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Chapter 1
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– Lucia The scent of aged paper clung to Lucia’s fingers as she turned the page of her sketchbook, the rough grain catching against her skin. The cathedral’s stained glass cast fractured colors over the pews–deep cobalt, blood-red, gold so rich it looked wet. She shaded the curve of an angel’s wing with the edge of her thumb, smudging the charcoal until the lines blurred like smoke. A low murmur of voices drifted from the confessional, the priest’s steady cadence barely audible beneath the distant hum of the city outside. Lucia exhaled, the tightness in her chest easing just a fraction. Here, in the quiet hush of the nave, she could pretend the world wasn’t rotting at its edges. Her pencil stilled as the heavy oak doors at the far end groaned open. Boot heels clicked against marble, deliberate, unhurried. She didn’t look up. Not until the footsteps stopped. A shadow stretched long over her sketch, swallowing the angel’s face in darkness. The air turned thick, electric–like the charged silence before a storm. Lucia lifted her chin. The man standing over her was all sharp edges–black hair swept back from a face carved with the kind of brutality that didn’t need a blade to cut. His gaze flicked to her sketch, then back to her. 

»You draw like you’re praying,« he said. His voice was rough velvet, the kind that curled low in the stomach. Lucia pressed her palm flat against the page, shielding it. 

»It’s just lines.«

A slow, knowing smirk curved his mouth. 

»Nothing’s just anything.«

She should have looked away. Should have shut her sketchbook, gathered her things, walked out into the fading daylight. But something in his stare held her still–something hungry, possessive, like he’d already decided she belonged to him. Then the gunshot cracked through the cathedral. The stained glass exploded.

Lucia didn’t flinch. The gunshot was a wet, final sound–like a melon splitting open on hot pavement. Glass rained down from the shattered window, shards catching the last of the sun as they scattered across the pews. Her pulse thudded hard in her throat, but her fingers didn’t tremble. She pressed them deeper into the sketchbook, the charcoal gritting against the paper like crushed bone. The man–Rafael–hadn’t moved. His smirk was gone, replaced by something darker, sharper. The echo of the gunshot still hummed in the air between them, a vibration she could feel in her ribs. 

»You should run,« he said. She exhaled through her nose, slow and deliberate, before finally looking past him, toward the broken window. Below, in the alley, a body sprawled across the pavement, limbs twisted at wrong angles. Blood pooled beneath the skull, black in the dim light. And then–movement. A figure stepped into the fading daylight, gloved fingers flexing around the pistol still smoking in his grip. His shoulders were broad, his posture unhurried, like he had all the time in the world. Lucia’s breath hitched. Rafael followed her gaze, then let out a low chuckle. 

»Ah. That’s unfortunate.«

His voice was smooth, amused, as if they were discussing the weather instead of a corpse cooling on the concrete. The man in the alley looked up. His eyes locked onto hers. For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to that single, burning point of contact. His stare wasn’t just seeing her–it was stripping her bare, peeling back skin and sinew until he found whatever lay beneath. Lucia didn’t blink. Didn’t look away. The corner of his mouth twitched. Then he lifted the gun, slow and deliberate, and pointed it at her. Rafael sighed. 

»Well, now you’ve done it.«

Lucia didn’t move. The barrel of the gun was a black hole, a void where the light died. Her fingers curled tighter around her sketchbook. A beat. A breath. Then The man lowered the weapon. Something flickered in his gaze–something like recognition, like curiosity. His head tilted, just slightly, and Lucia felt it like a touch, a question whispered against her skin. Who are you? Rafael reached into his coat and pulled out his own gun. 

»Stay here,« he muttered, already moving toward the broken window. Lucia didn’t answer. She watched as the man in the alley turned and walked away, his footsteps silent, his shadow stretching long and jagged behind him. And for the first time in years, she felt something other than the cold, hollow numbness that had settled in her bones. She felt alive.

The broken glass crunched underfoot as Rafael stepped toward the shattered window, his hand flexing around the grip of his gun. The air smelled of gunpowder and the damp, rotting sweetness of the alley below. Lucia exhaled, slow and measured, but didn’t move. Her fingers were still pressed into her sketchbook, the paper crumpling beneath her grip. She should run. The thought flickered through her mind–clear, logical–but her body refused to obey. Instead, she watched Rafael disappear through the fractured window frame, his coat snagging on a jagged edge before he dropped into the alley below. A second passed. Then two. The church was silent except for the distant drip of water from a leaking pipe. Her pulse thudded against her ribs, but it wasn’t fear tightening her throat. It was something worse. Something like anticipation. The pages of her sketchbook fluttered as she finally released her grip, the half-finished drawing of Rafael’s smirk staring back at her–all sharp angles and predatory amusement. She swallowed, then turned toward the exit. She made it three steps before the door burst open. A man filled the frame, his silhouette broad, the dim light catching on the silver cross dangling from his neck. His eyes–dark, assessing–locked onto hers. 

