Flames of Betrayal
The Orsini Empire
Anna Kailey
He was my jailer. Now he’s the only man I trust.
Rafael Ortega, the Orsini Empire’s deadliest enforcer, is my father’s perfect weapon—cold, lethal, and now my constant shadow. When an ambush nearly kills me, I’m forced into his protection, confined to his Brooklyn brownstone where every glance crackles with hatred and forbidden heat. I want to despise him for stealing my freedom, but the walls between us crumble when I uncover the brutal truth of his past—a trafficked child forged into a killer. Beneath the monster, there’s a man as broken as I am.
But the traitor inside our dynasty isn’t done with us. As we hunt for answers about my mother’s suspicious death, every clue pulls us deeper into a web of lies, blackmail, and blood. The passion between us ignites into an inferno, but loving Rafael means defying the Don himself—and risking everything for a truth that could shatter the empire. When a ruthless enemy strikes and I’m torn from his arms, Rafael must embrace the darkness he’s fought to bury. Can love survive when loyalty is a death sentence?

Chapter 1
Isabella Orsini slipped through the service entrance of the penthouse, the cold night air biting at her cheeks. She'd waited until the guards changed shifts, until her father's spies were distracted by the usual late-night card game. The message had arrived three hours ago, slipped under her door on cream-colored paper—*Via Toledo, behind the old church. Come alone if you want the truth about your mother.*
Her heels clicked against the cobblestones as she hurried through the narrow streets, her heart pounding with a mixture of hope and dread. She'd been six years old when her mother died. A tragic accident, they'd said. A fall down the stairs. But Isabella had always suspected there was more to it. Her father's silence on the matter had been a wall she couldn't scale. Until now.
The church loomed ahead, its bell tower dark against the star-scattered sky. Isabella paused at the corner, scanning the shadows. Nothing. The street was empty, save for a stray cat slinking along the gutter. She stepped forward, her hand resting on the small pistol tucked in her coat pocket—the one Nico had taught her to use.
Then the first man lunged from the darkness.
He was just a shape, a bulk of muscle and menace, slamming her against the stone wall before she could draw. The air fled her lungs. His hand clamped over her mouth, brutal, calloused fingers digging into her skin. “Don’t scream, principessa,” he growled, his breath sour and hot. “We’ve got questions.”
Panic surged. She bit down, tasted copper, and he swore, backhanding her across the face. The world spun. Through the ringing in her ears, she heard more footsteps—three others emerging from the alley, their faces hidden beneath dark hoods.
“Where’s the intel?” one of them demanded. “What did you bring us?”
Desperate, Isabella reached for her pistol, but a kick sent it skittering into the gutter. A hand twisted in her hair, yanking her head back. “Wrong move, bitch.”
Then the night split open.
A shadow moved among them—silent, lethal. The first man’s head snapped to the side with a sickening crack, and he dropped like a stone. Isabella stumbled free, gasping, as the figure flowed into the remaining attackers. A blade glinted. Blood sprayed across the cobblestones, black in the dim light. In seconds, all four men lay crumpled and still, and Rafael Ortega stood over them, his chest heaving, his knife dripping crimson.
Isabella pressed herself against the wall, trembling uncontrollably. “You—”
He turned to her, his dark eyes burning with a cold fire. “Are you hurt?”
“You followed me!” Her voice cracked with fury and shock. He’d been there all along, a ghost in her shadow, and he’d let her walk into the trap. “You let me think—”
“You needed to see.” His tone was flat, unapologetic. “They weren’t here to give you answers. They were here to take you, or worse. Now you know.”
She didn’t remember moving, only that her palm connected with his cheek with a sharp crack that echoed off the church stones. His head didn’t turn. He just stared at her, a muscle flexing in his jaw.
“How dare you,” she seethed, tears burning her eyes. “I came here for my mother. For the truth. And you—you killed them all before I could even—”
“The truth?” Rafael cut her off, his voice a low growl. “There is no truth. Just a lure, and you swallowed it whole. The message was a plant, Isabella. Someone used your mother’s death to draw you out.” He stepped closer, and she had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. “From now on, you don’t go anywhere without me. Don Alessandro’s orders.”
Her breath caught. “You’re his man.”
“I’m your shadow. Whether you like it or not.”
The words settled between them, heavy and suffocating. He grabbed her arm, his grip firm but not painful, and began steering her toward the waiting car. She didn’t resist. Her body felt hollowed out, the adrenaline fading into a bone-deep chill.
