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EVERY PROMISE IS ASHES: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

SHE WAS SUPPOSED TO BE MY WEAKNESS—NOW SHE’S THE ONLY TRUTH I CAN’T KILL.

I am Lorenzo Vitale. I built my empire on blood, and I’ll burn it to ash before I ever let anyone take what’s mine.

Camila DeLuca was never supposed to matter. A target. A daughter of debts and betrayal. But the moment I pulled her from the flames, she became my obsession. Every choice I’ve made since then—every body I’ve buried—has been for her.

Now the war I’ve been holding back has arrived. My enemies close in. My allies whisper betrayal. And in the middle of it all stands Camila, the only woman who could bring me to my knees.

She thinks I’ll let her go. She thinks I’ll save her from this life.

She’s wrong.

If it takes fire, I’ll set the city ablaze. If it takes blood, I’ll paint the streets red.

Because Camila isn’t just mine—she’s the only promise I’ve ever kept.

Book 3 of 3 in the Poison to Ashes Series — a dark, explosive mafia romance told through Lorenzo’s eyes, where love is obsession, survival is war, and every promise ends in ashes. 
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CHAPTER 1

[image: ]




CAMILA P.O.V.

I walked barefoot across the floor, the polished dark wood cold against the soles of my feet, the chill seeping into my bones. Each step was a quiet, deliberate act in a space that was supposed to be a sanctuary but felt more like a high-end cage.

My dark hair, loose and uncombed, hung heavy around my shoulders, still tangled from a night spent mostly awake, listening to the unfamiliar hum of the building's ventilation system and the distant, muted wail of sirens that managed to bleed through the soundproofing.

This place was a ghost, an empty shell Lorenzo kept for emergencies. It smelled of dust, cold metal, and something sterile, like it had been scrubbed clean of any life it might have once held.

My body ached. Not a sharp pain, but a deep, bruised exhaustion that had settled into my muscles after the frantic escape less than twenty-four hours ago.

A lingering memory of being shoved into a van, the rough texture of a hood over my head, the sharp bite of zip ties on my wrists. And then Lorenzo’s arrival—the explosion of violence, the smell of gunpowder, the warmth of his hand pulling me from the wreckage.

Now, the adrenaline had long since faded, leaving behind this hollowed-out weariness. We were safe. He’d said the word himself, his voice flat and certain, but the very architecture of this place screamed otherwise.

Every locked door, every thick wall, every window that was more steel than glass, was a constant, screaming reminder that we were prisoners of circumstance. Hunted.

Lorenzo was already up. He stood across the vast, open-plan room, his form a hard, dark silhouette against the weak grey light filtering through one of the fortified panes of glass.

He hadn’t slept. I hadn’t heard him come to bed, and the other side of the king-sized mattress had been cold and empty when I finally gave up on sleep and slid out from under the heavy duvet. He was always like this after a close call—a machine of pure vigilance, running on something far more potent than rest.

I watched him for a long moment, my bare feet planted on the cold wood. He was a statue carved from shadow and tension, his shoulders rigid, his entire posture screaming a readiness for violence that made the air in the room feel thin and sharp.

He moved, turning from the window, and the spell was broken. His destination was the heavy steel table that dominated the center of the main living area, a brutalist piece of furniture that looked more like an industrial workbench than something for a home.

He was already dressed in a black, long-sleeved shirt that fit snugly across his chest and shoulders, and dark pants. His feet were bare, like mine. He moved with a lethal economy, no wasted motion, every step silent and precise.

I stayed where I was, a ghost in my own right, wrapped in a thin, short robe I’d found in a dresser drawer, the fabric doing little to ward off the chill of the loft. Underneath, I still wore the oversized T-shirt I’d slept in, its hem barely grazing the top of my thighs.

He sat at the table, and the quiet of the morning was immediately shattered by the sharp, distinct sounds of metal on metal. Click. Clack. The slide of a handgun being racked. The soft, oiled whisper of a magazine being seated.

