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EVERY TOUCH IS HUNGER

HE WAS SUPPOSED TO BE MY ENEMY. NOW HE’S THE ONLY THING KEEPING ME ALIVE. 

I’m Camila DeLuca, and I thought the worst was over. I survived the hit. I survived being taken. I should feel free.

But freedom isn’t what this is. Not when Lorenzo Vitale is still the one pulling the strings.

Every threat he eliminates only binds me closer to him. Every time he says I’m his, I forget how to breathe. And when his world of enemies starts bleeding into mine, I can’t tell if he’s protecting me from the fire—or pulling me straight into the flames.

I should run. I should fight. Instead, I burn under his touch and ache for the man I swore I would never want.

This isn’t safety. It’s survival. It’s obsession. It’s war.

And I don’t know if either of us will make it out alive.

Book 2 of 3 in the Poison to Ashes Series — a dark, obsessive mafia romance where desire cuts deep, betrayal runs close, and surrender could cost everything. 
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CAMILA P.O.V.

The sound wasn’t a knock — it was the kind of blunt, splintering hit that tells you someone isn’t here to talk.

It came again, a heavy, concussive thud that vibrated up through the worn wooden floorboards and into the soles of my bare feet. The whole cramped safehouse seemed to shrink, the peeling wallpaper and low ceilings pressing in. My breath caught, a sharp, useless thing trapped in my throat.

Across the small living space, Lorenzo didn’t flinch. He was already moving, a shadow detaching from the deeper shadows of the room. He hadn’t been sitting, hadn’t been relaxed. He’d been standing by the single grimy window, a silhouette against the alley’s faint, dirty light, and now he turned, the motion so fluid it was like he’d been expecting this exact sound at this exact second.

His hand came up, a flat palm sliced through the air between us. The gesture was absolute. Silence. Don’t move. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the sudden, ringing quiet.

I stayed where I was, frozen by the small table where the damning documents about my father were still spread out, the ink on them practically screaming our location to the world. We’d had them for less than an hour. An hour of knowing we had proof, an hour of thinking we finally had a weapon. Now the weapon felt like a fucking anchor.

A third impact, louder this time. The doorframe groaned, a long, protesting shriek of stressed wood. I saw a crack spiderweb out from the lock. Dust motes danced in the single beam of light from the lamp, disturbed by the shockwave.

Lorenzo was already beside me, his presence a wall of heat and coiled tension at my back. I could feel the energy coming off him in waves, a low, dangerous hum that made the hairs on my arms stand up. He had the gun in his hand. Of course he had the gun. I hadn’t even seen him draw it, but it was there, a blunt, black extension of his will.

He leaned in, his breath warm against my ear, a stark contrast to the cold fear snaking down my spine. His voice was a low murmur, barely a vibration against the impending violence. “Stay behind me.”

It wasn’t a request. It was a command that left no room for argument, and I didn’t have any to give. I pressed myself back against the wall, making myself small, my cold T-shirt doing nothing to warm my skin. My pulse slammed in my ears, a frantic, rushing sound that nearly drowned out the splintering of the lock.

I’d seen him kill before, seen the clinical, brutal efficiency of it in warehouses and back alleys. But never from this close. Never in a space so tight there was nowhere for the blood to go but on the walls. Nowhere for the sound to go but inside my skull.

The lock gave way with a final, pathetic crack, and the door flew inward, slamming against the interior wall with a bang that was almost as loud as a gunshot.

Two men burst in. They were just shapes at first, big and dark against the dim light of the hallway, moving with a speed that screamed they weren’t here to negotiate. They were dressed in black, faces obscured by ski masks that turned their features into grotesque, empty voids. The one in front held a crowbar, the metal glinting. The second had a gun, already raising it.

There was no time to think, no time to even fully register the threat. Lorenzo was already a blur of motion. He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t wait. He moved forward to meet them, stepping into the breach as if he were welcoming them into hell.