»Nice place for an artist,« he said, his voice rough, like gravel underfoot. Lucia didn’t answer. Her fingers tightened around the sketchbook again. The man smirked, stepping inside. Behind him, two others followed, their movements unhurried, deliberate. One dragged his fingers along the back of a pew, the wood groaning under his touch. The other cracked his knuckles, the sound like dry twigs snapping. 

»Rafael’s new obsession,« the first man mused, tilting his head. 

»Didn’t think he had a type.«

Lucia’s jaw clenched. She could feel the cold seep of the bricks at her back as she edged away, her heels scuffing against the floor. The man with the cross advanced, slow, methodical, like a predator savoring the chase. 

»He’ll be back,« she said, her voice steady despite the way her ribs pressed tight around her lungs. The man laughed–a short, sharp sound. 

»Not soon enough.«

Her sketchbook hit the floor before she realized she’d dropped it. Pages splayed open, charcoal smearing across the stone like spilled ink. Broken wings. The thought came unbidden, fleeting. A hand clamped around her wrist, yanking her forward. The man’s grip was iron, his fingers digging into her skin hard enough to bruise. 

»You’re not screaming,« he noted, his breath hot against her temple. Lucia held his gaze. 

»Would it help?«

Something dark flickered in his eyes–surprise, maybe, or irritation. Then his mouth curled into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. 

»No,« he admitted. 

»But I like it when they try.«

The second man moved in, his fingers tangling in her hair, wrenching her head back. The pain was sharp, bright, but Lucia didn’t flinch. Her breath came shallow, her pulse roaring in her ears. She should fight. She should scream. But the part of her that still remembered how to be afraid was buried too deep to surface now. Instead, she smiled. The man with the cross stilled. 

»You find this funny?«

Lucia exhaled, slow, deliberate. 

»No,« she said. 

»But he will.«

A beat. A pause. Then–a gunshot. The man holding her hair jerked, his body going rigid before he crumpled. Blood sprayed, warm and metallic, splattering her cheek. The second man dropped her wrist, reaching for his weapon, but another shot cut through the air. He staggered back, clutching his shoulder. And then Rafael was there. He moved like smoke–fluid, lethal–his gun still raised, his expression carved from ice. The remaining man backed away, hands lifted, but Rafael didn’t hesitate. The bullet tore through his skull before he hit the ground. Silence. Lucia didn’t move. Blood trickled down her temple, sticky and warm. Rafael’s gaze raked over her, lingering on the handprint around her wrist, the strands of hair still clenched in the dead man’s fist. 

»You’re bleeding,« he said. She touched her cheek, her fingers coming away red. 

»Not mine.«

Rafael’s jaw twitched. He holstered his gun, then stepped forward, his boots crushing the pages of her ruined sketchbook beneath him. 

»You should’ve run,« he murmured. Lucia tilted her head, meeting his stare. 

»Would it have helped?«

Rafael studied her–the defiance in her eyes, the stubborn set of her jaw, the way her breath didn’t hitch, even now. Then he smiled. 

»No,« he admitted. And for the first time, Lucia wondered if that was the real danger–not his gun, not the bodies at their feet, but the way his gaze lingered, like she was a puzzle he intended to solve. No matter the cost.

The air reeked of gunpowder and copper, thick enough to coat the back of Lucia’s throat. The third man–the one with the cross–was still twitching, a wet, choking sound bubbling from his lips. Rafael ignored him, his focus pinned solely on her. He stepped closer, the leather of his gloves creaking faintly as he flexed his fingers. The left one was streaked with blood, the dark crimson already drying into the cracked grain. Lucia didn’t move. Her heart pounded–hard, erratic–but not entirely from fear. There was something else beneath the adrenaline, something tangled and sharp. She wet her lips, tasting iron. Rafael’s gaze dropped to the motion. Then, without warning, his hand shot out, fingers wrapping around her throat. Not squeezing. Not yet. Just holding. His grip was firm, his thumb pressing just beneath her jaw, where her pulse fluttered wild and frantic. The leather was still warm from the gunshot, the scent of it mingling with the metallic tang of blood. 

»You don’t scream,« he murmured, tilting his head as if studying a specimen. 

»You don’t run. You don’t even flinch.«

His voice was low, almost curious. 

»What’s wrong with you?«

Lucia exhaled, slow and deliberate, her breath ghosting over his wrist. 

»Maybe I’m broken.«

A beat. A pause. Then, his fingers tightened–just a fraction–enough to steal her next breath. The pressure was intoxicating, the threat implicit. She should have fought. She should have clawed at his wrist, kicked, screamed, something. But her hands stayed at her sides. Rafael’s nostrils flared, something dark flashing in his eyes. Not anger. Not irritation. Interest. He leaned in, close enough that she could see the flecks of gold in his otherwise cold gaze. 

