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Not every story begins with love, they say. Relationships take time to build, love takes time, and time heals all wounds—but this story is about two people who couldn't be more opposite, yet somehow, their differences brought them together in ways neither expected.

Whitney Mitchell had always known the world was not fair. Not when she was ten and found her mother curled into herself, weak and pale from the illness that would steal her away. Not when her father stopped looking her in the eyes, turning instead to gambling and cheap whiskey. And certainly not when her stepmother moved in with suitcases full of perfume and poison, treating Whitney like an inconvenient shadow rather than a daughter.

But Whitney had never let unfairness break her.

She had Flossie—Florence, really, but only Whitney called her by that name. Her baby sister with the dimpled cheeks and bright, hopeful eyes. Half-sister, technically. But in Whitney's heart, there was nothing half about her love.

So she worked. She learned. She studied into the early hours while her father lost money and her stepmother danced with strangers. And eventually, she got into nursing school. It was supposed to be the start of something better. A way out.

But freedom, she learned, was expensive.

It was a Wednesday when everything changed. She came home from her evening shift at the clinic to find Flossie hiding behind the sofa, eyes wide, whispering about men in suits and her father shouting in the hallway.

"Don't go out there," Flossie begged, clutching Whitney's wrist.

But Whitney had never been the type to cower. She kissed her sister's forehead, tucked her beneath the blanket, and stepped into the chaos.

Two men—tall, built like stone—stood at the entrance. Her father was pale, sweaty, gripping a half-empty glass of rum.

"I told you, I'll pay—"

"No more extensions," one of the men said, his voice smooth but menacing. "Your deadline was last week."

"She is not part of this," her father said suddenly, pointing at Whitney as she stepped forward.

Her blood chilled.

"What did you do?" she demanded, her voice trembling but sharp.

"Whitney, baby, listen, it's not what it sounds like—"

"What. Did. You. Do."

The taller man looked at her with something unreadable in his eyes, a flicker of something she couldn't quite place. He spoke slowly, his accent thick and foreign. "You're the collateral."

Whitney's heart stopped.

Collateral? Her legs turned to stone. The word spun in her mind, but it didn't make sense. She wasn't property. She wasn't anyone's debt to collect.

She didn't wait for another explanation. She bolted, not thinking, just reacting.

She didn't stop to grab a coat. She didn't look back. She ran until the streets blurred into shadows, until her legs ached and her lungs burned.

And then she collided with him.

He was leaving a restaurant, dressed in an immaculate black coat, speaking into a phone in a clipped Italian accent. She crashed into his chest, and his arms shot out, steadying her with an effortless grace.

"Miss?" His voice was low, almost soothing.

She looked up—and time stilled.

Sharp cheekbones. Dark, intelligent eyes. A face both beautiful and dangerous, like something she should be afraid of and, for reasons she couldn't quite understand, wanted to trust.

She jerked away, already backing up, heart hammering in her chest.

"Wait—" he said, his voice soft but commanding.

But it was too late. She ran again.

That night, she hid in an alley behind a laundromat, shivering beneath a plastic tarp, phone dead, hope fading. The rain beat a steady rhythm above her, and all she could think was that nothing in her life had ever felt more surreal. She didn't know who he was. She didn't know what had just happened. But she knew that for the first time in years, she wasn't sure where to go next.

And that terrified her.

Two days earlier, Theo Balducci had stood at the window of his Milan penthouse, watching the rain blur the city below.

He had just returned from New York, another tense meeting with men who wore suits like armour and spoke in veiled threats. They'd talked business, politics, power plays—but underneath it all, Theo felt the cold weight of things that had yet to be settled.

Business was business. And Theo had built his empire not through crime, as his enemies often assumed, but through precision, loyalty, and the ruthless pursuit of control. He had earned everything through blood and sweat, more than most could ever understand. But power, Theo had learned, was always at risk. It only took one crack in the foundation to crumble everything.

Still, danger clung to his name like smoke.

His father had taught him that. Before he was gunned down in a "car accident" that was never solved. And before his mother died of heartbreak, leaving Theo alone at fifteen, with nothing but a scarred soul and an iron will.

He trusted no one. Not really.

Except for Adrian, his right-hand man. More a brother than a friend. The only one who had stayed when the world tried to tear Theo apart. The only one he'd allowed to see the man beneath the polished surface.

But now, Theo had a new problem.

Senator Mitchell.

A man with debts and secrets. A man who had once promised something in exchange for protection.

And that something... was a daughter.

Theo hadn't intended to collect. He didn't believe in that kind of legacy. He didn't need a woman complicating things, especially not someone tied to a man like Mitchell. But when the senator began selling information to rivals, Theo had been forced to reconsider.

"She's just an ordinary nurse," Adrian had said, leaning against the sleek black counter, eyeing Theo from across the room.

"She's also leverage," Theo had replied coldly.

But he hadn't expected to see her that night. To feel her slam into his chest like a shot of electricity. To look into eyes full of fury and fear and feel something unfamiliar stirring in his gut.

Fate, he thought later, had a cruel sense of humour.

When his men found her, curled in the alley and shaking, his first instinct wasn't business. It wasn't to remind himself of the deals to be made or the risks involved. He just... wanted to protect her.

It made no sense. It was illogical. But there it was.