The sound of his gun going off was deafening in the confined hallway. A single, concussive blast that ripped through the air, so loud my ears instantly started to ring. The first man, the one with the crowbar, jerked back as if he’d been hit by a truck. A dark circle blossomed on the center of his chest, instantly soaking his black shirt. He made a wet, gurgling sound and collapsed, his fall clumsy and final. One. My mind started the count automatically, a grim habit he’d drilled into me during our escape training. One second, one kill.

Lorenzo didn’t even look at the man he’d just dropped. His focus was already on the second intruder. He pivoted, his body a study in lethal economy. The second man, maybe surprised by the speed of it all, got a single wild shot off. The bullet tore through the plaster of the wall just inches from my head, showering my hair with white dust. I didn’t scream. I didn’t even flinch. My eyes were locked on Lorenzo.

He closed the distance in a single long stride, grabbing the man’s gun arm with one hand and slamming his other fist into the man’s throat. The guy choked, his grip on his weapon loosening for a fraction of a second. It was all Lorenzo needed.

He twisted the gun from the man’s grasp and, in the same fluid motion, drove him backward into the wall. The impact was sickeningly solid. The man’s head hit the peeling wallpaper with a wet, cracking sound that made my stomach lurch. Blood sprayed from his nose and mouth, a fine, hot mist that misted the air and splattered across the wall in a dark, abstract pattern. The metallic scent of it hit me instantly, sharp and coppery, an echo of the first time I’d ever seen him work.

This wasn’t random. My internal thought was sharp and clear, cutting through the adrenaline. These weren’t junkies or common thugs looking for a score. The way they moved, the way they breached the door, the coordinated entry—this was trained muscle. They knew what they were doing. They just hadn't counted on Lorenzo.

The second man was tougher than the first. He let out a strangled curse, words in a language I didn’t recognize—guttural and harsh. He shoved back from the wall, a desperate, animalistic surge of strength. For a moment, he broke free from Lorenzo’s grip, stumbling sideways. He wasn’t trying to fight anymore. His eyes, wide and panicked above the mask, darted around the small room and fixed on the window—the only other way out. He lunged for it.

Lorenzo had the man’s gun now, and he raised it, his arm steady, his aim perfect. He fired. The shot was just as loud as the first, the muzzle flash a brilliant, momentary star in the dim room. But the man was already in motion, diving, scrambling. The bullet missed, punching a hole through the window frame and lodging in the brick of the building opposite. The man didn't hesitate. He threw his whole body through the window. The glass shattered with a deafening crash, a cascade of sharp, glittering shards. He was gone, swallowed by the darkness of the alley below.

The silence that fell was immediate and profound, broken only by the high-pitched ringing in my ears and the sound of our own harsh breathing. Lorenzo stood perfectly still for a second, his back to me, the gun still held at the ready. I could see the tension in his shoulders, the rigid set of his spine. He lowered the gun slowly, his knuckles white.

His voice was a low, dangerous growl, laced with a frustration so potent I could feel it across the room. “He’s carrying something.”

I stared at the empty, shattered frame of the window. My mind instantly pictured it—a flash drive, a phone, a small hard drive. Something small enough to palm, easy to carry, but loaded with information that could be lethal in the right hands. Information about us. About me. The proof on the table felt like it was burning a hole through the wood. Had they been after that? Or was it something else? Something worse?

Lorenzo moved, his steps silent despite the debris on the floor. He didn’t go to the window. He went to the body. The dead man was sprawled in the doorway, a pool of dark blood slowly spreading out from under him, soaking into the grimy floorboards. The air was thick with the smell of gunpowder and blood, a smell that was becoming far too familiar.

He knelt, his movements precise, almost clinical. There was no disgust on his face, no reaction at all to the dead man at his feet. This was just a problem to be solved, a piece of a puzzle to be examined. He grabbed the sleeve of the man’s black shirt and ripped it back, exposing the forearm. On the inside of the wrist, stark against the pale skin, was a faded tattoo. It wasn’t elaborate, just a series of interwoven lines that formed some kind of stylized knot or sigil. It looked old, the ink blurred at the edges.

Lorenzo stared at it, his jaw tight. He muttered something, more to himself than to me, his voice a low, gravelly whisper that barely carried in the silent room. “Haven’t touched this crew in years.”