I didn't have to see it up close to know what he was doing. He was communing with his tools, his lethal talismans.

I watched his hands, the way they moved with an unnerving familiarity over the various pieces of firearms laid out on the steel surface. They were clean, precise, and utterly detached, like a surgeon preparing his instruments. The click-clack of him cleaning and loading a variety of weapons filled the space, a mechanical heartbeat in the otherwise dead silence.

I could see his profile from where I stood. His shadowed jaw was tight, a hard line of muscle flexing just beneath the skin. His focus was absolute, his dark eyes narrowed on the task in front of him, shutting out everything else. Shutting me out.

He was in his element, a predator in his den, sharpening his claws. It was terrifying. It was mesmerizing. And some sick, twisted part of me, the part that had gotten used to this life, felt a thrill cut through the fear.

That lethal calm, that focused intensity—it was a wall he built around himself, and I felt a familiar, reckless urge to see if I could find a crack in it. It was a challenge, a silent dare, to see if I could break through, even for just a second. To make him see me, not as a liability to be protected or a problem to be managed, but as a woman who could make him lose that iron control.

My feet began to move before my brain fully committed to the decision. I walked toward the kitchen area, a sleek, minimalist setup of stainless steel and dark marble that was integrated into the main living space.

My path took me right past his table. I didn't look at him directly, not at first. I let my eyes drift over the weapons. A Sig Sauer, his preferred sidearm. A smaller Glock, probably a backup. The disassembled parts of a rifle.

The smell of gun oil was sharp in the air, a clean, metallic scent that I now associated so intrinsically with him. It was the smell of danger and, perversely, of safety.

I kept walking, my steps slow, my hips swaying just enough to be noticeable. As I drew level with his chair, I let my gaze sweep over his back, the powerful muscles outlined by the black fabric of his shirt.

He didn't move, didn't acknowledge me in any way. His focus remained entirely on the rifle part in his hand. Fine.

I reached the small galley kitchen and pretended to be looking for something. I opened a cupboard. Nothing but a few stray plates. I opened another. Empty.

My heart was starting to beat a little faster, a nervous rhythm against my ribs. This was a stupid game. A dangerous game. But I couldn't stop myself.

There was a small, insignificant piece of something on the floor near the edge of the kitchen island—a crumb, a speck of dust, it didn’t matter what it was. It was an excuse.

I walked toward it, my movements deliberate. I was directly in his line of sight now, if he cared to look.

I bent over, a slow, calculated movement, making sure to hinge at the hips. The short robe I was wearing gaped wide open, the thin fabric parting to reveal the bare curve of my ass, the dark strip of my thong, and the pale skin of my thighs. My bare feet felt the biting chill of the wood, and a small shiver ran up my spine that wasn't entirely from the cold.

I stayed there for a beat longer than necessary, my fingers brushing against the floor, before picking up the non-existent speck. I risked a glance at him from under my lashes as I straightened up. His head hadn't moved. His eyes, as far as I could tell, stayed locked on the weapon in his hands.

But he saw it. I knew he did. Lorenzo saw everything. The lack of an immediate reaction wasn't a sign he’d missed it; it was a sign he was choosing to ignore it. A dismissal.

The thought sent a spike of irritation through me. I straightened up fully, turning my back to him to place my non-existent finding in the bin under the sink.

The silence stretched, thick and heavy, punctuated only by the soft scrape of metal as he continued his work. He was going to ignore me. He was going to sit there, surrounded by his guns, and pretend I wasn't even in the room. The defiance in me hardened.

Without a word, his hand shot out, moving so fast I barely had time to register the motion. His fingers, hard and unforgiving, clamped around my hip. A jolt, electric and sharp, shot through me, making me gasp.

Before I could process it, before I could even think to struggle, he dragged me forward. My bare feet scraped against the floor as he pulled me effortlessly off balance.

He yanked me back toward the kitchen island, not stopping until the backs of my thighs hit the cold, unyielding edge of the marble counter. He pushed, and I had no choice but to sit, scrambling onto the cold surface. My legs parted slightly from the awkward landing, the thin robe bunching up around my hips.