"Bring her to me," he had ordered. His voice was low, but with a sharp edge. "Gently."

And just like that, the storm began.
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Whitney's first sensation was warmth. The second, confusion.

Her lashes fluttered open to a vaulted ceiling above her, rich with old wood and golden accents. She was no longer in the alley. No rain. No pain. Just a low thrum in her skull and the ache of disorientation.

Where was she?

She sat up too quickly. A wave of dizziness made her clutch her head. The bed beneath her was soft, sheets expensive and lavender-scented. The room was large—larger than her entire apartment—bathed in amber light filtering through thick curtains. It looked like something out of a movie. Something far beyond her reach.

The door opened.

She flinched.

A tall man entered, dressed in a sharp charcoal suit. He was elegance personified—clean-cut, dark-haired, with features carved from marble and eyes that pinned her like a spotlight. His presence in the doorway felt like a storm breaking, powerful and unnerving.

"I see you're awake."

His voice was deep and calm, laced with a distinct Italian accent that curled around each word like a whisper of something dangerous.

Whitney's instincts screamed. She backed away on the bed, trying to put as much distance between herself and him as possible.

"Who are you? Where am I?" Her voice trembled, but she fought to keep it steady.

"My name is Theo Balducci," he said evenly. "You're safe. This place is secure."

"Safe?" she snapped, her chest tight. "You drugged me!"

He gave a slight shake of his head, the smallest movement. "You were sedated for your safety."

"Safety?" Her feet hit the cold marble floor with a sharp thud. Her body was stiff, adrenaline coursing through her veins. "You kidnapped me!"

Theo didn't move toward her. He didn't need to. His mere presence filled the room, filling the space with an intensity that made her feel smaller, more vulnerable. It was like he didn't even have to try to take control.

"You were about to walk into a trap," he said simply, his voice still calm, but with an edge of authority. "I intervened."

She stared at him, heart hammering in her chest, the words failing to make sense. "What trap? Who are you to intervene in my life?"

His gaze held hers, steady and unwavering. "Ask your father."

She blinked, caught off guard by his words. "What does he have to do with this?"

Theo's voice remained cool, but something flickered beneath it—something that hinted at deeper truths. "Let's just say he signed something that gave another man the impression you were for sale."

Her stomach twisted into a tight knot. "That's a lie."

"I wish it were," he murmured, his eyes darkening slightly.

She was shaking now, her arms wrapped tightly around herself as if to hold herself together. "I want to leave."

"You will," he said, his tone almost reassuring. "When it's safe."

She let out a bitter laugh, her voice cracking. "You're holding me hostage, and you're pretending it's for my protection?"

Theo didn't flinch. His face remained unreadable, like a mask of stone. "I don't expect you to believe me right away. But I don't hurt women. I protect them."

"I don't need your protection," she spat, her anger flaring up again.

"That's what your mother said once," he murmured, almost to himself.

Whitney froze, the words hanging in the air like a punch to the gut. "What?"

Theo's eyes flickered with something unreadable—pain? Regret? She couldn't tell, but it was there. "Nothing. I'm sorry."

The slip hit a nerve. She narrowed her eyes, stepping forward despite the pounding in her head. "What do you know about my mother?"

He turned his face away slightly, his jaw tightening as if to keep the words locked inside. "It doesn't matter."

Whitney advanced a step, her voice sharp. "It matters to me."

There was a brief hesitation before he spoke, his voice quieter now, tinged with a quiet reverence. "She was kind. Strong. She deserved better."

The silence between them stretched, thick and heavy with the weight of what they weren't saying. She could feel the fragile thread of connection between them, even if it was one she didn't want to acknowledge. She knew it was wrong to feel even the slightest twinge of empathy for him. She shouldn't feel anything for a man who was holding her captive.

Whitney's voice cracked, barely audible, "She died when I was ten. You knew her?"

Theo didn't answer directly, his gaze dropping to the floor as if searching for the right words—or perhaps running from something. "Your father wasn't the man she thought he was. He gambled. Lied. And made deals with people like Marcello DeSantis."

The name sent a chill down her spine. It was a name she'd only ever heard in whispers, in dark corners where her father's secrets took shape. Marcello DeSantis. The kind of name that made her stomach twist and her skin crawl.

"I don't understand," she said, her voice small, her world crumbling around her. "What does this have to do with me?"

Theo exhaled a long breath, his posture rigid. "You were collateral in a deal gone wrong. I stepped in before DeSantis could get to you."

Her knees weakened, and she sat down hard on the edge of the bed, the soft sheets beneath her feeling completely alien. "Why?"

Theo hesitated. The room felt smaller, his presence looming larger, and for the first time, she saw something flicker in his eyes—something softer, maybe even human. "Because I owed someone," he said quietly. "And because you're not a prize to be handed over like a debt payment."

Whitney swallowed, her throat tight with emotion. The idea of her father selling her like property, like some commodity in a business deal, made her stomach churn with disgust. But the calmness with which Theo spoke was unsettling. He wasn't a hero, but neither was he the monster she expected.

"So now what?" she whispered, looking up at him, her gaze defiant. "I stay here, like your... guest?"

Theo's eyes softened slightly, though his expression remained mostly unreadable. "I'm not your enemy, Whitney."