Years. The word hung in the air, heavy and cold. If it’s been years, then this wasn’t a coincidence. This wasn’t some old grudge finally catching up to him. This was new. This was targeted. Someone pointed them here. Someone who knew about this safehouse. Someone who knew he was here with me. The documents on the table suddenly seemed irrelevant. The breach wasn’t about my father. It was about a betrayal far closer than that.

The adrenaline was still pumping through me, a hot, electric current that made my skin feel tight and my thoughts race. Fear was a part of it, a cold knot in my stomach. But there was something else, too. Something dark and thrilling that sparked to life whenever I saw him like this—lethal, focused, a force of nature in human form. The violence didn't repel me. It drew me in.

Before he could stand up, before the cold, analytical part of him took over completely, I moved. I crossed the room in three quick strides, the broken glass crunching under my bare feet. I didn’t feel the sting of it. I didn’t feel anything but the overwhelming, irrational impulse that seized me.

He was still kneeling over the body, one hand on the dead man’s arm, and I grabbed the collar of his black shirt with both of my hands, fisting the material. He looked up, his eyes dark and unreadable in the dim light.

I didn’t give him a chance to speak, to question, to push me away. I pulled him toward me and crashed my mouth against his. It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was all teeth and heat and desperation, a raw, angry collision. I kissed him hard, my fingers digging into the fabric of his shirt, trying to anchor myself to the only solid thing in a world that had just been shattered.

He was stiff for a moment, surprised, but then his hand left the dead man’s arm and came up to grip the back of my neck, his fingers tangling in my hair, pulling me closer. His mouth opened against mine, and the kiss deepened, becoming a bruising, possessive claiming. There was no dialogue, none needed. There was only the sound of our ragged breathing, the faint, high-pitched ringing in my ears from the gunshots, and the frantic beat of my own heart.

I wasn’t sure if it was defiance against the men who had just tried to kill us, or pure, unadulterated desire for the man who had just saved me, that made me do it. Maybe it was both. Maybe they were the same thing. In my world, with him, violence and desire were so tightly interwoven they were impossible to separate.

Just as quickly as it started, he ended it. Lorenzo pulled back, his hand still tangled in my hair, keeping my face just inches from his. The heat of the moment was gone from his eyes, replaced by something cold and hard as stone. His jaw was clenched, a muscle twitching along the sharp line of it. He was already past the violence, past the kiss. His mind was working, calculating, moving on to the next threat. His gaze was intense, pinning me in place. I felt the warning in that look before he ever spoke the words. It wasn’t just for whoever the traitor was. In his world, everyone was a potential liability. It was for me, too. A reminder of the stakes. A reminder of what he would do to protect himself.

“Someone close to me sold us out,” he said, his voice flat, devoid of all emotion except a chilling, absolute certainty. “And I’ll burn them alive for it.”
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CAMILA P.O.V.

The city slid past in streaks of neon, wet asphalt blurring under the wheels. The engine was a low growl beneath us, a stolen beast Lorenzo had tamed in under sixty seconds.

One minute we were spilling out of the safehouse's back exit, the smell of gunpowder and blood still clinging to the air. The next he was jamming something into the ignition of a black muscle car parked deep in an alley. The lock had clicked, the engine had roared to life, and we were gone.

No hesitation. No wasted motion. Just a cold, terrifying efficiency that left me breathless.

I kept my eyes fixed out the passenger window, watching the rain-slicked concrete and shimmering lights melt into a meaningless smear. The vibration of the car hummed through the cheap leather of the seat, up my spine. My hands were clenched in my lap, knuckles white.

The image of the two men on the floor of the safehouse was burned behind my eyes. One with a hole in his chest, the other with a look of surprise frozen on his face as Lorenzo put a second bullet in him. He hadn't even flinched. Just fired, assessed, and moved on.

The thought made a cold knot tighten in my stomach, a feeling that was equal parts fear and something else, something dark and electric I refused to name.

He drove with a focused calm that scraped against my raw nerves. His hands were steady on the wheel, his gaze flicking from the road to the rearview mirror and back again, a constant, predatory sweep.