»Or maybe,« he mused, his breath hot against her cheek, »you just haven’t met someone who knows how to really make you afraid.«

Lucia’s lips curved. Not a smile–not quite. But something defiant. Something reckless. 

»Maybe you haven’t met someone who should make you afraid,« she countered. His grip flexed again–warning, promise, challenge–and Lucia swore she felt the echo of it between her ribs. For the first time in years, she felt alive. Rafael’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. Not yet. But close.

The stained glass haloed Rafael’s shoulders in fractured red light as his fingers traced the column of Lucia’s throat–not caress, not threat, but something between a promise and an autopsy. The cathedral’s silence roared in her ears, broken only by the dying man’s gurgles and the distant wail of sirens. 

»Mine,« Rafael murmured. Not a declaration. A revelation. Boots scuffed marble behind them. Three men in black tactical gear materialized from the shadows, their rifles trained on the pews as if the dead might resurrect. The largest–a bull-necked brute with a scar through his eyebrow–grabbed Lucia’s arm. She jerked instinctively, but his grip was iron, yanking her backward until her shoulder blade crunched against his Kevlar vest. Rafael didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just watched as her captor dragged her toward the side exit, his expression carved from stone. 

»You don’t even know my name,« Lucia spat, heels skidding on blood-slick tile. One of the stained glass panels cast a dagger of gold light across his cheek. 

»Lucia Velez,« he said. 

»Twenty-six. Born in Cartagena, raised in Miami. You steal from men who deserve it and sleep with the ones who don’t.«

His tongue touched his upper teeth–almost a smile. 

»I know exactly what you are.«

The door slammed open, daylight bleeding in. A black SUV idled at the curb, engine growling. The brute shoved her toward it, his breath hot and sour in her ear. 

»Move, puta.«

Lucia twisted, catching one last glimpse of Rafael–his hand flexing at his side, the slow, deliberate curl of his fingers, as if already missing the weight of her pulse beneath them. The car door yawned open. She threw herself backward, elbow jamming into the brute’s ribs. He grunted, grip loosening–just enough. She lunged, but two more hands seized her, slamming her face-first into the leather seat. A click. Cold metal closed around her wrist. Handcuffs. The door slammed shut, plunging her into darkness. Through the tinted window, Rafael stood framed by the cathedral’s archway, his outline haloed in crimson and gold. He lifted his bloodstained hand, fingers splaying–claiming, even now. The engine roared. Tires screeched. And as the car tore away, Lucia pressed her cuffed wrists to her ribs–not to steady herself, but to trap the jagged thrill spiking through her chest. She should’ve been afraid. She wasn’t. Not even close.
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»You’re terrible at playing dead.«

The voice was smooth, unhurried–the kind of voice that could wrap around a woman’s throat and squeeze without ever raising its volume. Rafael. Lucia exhaled through her nose and opened her eyes. The penthouse was all sharp angles and glass, the floor-to-ceiling windows framing Manhattan’s skyline like a glittering diorama. Rafael sat in a low leather chair a few feet away, forearms braced on his knees. He wore black again–shirt unbuttoned at the collar, sleeves rolled to the elbows, revealing the dark ink of his tattoos snaking up his forearms. And in his hand–a pistol. Gold-plated. The barrel caught the light as he turned it between his fingers. 

»You drugged me,« she said. No accusation. Just a fact. 

»You stabbed Moreno’s bodyguard in the carotid,« he replied. 

»I wasn’t taking chances.«

She flexed her fingers against the silk ties. 

»I was aiming for his femoral.«

Rafael’s mouth twitched–not quite a smile, but close. Lucia shifted slightly against the headboard, letting the sheet slip lower down her bare shoulder. His gaze didn’t flicker, didn’t drop. But she saw the faint tension along his jaw, the slow drag of his attention from her throat to her mouth. She tilted her head. 

»You could have left me there.«

»I could have.«

»But you didn’t.«

»No.«

Silence stretched. The pistol in his hand stilled, the barrel pointing lazily toward the ceiling. Lucia exhaled a slow breath, her ribs pressing against the sheet. 

»So what happens now?«

Rafael leaned forward, resting the gun on the nightstand. The metal clicked softly against the wood. 

»Now,« he said, reaching for the tie at her left wrist, »you tell me why a thief with no allegiances and a body count of her own decided to walk into a cathedral full of cartel men.«

He loosened the silk with a single tug. The blood rushed back into her fingers, stinging. Lucia flexed her freed hand, considering her answer. Then, slow and deliberate, she lifted it–not to strike, not to push him away–but to press her palm against his cheek. His skin was warm, rough with stubble. 

»Maybe I wanted to meet the Devil,« she murmured. Rafael stilled. His breath was steady, but she felt the tension coiled beneath her fingers, the way his pulse jumped when her thumb traced the sharp edge of his cheekbone. The barrel of the pistol slid against her lips. Cold. Unyielding. Lucia went still. 