Her frustration flared again, sharp and hot. She stood, her voice rising. "Then let me go."

Theo's eyes darkened, and f



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




Whitney paced her new prison.

That's what it was—regardless of the velvet armchair and the sweeping view of the Tuscan hills. No matter how gilded the cage, it was still a cage. And she was still the unwilling occupant.

The estate was massive, clearly old money. There were marble floors, antique furniture, and fresh flowers delivered each morning to the suite she'd been assigned. But what unnerved her most wasn't the luxury—it was the silence. The kind that pressed on her ears and made her thoughts louder.

Theo hadn't come by since their confrontation the previous morning. She was glad. Furious, really. And confused. But mostly furious.

Her father had sold her. That betrayal alone was a jagged shard in her chest. But the man who had "rescued" her—this powerful stranger with unreadable eyes and an infuriating calm—he had no right to keep her here.

She tried the door again. Locked.

She'd tested every entry point, every window. There were no phones, no signal. The windows were secure, and while she'd discovered a back staircase leading toward the kitchens, it was monitored by a man built like a tank who only shook his head when she appeared.

"Sorry, Signorina. Orders."

That phrase again.

Orders from Theo.

She flung herself onto the bed in frustration, clutching the pillow. Her mind raced with what-ifs. What if the other men had gotten to her first? Would they have hurt her? Sold her off? Or worse?

Her thoughts spun, tangling her in a web of fear and anger. She was trapped. Helpless. The world felt like it was closing in on her, suffocating her, even as the walls of this luxurious prison seemed to mock her pain.

She couldn't let it break her. She wouldn't.

A knock startled her. The door opened a second later and Theo entered. He looked effortlessly composed, as always. Today it was a black turtleneck and slacks. Understated, but commanding.

He stood in the doorway for a moment, his gaze locking on her, and she felt it—like he could see through the walls she'd built around herself. The power in his presence was unmistakable. It unsettled her, more than she cared to admit.

"I thought you might like some fresh air," he said, his voice smooth, almost pleasant.

She sat up, her posture stiff, her heart pounding. "Outside?"

He nodded.

Whitney narrowed her eyes, studying him closely. She had no idea whether this was another one of his manipulative games or if he genuinely wanted to ease her anger. The thought that he might want to make her feel comfortable—safe—was something she couldn't fathom.

"Why now?" she asked, suspicion lacing her words. "After keeping me locked up in here for two days, suddenly you want me to feel like I'm not a prisoner?"

Theo's expression didn't shift. "You've been confined long enough. I want you to feel like more than just a prisoner. I want you to feel human again."

She rose slowly, hesitant. "So what—you're going to walk me around your estate like a pet on a leash?"

Something flickered in his eyes—amusement, maybe? It was gone too quickly for her to analyse. "Something like that."

Whitney's blood boiled, but she stayed silent. She wasn't sure what bothered her more: his casual dismissal of her anger or the fact that she was tempted to follow him. No, she thought. She wouldn't make herself vulnerable.

Theo led her down a hall she hadn't seen before, past towering windows that filtered golden sunlight into the grand space. The walls were lined with oil paintings, each one more expensive-looking than the last. The silence between them stretched, but it wasn't uncomfortable—not yet. In fact, there was something oddly peaceful about the air around him. He was calm, almost too calm, and his stillness rubbed off on her in a way that made her feel uneasy.

He stopped at a set of large glass doors that led outside. The courtyard beyond was lush, like something from a dream. Tall hedges separated it from the rest of the estate, creating a quiet oasis. Lemon trees dotted the area, their yellow fruit heavy with the promise of summer. The scent of citrus lingered in the air, mixing with the earthy undertones of grass and freshly tilled soil.

Whitney took a slow breath. The fresh air felt incredible against her skin. It was the first time she'd felt even a sliver of freedom since arriving here. Her mind tried to convince her that it was just another trap. But the breeze, the warmth of the sun on her face—it was real. And she couldn't deny how much she needed it.

Theo didn't hover. He stayed a respectful distance away, hands tucked behind his back, allowing her the space to move. It was almost as if he knew the importance of this moment for her—like he understood the healing power of something so simple as air, light, and nature.

"This was my mother's garden," he said after a long silence, his voice softer than she had expected.

She glanced up, her curiosity piqued despite herself. "You lived here?"

He nodded, his eyes distant. "Until I was twelve. Then we moved closer to Milan for my father's business. After he died, I came back."

She didn't know why, but hearing him speak about his past—his mother, his father—made him seem... more human. She wasn't sure if she wanted to see that, but there it was. The mask he wore cracked just slightly, and she could almost feel the weight of his loss, the scars that shaped him.

"What happened to your mother?" she asked quietly, her own curiosity getting the better of her.

His gaze softened, and for the first time, Whitney saw him as a man who had loved and lost, not just a businessman or a stranger who held her captive. "Cancer. It took her quickly. She was the only softness in this house."

The answer left her momentarily speechless. It wasn't what she expected. She had assumed his life had been a perfectly tailored picture of power and control. But this... this was different.

"And your father?" she asked, almost afraid to hear the answer, but too curious to stop herself.

"Shot," he said simply, his voice now darker. "Business rival."

The words struck her like a blow. "I'm... I'm sorry."