There it was. That flash of possessive fire. His dark eyes finally met mine, lifting from his work to burn into me with an intensity that stole the air from my lungs. The calm was gone, replaced by something predatory and sharp.

His grip on my hip was like a brand, his fingers digging into my flesh, holding me in place. His other hand still rested on the table beside him, inches from the handgun he’d just finished assembling.

The message was clear. Control never slipped.

He didn't speak. He didn't need to. His actions were his words, and they were shouting.

He leaned in close, his body crowding mine, blocking out the rest of the room. I could smell the faint scent of coffee on his breath, mixed with the metallic tang of his work.

He pushed his free hand firmly between my thighs, right over the thin fabric of my robe and the panties beneath. His palm was rough, calloused, and the pressure was immediate and demanding.

I felt the wet heat bloom almost instantly, a traitorous response my body gave without my permission. My breath hitched. His grip tightened on my hip, anchoring me, tilting my pelvis up toward his hand.

My mind went blank, all the defiance and calculated provocation dissolving into pure, raw sensation. The shock of the cold counter beneath my ass and thighs, the building, insistent heat of his hand pressing against me.

He was testing my limits, pushing back against the little game I’d started, and I was crumbling with pathetic speed.

His thumb found my core, pressing down through the thin layers of fabric, a focused, insistent pressure that sent a shockwave straight through me. I let out a choked sound, my head falling back.

His eyes never left mine. They were dark, unreadable pools, watching my every reaction, gauging the exact moment I would break. I tried to hold his gaze, to project some semblance of control, but it was impossible.

His thumb moved in a slow, torturous circle, the friction building, the robe doing little to stop the intense sensation. My hips began to move of their own accord, a small, involuntary push against his hand. A silent plea for more.

Without warning, his other hand moved from the table. For a split second, I thought he was reaching for the gun, and a sliver of real fear, cold and sharp, cut through the haze of arousal. But he didn't. He reached for me.

His fingers hooked into the waistband of my panties, and with a quick, brutal movement, he pulled them aside, the fabric digging into the crease of my hip.

Then his fingers were there, skin on skin, direct and hard. Two of them, pushing deep inside me without any preamble, without any gentleness. I gasped, my body arching off the counter, the sudden invasion both a shock and exactly what I craved.

He held my gaze, forcing me to watch him, forcing me to feel the raw, unfiltered intimacy of the act. His fingers moved with a ruthless rhythm, deep and unforgiving, while his thumb returned to its work on the outside, rubbing hard against the one spot that was already painfully sensitive.

He was taking, claiming, punishing me for my earlier provocation and rewarding me for it in the same breath. My hips arched again, a desperate, involuntary motion.

My climax was building with a speed that was dizzying, a sharp, coiling knot of tension low in my belly. It was too much, too fast. A frantic gasp tore from my throat as the feeling crested, a wave of pure, overwhelming pleasure that convulsed through my entire body. My vision blurred, my fingers scrabbling for purchase on the cold marble beside me.

All the while, the gun remained on the table next to him, a cold, hard presence, a testament to his unwavering control even in the throes of something so intimate. It was a brutal, beautiful reminder of who was in charge, even when my body screamed for more. A dangerous thrill, an unsettling surrender.

He pulled his fingers out of me just as the last tremor faded, leaving me panting and boneless on the counter. He straightened up, his expression unreadable, and went back to his table as if nothing had happened. He picked up a cleaning cloth and wiped his fingers meticulously before returning to the rifle part he’d been working on.

I sat there for a long moment, my legs trembling, the robe still bunched around my waist, the cold air hitting my damp skin. I felt exposed, raw, and utterly owned.

I slowly, shakily, pulled myself together, sliding off the counter and adjusting my clothes, my movements clumsy. My skin was still burning from his touch.

We ate breakfast together at the small, sparse kitchen island, the same one I’d been violated on just minutes before. The silence between us was heavier now, charged with the ghost of what had just happened. The air still thrummed with the raw, unspoken energy.