»Careful,« he warned, voice low. 

»I don’t like being played with.«

Her lips curved against the metal. 

»Liar.«

A beat. Then Rafael laughed. A dark, quiet sound that vibrated through the gun pressed to her mouth. And for the first time since she woke up, Lucia felt the shift in the air–the way the room tilted toward something dangerous. Something inevitable. He lowered the pistol, dragging it down the column of her throat in a slow, deliberate line. 

»You don’t know what you’re asking for,« he said. Lucia held his gaze. 

»Then show me.

Rafael’s fingers closed around her free wrist before she could pull away. He didn’t tighten his grip–not yet–but the weight of his hand was enough to make her pulse jump beneath his thumb. 

»You’ve seen things you shouldn’t have,« he said, voice a low hum of restrained violence. Lucia exhaled through her nose, pressing her fingertips into the lingering warmth where she’d touched his face. The scent of gun oil clung to her lips. 

»I see a lot of things,« she murmured. 

»Most of them aren’t real.«

His grip shifted, fingers sliding against the delicate bones of her wrist. She could feel the calluses, the ridges of scar tissue where violence had left its mark. 

»The execution,« he said. 

»Who ordered it?«

Lucia lifted her chin. 

»You tell me. You were the one holding the gun.«

The corner of his mouth twitched–not amusement, but something darker. A predator recognizing prey that refused to run. 

»You’re not afraid of me,« he observed. She dragged her teeth over her bottom lip, considering. 

»Should I be?«

His thumb pressed into the fragile blue veins of her inner wrist. Not enough to hurt. Not yet. 

»Yes.«

The silence stretched. Somewhere beyond the room, a door slammed, voices muffled by distance. Lucia tilted her head, listening to the cadence–Spanish, rapid and clipped. Cartel men. Armed. Close. She shifted against the sheets, letting the silk whisper against her bare legs. Rafael’s gaze flickered down, just for a second, before returning to her face. 

»Caravaggio,« she said suddenly. His fingers stilled. 

»What?«

»You look like one of his paintings.«

She let her free hand drift toward his jaw again, stopping just short of contact. 

»All that chiaroscuro. Light and shadow. Very dramatic.«

The gun on the nightstand gleamed under the dim light. Rafael’s knuckles whitened around it, just for a second, before he relaxed his grip. 

»You’re deflecting.«

»I’m educated.«

A breath of silence. Then, unexpectedly, the faintest smirk touched his mouth. 

»Caravaggio was a murderer.«

Lucia shrugged, the motion deliberately careless. 

»And yet the Church still hired him. Funny how that works.«

His gaze sharpened. She leaned forward, just enough that the sheet slipped another inch. His eyes followed the movement before flicking back up, dark and unreadable. 

»Is that what you are?«

she asked softly. 

»A hired hand?«

The air between them thickened. His grip on her wrist tightened–not enough to bruise, but enough to remind her who held the power. 

»I’m the one asking questions,« he said. Lucia exhaled, slow and deliberate. 

»Ask better ones.«

For the first time, something dangerous flickered in his expression. Not anger. Not yet. But the promise of it, coiled beneath the surface. His thumb brushed over the pulse point in her wrist, pressing just hard enough to make her breath catch. 

»Who do you work for?«

She laughed, the sound bright and sharp in the quiet room. 

»Myself.«

»Liar.«

»Prove it.«

His other hand lifted, brushing a stray curl from her face. The touch was almost gentle. Almost. 

»I don’t need to,« he murmured. 

»You’ll tell me eventually.«

Lucia tilted her head, considering. Then, with deliberate slowness, she reached for the gun on the nightstand. Rafael didn’t stop her. Her fingers curled around the grip, cool metal against her palm. She lifted it, testing the weight. 

»You’re right,« she said, turning it over in her hands. 

»I will. But not because you made me.«

She pressed the barrel to her own temple. Rafael went very, very still. For a long moment, neither of them moved. Then, with a slow exhale, he wrapped his hand around hers and lowered the gun. 

»You’re insane,« he said. Lucia smiled. 

»Now you’re getting it.

The door burst open before the tension in the room could snap. Lucia didn’t flinch, but her pulse spiked, a silent betrayal beneath her skin. She kept her expression carefully bored as another man strode into the room–taller than Rafael, broader, with the same brutal grace but none of the restraint. His eyes locked onto her immediately, dark and assessing, like a butcher sizing up a cut. 

»¿Qué mierda es esto, Rafael?«

His voice was rough, edged with impatience as he jerked his chin toward her. Rafael didn’t turn, didn’t so much as glance away from her face. 

»Cálmate, Dante.«

Dante let out a sharp, humorless laugh. 