He moved through traffic like a shark, sensing openings, exploiting weaknesses, putting distance between us and the life we’d just left in pieces on a dirty floor.

The silence in the car was thick, broken only by the rhythmic slap of the windshield wipers and the deep thrum of the engine. It felt heavier than any argument, more dangerous than any threat. I had to break it before it choked me.

“Do you know who did it?” I asked, my voice coming out sharper than I intended, a brittle edge against the mechanical sounds of our escape.

Lorenzo didn’t look at me. His eyes stayed on the road, his profile a hard line in the intermittent glow of the streetlights. His jaw was tight, a muscle twitching just below his ear. He took a corner too fast, the tires screaming in protest on the wet pavement, pressing me hard against the door. He didn't seem to notice.

“You don’t want the answer to that,” he said, his voice a low, flat rumble that vibrated through the enclosed space. “Not yet.”

Of course not. Control. It was always about control. He fed me information on a need-to-know basis, and in his world, I never needed to know anything. It was infuriating. It was also the reason I was still alive.

I hated the way his calm unnerved me, the way his absolute certainty could extinguish the fire of my own anger, leaving me feeling small and reckless.

And I hated, more than anything, the way my pulse still jumped when I thought of him in that room. The precision, the lack of emotion, the sheer violence of it. He was a monster. He was my monster. I couldn't decide if I was more afraid of the unknown enemy who sold us out or of the man sitting next to me, his knuckles bone-white on the steering wheel.

A flicker of red and blue light flashed in the distance, bouncing off the wet buildings. Lorenzo saw it the same time I did.

Without a word, he yanked the wheel hard to the right, plunging the car into a narrow side street choked with overflowing dumpsters and shadows. The abrupt turn threw me against him, my shoulder slamming into his arm. He felt like solid rock.

He didn't react, just cut the engine and the headlights simultaneously, plunging us into a sudden, suffocating darkness. The only light was the faint, dirty orange glow filtering down from the main street. The wail of a siren grew louder, closer, an insistent scream that clawed at the silence.

“Get in the back,” he ordered, his voice a low hiss. “Down.”

There was no room to argue. I scrambled over the center console, my knee hitting the gearshift, my hands fumbling in the dark. He was right behind me, his larger frame crowding the already cramped space.

We slid onto the backseat, crouching low, our bodies pressed together from shoulder to thigh. The worn fabric of the seat smelled like stale cigarettes and something vaguely chemical. I tucked my head down, my cheek pressed against the rough fabric of his jacket.

The siren was deafening now, washing over us in waves of sound and strobing light that painted the alley in frantic flashes of red and blue. I held my breath, my heart hammering against my ribs so hard I was sure the cops outside could hear it.

Pressed against him in the shadows, I could feel the heat radiating from his body, a stark contrast to the cold night air. It wasn't a comforting warmth; it was the heat of a predator, the contained energy of coiled violence.

His stillness was terrifying. I could feel the rise and fall of his chest, a slow, controlled rhythm that mocked my own frantic, shallow breaths. The smell of him filled my senses—rain, leather, and the faint, metallic scent of gunpowder that seemed to have soaked into his skin.

My fingers, of their own accord, curled into the material of his shirt, gripping it tight. It was an involuntary, animal instinct to hold on to the most dangerous thing in the dark.

The sound of my own heartbeat thudded in my ears, a frantic drumbeat against the passing wail of the siren. The world narrowed to this single point in time: the darkness, the sound, the heat of him.

The moment tilted. The strobing lights painted the inside of the car, catching the hard planes of his face, the darkness in his eyes as he looked down at me.

The air grew thick, heavy with unspoken things—the chase, the betrayal, the killing. The adrenaline of the past hour coalesced between us, a raw, volatile energy seeking a release.

Without a word, without a conscious thought, it happened.

His hand came up, fingers tangling in my hair, gripping the back of my head. It wasn't gentle. It was a claim, an anchor. He pulled me to him, and his mouth came down on mine.

It was a hard, urgent, almost punishing kiss. There was no tenderness, only a brutal collision of lips and teeth. A raw, desperate need to feel something other than fear. His mouth was demanding, his tongue sweeping inside, tasting of nothing but himself.

