one of the most relentless investigative photographers in Europe. Her editors admired her determination. Her colleagues respected her fearlessness.

Her family thought she was completely insane.

Her younger sister, Claire, often joked that Victoria had an unhealthy obsession with dangerous assignments.

Victoria preferred to call it professional dedication.

Unfortunately, that professional dedication had just brought her to a small Mediterranean village where people refused to answer questions.

And that worried her.

She lowered her camera and stared at the fishing boats scattered across the harbor.

The village was beautiful.

Whitewashed houses climbed the hillside.

Colorful flowers spilled from stone balconies.

The scent of saltwater drifted through the warm afternoon air.

Everything looked peaceful.

Too peaceful.

"You're asking the wrong questions."

Victoria turned.

An older fisherman sat beneath a faded blue umbrella beside the dock.

"What do you mean?"

He looked around before lowering his voice.

"People disappear around here."

Her pulse quickened.

"That's exactly why I'm here."

He shook his head.

"No. You don't understand."

He stood and slowly approached her.

"The people you're looking for weren't kidnapped."

Her fingers tightened around her camera.

"What happened to them?"

He looked toward the sea.

"Some questions shouldn't be asked."

She almost laughed.

She had heard that warning in three different countries.

People always believed fear was enough to silence journalists.

It never worked.

"What questions?"

His eyes returned to hers.

"The King family."

There it was.

The same name she had been hearing for three days.

King.

The name appeared everywhere.

Hotels.

Restaurants.

Construction projects.

Shipping companies.

The family practically owned the region.

And at the center of everything was Adrian King.

A wealthy businessman.

A powerful investor.

And according to local rumors, a man who never appeared in public unless absolutely necessary.

No one seemed willing to discuss him.

No one seemed comfortable even mentioning his name.

And that only made Victoria more curious.

The fisherman stepped backward.

"Go home."

"Why?"

He pointed toward her camera.

"Because some pictures aren't worth taking."

Before she could ask another question, he turned and walked away.

She stood motionless beside the harbor.

Then she smiled.

Someone was definitely hiding something.

And she intended to find out exactly what it was.

Two days later, she found her answer.

Unfortunately, it was hidden inside a photograph.

She sat alone inside her hotel room, reviewing hundreds of images she had captured throughout the week.

Street scenes.

Harbor traffic.

Government buildings.

Business meetings.

Political events.

Nothing unusual.

Until one particular image caught her attention.

Her heartbeat immediately accelerated.

She enlarged the photograph.

No.

That couldn't be right.

She zoomed in again.

A black luxury vehicle occupied the center of the frame.

That wasn't unusual.

But the man climbing out of the vehicle definitely was.

She recognized him immediately.

Senator Antonio Ruiz.

One of the politicians whose disappearance she had been investigating.

Official reports claimed that he had vanished nearly three months earlier.

Yet there he was.

Alive.

Very much alive.

Her pulse began racing.

She enlarged the image again.

Another figure appeared in the background.

Tall.

Dark-haired.

Dressed in a charcoal suit.

She leaned closer.

The image wasn't perfectly clear.

But she could still see his face.

Her stomach dropped.

Adrian King.

She immediately opened another photograph.

Then another.

And another.

Each image revealed something new.

More vehicles.

More meetings.

More faces.

Several of the supposedly missing politicians appeared repeatedly throughout the photographs.

And every meeting seemed connected to Adrian.

Her mind raced.

Were the disappearances fake?

Were the politicians hiding?

Were they being protected?

Or were they prisoners?

A knock interrupted her thoughts.

She froze.

Another knock.

Her heart pounded.

"Ms. Bennett?"

A man's voice.

Hotel staff?

Her instincts immediately screamed otherwise.

Very quietly, she moved toward the door.

She looked through the peephole.

Two men.

Both wearing dark suits.

Neither wore hotel uniforms.

Cold fear spread through her chest.

Another knock.

"Ms. Bennett?"

She stepped backward.

Her phone.

Where was her phone?

The knocking became louder.

Then someone tried the doorknob.

Her pulse exploded.

She grabbed her camera bag and rushed toward the balcony.

The second-floor drop wasn't ideal.

But neither was opening the door.

The lock suddenly clicked.

Her blood turned to ice.

Someone had a key.

Without thinking, she climbed over the balcony railing.