»No me jodas. Tienes a una testigo viva en tu cama. ¿Estás pensando con la cabeza de abajo ahora?«

Lucia’s fingers twitched against the sheets. She caught the way Dante’s nostrils flared, the way his hand hovered near the gun at his hip. He wanted to use it. She could see it in the tight set of his jaw, the way he leaned forward slightly, as if already bracing for the recoil. Rafael, though–Rafael just exhaled, slow and controlled. He finally turned his head, just enough to glance at Dante over his shoulder. 

»No es tu decisión.«

»La mierda que no lo es.«

Dante took another step forward, his boots heavy against the floor. 

»Si habla, nos entierran a todos. Y no pienso pudrirme en una celda por tu capricho.«

Lucia arched a brow. 

»Dramático,« she murmured, just loud enough for both of them to hear. Dante’s head snapped toward her. For a second, something flickered in his gaze–something raw and jagged, closer to grief than anger. Then it was gone, swallowed by a sneer. 

»Cállate, puta.«

She smiled, slow and deliberate. 

»Or what? You’ll shoot me?«

She tilted her head. 

»You’d have done it already if you had the balls.«

Dante’s hand moved–fast, but not fast enough. Rafael was between them in a heartbeat, catching Dante’s wrist before the gun cleared the holster. The two men stood frozen for a breath, tension coiled tight between them. 

»Basta,« Rafael growled, low and dangerous. Dante’s jaw worked. He yanked his arm free but didn’t reach for the gun again. Instead, he leaned in, voice dropping to a venomous whisper. 

»Te recuerda a ella, ¿no?«

Lucia stilled. Rafael didn’t react. Not visibly. But the air in the room shifted, thickening like a storm gathering on the horizon. Dante pressed, relentless. 

»La misma mierda. La misma mirada. Vas a dejar que te joda otra vez–« Lucia didn’t see Rafael move. One second, there was space between them; the next, Dante was against the wall, Rafael’s forearm pressed to his throat. Dante’s breath came fast, but he didn’t fight back. Just stared, defiance and something darker in his eyes. 

»No es ella,« Rafael hissed. Lucia exhaled. The words settled like a blade between her ribs. Dante let out a choked laugh. 

»No,« he agreed, voice rough. 

»Pero va a acabar igual. Muerta.«

Rafael’s grip tightened. For a second, Lucia thought he might actually do it–might snap something vital and walk away without looking back. Then, abruptly, he released him. Dante coughed, rubbing his throat as Rafael turned away. He didn’t spare Lucia a glance. Just strode to the window, his back rigid, his breathing too controlled to be natural. Silence stretched, taut as wire. Lucia let it sit for a beat before speaking. 

»Who’s ‘her’?«

Dante’s head jerked toward her. 

»Nadie que te importe.«

»Hm.«

She traced a finger along the edge of the sheet. 

»Funny. You’re the one who brought her up.«

Dante’s expression darkened. He took a step toward her, but Rafael’s voice cut through before he could speak. 

»Sal, Dante.«

Dante hesitated. Then, with a last, lingering glare at Lucia, he turned and stalked toward the door. He paused on the threshold, shoulders rigid. 

»Esto va a terminar mal, Rafael.«

The door slammed behind him. Lucia let out a slow breath. She watched Rafael’s back, the way his fingers flexed at his sides. The hum of an old lullaby–something faint and familiar–drifted through her mind. She hadn’t realized Dante had been humming it until now, the melody sharp with tension. She wondered if Rafael noticed. 

»You should kill me,« she said finally. Rafael didn’t turn. 

»Sí.«

»But you won’t.«

A beat. Then, very quietly, he said, »No todavia.«

Lucia smiled. For the first time since she’d woken up in this room, she felt the faintest thrill of anticipation. Because that? That sounded like a challenge.

Lucia watched the rigid line of Rafael’s shoulders, the way his fingers curled and uncurled at his sides, as if he were physically restraining himself from reaching for something–or someone. The echo of Dante’s words Muerta. ) still hummed in the air between them, a razor’s edge of history she wasn’t privy to. She lifted her wrist, the one scarred from the knife’s bite, and idly dragged her thumb over the marred skin. A nervous habit. The same motion Rafael had mirrored moments ago, his touch deliberate, possessive. Testing. 

»You know,« she mused, »most men just buy a girl dinner before they start threatening her life.«

Rafael turned. His dark eyes locked onto hers, unreadable as always, but something flickered there–something dangerous. Amused, maybe. Or intrigued. He crossed the room in three long strides, stopping just shy of touching her. The scent of leather and something faintly metallic clung to him, the kind of smell that sank into skin after years of violence. 

»You think this is funny?«

he asked, voice low. She tilted her head. 

»I think you haven’t decided yet if I’m worth the trouble.«

A pause. Then his hand shot out, fingers wrapping around her chin, forcing her gaze up to meet his. His grip wasn’t cruel, but it wasn’t gentle either–a calculated pressure, just shy of pain. She could feel the callouses on his thumb as it brushed the corner of her mouth. 

»You don’t know what trouble looks like, Lucia.«

Her pulse stuttered, but she refused to look away. 