I didn't fight. I met his aggression with my own, my hands sliding from his shirt to his neck, pulling him closer. This was our language. A vocabulary of violence and desperation, of bruises and bitten lips. It was fucked up. It was ugly.

And in the suffocating darkness of that backseat, with the law screaming past our hiding place, it was the only thing that felt real. His stubble rasped against my skin, a painful, thrilling friction. His other hand snaked around my waist, fingers digging into my hip, pulling me impossibly closer until there was no space left between us, only the frantic, shared beat of our blood.

The siren faded, its cry shrinking into the vastness of the city's noise. The flashing lights disappeared, leaving us once again in near-total blackness. The spell shattered.

Lorenzo pulled away first. The sudden cold where his mouth had been was a shock. He didn't push me away, just released his grip on my hair and leaned back, creating a sliver of space between us.

His breathing was slightly heavier now, but his face, what I could see of it in the gloom, was unreadable. A mask of cold control had already snapped back into place.

He moved, climbing back over the console into the driver’s seat with an economy of motion that denied anything had just happened between us. The creak of the leather seat was loud in the sudden quiet.

I stayed in the back, my lips throbbing, my body humming with a leftover charge that had nowhere to go. I felt raw, exposed, like I'd crossed an invisible line and he'd already retreated back to his side, leaving me alone in the no-man's-land we'd created.

He said nothing. He didn't look at me. He just put the key back in the ignition and the engine rumbled back to life.

The silence was heavier than before, thick with the unspoken. It was an accusation, a denial, a wall built of everything we refused to say.

I watched the back of his head as he pulled the car out of the alley and back onto the street. The muscles in his shoulders were tight under his jacket. He was not going to mention what just happened. I knew that. It was one of our unspoken rules.

Moments of intense, violent connection were to be consumed and then forgotten, never acknowledged. Acknowledgment would give them weight, give them meaning, and that was a complication neither of us could afford.

So I swallowed the metallic taste of blood from my lip and said nothing either, just stared out the window as the city began to blur past us once more.

We drove for another ten minutes, the route a series of seemingly random turns that I knew were anything but. Lorenzo was shaking any possible tail, burying our tracks under layers of anonymous city streets.

Finally, he turned down a steep ramp, the car's headlights cutting a swath through the darkness of an underground parking garage. The air instantly grew colder, smelling of damp concrete and exhaust fumes. The echo of our engine bounced off the low ceiling and concrete pillars. It felt like we were descending into the belly of the city.

He found a spot in a dimly lit corner, far from the entrance and the elevators, and pulled the car in nose-first. He killed the engine but left the keys in the ignition, the interior lights on. The hum of the engine died, replaced by a faint, high-pitched electrical buzz from the overhead fluorescent lights.

“Let's go,” he said. It was the first thing he'd said since the kiss. His voice was clipped, all business.

Without hesitation, we both got out, the car doors shutting with two flat, echoing slams. He didn't even lock it.

He rounded the hood of the car, his long legs eating up the distance between us. He took my hand, his grip firm and impersonal. It wasn't a gesture of affection; it was a command, a tether to pull me along, to make sure I kept up.

He pulled me quickly away from the car, into the deep shadows between rows of parked vehicles. The stolen car sat there, its interior light a lonely beacon in the gloom, the engine slowly ticking as it cooled. We moved fast, our footsteps quiet on the grimy concrete floor, melting into the labyrinth of steel and shadow.

I could feel the city's pulse echoing through the concrete under my feet, a deep, rhythmic thrum that matched the lingering adrenaline in my own bones. The sound of the abandoned car’s idling engine faded behind us, a mechanical heartbeat we’d already left for dead.

Lorenzo’s hand was still wrapped around mine, pulling me deeper into the darkness. We slipped into the underground shadows, leaving the stolen car to breathe its last alone.
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CAMILA P.O.V.

The engine died and the silence that rushed in was heavier than the noise had been. For a few seconds, all I could hear was the frantic beat of my own blood in my ears and the distant, lonely cry of gulls somewhere out in the dark.

