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Chapter 1: The Look That Changed Everything
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Sophia Keller pushed open the rusted door of the abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of Berlin. The smell of old sweat, spilled beer, and cheap cigarette smoke hit her like a slap. She had been sleeping little for three weeks, ever since her ex sent her a dry message saying he couldn’t handle her “emotional dramas” anymore. That night she only wanted noise to drown out the silence of her empty apartment in Neukölln.

She made her way through the packed bodies and hoarse voices shouting bets. The makeshift ring shone under hanging lights that flickered as if they were about to die. Sophia found a spot next to some stacked boxes and crossed her arms over her chest. She didn’t know anyone. Better that way, she thought. No one to ask why her eyes were red.

The announcer raised his voice above the noise. “Lukas Hartmann!” The crowd roared as if the name alone was enough to ignite the blood. Sophia looked up and saw him climb into the ring. Tall, broad shoulders marked by scars that looked like maps of old battles. Dark hair cut short and blue eyes that cut through the air. He wasn’t smiling. He walked as if the world owed him a debt and he was ready to collect it with his fists.

His opponent was bigger and heavier, but Lukas moved with an economy that was frightening. Every punch he threw sounded like bone against bone. Sophia couldn’t look away. She felt a strange heat rising from her stomach to her throat. It wasn’t just the raw strength. It was the way he controlled every inch of the ring, as if pain were an old acquaintance he greeted without fear.

In the fourth round the opponent dropped to his knees, spitting blood. Lukas raised his fists with no visible emotion. The crowd exploded. He stepped down from the ring and his eyes swept the room slowly. They stopped on Sophia. She felt the air turn thick, almost solid. She didn’t lower her gaze. She couldn’t.

Lukas approached, parting the crowd as if no one else existed. Sweat ran down his bare chest and gleamed under the lights. He stopped in front of her, so close that Sophia could smell the mix of adrenaline and hot skin.

“You don’t look like the type who comes to bet or scream,” he said in a deep voice that vibrated in her chest.

Sophia swallowed. Her heart was beating so hard she was sure he could hear it. “I just came to forget a shitty day.”

He tilted his head. The thin scar that crossed his upper lip tightened. “Lukas Hartmann.”

“Sophia Keller,” she answered, surprised that her own voice sounded steady and didn’t tremble.

Lukas looked her up and down without any shame. His eyes lingered a second longer on the curve of her neck. “Come. I’ll buy you something strong. After a fight I always need to burn off the rest of the adrenaline.”

Sophia hesitated. She knew that accepting meant stepping into territory that could swallow her whole. This man radiated contained violence and something darker she couldn’t identify. Still, something in the way he looked at her—as if he already knew she would say yes—made her nod. “Just one drink. Nothing more.”

They walked toward an improvised table at the back of the warehouse. People moved aside for Lukas as if he were electricity wrapped in skin. Sophia felt eyes pinned to her back, curious and envious. He ordered two glasses of whiskey without asking what she wanted.

“What’s a woman like you doing in a hole like this?” he asked after the first long swallow.

Sophia turned the glass between her cold fingers. The liquid burned in her throat. “My ex decided I was too complicated. He left me with rent debts and an apartment that feels bigger every night. I just wanted to feel something that wasn’t emptiness.”

Lukas laughed without humor. The sound was low and raspy. “We all come here to feel something. Some pay with blood. Others with money. You look like the type who pays with her soul without realizing it.”

The conversation moved slowly. Lukas spoke little about himself. He mentioned that boxing had pulled him out of a neighborhood where the options were steal or die young. He gave no names or dates. He didn’t need to. His swollen knuckles and the scars that showed under the light told more than any words could.

Sophia was surprised to find herself answering with more honesty than she intended. She told him about the nights she lay staring at the ceiling, wondering if she deserved something better. Lukas listened without interrupting, but she noticed how his eyes narrowed every time she mentioned her vulnerability.

When the drink was finished, Lukas moved a little closer. His hand brushed her bare arm. The touch was brief but electric. She felt a shiver that wasn’t just from the cold.

“I don’t usually do this,” he murmured near her ear. “But I want to see you again. Tomorrow. At my gym.”

Sophia felt her pulse racing at her temples. “I barely know you. And something tells me getting to know you could be the biggest mistake I make in a long time.”

“Mistakes are the only thing that keep me alive,” he replied with a crooked smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

They exchanged numbers. He walked her to the exit of the warehouse. The cold Berlin night air hit her face like a warning. Before she left, Lukas gently grabbed her wrist.

“Don’t disappear, Sophia. Don’t make me have to look for you.”

She pulled away gently. “I don’t promise anything. I’m still deciding if I want to step into your world.”

She walked to the U-Bahn station with her legs trembling. On the almost empty train she replayed every second of the night. Lukas Hartmann was everything her head screamed she should avoid: violent, dark, probably dangerous. But for the first time in weeks she felt awake, as if someone had turned on a light inside her chest.

Lukas returned alone to his loft in Kreuzberg and showered with almost boiling water. The water stung the fresh cuts on his face. He thought about Sophia as the steam filled the bathroom. She wasn’t like the groupies who offered themselves after every fight looking for a photo or a bit of fame. She had fear in her eyes, but also a fire that didn’t go out easily. That intrigued him. And in his world, intrigue usually ended with someone bleeding.

The next day Sophia arrived late to her shift at the bar in Mitte. Lena, her only real friend there, looked at her with a raised eyebrow while they filled glasses of beer.

“You look like someone who didn’t sleep in her own bed. What happened last night?”

“I went to an underground fight,” Sophia admitted while drying glasses. “I met a boxer. His name is Lukas.”

Lena frowned and lowered her voice. “Be careful, Sophia. Those guys don’t bring flowers or promises. They bring problems that stick to your skin.”

Sophia didn’t answer right away. She knew Lena was right. Still, when her phone vibrated with a message from Lukas—“Köpenicker Gym. 3:00 p.m. If you’ve got the balls, come”—she felt a treacherous smile she couldn’t erase.

She hesitated all morning. She told herself a thousand times that she wouldn’t go. That it was crazy after coming out of a relationship that had left her in pieces. That she deserved something calm and safe. But by two-thirty she was already on the train heading to the gym, her heart pounding as if she herself were about to step into the ring.

The gym smelled of old leather and stale sweat. Lukas was alone, hitting a heavy bag. Every impact made the rusted chains vibrate. He stopped when he saw her enter. Sweat ran down his sculpted torso. He walked toward her unhurriedly, wiping his face with a ragged towel.

“You came,” he said simply, as if he had never doubted it.

“I still don’t know why,” Sophia answered, crossing her arms to hide the trembling of her hands.

Lukas chuckled low. “Because you feel the same thing I do. That spark. That need for something real, even if it tastes like danger.”

He guided her through the gym without touching her. He showed her the old equipment and explained the difference between legal boxing and the underground where rules were broken with every punch. Sophia listened, but her mind was elsewhere. She wondered how much damage this man could do if she let herself be completely caught.

At the end of the tour Lukas moved too close. His hand brushed Sophia’s hip, accidentally
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