Theo looked at her for a beat longer than necessary, his eyes searching hers in a way that felt too intimate. "I don't want your pity," he said quietly, his voice low, almost resigned. "But I want your understanding."

"For what?" she asked, feeling the weight of the moment settle between them.

"For why I protect what I have. For why I don't trust easily. For why I'm not letting you go."

Her arms folded instinctively. "You talk like you're some tragic hero. But you still kidnapped me."

Theo's lips twitched into something close to a smile, but it never reached his eyes. "I intercepted you. You were already in danger. I just changed the direction of it."

Whitney took a step closer, her anger resurfacing, fierce and raw. "Do you expect me to fall at your feet and thank you for that?"

"No," he said simply. "But I expect you to survive. And if staying here is the only way that happens, then yes—I'll make that choice every time."

They stood there in tense silence, the air between them charged, heavy. For a moment, Whitney didn't know what to feel. Her chest was tight, her heart at war with her mind.

She looked at him again, and this time, the vulnerability was there. She saw it in the way his gaze flickered, the way his shoulders tensed ever so slightly. Theo wasn't the immovable force he wanted her to believe he was. He was broken. He was human.

And that made him more dangerous than anything she'd imagined.

She stepped back, her breath shallow. The space between them had never felt wider.

Theo turned to leave, but then paused, glancing over his shoulder. "There's a piano in the east wing. I'll have it unlocked for you."

"I don't play," she muttered, though she wasn't sure if it was a challenge or just a statement.

He half-turned, meeting her eyes. "But I thought you were a nurse. Aren't you trained in healing?"

His words lingered in the air, a question she wasn't ready to answer. It felt like he saw something in her she hadn't even realised was there.

As he walked away, Whitney stood in the garden, the breeze cooling her flushed skin. She wasn't angry anymore. Not entirely. She was just... overwhelmed. And afraid of what might be growing between them—something neither of them could control.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4

[image: ]




Whitney spent the next two days exploring every permitted corner of the villa. The restrictions were clear—no unsupervised outings, no doors left unlocked, and no complete freedom. But she still found ways to explore the massive estate. Theo had granted her a kind of limited freedom—she could roam the inner halls and the garden, but one of his men always followed her, moving like a shadow, silent and watchful. It wasn't much, but it was enough to satisfy her need for space.

Still, the quiet luxury of the villa only seemed to mock her, reminding her of what she'd lost, and what she might never regain. The walls were filled with dark wood paneling, and the floors gleamed like mirrors. Each room was carefully curated, filled with fine art and antiques. In her limited roaming, she had found the library on the second floor—a small, cozy room overlooking the sweeping hills and vineyards surrounding the estate. The view felt like something out of a dream—a tranquil, cruel reminder of the freedom she had once known. It was almost painful to sit there, tracing her fingers along the spines of books older than her, trying to drown out the thoughts of Flossie.

Her sister. She was the only thing on Whitney's mind that mattered anymore. Flossie's freckled smile, her quiet bravery, her soft voice... Whitney's heart ached at the thought of her. Was she okay? Did she even know Whitney was gone? Or had their father already fed her some terrible lie? The not knowing gnawed at her insides, driving her to the edge of madness.

A soft knock broke the silence, pulling her out of her thoughts.

Theo entered without waiting for her permission. In his hands, he carried two steaming mugs. The rich aroma of chamomile filled the air.

"Chamomile," he said, offering her one of the mugs. "It might help you sleep."

Whitney raised a brow, half-laughing despite herself. "You assume I can sleep with a kidnapper next door?"

Theo didn't flinch. His gaze softened, but only just. "I assumed you'd find the nights harder because of the weight you're carrying. Not because of me."

She eyed him suspiciously, but the warmth of the tea drew her in. She accepted it reluctantly, the mug feeling almost too comforting in her hands.

Theo remained standing, a quiet figure by the window. His gaze scanned the room, as if the antique bookshelves could provide some comfort he hadn't been able to find in himself.

"This room belonged to my mother," he said, his voice carrying a slight edge of nostalgia. "She used to sit by that window for hours, watching the hills. I think she liked stories better than reality."

Whitney couldn't help the slight frown that tugged at her lips. "She must've been kind," she murmured, a softness in her voice she hadn't meant to allow.

Theo's eyes flickered in her direction. "She was. A lot like you."

She blinked, startled by the comparison. "You don't know me."

"I know what I see," he replied simply. His gaze didn't waver. "A woman willing to sacrifice everything for her sister. A woman who ran from a corrupt father rather than be sold off like property. That takes strength."

Her chest fluttered at his words, and she quickly looked away. She didn't want to be seen—not like that. But it was too late. Theo had already seen her, and she hated how much that unnerved her.

"You still should've let me go," she said, her voice tight.

Theo's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his posture. "Maybe. But you don't understand what you were walking into."

She leaned forward slightly, frustration creeping into her voice. "Then help me understand. You keep talking in riddles and half-truths. Who were those men at the gala? Why do they care about me?"

Theo's jaw tightened, and for a brief moment, she could see the weight of something dark, something he didn't want to share. He turned away, his gaze lost on the golden hills outside the window, the sky painted in the soft glow of sunset.

"Your father's debt runs deeper than you know," he said, his tone low and controlled. "He didn't just owe money. He owed favors. Dangerous people."