Lorenzo killed the lights, plunging us into a near-total blackness broken only by the faint, dirty orange glow of a distant port authority light bleeding through the grimy windshield. The air in the stolen car was thick with the smell of old vinyl, stale cigarette smoke, and the lingering metallic tang of our own fear.

He didn't move, just sat there, his head on a swivel, scanning the perimeter of the sprawling, corrugated metal building that loomed in front of us. His knuckles were white where he gripped the steering wheel.

He finally let out a slow, controlled breath. "Stay. Don't move until I signal." The command was flat, devoid of any warmth, a piece of tactical instruction and nothing more.

I watched him slide out of the driver's side, his movements economical and silent, a shadow detaching itself from other shadows. He ghosted along the wall of the warehouse, a dark shape against the rust-stained metal, disappearing around the corner.

I was left alone with the ticking of the cooling engine and the sound of water lapping against a nearby pier. The smell of the ocean was here, but it wasn't clean. It was a filthy, industrial scent, thick with brine, oil, and the decay of forgotten things.

My pulse, which had been hammering against my ribs since we fled the safehouse, tried to slow down. It couldn’t. My hands were slick with sweat where they rested on my thighs.

Safety felt like a lie we tell our hands so they stop shaking. This wasn't safety. It was just a different kind of cage, colder and emptier than the last one.

A minute stretched into five. Then ten. Every scrape of metal on metal from the docks, every cry of a gull, sent a fresh spike of adrenaline through me.

I kept my eyes locked on the spot where he had disappeared. This was the rhythm of our life now: running, hiding, waiting. Waiting for him to give the all-clear. Waiting for the next bullet. Waiting for the whole fucking world to come crashing down.

A flicker of light near a large roll-up door. A small, sharp beam from a penlight, two quick flashes. The signal.

I pushed the passenger door open, the hinges groaning in protest, a sound that seemed loud enough to wake the dead. I winced, easing it shut behind me with exaggerated care.

The cold night air hit me, damp and biting. It clung to my skin, seeping through my clothes. I moved quickly, keeping low, my feet crunching softly on loose gravel as I made my way to the side entrance he’d indicated.

The door was already slightly ajar. He pulled me inside, his hand clamping firmly on my arm, and slid the heavy metal door shut. The sound of a heavy chain being looped through the handles and the snap of a padlock echoed in the vast, cavernous space.

We were plunged into absolute darkness. I could feel the immensity of the room around me, the way the air felt different, emptier. I could hear him breathing next to me, a steady, controlled rhythm that did nothing to calm my own ragged breaths.

A powerful beam from a flashlight cut through the black, sweeping across concrete floors stained with oil and God knows what else. It illuminated stacks of rotting wooden pallets, empty shipping containers with faded logos, and dust motes dancing in the air like frantic, tiny ghosts.

The light came to rest on his face. It was a mask of strained control, his jaw tight, his eyes constantly moving, scanning the high rafters and the dark corners the light couldn't quite reach.

"We hold here. Short," he said, his voice a low rumble that was swallowed by the sheer size of the warehouse.

The word hung in the cold air between us. Short. It meant nothing.

I crossed my arms, more to stop myself from shivering than out of defiance. "Short as in hours or days?" I asked, my own voice sounding small and thin.

He finally turned the flashlight beam away from the darkness and onto a stack of crates near the center of the room, creating a small island of stark, clinical light.

"Forty-eight, max," he clipped out, already moving toward the light. "Not a minute more. We don't stay anywhere longer than that. Ever. It's sloppy."

He dropped a heavy duffel bag onto a large wooden crate with a solid thud. The sound was definitive, an end to the conversation. Forty-eight hours. Another temporary stop on a map that only he could read.

I followed him into the small circle of light, the oppressive darkness of the warehouse pressing in on all sides. The water smelled like old rust and secrets, and I knew this place would offer us no real peace.

He unzipped the duffel and began pulling out equipment with a practiced, methodical efficiency that was both terrifying and strangely calming.

First came a roll of topographical maps, which he spread across the dusty surface of the crate, weighing down the corners with whatever was at hand—a spare ammunition clip, a heavy-duty flashlight.