I picked at a piece of toast, my appetite gone. I couldn't stop my eyes from flicking to him, searching for some sign, some crack in his composure. I watched the subtle shift in his jawline, the way his fingers gripped his coffee mug with a controlled strength that could snap the ceramic in two.

He ate as if nothing had occurred, his movements economical and precise. But I felt it. I felt the lingering burn of his touch, a phantom ache between my legs that was a constant reminder.

It was always like this. Explosive, violent moments of intimacy, followed by this muted, suffocating silence.

An internal battle raged inside me. Part of me was furious at his high-handedness, his ability to take what he wanted and then discard me like an object. But another, darker part of me was thrilled by it, aroused by the sheer force of his possession.

He never asked. He just took. And my body, my traitorous body, always, always responded. I hated myself for it. I craved it more than my next breath.

After we finished, or rather, after he finished and I’d pushed food around my plate, Lorenzo moved from the island.

He walked to a discreet, dark panel on the far wall. With a touch, it slid open, revealing a bank of screens embedded within. His movements were fluid, precise, his focus already shifted from the internal, domestic battlefield to the external one.

He scrolled through various camera feeds, the grainy black-and-white images of the deserted street outside flickering across the monitors. One camera showed the front entrance, another the alley behind the building, a third a rooftop view. It was a comprehensive, paranoid network of eyes.

His gaze sharpened, his body tensing almost imperceptibly as he focused on one corner of the street view.

I pushed myself off my stool and walked over to stand behind him, peering at the screen that had captured his attention. It showed a generic white delivery truck parked across the street. It looked harmless enough.

“That delivery truck,” he muttered, his voice a low growl, more to himself than to me. “It’s been parked there two days in a row.”

My stomach tightened into a cold, hard knot. Two days. We’d only been here for one. That meant it was here before we arrived.

The paranoia that was a constant low hum beneath the surface of our lives suddenly spiked, loud and screeching.

He noticed everything. Every detail, no matter how small, was cataloged, analyzed, and filed away as a potential threat.

He turned from the screens, his expression grim, the earlier intimacy completely erased and replaced by the cold, hard mask of a man at war.

“I’m going to set up extra motion sensors around the building, especially the alley access points.” He wasn’t asking for my opinion. He was thinking out loud, already planning his next moves, his mind working through logistics and countermeasures.

He started listing equipment under his breath, a litany of model numbers and technical terms I didn’t understand. The potential threat was already a concrete problem to be solved, a tactical situation to be managed and neutralized.

He was always moving, always anticipating, always three steps ahead of the danger. It was the only reason we were still alive. That constant, exhausting vigilance.

It made me feel safer, knowing he was on watch. And it made me feel more helpless, more trapped, all at once. My life wasn't my own; it was a fragile thing held in his brutally capable hands.

I watched him as he moved back to the main room, his eyes scanning the windows, the doors, assessing every potential vulnerability. The scent of fresh coffee still hung in the air, now mixing with the sharp, metallic tang of his gun oil.

He was a paradox of domesticity and lethality.

A dangerous thought bubbled up inside me, a tiny, stupid act of defiance born from the whiplash of the morning. I needed to know. I needed to push one more time, not his body, but his mind. I needed to see if there was anything under the surface of the protector, the possessor.

My voice was softer than I intended when it came out, almost a whisper in the quiet loft, easily lost against the hum of the servers behind the wall.

“Would you miss me if I just... left?”

I knew the answer, or at least, I thought I did. He’d hunt me down. Not because he’d miss me, but because I was his. A possession. An asset. A problem he couldn’t allow to be loose in the world.

But I needed to hear it. I needed to see his reaction, to confirm the chains that bound me to him. Or maybe, just maybe, to see a flicker of something else in his eyes. A possessiveness that was more than just ownership.

He stopped moving. For a second, he was perfectly still, his back to me. Then he turned, his movements lethally fast. He was across the room in two long, silent strides, his presence overwhelming, sucking all the air out of the space between us.