The ride back to the penthouse was silent. Rafael drove with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the knife now sheathed in his belt. Isabella watched the city lights blur past, her mind churning. Who had sent the message? Who in their world knew about her mother’s death—and knew that she’d risk everything to uncover the truth?
When they entered the penthouse, Don Alessandro was waiting in the main salon, seated in his high-backed chair like a king on a throne. His eyes moved from Rafael to Isabella, taking in her disheveled hair, the bruise blooming on her cheek.
“It seems the trap was sprung,” he said, his voice smooth as silk. “I assume the assailants are no longer a concern.”
Rafael gave a curt nod. “Four men. They’re being cleaned up.”
Isabella stepped forward, her anger flaring anew. “You knew. You knew about the message, about the ambush.”
“Of course.” Don Alessandro’s gaze was unblinking. “It was a test. To see how far my enemies would reach, and to see how quickly you would break. You failed that test, Isabella.”
“I wanted to know about Mama!” The words tore out of her, raw and aching. “Don’t I deserve that?”
His expression didn’t change. “You deserve to stay alive. Something you nearly threw away tonight.” He shifted his attention to Rafael. “You’ll be her personal bodyguard. You go where she goes, you sleep outside her door, you eliminate any threat before it touches her. Understood?”
“Understood, Don Alessandro,” Rafael said, his voice without inflection.
Isabella felt the walls closing in. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
“You need a leash,” her father corrected, and the coldness in his words cut deeper than any blade. “There is a traitor in this family, Isabella. Someone who knew exactly how to manipulate you. Until I find them, you will not move without Rafael’s shadow on your back.” He rose, his presence filling the room. “Consider this your penance for being so foolish.”
He left them there, the silence heavy in his wake. Isabella stood rigid, her hands clenched at her sides. When she finally looked at Rafael, he was watching her with that same unreadable expression, but something flickered in his eyes—something almost like regret.
“I’ll set a guard rotation,” he said. “You should get some rest.”
“Don’t pretend you care,” she bit out. “You’re just doing your job.”
He paused at the door, his back to her. “I’m doing what’s necessary to keep you alive. There’s a difference.”
And then he was gone, leaving Isabella alone with the echo of her mother’s name and the cold, hard certainty that her world had just become a prison—with a man she despised as her jailer.
The penthouse was silent, a heavy, watchful silence that pressed against Isabella Orsini’s ears as she slid the balcony door open. The cold night air lashed her cheeks, carrying the salt stench of the bay, but she barely felt it. Her heart was a trapped bird, battering itself bloody against her ribs. A contact. A promise of intel on her mother’s death. The message had been cryptic, delivered through a dead-drop she’d maintained for months, a sliver of hope in the gilded cage her father had built. She hitched the strap of her bag higher, her heels dangling from her fingers as she crept barefoot across the marble floor of the terrace. The rustle of her dark, practical clothes was a whisper against the city’s distant hum.
She was over the low railing and onto the fire escape before her next breath, the iron cold and rough under her bare soles. This route was familiar, a secret path she’d mapped as a girl, dreaming of a life beyond Don Alessandro Orsini’s iron fist. Tonight, it was the road to the truth. The drop was a decaying warehouse near the docks, a place where truth and danger always seemed to breed. The informant had been specific: come alone. And she had.
The journey was a blur of darkened alleys and the echoing clang of metal stairs. At the warehouse, the air was thick with the smell of rust and stagnant water. Moonlight sliced through the shattered skylights, painting the debris-strewn floor in silver and shadow. Isabella’s pulse hammered in her throat as she stepped inside, every instinct screaming. The silence here was wrong — too absolute, a held breath.
“You’re punctual.” The voice came from the darkness, rough with an accent she couldn’t place.
A shadow detached itself from a stack of crumbling crates. Not one figure, but three. They fanned out, blocking the exits with a predator’s ease. The leader, a stocky man with a cruel smile, cocked his head. “The little Orsini bird. All alone.”
Ice water flooded Isabella’s veins. A setup. The intel had been a lie, a perfect lure. She dropped her heels, the soft thud echoing, and her hand flew to the small knife sheathed at her thigh. “What do you want?” Her voice held steady, a feat that surprised her.
“Just a chat,” the man purred, taking a step forward. “About your dear papa’s operations. And you’re going to tell us everything.”