Then came a small satellite phone and a neat row of six identical burner phones, all still in their plastic wrapping. He lined them up like soldiers on parade. His focus was absolute, his world shrinking down to the routes, the timetables, the cold, hard logistics of survival.

I watched his hands as he worked. They were steady, capable, the same hands that had held me, the same hands that had killed.

Right now, they were tracing lines on a map, red ink from a pen creating a spiderweb of potential escape routes, secondary locations, rally points. He was mapping our cage, defining its boundaries, calculating the odds. He was re-establishing control, not just over our situation, but over himself.

The silence stretched, filled only by the whisper of the pen on the paper and the faint, rhythmic sound of water against the pilings outside.

I couldn't stand it. I needed to know if I was a part of his plan or just a piece he was moving around the board. A liability to be managed.

"How far would you go for me?" The question slipped out, softer than I intended, but it landed in the space between us with the weight of a stone.

The pen in his hand paused for a fraction of a second, the only sign he'd even heard me. He didn't look up. His eyes remained fixed on a junction of two highways snaking through a mountain pass on the map.

He picked up one of the burner phones, peeled the plastic off, and popped the back open to insert a SIM card. "We move in forty," he said, his voice completely flat, as if I’d asked him for the time. He snapped the back of the phone into place. "You pack only what you can run with. One bag. That’s it."

He was answering a different question, a safe one, a practical one. He was giving me an order, not an answer. He answers a different question because the real one terrifies him—or me.

My chest tightened. The air suddenly felt thin, hard to draw into my lungs. Forty minutes is a lifetime when you’re measuring it in breaths you share with a man who won’t look you in the eye.

I felt a surge of frustration, hot and sharp. I watched him meticulously set up the next phone, his movements precise, shutting me out with his procedure.

He slammed the phone down on the crate, the plastic clattering against the wood loud enough to make me jump. The sound echoed for a moment in the huge, empty space.

He flexed his fingers, a crack of knuckles breaking the tension. "Fuck," he muttered, not to me, but to the maps, to the whole goddamn situation.

He paced away from the light, a few steps into the darkness, and I could just make out the rigid line of his back. He was a coiled spring, wound so tight I thought he might just snap.

I didn't move. I waited. This was his process. The storm, then the calm.

Sometimes I hated it. Sometimes, a dark part of me craved the crack in his perfect control. It was the only time he felt completely real.

He walked back to the crate, his composure back in place, and picked up the pen again. I wasn't going to let it go. I needed to see what was behind the wall of procedure.

I stepped into his space, close enough that he’d have to either look at me or physically push me away. I could feel the heat coming off his body, smell the faint scent of gunpowder and sweat that clung to his clothes.

I watched for the flinch behind his discipline, the flicker in his eyes. There was nothing. Just a tightening of the muscles in his jaw.

"I asked how far," I repeated, my voice low but firm, a deliberate provocation. I wasn't going to be deflected by logistics and burner phones.

His hand stopped moving. He slowly, deliberately, put the pen down on the map. He still wouldn’t look at me. His gaze was fixed somewhere over my shoulder, into the oppressive dark. His mouth was a straight, hard line.

For a long moment, the only sound was the distant call of a foghorn, a mournful, lonely cry from the water.

"Far enough to keep you alive," he said finally. The words were clipped, bitten off.

He picked up another map, flipping it over to a different quadrant of the city, dismissing me, dismissing the question. End of discussion.

Alive. The word was a punch to the gut. Alive isn't the same as chosen. Alive isn't the same as wanted. Alive is a clinical state, a box to be checked on his operational security list.

I could hear the difference, and he knew I could. It was a perfectly crafted answer, designed to give everything and nothing at all.

I stepped back, the cold of the warehouse seeping back into the space I had just vacated. I watched him work, his focus absolute once more. He’d rebuilt his wall, brick by perfect brick, and I was on the outside again.

Hours later, the adrenaline had worn off, leaving behind a bone-deep exhaustion that sleep wouldn't touch. I’d tried to rest on a pile of old tarps in a corner, but my mind wouldn’t shut down.

Every sound from outside, every creak of the old building, had me sitting bolt upright, my heart pounding.