»Enlighten me.«

His mouth curved, just barely. 

»You want me to?«

The question hung between them, heavy with implication. She knew what he was really asking. Not whether she wanted to know–but whether she could handle it. Whether she’d break. She exhaled, slow. 

»I think you’re the one who wants to find out.«

A beat. His grip tightened infinitesimally, his thumb pressing against her lower lip. She wondered if he could feel the way her breath hitched. Then, abruptly, he released her. 

»Sleep,« he ordered, stepping back. 

»You’ll need it.«

She rubbed her jaw, watching as he turned toward the door. 

»That a promise or a threat?«

He didn’t answer. Just flicked off the light, plunging the room into near-darkness. Lucia leaned back against the pillows, exhaling a slow breath. The faintest trace of whiskey lingered in the air, a half-empty glass left forgotten on the nightstand. She smiled into the dark. Because for the first time, she was sure of one thing–Rafael wasn’t the only one playing games. And she was just getting started.

The door clicked shut behind Dante, the sound final, like the cocking of a gun. Silence pooled in the space he left behind, thick and humming with unspoken tension. Lucia didn’t move–didn’t dare. Rafael’s presence was a live wire against her skin, electric in its proximity. He didn’t speak at first. Instead, he pivoted toward her, slow, deliberate, his boots scuffing against the hardwood. A predator circling. She tracked him in her periphery, the way his shadow stretched long and jagged across the floor, swallowing the glow of the single lamp left burning. Then he was there. Close enough that the heat of him seeped through the thin fabric of her borrowed shirt. His fingers curled into the collar, twisting just once, knuckles brushing the column of her throat. Not enough to hurt–but enough to remind her how easily he could. His breath was warm against her ear when he spoke, Spanish rolling off his tongue like dark honey, rough and sweet with warning. 

»Si te mueves, si respiras demasiado fuerte, voy a recordarte exactamente a quién perteneces.«

If you move, if you breathe too hard, I’ll remind you exactly who you belong to. Lucia went still. Not from fear–no, she recognized the thrill coiling low in her stomach. It wasn’t submission. It was calculation. She tilted her head, just enough to meet his gaze. His eyes were black in the dim light, unreadable, but the set of his jaw gave him away. He wanted a reaction. Wanted her to flinch. So she laughed. Soft, mocking, the sound curling between them like smoke. 

»You gonna keep whispering sweet nothings, or are you actually going to do something about it?«

A muscle feathered in his temple. His grip tightened–just a fraction–but she felt it everywhere. Then, abruptly, he released her, stepping back like she’d burned him. His lips curled, something cruel and amused flashing across his face before it vanished again behind that careful, controlled mask. 

»Sleep,« he repeated, already moving toward the door. This time, she didn’t ask. She already knew the answer. The lock turned with a quiet snick. The house exhaled around her, settling into the quiet hum of night. But Lucia remained where she was, her fingers tracing the place his hand had been, the ghost of his touch lingering like a brand. Outside, the distant wail of a siren cut through the dark. She smiled. Because Rafael had made one mistake. He’d forgotten something vital. She didn’t need to move. She just needed him to want her to. And that–that was a game she knew how to win.
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Chapter 3
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The door to Rafael’s study groaned open before dawn. Lucia hadn’t slept. She sat hunched in the armchair by the window, knees drawn to her chest, watching the first streaks of gray seep through the blinds. The leather groaned under her shifting weight, cracked in places from years of tension worn into its seams. His house smelled of old smoke and something bitter–whiskey, maybe. Or regret. 

»Up.«

His voice was low, rough from sleep. She turned her head slowly, letting her gaze drag over him. He stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the dim hall light, his shirt unbuttoned enough to reveal the hard lines of his chest, the scars that mapped his skin like a confession. One hand gripped the doorframe, knuckles pale under the strain. 

»I didn’t say you could look at me.«

She arched a brow but obeyed, tilting her face back toward the window. The floorboards creaked as he crossed the room, his steps measured. A drawer scraped open, then shut. The deliberate clink of metal against wood. 

»Turn around.«

Lucia exhaled through her nose but swiveled in the chair, bare feet pressing into the rug. He had set a sketchbook and charcoal on the desk between them. 

»You’ll draw me.«

A command, not a request. Her fingers twitched. 

»I don’t take orders.«

Rafael leaned forward, bracing his hands on the desk. The muscles in his arms flexed, the veins standing stark under his skin. 

»You do now.«

She held his stare, the silence stretching between them like a noose. Then, deliberately slow, she reached for the charcoal. He sat in the high-backed chair opposite her, his posture rigid, hands gripping the arms like he was holding himself back. The morning light caught the sharp angle of his jaw, the shadow of stubble darkening his throat. Lucia dragged the charcoal across the paper, the sound sharp in the quiet. 

»Eyes up,« he murmured. She lifted her gaze. His irises were nearly black, endless, the kind of dark that swallowed everything–including her. She swallowed. 