The click of a gun safety being released was a death knell in the quiet. Isabella’s fingers curled around the knife handle, her mind racing. She was outnumbered, outgunned. Don Alessandro’s lessons in situational awareness had never included a scenario quite this hopeless.
And then hell erupted.
The first shot was a thunderclap in the enclosed space, but it didn’t come from the thugs. The muzzle flash bloomed from the shadows behind them, a brief, blinding flower of fire. The man to her left crumpled, a dark rose blossoming on his chest. Before the other two could react, a blur of motion exploded from the darkness — Rafael Ortega, his face a mask of cold fury, moved like a wraith. His knife found the second thug’s throat with surgical precision, a wet, gurgling sound replacing the man’s startled cry. The leader whirled, raising his gun, but Ortega was already there, disarming him with a brutal twist of the wrist that snapped bone with a sickening crack. A single, efficient blow to the temple, and the man dropped, unconscious or dead.
It had taken maybe six seconds.
Silence, heavy and ringing, descended. Isabella stood frozen, her knife still half-drawn, her body trembling with the sudden, violent release of adrenaline. The air reeked of gunpowder and fresh blood. Rafael Ortega, his chest heaving slightly, wiped his blade on the fallen man’s jacket and sheathed it. Then he turned to her, his dark eyes unreadable.
“You followed me,” she breathed, the words a fragile mix of fury and shock. The violation of it, the utter loss of control, crashed over her. “You had no right.”
“I have every right,” he said, his voice a low, gravelly growl that skittered down her spine. “Don Alessandro’s orders.”
The name of her father was a bucket of ice water. Her hand, still shaking, rose and lashed out. The slap cracked against his cheek, the sound obscenely loud in the quiet. He didn’t flinch. His jaw tightened, a muscle ticking, but his expression remained a perfect, impenetrable wall.
Isabella’s palm stung, the pain a grounding anchor. “I don’t need a guard dog,” she spat, her voice breaking. “I need answers. About my mother! And now…” She gestured at the bodies, the blood pooling on the concrete. “Now this. Another of his tests? Or just another way to control me?”
Rafael’s eyes, for a fleeting second, held something that might have been the ghost of understanding. But it was gone before she could name it. “Your mother’s death,” he said, each word a carefully weighed stone, “is a wound your enemies will exploit. They just did. You’re not just a piece on the board, Isabella. You’re a target. And from now on, you are under my constant protection.”
He stepped closer, his presence a wall of heat and shadow, and she had to resist the urge to retreat. “That isn’t a request,” he finished.
The terror she’d swallowed during the ambush rose in her gorge. Not just from the violence she’d witnessed, but from the chilling certainty in his tone. She was trapped. Trapped by her father’s schemes, trapped by this ruthless, beautiful protector who saw her as a job.
“Don’t touch me,” she whispered, her entire body trembling.
He inclined his head, a single, curt nod. “We need to leave. Now. There will be more.”
He didn’t touch her. He simply waited, a silent, immovable command, while she retrieved her heels with numb fingers. The walk back to the penthouse was a silent, tense march through the city’s underbelly, Rafael a constant, shadowing presence at her side. Every nerve in her body was raw, exposed. The image of the three men, the spray of blood, the efficient, brutal way Rafael had ended their lives, played on a nauseating loop. And beneath the horror, a traitorous, unwanted spark of something else — a primal, feminine awareness of the lethal man who had saved her.
When they finally slipped back onto the penthouse terrace, dawn was beginning to streak the horizon with charcoal and gold. The salon was not empty. Don Alessandro stood before the cold fireplace, a glass of amber liquid in his hand. He was still in his evening suit, as if he’d never retired.
He turned as they entered, his cold, assessing gaze sliding over Isabella’s disheveled appearance, then shifting to Rafael. The younger man gave a slight, respectful nod.
“It is done?” Don Alessandro’s voice was a dry rustle of parchment.
“The threat is contained, Don Alessandro,” Rafael replied. “For now. But it confirms our suspicions. The leak is internal. She was sent to a precise location, known only to a few.”
Isabella’s breath caught. A traitor. In her home. The ground beneath her feet, already unsteady, seemed to tilt. She looked from Rafael to her father, a cold, sick dread coiling in her stomach. “Who?” she demanded, her voice a ragged whisper.
Don Alessandro’s lips thinned, a parody of a smile. “We are closing in. In the interim, and because the threat is clearly directed at you specifically, Rafael will be your personal bodyguard. Day and night. He will not leave your side.”