Lorenzo never stopped moving. He checked the perimeter again, reinforced the lock on the door, and spent hours on the satellite phone, his voice a low, urgent murmur that was impossible to make out from across the warehouse.

Now, in the deepest part of the night, I found him back at the crate. The maps were folded away, replaced by the guts of his arsenal. He was loading weapons.

The beam of the flashlight was propped up, casting long, distorted shadows as he worked. There was a rhythm to it, a deadly kind of meditation.

The slick, oily click of a magazine being seated into the grip of a handgun. The smooth, metallic rasp of a slide being racked back and released.

He moved with a brutal, efficient grace, his hands and the weapons like extensions of each other. Muscle memory. There was no thought, only action.

I walked toward him, my footsteps silent on the concrete floor. He didn't look up, but I knew he was aware of me. The air around him was charged with a focused energy, a low hum of potential violence.

I stopped beside the crate, watching his fingers expertly push rounds into a magazine, one after another. Click. Click. Click.

I wanted him to lose the discipline for once. I wanted to see the man, not the soldier.

I reached out, my fingers tracing the line of his forearm. I didn't want to stop him. I wanted to feel the heat of his focus, to siphon off some of his certainty, to ground myself in it. His muscles were tensed, hard as stone beneath his sleeve.

He paused, the last bullet halfway into the magazine. He still didn't look at me. His head was bowed, his attention seemingly fixed on his task.

"Don't stand in my line," he murmured. The words were so quiet I almost didn't hear them over the distant sound of the water.

It wasn't a warning. It was a claim. A statement of fact. You are here. I am here. This is my space.

My fingers tightened on his arm for a second, a silent argument. Then I let go.

He finished loading the magazine, slid it into the well of his pistol with a satisfying thud, and placed the weapon on the crate with a quiet finality. He stood up, turning to face the darkness behind me.

I expected him to touch me, to close the distance, to finish what his words had started. He didn't. He brushed past me, his side moving so close to mine that I felt the static in the air between us, the displacement of his movement. So close, but without making contact. It felt exactly like being touched. A deliberate, calculated denial that was more intimate than any caress.

He walked to the main door and stood there, listening to the night, leaving me alone in the small circle of light with the cold, hard steel of his guns.

It must have been an hour before dawn when the knock came. It wasn't a normal knock. It was a coded rhythm, quiet but sharp. Tap. Tap-tap. Tap.

Lorenzo was instantly alert. He moved away from the door, pressing himself flat against the corrugated wall beside it, gun raised. He gestured for me to get back, into the deeper shadows behind a stack of pallets.

I didn't argue. I melted into the darkness, my heart starting its frantic rhythm all over again.

He called out a single, low word. "Now?"

A muffled voice came from the other side. "Always."

Lorenzo visibly relaxed, just a fraction. The tension in his shoulders eased, and he lowered the weapon, though he didn't put it away.

He moved to the door, unhooking the heavy chain with a clatter of metal. He slid the bolt and pulled the door inward just enough for a man to slip through.

The newcomer entered, and Lorenzo immediately shut and re-chained the door behind him. The man was a silhouette against the pre-dawn gray for a moment before he stepped into the weak light radiating from the flashlight on the crate.

There was an old familiarity in the way they greeted each other, a quick, hard clasp of hands and a nod. No words were needed.

"Rafe," Lorenzo said, a simple acknowledgment.

"Lorenzo," the man, Rafe, replied. His voice was calm, steady.

He took in the room with a quick, professional glance—the layout, the exits, the limited light. Then his eyes found me, half-hidden in the shadows. And they stayed there.

Lorenzo had already turned back to the crate, all business. "We rotate before dawn. I have three potential spots, but my intel is forty-eight hours old. I need fresh eyes."

"Then let's make the hours count," Rafe said, but his attention hadn't fully shifted from me. It was only for a moment, but I felt it.

A look that was too direct, that lingered too long. It wasn't openly hostile, not exactly threatening. It was... an assessment. A weighing. A cold, curious inventory. His eyes rest one heartbeat too long. Not a threat, not yet—just a weight on my skin.
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