»Closer,« he said. Lucia hesitated, then pushed from the chair, stepping around the desk. The air between them thickened, heavy with something she couldn’t name. He caught her wrist before she could retreat, his grip tight enough to bruise. 

»Not like that.«

His thumb pressed into her pulse point. 

»On your knees.«

Her breath hitched. She could refuse. Could spit in his face and watch the fury ignite in his eyes. But the heat pooling low in her stomach wasn’t fear. It was something worse. Something hungry. Slowly, she sank down. The hardwood bit into her knees, but she didn’t look away. Rafael released her, his fingers trailing down her palm before pulling back. 

»Draw me like this,« he said, voice rough. 

»Every line. Every scar. Every fucking thing you think you see.«

Lucia lifted the charcoal, her hand steady despite the storm in her chest. She traced the hard edge of his collarbone, the slope of his nose, the cruel twist of his mouth. She didn’t stop when his breath deepened, didn’t falter when his fingers curled into fists. Because this wasn’t just a portrait. It was a reckoning. And she’d make sure he saw it too.

Lucia’s fingers moved with practiced precision, the charcoal catching the harsh angle of Rafael’s jaw, the faint shadow of exhaustion beneath his eyes. He hadn’t slept. She could see it in the way his lashes were heavier than usual, the slight tremor in his left hand as he flexed it against the armrest. She shouldn’t notice. But she did. And he knew she did. 

»You’re staring,« he said, voice low. The charcoal stilled for half a breath before she continued, shading the hollow beneath his cheekbone. 

»I’m drawing. It’s what you asked for.«

»No.«

His fingers twitched against the chair. 

»You’re cataloging.«

Lucia didn’t deny it. The scent of bergamot and gun oil clung to him, sharp and metallic, as he leaned forward, his shadow stretching over the paper. 

»You think you see something no one else does.«

»Maybe I do.«

The words slipped out before she could stop them, reckless. Rafael’s jaw tightened. Silence yawned between them, thick as the tension coiled in his shoulders. He exhaled through his nose, slow, controlled. Then his hand shot out, gripping her wrist hard enough to grind bone. The charcoal snapped between her fingers. 

»Careful, princesa.«

His breath was warm against her temple. 

»Not everything you uncover is yours to keep.«

Her pulse hammered under his touch, but she didn’t pull away. Didn’t blink. 

»Then why give me the charcoal at all?«

A muscle feathered in his throat. His thumb dragged over the smudge of pigment staining her knuckles–burnt sienna, from earlier. She hadn’t even realized she’d been doing it again, mixing colors on her skin when the silence grew too heavy. His grip loosened, just slightly. 

»Because I want to see what you do with it.«

Lucia swallowed. The sketch was half-finished, all sharp lines and unforgiving strokes–just like him. But she hadn’t drawn the shadows under his eyes. Hadn’t captured that tremor. She reached for a fresh piece of charcoal. This time, she wouldn’t hold back.

The charcoal whispered against the paper as Lucia darkened the lines of his brow. Rafael hadn’t moved, hadn’t flinched, but his breathing had slowed–too controlled, like a man counting seconds between heartbeats. She traced the scar bisecting his lower lip, the faintest imperfection in an otherwise brutal symmetry. His skin wasn’t smooth porcelain, wasn’t sculpted perfection. It was lived-in. Damaged. And she wasn’t just sketching his face. She was sketching the battlefield. 

»That’s not how I look,« he muttered, voice gravel-edged. Lucia flicked a glance up from the page, meeting his darkened gaze. 

»Isn’t it?«

His nostrils flared. The air between them turned thicker, heavier, the scent of him wrapping around her like a warning. Leather and gunmetal. A man who carried violence in his pores. Rafael leaned in, his fingers curling around the edge of the sketchpad. His thumb pressed into the corner of the paper–not tearing it, not yet. Just testing the give. Just letting her know he could. 

»You’re drawing me like I’m some broken thing,« he said. A beat. 

»Maybe you are.«

His grip tightened. And then the sound–fabric tearing, fibers splitting–as he wrenched the sketchpad from her hands. The page came free with a sharp snap, edges jagged where it had torn from the binding. Lucia didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. She just watched as Rafael’s gaze raked over her work, his expression hardening with each second that passed. She had drawn him in profile, all sharp angles and unrelenting lines. But she hadn’t just captured the cruelty in his mouth, the merciless set of his jaw. She had drawn the exhaustion. The weight. The shadows beneath his eyes that betrayed the sleepless nights, the relentless grip of something he refused to name. His knuckles whitened around the paper. 

»You think this is what I am?«

His voice was dangerously soft. Lucia exhaled, slow. 

»I think it’s part of you.«

For a heartbeat, she thought he might laugh. Thought he might shred the drawing between his fingers and scatter the pieces like ashes. But Rafael did neither. He just stared at it, his breathing measured, his jaw working silently. Then his eyes cut back to hers, black and unreadable. 