“No,” Isabella said, the word a reflex of pure defiance. “I won’t have it.”
“You will.” The Don’s voice cracked like a whip. “You have proven tonight that you are reckless and a liability. More importantly, you are my daughter. Someone wants to use you, to break you, and through you, break this family. So you will have a shadow, or you will not leave this penthouse at all. The choice is yours.”
There was no choice. They both knew it. Isabella’s gaze, filled with a storm of grief and rage, met Rafael’s. His expression was still inscrutable, but his eyes held hers, a promise of unyielding vigilance. A new, terrifying intimacy was being forced upon them, a dance of constant proximity that made her skin prickle and her heart ache. She was caught between a father who saw her as a strategic node and a protector who was little more than a beautifully lethal cage.
Don Alessandro took a slow sip of his whiskey, his eyes glinting in the dim light. “You will report to Rafael everything. Where you go, who you speak to. He is my eyes and ears now.” He set the glass down with a decisive click. “The traitor will be found. And when they are, the punishment will be… absolute. That is all for tonight.”
With that, he swept from the room, leaving behind the scent of expensive liquor, old power, and utter desolation. Isabella stood frozen, the magnitude of the night crashing down. The failed hope for her mother’s truth, the brutal salvation, the revelation of a viper in their midst, and now the shackle of a permanent, intimate watcher.
Rafael’s voice was quiet behind her. “Your room. I’ll be outside the door until morning. The guards will be doubled.”
She didn’t turn. She couldn’t bear to look at him, at the living symbol of her stolen agency. “I hate you for this,” she said, the words thick with unshed tears. “I hate him. I hate all of you.”
“Hate me as you wish,” he replied, his tone utterly devoid of emotion. “It won’t change my duty. Get some rest. You’ll need it.” His footsteps retreated, and a moment later, she heard the heavy door of the suite click shut.
Isabella was alone, but she had never felt so utterly, completely trapped. The questions about her mother’s fate burned hotter than ever, but the path to answers had just been lined with blood and sealed with a promise of constant surveillance. And the man who held the key to her safety now also held the key to her freedom — Rafael Ortega, her unwilling, unyielding, and dangerously compelling shadow.
Chapter 2
The Brooklyn brownstone Rafael led Isabella into was a monument to austerity. Exposed brick, worn hardwood floors, a single leather couch facing a fireplace that hadn't seen flames in years. The air smelled of old wood and solitude. Isabella stood in the center of the living room, arms crossed, her Valentino heels clicking as she turned in a slow circle. "You actually expect me to stay here?"
Rafael dropped her luggage—two designer suitcases, a vanity case—just inside the door. "It's secure. That's what matters."
"Secure?" She laughed, a brittle sound. "It looks like a monk's cell. Did you bring me here to punish me?"
"I brought you here to keep you alive." His voice was flat, but his eyes tracked her every movement, cataloging her restlessness, her fury.
Isabella strode to the window, peered through the slats of the blinds at the quiet street below. "You expect me to just... vanish? To hide like a coward while my father plays his games and some traitor in our own house wants me dead?" She whirled to face him. "I have a life, Rafael. I have a right to know what's happening to my family."
"Your life right now is a target. Until I find the leak, you don't leave this house without me. You don't make calls, you don't send messages. Nothing that can be traced." He stepped closer, his presence filling the space between them. "You asked me to protect you. This is what that looks like."
"I didn't ask for you," she spat. "My father assigned you, like you're my jailer."
His jaw tightened. "I'm your bodyguard. There's a difference."
"Is there?" She moved toward him, heels clicking a slow, deliberate rhythm. "Because from where I stand, you follow his orders, not mine. You're his man, not mine."
"I'm the man who saved your life tonight."
She stopped inches from him, close enough to feel the heat radiating off his body. "And what do you want in return? A medal? My gratitude?" Her voice dropped, a dangerous silkiness threading through it. "Or something else?"
Rafael's eyes darkened. "Don't."
"Don't what?" She tilted her chin up, challenging. "Speak the truth? You look at me like I'm already yours to protect, to control. But I'm not some delicate flower you can lock away in your tower, Rafael. I won't be managed."
"Then stop giving me reasons to manage you." His words were a low rasp, barely controlled. "You snuck out, you ignored every protocol, you walked straight into a trap. If I hadn't followed you—"
"I would have handled it."