Whitney felt the air go cold. "So he tried to sell me?"

"To repay a favor," Theo confirmed, his voice darkening. "One of them wanted leverage. You became that leverage."

A wave of nausea rolled through her. She could barely hold the tea steady. "And you just happened to be at the gala?"

Theo's eyes narrowed slightly as he turned back to face her. "I knew your name before that night. I'd been watching your father's dealings for months. When I learned they were planning to take you, I acted."

"You could've just warned me," she said, the words tumbling out before she could stop them.

"They wouldn't have stopped. And you wouldn't have believed me."

Whitney's chest tightened at how right that sounded. She would've never believed him, not in a million years. And now here she was, a prisoner in a beautiful gilded cage. The thought made her skin crawl, but there was no escaping the reality. Not yet.

The silence stretched between them, heavy and thick. Outside, a bird swooped low over the trees, catching the last rays of the fading sun. The peaceful sound of nature contrasted sharply with the intensity in the room.

"Why me?" she asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. "You could've just walked away."

Theo's eyes met hers again, his gaze steady and intense. "Because I saw you."

Whitney's breath hitched in her throat. "What does that mean?"

He looked at her, his expression searching. "You walked through that ballroom like someone who didn't belong there, but refused to shrink. You held your sister's hand and smiled for her, even though you looked like you were falling apart inside. When I heard what your father had planned, I couldn't just ignore it."

Whitney wasn't sure whether to be grateful, frightened, or both. He was seeing things about her that no one else ever had—and it unsettled her more than she wanted to admit.

"I still want to go home," she whispered, her voice small, almost vulnerable.

Theo's expression softened, but only by the slightest measure. "And one day you will. But not yet."

"Why? Because you say so?"

"Because you're safer here."

She met his gaze then, holding it for a long moment. She wanted to see past the armor he wore, to understand the man beneath it all. But what she saw only deepened the mystery.

"And what do you get out of this?" she asked, her voice quieter now, a bit more defeated.

Theo hesitated. His gaze flickered briefly, and when he spoke again, his voice was almost distant. "Peace."

She didn't know how to respond. There was something so... empty in his answer. Yet, it didn't seem like a lie. It was the truth, but it wasn't the whole truth. It never could be.

The room suddenly felt smaller, the air thicker. Whitney set her tea down, the mug cold against her fingers. She stood up, not wanting to stay in that fragile space anymore. "I should rest."

Theo stepped aside, allowing her to pass, but as she brushed past him, she felt the faintest brush of his fingers on her elbow. It was a light touch, fleeting, but it lingered longer than it should've.

In her bedroom, Whitney stared up at the ceiling, her heart racing, her thoughts tangled and chaotic. She didn't know what scared her more—that Theo wanted something from her... or that a part of her didn't want to run anymore.
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The next morning, Whitney woke to the low rumble of thunder. The clouds had rolled in overnight, smothering the warm sunlight that had bathed the villa for the past few days. The rain streaked down the windowpanes in soft, relentless sheets, and the world outside had turned to shades of gray. It was the kind of day that begged for silence, for introspection—perfect for deep thoughts that had nowhere to go but within her own mind.

She pulled the heavy blanket tighter around her shoulders and sat at the edge of her bed, gazing out into the dreary morning. It felt like the world had shifted while she slept, a storm had rolled in, and with it, her own turbulent thoughts. She had dreamt of Flossie again—her sister's laughter, the sound of her soft voice asking where Whitney had gone, why she hadn't come home. The knot in her chest tightened. Flossie deserved better than this. Whitney clenched her jaw, fighting back the wave of helplessness. She had to find a way to contact her. She couldn't stay in limbo forever.

Theo had said she was safe, that the outside world was dangerous, but what kind of safety came with invisible chains? And how much longer could she endure being confined to this gilded cage?

A knock at the door shattered her thoughts.

"Come in," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

It wasn't Theo. It was Rosa, one of the staff members, a middle-aged woman with kind eyes and an air of quiet competence.

"Mr. Balducci asked if you would join him for breakfast," Rosa said softly. "He's in the atrium."

Whitney hesitated for a moment, the last remnants of her tiredness pressing on her chest. Then she nodded. "Thank you, Rosa."

She dressed quickly—simple jeans, a cream blouse, and the faintest trace of mascara, although she couldn't say why she bothered. The morning rain, the endless days of captivity, it all felt like a distant haze. Still, there was something about Theo that made her feel exposed. He had this way of seeing her, of looking beneath the surface, that made her want to shrink away. She couldn't afford to be vulnerable. Not now. Not with him.

When she reached the atrium, she found Theo already seated at a long, glass table, a silver carafe in hand, pouring coffee into two delicate cups. His movements were practiced and graceful, a contrast to the heaviness of the storm outside. He looked up as she entered, the faintest curve of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

"You're punctual," he said, his tone casual but carrying an edge of approval. "I admire that."

"I wasn't given many options," Whitney replied, sitting across from him, her posture stiff.

He set a plate of fresh fruit and toast in front of her, his movements smooth and precise. "I thought a change of setting might help."

The atrium was indeed beautiful—despite the rain battering the windows, the room still held an air of calm. Greenery framed the space, with climbing ivy curling along the edges of the room. A marble statue of a lion stood guard in the corner, stoic and noble. The glass walls framed the storm outside, and the rain whispered against the panes like a lullaby.

