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Prologue: Shadows Over Kansas City

Kansas City’s streets breathed a rhythm both alive and ruthless, each block a pulse of ambition, danger, and temptation. Neon signs flickered like warning lights, casting long shadows across cracked sidewalks where dreams and desperation collided. The city hummed with the clash of survival and sin, every corner telling a story of someone chasing power, running from the past, or drowning in a vice.

Marcus, a young man from Chicago, carried the weight of a life built on scars and hustles. His mind was sharp, his instincts sharper, but beneath his confident swagger lay a restless hunger for something beyond the ordinary— something raw, dangerous, and unforgettable. He moved through the streets like a predator in a jungle of concrete, his eyes scanning, always calculating, always ready.

Angel, fiery and untamed, moved like a storm through the same streets. Born in Mexico, she carried a hunger that rivaled Marcus’s—a hunger for attention, control, and survival. Her beauty was a weapon; her charm, a trap. People saw a smile, a laugh, a flicker of warmth—but behind that facade was a cunning mind, always calculating her next play. She didn’t just survive the city—she owned every space she entered, bending it to her will.
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Fate was cruelly generous that night they first crossed paths. Marcus noticed her immediately, though he tried not to. Something in the way she moved, the subtle sway of her hips, the faint laugh that cut through the gallery noise—it pulled at him, magnetic, infuriating, irresistible. Angel noticed him too, of course. She always noticed. Her eyes scanned the room, locking onto him for a brief heartbeat before returning to her friend Kash. A tiny smirk curled at her lips, barely visible, a silent acknowledgment of the spark that ignited before a word was spoken.

The gallery reeked of cheap cologne and sweat, the faint pulse of hip-hop from the streets bleeding in through open doors. Paintings hung crooked on the walls, colors bleeding into each other like life itself: messy, chaotic, and beautiful. Marcus sipped cheap whiskey from a plastic cup, pretending he wasn’t watching her. Angel laughed at something Kash whispered, her head thrown back just enough to reveal the curve of her neck, and Marcus felt his chest tighten.

He muttered to himself, a half-laugh, half-grit of teeth: “Don’t even think about it.” But the thought was already lodged in his mind. Dangerous women had a way of finding him—and Angel? She was a hurricane disguised as a smile.

When the night ended, and the crowd spilled out onto the streets, the city lights smeared into streaks of red and gold through the haze of the evening. Marcus lit a cigarette, smoke curling like tendrils around his fingers, and watched her disappear into the night. The pull was already there, a tension in his chest he couldn’t shake. Whatever was coming, he knew it would be messy, painful, and unforgettable.

Because in Kansas City, love wasn’t soft. It wasn’t safe. And neither Marcus nor Angel were the kind of people who survived without leaving scars—on themselves, and on everyone else.
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Chapter One:

The gallery downtown was a mix of contradictions: the sharp sting of cheap cologne, the sticky smell of spilled beer, and the faint trace of turpentine from canvases propped against the walls. Hip-hop thumped lazily from speakers outside, bleeding into the space as if the city itself had decided to intrude on this curated world of art and pretension. Marcus drifted through the crowd, hands in his pockets, jacket hanging loose off his shoulders. He didn’t give a shit about the paintings. He didn’t give a shit about the people trying too hard to look sophisticated. He came here for the vibe, the escape, the brief illusion that he belonged somewhere other than the chaos of his life.

And then he saw her.

Angel.

She moved like someone who fucking owned the room without needing
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to announce it. Laughing softly at something Kash had whispered, her hair catching the dim lights like fire, her movements fluid and deliberate. She had a dangerous grace, the kind that made men and women alike pause and fucking reconsider their next move. Marcus froze for a second—fuck, he’d seen women before—but there was something in the way she tilted her head, that subtle smirk, that made the air around her feel electric. And dangerous. Very fucking dangerous.

“Marcus?” a voice called.

He turned, caught off-guard, to see a mutual friend waving him over, nodding subtly in Angel’s direction. Marcus gave a polite nod, curiosity
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