"You would be dead." The words exploded from him, and suddenly his hands were on her shoulders, gripping just hard enough to make her gasp. "You don't understand what's hunting you, Isabella. These aren't your father's tests. The Bratva doesn't play. They would have taken you, used you, and left what was left in a ditch for your brother to find. Is that what you want?"
Her breath came fast. She could feel the tension in his fingers, the barely leashed violence simmering beneath his skin. And underneath the anger, something else—a heat that matched her own. "Let go of me," she whispered, but it came out wrong. Breathless. Wanting.
He should have released her. Instead, his gaze dropped to her lips. The air between them thickened. Isabella's heart hammered against her ribs. She leaned in, the barest fraction—
Rafael stepped back abruptly, his hands falling away as if she'd burned him. "Get some sleep," he said, his voice hoarse. "We start again tomorrow."
Isabella stood frozen, her body humming with unspent energy. "You can't just—"
"I can. And I will." He was already at the doorway, one hand braced on the frame. He didn't turn around. "My room is at the end of the hall. If you need anything, knock. Otherwise, stay inside."
She wanted to scream, to throw something, to force him to see her as more than a mission. But her pride held her tongue. She watched him walk away, the muscles in his back rigid under his black shirt.
Alone in the unfamiliar silence, Isabella sank onto the leather couch. The adrenaline that had fueled her defiance drained away, leaving a cold void in its wake. She pulled her knees to her chest and stared at the dark fireplace, seeing not the empty hearth but Rafael's storm-filled eyes. The near-kiss. The way he'd pulled back as if touching her would unravel him completely.
Somewhere in the house, a floorboard creaked. She imagined him pacing, as trapped by this arrangement as she was. The thought gave her no comfort.
---
In the small, dimly lit study that served as his command center, Rafael booted up a laptop and connected to a secure line. The screen flickered to life with a split feed: the brownstone's exterior cameras, a direct link to the Orsini security network, and an encrypted channel reserved for Don Alessandro's consigliere, Marco De Luca.
Marco's face appeared, lined with age and shadowed by a lifetime of secrets. "Ortega. She's settled?"
"She's secure. That's all that matters." Rafael's tone left no room for discussion about Isabella's emotional state. "What do you have for me?"
Marco leaned back, his voice low. "The ambush at the old church. We traced the weapons. Russian, military-grade—Bratva signatures all over it. But the timing, the location—" He paused. "They knew she'd be there. They knew the exact drop point."
"Someone inside leaked it." It wasn't a question.
"We have a mole. Someone close to the family, close enough to know Isabella's movements." Marco's eyes held a warning. "The Don is... displeased. He wants this rooted out now."
"I'm aware." Rafael's mind was already racing, sifting through the faces of the household staff, the periphery of people who orbited Isabella's world. "I'll need full access to personnel files, visitor logs, phone records for the last three months."
"You'll have it. But Ortega—" Marco's voice hardened. "Watch yourself. This traitor targeted Isabella to hurt Alessandro. They won't hesitate to go through you."
"They can try." Rafael cut the connection.
He brought up the security feeds, scanning them with a predator's patience. The ambush had been too precise. Clara, Isabella's maid, had been the traitor in Book 1, but she was dealt with. This was someone new, or someone Clara had been working with before she was exposed. He pulled up the records anyway, cross-referencing known associates, recent hires, anyone with unusual access patterns.
The name 'Elena Vasquez' surfaced—a long-time household employee, currently under surveillance for her connection to Matteo Ricci's schemes. Rafael filed it away. Elena was compromised, but her focus had been on the Volkov network, not Isabella. Still, she had access. She was a vector.
Every thread he pulled seemed to fray into a dozen more. The Bratva link suggested this wasn't just internal politics; there was an outside player, someone with resources and a grudge against the Orsini family. Someone who knew how to use Isabella's grief over her mother's death as bait.
He thought of Isabella's face in the brownstone—furious, proud, so achingly alive. She was a wildfire in a world of controlled burns, and he was tasked with keeping her contained. The near-kiss had been a mistake. He couldn't afford that kind of distraction.
But as the hours stretched on and the investigation deepened, his gaze kept straying to the monitor that showed the living room. She was still on the couch, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, her profile lit by the faint glow of streetlights. Watching the empty fireplace.
He didn't sleep either.
The brownstone in Brooklyn was nothing like the Orsini penthouse. Rafael watched Isabella take in the spartan living room—bare brick walls, worn leather sofa, a single bookshelf crammed with tactical manuals and Spanish poetry—with an expression caught between disdain and disbelief.