"You grew up here?" Whitney asked, after a moment of silence, her voice softer than she intended.

Theo nodded, his eyes distant. "Not always. My father moved us around often for business, but this place... this place was my mother's. After she passed, I came back."

Whitney chewed slowly, her curiosity piqued. "You don't talk about her much."

Theo's gaze drifted to the window, as if the rain outside held the answers to questions he hadn't spoken. "There's not much to say. She was warm, gentle... too gentle for this world. She died when I was ten."

Whitney's chest tightened at the weight of his words. "I'm sorry."

Theo shrugged, but his shoulders tensed slightly. "My father was harder. He expected everything, gave little. He was killed a few years ago."

Whitney swallowed, her mind racing. "Is that why you took over the company?"

"Yes. I didn't have a choice." His eyes shifted back to hers, and for a moment, the intensity of his gaze made her heart skip. "Like you, I had to become something I wasn't ready to be."

His words struck a chord deep within her. She glanced away, not wanting to dwell on the parallel between them. "At least you had money, power."

Theo's lips tightened into a faint smile, though it didn't reach his eyes. "And enemies," he said, his voice colder. "Don't forget that."

Whitney bit into a piece of melon, chewing slowly as she processed what he had said. She wasn't sure if she admired him or pitied him—and perhaps, she wasn't ready to choose.

"You know," Theo said, breaking the silence, "you don't have to look at me like I'm the villain. I didn't wake up one morning thinking I'd abduct a woman and hold her in a gilded cage."

Whitney raised an eyebrow, leaning forward slightly. "Yet here we are."

Theo leaned in as well, his expression steady. "If you truly hated me, Whitney, you wouldn't still be here. You would've tried something—screamed, broken something... fought back."

Her throat tightened, but she found her voice. "Maybe I'm just waiting for the right moment."

Theo smiled faintly, as though he could see right through her. "Maybe. Or maybe part of you is starting to understand."

The thunder outside cracked louder, the sound vibrating through the walls. The air felt thick, as if it carried an unspoken weight between them.

"You think just because you're polite, give me books and tea, that makes this okay?" Whitney asked, her voice quieter now, less angry, more tired.

"No," he said calmly. "I know it doesn't. But I also know you're safer here than out there. And I'd rather you hate me and live than believe a lie and die."

The words settled between them like ash, thick and uncomfortable, leaving a heavy silence in its wake.

"Tell me about Flossie," he said suddenly, the change in topic sharp enough to make her pause mid-bite.

Whitney blinked, momentarily thrown off. "Why?"

Theo didn't look at her directly. Instead, he stared at his cup of coffee, his fingers tapping lightly on the porcelain. "Because you talk about her in your sleep."

She flushed, the heat rising in her cheeks. "She's everything to me. She's my baby sister. Sometimes it feels like I'm the one clinging to her. She makes everything feel worth it."

Theo was quiet for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then he said softly, "You'd die for her."

"I would," she answered, her voice strong despite the ache in her chest.

Theo met her eyes then, his gaze heavy with unspoken history. "So would I."

For a long moment, they just stared at each other, the storm outside intensifying.

"There are people I've lost," he said quietly, "people I couldn't protect. I won't let that happen again."

Whitney felt something shift between them, a kind of truce forming—not forgiveness, not yet, but something softer. Understanding. The tension didn't dissolve, but it became something more fragile, more human.

Whitney stood first, the tension in her limbs finally catching up to her. "Thank you for breakfast," she said, her voice quieter now.

She turned and walked toward the door, but as she reached for the handle, she heard him speak again.

"I'll be here, if you ever want to talk."

She didn't respond, but she didn't slam the door behind her either.

As she walked back to her room, a strange mix of emotions warred within her—anger, confusion, the smallest hint of gratitude. Maybe things were never as simple as black and white. Maybe some cages were gilded for a reason.
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The rain continued to pour outside, its rhythmic drumming against the windows almost soothing, yet still amplifying the restless turmoil inside her. Whitney stood by the window, staring into the storm. The dim glow from the lights beyond the tall wrought-iron gates bled into the darkness, and the thunder that rumbled low in the distance seemed to echo her own growing uncertainty. She felt the weight of the silence in the villa, pressing against her, amplifying the thoughts that spiraled endlessly in her mind.

She wasn't sure what to believe anymore.

The words Theo had spoken that morning haunted her, lingering like a heavy fog that clouded everything else. "I didn't want this. But I will protect you."

She had wanted to scream, to accuse him of being just another manipulative man, trying to control her with his twisted version of "protection." But something in his eyes—just a flicker of sincerity—had stopped her. There was a hurt behind his gaze that mirrored her own, a depth she hadn't expected. It unsettled her more than she wanted to admit.

Still, it didn't change the fact that she was trapped. Here, in this gilded cage, with no way out, no communication with the outside world, and no certainty about what came next.

Her bare feet padded quietly across the cold marble floor, her mind working through scenarios, weighing the pros and cons of running versus staying. She still had no way of contacting Flossie, and that was the one thing she couldn't get out of her head. Was her sister even safe? Or had their father already fed her some kind of lie to explain Whitney's disappearance?

A soft knock at the door broke her train of thought.