Before I could flinch or take a step back, his hand came up, cupping my jaw. His grip was firm, not painful, but absolute. He tilted my head up, forcing me to meet his gaze.

His thumb brushed lightly, almost gently, across my bottom lip. His eyes, dark as midnight and just as deep, burned into mine. They were stripped bare of everything but a raw, terrifying intensity.

“You’d never get far,” he murmured, his voice a low rumble that vibrated from his chest, through his hand, and straight into my bones.

It wasn’t a threat. It was a statement of fact. A promise.

Then he kissed me. It wasn't gentle. It was hard and deep and punishing, a bruising promise that swallowed any doubt, any thought of escape.

His mouth claimed mine with a brutal certainty, his tongue sweeping inside, tasting of coffee and control. He kissed me like he owned me, like he was branding me, marking me so that no matter where I went, I would still belong to him.

My hands came up to fist in his shirt, holding on as my knees went weak. The kiss wasn't about affection; it was about power, a final, definitive answer to my stupid, hopeful question.

I knew then, with a jolt that went deeper than his kiss, that I was more trapped than ever, and more alive for it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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CAMILA P.O.V.

I could feel his eyes on me even when he pretended to care more about his cards. It was a physical weight, a heat that prickled the bare skin of my arms and legs, a constant, low-level hum of awareness that had nothing to do with the game of poker we were supposedly playing. The cards were a prop. The entire fortified loft, with its sparse, functional furniture and reinforced windows that overlooked a city that had become my cage, was just a stage. And he and I were the only actors.

Lorenzo held his hand of cards fanned out, his knuckles white, his expression a mask of cool indifference. A black, long-sleeved shirt was pushed up to his elbows, revealing forearms corded with muscle and etched with the faint, silvery lines of old scars. He hadn’t said more than ten words in the last hour, but his silence was louder than any conversation. It was a challenge. Everything with him was.

“You’re going to lose,” I said, my voice a low purr. I leaned forward slightly, letting the oversized white button-down shirt he’d given me to wear gape just enough to reveal the black lace of the lingerie I’d deliberately worn beneath it. It was a calculated risk, a small act of defiance in a world where my choices had been stripped away. “You’re staring at me more than your hand.”

His gaze flicked from my face down to my cards, spread carelessly on the polished wood of the table. He hadn’t missed the lace. He missed nothing. “Confidence is a liability, Camila. It makes you sloppy.” He discarded two cards, his movements economical and precise.

“Or maybe I just have a better hand than you,” I countered, picking up two new cards without looking at them. The game wasn’t about winning the pot of a few hundred dollars sitting in the middle of the table. The prize I wanted was a crack in his composure, a flicker of something raw and uncontrolled in the depths of those dark, unreadable eyes. I wanted to know there was a man under the monster, even if the man was just as dangerous.

For a day, we’d been cooped up in this place, ever since we’d spotted the nondescript car parked a block away, a little too long, a little too patient. A potential threat. He’d gone into lockdown mode, his entire demeanor shifting from guarded to lethal. His crew, my father’s network, someone else entirely—the threat was a ghost, and Lorenzo hated ghosts. He preferred his enemies where he could see them, where he could put his hands on them.

I shifted in my chair, the wood scraping softly against the concrete floor. The shirt rode higher up my thighs. I let it. My legs were bare, and I knew exactly how long they looked stretched out under the table. He was a man of discipline, of iron-clad control. I wanted to be the one thing he couldn't regulate. I wanted to be the chaos that broke his rigid order.

The silence stretched again, thick with unspoken things. The air was heavy, charged with the energy that crackled between us whenever we were this close. He laid down three cards. A pair of kings. He looked at me, a silent demand to show my hand.