The door burst open behind her.

"She's outside!"

She jumped.

Pain shot through her ankles as she landed on the ground.

She stumbled.

Recovered.

Then ran.

Footsteps thundered behind her.

People shouted.

Her camera bag slammed against her side.

She turned a corner.

Then another.

The narrow streets of the village blurred together.

Her lungs burned.

She reached the harbor.

Nowhere to go.

A black SUV suddenly appeared beside her.

The passenger door opened.

"No!"

Someone grabbed her arm.

She fought.

Hard.

Her elbow connected with someone's chest.

Another hand caught her wrist.

"Let me go!"

A familiar voice cut through the chaos.

"Stop fighting."

She froze.

Her head snapped upward.

A man sat inside the SUV.

Dark hair.

Sharp features.

Cold gray eyes.

An expensive suit.

She recognized him instantly.

Adrian King.

Her breathing became uneven.

"You."

His expression remained completely unreadable.

"Get inside."

"Absolutely not."

His eyes never left hers.

"You don't have a choice."

Her anger exploded.

"I am not getting into that vehicle."

One of the men behind her tightened his grip.

She twisted away.

"Take your hands off me!"

"Victoria."

Her heart skipped.

He knew her name.

"Who are you?"

His eyebrows lifted slightly.

"You already know the answer to that question."

"No."

She pointed at him.

"I know your name."

"Good."

"I don't know why you're following me."

His expression darkened.

"I'm not following you."

She laughed in disbelief.

"Really?"

"No."

He glanced toward the street behind her.

Then his voice changed.

For the first time, she heard urgency.

"Get into the vehicle."

"No."

His jaw tightened.

"Now."

"No."

A loud crack echoed through the harbor.

Gunfire.

Everything stopped.

People screamed.

Her entire body froze.

Another shot.

Glass shattered nearby.

Her heart nearly stopped.

Strong hands pulled her toward the SUV.

She fought instinctively.

"Let me go!"

A third gunshot echoed behind them.

Adrian stepped out of the vehicle.

Before she could react, he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her inside.

The door slammed shut.

"Drive."

The SUV accelerated.

Her entire body trembled.

"What are you doing?"

No answer.

"Stop the car!"

Nothing.

Her panic exploded.

"You kidnapped me!"

He turned toward her.

"No."

"Excuse me?"

His expression remained calm.

"I saved you."

She couldn't believe what she was hearing.

"You forced me into a vehicle!"

"Yes."

"You kidnapped me!"

"No."

Her jaw dropped.

"This is insanity!"

He leaned back against the seat.

"You were about thirty seconds away from being shot."

She opened her mouth.

Then closed it.

Because she couldn't argue with that.

She had heard the gunfire.

She had seen the shattered glass.

But that didn't explain anything.

"Who were those men?"

He didn't answer.

"Why were they chasing me?"

Silence.

"What is happening?"

His gaze shifted toward the window.

"You took photographs you weren't supposed to take."

Ice spread through her veins.

"The politicians."

His eyes immediately returned to hers.

Interesting.

She had guessed correctly.

"You know where they are."

"No more questions."

Her anger immediately returned.

"Oh, absolutely not."

He ignored her.

She crossed her arms.

"You can't abduct journalists whenever you feel like it."

"Apparently, I can."

"You can't imprison me."

"We'll discuss that later."

Her eyes widened.

"Later?"

He remained completely calm.

The man was impossible.

Arrogant.

Infuriating.

Completely unreasonable.

And unfortunately, incredibly attractive.

She immediately hated herself for noticing.

The SUV continued along the coastal highway.

Thirty minutes later, they arrived at a private marina.

Several security guards waited near a sleek yacht.

Her stomach tightened.

"Where are we going?"

No answer.

"Adrian."

He stepped out of the vehicle.

She followed.

"I asked you a question."

He looked at her.

"You need to trust me."

She almost laughed.

"Trust you?"

"Yes."

"The man who kidnapped me?"

"I didn't kidnap you."

She threw her hands into the air.

"This conversation is unbelievable."

One corner of his mouth lifted.

And that somehow made her even angrier.

He motioned toward the yacht.

"Come with me."

"No."

His security team immediately moved closer.

Her eyes narrowed.

"Is that supposed to be reassuring?"

"No."

At least he was honest.

The
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