She froze. Who was it now?

"Yes?" she called, trying to keep her voice steady.

"It's me," Theo's voice came, low and unintrusive.

Whitney's heart raced. She wasn't sure what she expected, but it wasn't this. She opened the door a crack, just enough to see him standing there, silhouetted in the dim light of the hallway.

"What do you want?" she asked, her voice flat, unwilling to show any weakness.

He looked... tired. His expression was set in that same unreadable way it always was, but his posture was different. Less confident. More... human.

"May I come in?" he asked, his voice holding a note of quiet request.

Whitney hesitated, then stepped aside, too curious to turn him away. "Fine. You have five minutes."

He walked in, his movements as graceful as always, yet there was a subtle tension in the air between them. He didn't sit immediately, just stood there for a moment, as though deciding whether to speak or wait for her to say something first.

"I wanted to give you this," he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small velvet pouch. He held it out toward her, and she took it cautiously.

She untied the drawstring, her fingers brushing the soft fabric, and pulled out a delicate gold bracelet. It was simple but beautiful—a fine chain with a small charm hanging from it. A compass.

Her eyebrows furrowed in confusion. "It was my mother's," Theo said, his voice softer than she expected. "She believed everyone eventually found their way."

Whitney stared at the bracelet in her hand, then up at him. "Why are you giving me this?"

Theo didn't answer immediately, and for a moment, they just stood there in the heavy silence. The only sound was the storm outside.

"Because I want you to know I'm not your jailer," he said quietly, his eyes meeting hers.

She blinked, a bitter laugh escaping her. "You kidnapped me, Theo."

His gaze didn't falter, but she saw the regret flicker in his eyes. "I know. But I also saved you."

The memory of the black car that nearly ran her over rushed back—its headlights blinding her, the screech of tires as it swerved away at the last second. She exhaled sharply, trying to push the memory down.

"You don't get to play both sides," she said, her voice shaking slightly with the flood of emotions.

Theo's jaw tightened, but he didn't back down. "No, but I do want to be honest with you now. Your father sold you to men far worse than me."

The words hit her like a punch to the gut. She could barely breathe.

"I know," she whispered, the truth sitting in her chest like lead.

Theo watched her closely. "Do you?"

She nodded, her gaze dropping to the bracelet in her hands, tracing the delicate design of the compass. Her voice was raw, heavy with the weight of years of betrayal. "He's done it before. Not like this, but... He always saw me as collateral. Flossie was lucky to be too young, too invisible."

The words came out in a rush, the dam breaking after so many years of holding them in. She wasn't sure why she was telling him this now—maybe it was the bracelet, or maybe it was the soft sincerity in his voice. But for the first time since she'd been brought here, she felt like she didn't have to pretend she was strong. Not with Theo. Not anymore.

Theo's face darkened, his eyes hardening with something like anger. "That's why I intercepted the deal. If I hadn't, you would have vanished. No protection. No return."

She shook her head, stepping back, the truth of his words cutting through her. "And what now? What do you want from me?"

"I want you safe," he said simply. "That's all."

Her breath caught in her throat. His words felt like a trap—like a subtle way of keeping her here, of keeping control.

She laughed bitterly, shaking her head. "People don't go to these lengths without expecting something in return."

Theo's lips curved into a faint smile, but it was devoid of humour. "Maybe I'm not like most people."

Whitney felt a wave of frustration wash over her. "You say that, but you're still holding me here."

He didn't answer immediately, his gaze dropping as if searching for the right words. "There are things I haven't told you. About the people after you. And about me."

She stiffened, crossing her arms. "Then tell me. Stop hiding behind this martyr act and just be real with me."

Theo stepped forward, the distance between them closing. His voice dropped to a near whisper. "You want honesty? Fine. I haven't told you everything because I wasn't sure how much you could handle."

Her spine straightened, the defiance rising again. "Try me."

He paused, looking at her for a long time, as though measuring her. "There's a man named Marcello DeSantis," he said finally. "He's been trying to destabilize my business for over a year. He's ruthless, and he uses people to get to his targets. Your father owed him. He offered you as leverage. I found out and made a counteroffer."

Whitney's stomach twisted at the name. "Why me?"

"Because Marcello knows how important you are to your sister. And how important Flossie is to you. He was going to use her next."

Her heart stopped. "No..."

Theo nodded solemnly. "I took you before he could. My security team tracked the transaction. I had no time to explain. If I had waited—"

Her voice broke. "You think this makes it better?" she asked, her emotions splintering, everything she thought she knew about herself and the world around her unravelling.

"No," Theo said, his voice barely above a whisper. "But maybe it makes it clearer."

She turned away from him, trying to steady her breath, her pulse pounding in her ears. "Flossie... is she safe?"

Theo hesitated, then met her gaze. "She is. I have someone watching her."

Whitney searched his face, looking for any sign that he was lying. She found none.

"Who?" she asked, her voice cracking.

"My closest friend. Adrian."

The name didn't ring any bells, but something in his voice told her she could trust him on this.

She stood frozen, unable to form the words she needed to say. Everything felt like it was teetering on the edge of some precipice she couldn't quite see.

"You should go," she said finally, her voice tight, strained with emotion.

Theo nodded, his expression unreadable. He turned toward the door, then paused.