"This is a prison," she announced, dropping her bag on the hardwood floor. "You've brought me to a prison."
"It's secure." Rafael deadbolted the door, slid a reinforced bar across it. "No one knows this address. Not even your father."
Isabella's head snapped up. "He doesn't know? That's… unlike him."
"He agreed it was necessary." Rafael moved past her, checking windows, drawing curtains. The late afternoon sun slanted through the gaps, striping the room in gold and shadow. "The traitor has access to the family's properties. This is off-book. My place."
"Yours." She tested the word, looking at him differently. For a moment, her guard lowered—he saw curiosity flicker in her dark eyes, the same eyes that had held his in the aftermath of the ambush, wide with shock and something else. Then it was gone, replaced by the defiance that had become her armor. "So I'm to be your captive now. How medieval."
"You're to be my protectee." He unbuttoned his jacket, revealing the shoulder holster, and began methodically checking his weapon. "The rules are simple. You don't leave this building without me. You don't communicate with anyone without my clearance. You don't—"
"No."
He paused, thumb still on the magazine release. "No?"
"No." Isabella crossed her arms. "I'm not a soldier. I'm not one of your men. I am Isabella Orsini, and I will not be ordered around like a—"
"Like a woman with a target on her back?" His voice was calm, but the words cut. "The ambush was Bratva. Russian. They knew exactly where you'd be, and they were waiting. Someone inside your own house sold you out, and they'll try again. So yes, you will follow the rules. Or I will make you."
The air between them thickened. She stepped closer, chin lifted, all fire and fury. "How? How will you make me, Rafael? Will you lock me in a room? Chain me to the radiator?"
His jaw tightened. "If I have to."
"Bastard."
"Better a bastard than a corpse."
She was inches from him now, close enough that her scent—jasmine and something sharper, anger—filled his senses. He should step back. He didn't.
"You can't protect me from everything," she said, lower. "You can't protect me from my own life."
"Watch me."
The words came out softer than he intended. For a heartbeat, the fire in her eyes wavered, replaced by that same raw, searching look he'd seen before. Her lips parted. He watched them, remembered how close he'd come to kissing her in the car, how she'd leaned in, just a fraction.
"This is insane," she whispered. "You—you're my bodyguard."
"Yes."
"And I'm your charge."
"Yes."
"So stop looking at me like that."
Rafael didn't move. Every instinct screamed at him to close the distance, to finish what had almost started. But discipline ran deeper than desire. He'd been forged in darkness, trained to resist every weakness, and she was the greatest weakness of all.
He stepped back. "You should rest. Your room is the second door on the left. I'll be out here."
Isabella stared at him, her breathing uneven. Then, without a word, she turned and walked down the hall, her heels clicking on the wood like gunshots.
The door slammed.
Rafael exhaled, dragged a hand over his face, and pulled out his phone. There was a message from Marco De Luca, timestamped twenty minutes ago: "Bratva confirmed. Internal leak probable. Digging deeper."
He typed a response: "Keep digging. Check household staff first. No one is above suspicion."
Then he sat on the worn sofa, laid his gun on the table, and listened to the silence of the brownstone, waiting for the next threat—whether it came from outside, or from the woman in the next room.
Chapter 3
Rafael’s footsteps echoed through the brownstone’s narrow corridors, his jaw tight as he replayed the last hour in his head. Tommy Gallagher had been a dead end—just another low-level enforcer, shaking and blubbering about gambling debts and how the Russians had paid him to watch a door, not to kill anyone. He’d given up a name, but it was a dead one, a Bratva ghost Rafael already knew. Nothing that would lead him to the traitor inside the Orsini household. Time was slipping through his fingers, and Isabella’s safety—her life—hung on every second he wasted chasing shadows.
Upstairs, Isabella was restless. The brownstone felt more like a prison than a safe house, and the quiet only amplified the fury simmering in her veins. She’d been pawned off, hidden away like a fragile thing while her family’s enemies circled. And Rafael—her so-called protector—had vanished to interrogate some thug, leaving her with nothing but books she couldn’t focus on and a view of Brooklyn rooftops that mocked her captivity. She paced the hallway, her heels clicking against the hardwood until she paused before a door she hadn’t noticed before—a narrow one, half-hidden by a heavy tapestry.
Curiosity took over. She pushed it open and stepped into a small, windowless room lit by a single bare bulb. The walls were lined with shelves, but instead of weapons or maps, they held relics: a worn leather journal, a faded photograph
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