»You don’t know what I am.«

She held his gaze. 

»Then tell me.«

Silence. A muscle ticked in his temple. His fingers flexed, the paper crumpling slightly in his grip. And then, without warning, he tore it. Once. Twice. The sound was obscenely loud in the quiet room. Lucia didn’t react. Didn’t protest. But her chest burned as the pieces drifted to the floor, landing in jagged fragments at her feet. Rafael exhaled through his nose, his shoulders rigid with tension. He didn’t look at the ruined drawing. Didn’t look at her. He just turned and walked away. The door clicked shut behind him. And Lucia was left staring at the remains of what she’d seen–what he refused to acknowledge. The truth. She crouched, picking up one of the torn pieces, the charcoal-smudged edges still warm from his grip. She hadn’t been wrong. And that was what terrified him.

Lucia watched the door long after Rafael had left, the silence in the room pressing against her eardrums like a physical weight. The torn pieces of her drawing lay scattered at her feet, his violence still humming in the air between them. She crouched, fingers skimming over the fragments, the charcoal smudged where he’d gripped too hard. Then she saw it. One piece was missing. The corner–where she had drawn his mouth softer than she’d ever seen it in real life, where the tension in his lips had slackened just enough to betray something other than fury. Her breath caught. He had taken it. The realization curled low in her stomach, hot and dangerous. A metallic click snapped her attention to the window. Outside, Rafael stood in the dim glow of the courtyard’s lanterns, his broad back turned to her. The flicker of his lighter illuminated the sharp line of his jaw for half a second before he held the flame to the torn pages still in his hand. Fire licked hungrily at the edges, blackening the paper, curling it inward until all that remained was ash. But he didn’t burn the piece with his mouth. Lucia exhaled, slow, deliberate. The weight of that choice settled between her ribs like a blade. He had destroyed the evidence of his weakness–except the part that mattered. 

»You don’t know what I am,« he’d said. She knew enough. A breeze cut through the open window, carrying the scent of smoke and something darker–gunpowder, maybe, or the faintest trace of blood clinging to the bristles of the paintbrushes discarded on her desk. Rafael turned then, as if sensing her stare. His eyes locked onto hers through the glass, unflinching, his face a mask of carved indifference. But Lucia had seen beneath it. She had drawn it. And now he kept the proof like a secret. Her pulse thundered. She should be afraid. She was afraid. But beneath the fear, beneath the instinct to run–something else burned. Recognition. Because if he was keeping that piece of himself hidden, then he already knew. She was the one thing he couldn’t destroy.

The door flew open before she could react. Dante stood there, gloved fingers wrapped around the handle, his usually playful face drawn tight with urgency. The scent of rain and cold metal clung to him, his dark hair damp from the storm outside. 

»We have a problem,« he said, voice low. Lucia straightened, fingers still clutching the torn edge of the paper. Her pulse hadn’t slowed, not since Rafael had walked out–not since she realized he had taken part of her sketch with him. Dante’s sharp eyes flicked to the scattered pieces at her feet, then back to her face. She could see the moment he registered the tension in the room, the lingering threat in the air. His jaw flexed. 

»You need to come with me,« he said, stepping inside and reaching for her wrist. She let him pull her up, but not before snatching the last intact fragment from the floor–the curve of Rafael’s shoulder, the tension in his muscles, a detail she hadn’t realized she’d memorized so well. Dante tugged her toward the door, his grip firm but not bruising. He moved like he was used to extracting people from bad situations, which, knowing him, he probably was. 

»What’s happening?«

she asked, though she already knew. 

»Not here,« he muttered, casting a glance down the hall before guiding her out. She could still feel Rafael’s presence, though–like he was watching from the shadows, unseen but undeniable. Then, as Dante pulled her past the threshold, a deep voice cut through the silence behind them. 

»Te vas a arrepentir de esto.«

Lucia froze. Rafael. His words weren’t loud, but they carried the weight of a vow, a promise laced in venom. You’re going to regret this. Dante didn’t stop, didn’t even look back. Just tightened his grip on her arm and kept walking, his pace brisk. Lucia’s breath hitched. The threat coiled around her ribs like a serpent, tightening with every step. But beneath the fear–beneath the instinct to run–something else pulsed. Because Rafael didn’t issue warnings. He acted. Yet here she was, unharmed, walking away. And Dante was humming under his breath–some soft, childhood lullaby she recognized from the few times he’d let his guard down around her. The melody was light, almost careless, clashing violently with the storm still crackling in the air behind them. She glanced back once, unable to resist. Rafael stood in the hallway, half-shrouded in shadow, watching her go. And for the first time, she saw it–not just anger. Interest. The kind that didn’t let go. The kind that devoured. Dante tugged her around the corner, breaking the line of sight, but Lucia knew. This wasn’t over. It had only just begun.
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