"Whitney," he said softly, his voice full of quiet intensity. "You don't have to believe me tonight. But I hope one day you will."

And then he left, closing the door behind him with a soft click that echoed in the quiet room.

Whitney stood in the middle of the room, the velvet pouch still in her hand. She opened it again, letting the gold compass fall into her palm. It gleamed softly in the dim light, a symbol of direction, of finding one's path. She wasn't sure where hers led just yet.

But for the first time, she wasn't certain she wanted to run.
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Whitney sat quietly, the steam rising from her cup as she stared out the conservatory windows, watching the storm clouds roll in, dark and ominous. The room was peaceful, filled with the scent of tea and the soft hum of nature outside, yet her mind was anything but calm. The tension in her chest had grown, twisting tighter the more she thought about what Theo had said.

"You deserve better."

The words played on repeat, refusing to be silenced. She'd never heard anything like that before—at least, not from someone who wasn't trying to manipulate her in some way. Every man in her life, from her father to the men he associated with, had always treated her as an object—something to be bartered with, exchanged, used. And yet, here was Theo, telling her she deserved better. It didn't make sense.

She thought of the bracelet he'd given her, the compass that now lay on the table beside her. She picked it up again, her fingers tracing the intricate design. Her mother had believed everyone eventually found their way. Was this some kind of twisted way of showing her that? Was Theo trying to tell her that there was a path for her—a path that wasn't defined by her father's debts or his manipulation?

Rosa's soft footsteps interrupted her thoughts, and Whitney didn't have to look up to know it was her. The older woman placed a tray of tea and scones on the table in front of her, the silver tray gleaming in the soft light.

"How are you feeling today?" Rosa asked, her voice gentle, as if she understood the weight of everything without needing to ask directly.

Whitney didn't immediately respond. She picked up her cup, letting the warmth of it soothe her hands. "I don't know," she said quietly, her voice tinged with frustration. "I feel like I'm losing control over everything."

Rosa nodded, as if she expected this answer. "That's normal, dear. When you're caught in a storm, it's hard to remember that you can weather it. But you will, in time."

Whitney's eyes flickered toward her. "What do you mean by that?"

Rosa hesitated before sitting down across from her, folding her hands in her lap. "Sometimes, we think we're trapped by circumstances, by people. But we always have a choice. Even if that choice is just how we respond to the situation."

Whitney let the words sink in. A choice. But was it truly her choice to make? Could she really decide to accept Theo's help, to trust him, when everything inside her told her not to?

"Do you think he's lying?" Whitney asked suddenly, her voice sharp. "Theo. Do you think he's using me?"

Rosa looked at her, her expression unreadable. "I can't speak for him, dear. But I think he's trying to protect you. Whether or not you want that protection is something only you can decide."

Whitney bit her lip, her mind racing with conflicting thoughts. She wanted to hate Theo, wanted to believe he was just another man with a selfish agenda, but something kept pulling her back. The way he looked at her, like he saw more than just a pawn in a game. His actions had shown her care, not manipulation—at least, not yet.

"You're not as trapped as you think," Rosa said gently. "You're just in a place where you need time to figure out what your next step will be."

Whitney looked down at the bracelet in her hand again. Was this what Theo had meant by "finding her way"? Was she supposed to trust that this would all somehow make sense?

Before she could respond, she felt a presence at the door. Looking up, she saw Theo standing in the entrance, his eyes scanning the room before landing on her. There was a quiet tension in the way he held himself, as if he was walking a fine line between offering an explanation and giving her space.

"You wanted answers," he said softly, his voice not demanding, but carrying the weight of the situation. "Are you ready for more?"

Whitney met his gaze, her heart pounding in her chest. She didn't know if she was ready. But she was tired of waiting for answers that would never come on their own.

"Tell me everything," she said, her voice steady despite the storm of emotions inside her. "No more games, no more half-truths. I need to know what this is really about. Why me?"

Theo didn't speak right away. He glanced at Rosa, who stood up and gave him a small nod before quietly leaving the room, leaving the two of them alone. Theo stepped further into the conservatory, the soft click of his shoes on the floor echoing as he approached the table.

"This isn't something I want you to hear, but it's the truth," Theo said, his gaze unwavering.

Whitney leaned forward, her hand still wrapped around the small compass. "Then tell me."

He sighed, his fingers briefly running through his hair. When he spoke, his voice was heavy with a kind of dark clarity. "Marcello DeSantis isn't just some businessman. He's a dangerous man, one who's been involved in organized crime for years. Your father's debt to him wasn't just about money—it was about power. DeSantis wanted leverage, and he got it in the form of you."

Whitney felt her heart skip. "What does that mean? Why me, specifically?"

"Because your sister, Florence, is important to your father," Theo said bluntly. "But you... you're the key to his control over your entire family. He used you as collateral to buy DeSantis's silence, but that was never enough. Marcello wanted more, and your father knew it. That's why he sold you."

She closed her eyes, as though trying to block the reality of his words. Sold. The word felt too cold, too foreign. It couldn't be true.

But Theo's eyes were unwavering as he continued. "When I found out about the deal, I couldn't let it happen. I couldn't let you be another piece of his game. So I did what I had to do. I bought the contract and voided it. But the truth is, it wasn't about the money for me. It was about saving you."
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