I didn’t move. Instead, I let my knees drift apart. Just an inch. Then another. The shirt I wore was long, but not that long. It was a silent invitation, a dare laid bare on the table between us. I wasn’t wearing any panties. It was a truth I offered up to him in the charged space, a secret meant only for him. I watched his face, hungry for a reaction. For a split second, his eyes dropped from my face, following the line of my legs to the shadows beneath the hem of his shirt. It was barely a glance, so quick I might have imagined it, but I saw the muscles in his jaw tighten. I saw the subtle flare of his nostrils as he took a slow, deliberate breath.

He’d seen it. He knew. I held his gaze, my own expression a mixture of innocence and challenge. The game had just escalated, and the cards in our hands were officially worthless. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic, thrilling beat. This was the edge I’d been searching for, the precipice between playful provocation and genuine danger. He could call my bluff, or he could fold. Lorenzo didn’t fold.

He threw his cards face down on the table with a soft slap of finality. The sound was sharp, decisive. “You’re right,” he said, his voice a low growl that vibrated through the floor. “I’m not winning.”

Before I could process the words, he pushed his chair back, the legs screeching against the polished concrete. He was on his feet and around the table in two long, predatory strides. My breath caught in my throat. I didn’t have time to react, to even think about standing. He grabbed my arm, his grip firm, pulling me out of my chair and into his space. The air crackled. He didn’t stop there. He sat down in his own chair and hauled me onto his lap, positioning me so I was straddling him, facing him. The rough denim of his jeans was abrasive against the bare skin of my thighs. The solid wall of his chest was at my back. His arm snaked around my waist, locking me against him like a vise.

I gasped as I felt the hard ridge of his erection press against me through his jeans. It was a blunt, undeniable statement of fact. He was just as affected as I wanted him to be. He leaned in, his mouth so close to my ear his breath was a hot caress on my skin. He ground his hips up into me once, a slow, punishing roll that was pure dominance. A broken sound escaped my lips, half gasp, half moan. The game was gone. The thrill was still there, but now it was tangled with a raw, primal fear that was just as intoxicating. This wasn't a tease anymore. This was possession.

“Still think you’re winning?” he murmured, his voice a gravelly rumble that sent a tremor straight through my core. He ground into me again, harder this time, and I arched back against his chest, my head falling back against his shoulder. My mind went blank, all thoughts of control and provocation burned away by the white-hot friction of his body against mine. I was breathless, completely at his mercy, and for a terrifying, exhilarating second, I almost forgot this was all born from a game. I almost forgot the danger that lurked just outside these reinforced walls.

A sharp, metallic buzz cut through the haze.

Lorenzo froze. His body went rigid beneath me, the muscles coiling tight. The heat that had been consuming me moments before vanished, replaced by an arctic chill. He didn’t even look at me. His eyes were fixed on the table, where his phone vibrated, the screen lighting up the dim room.

He shoved me off his lap without a word. I stumbled, catching myself on the edge of the table, my legs unsteady. The abruptness of the dismissal was like a slap. He snatched the phone, his thumb swiping across the screen. I watched his face, watched the last remnants of the predator recede, replaced by the cold, focused killer. His expression was stone.

I saw the text for only a second before he angled the phone away: Your address is compromised. Four words. A death sentence.

The shift was instantaneous. The air in the loft dropped twenty degrees. One moment he was a man consumed by lust, the next he was a general on a battlefield, assessing a fatal breach in his defenses. The speed of it was terrifying. He looked at me, but he wasn't seeing me anymore. He was seeing a liability, a piece on the board that needed to be secured.

“Upstairs,” he commanded, his voice flat and devoid of any emotion. It was the tone he used when giving an order he expected to be followed without question or hesitation. “Now.”

There was no room for argument. I turned and walked toward the steel staircase that led to the loft’s upper level, my bare feet silent on the cold steps. I could feel his gaze on my back, not the heated stare of a lover, but the cold assessment of a soldier. The game was over. The real threat had just kicked down the door.

He followed me up, his footsteps heavy and purposeful behind me. He didn’t touch me, but I felt his presence like a physical force, pushing me forward. The upstairs was a single, large bedroom and an attached bathroom. He gestured me inside the bedroom. I went without protest, turning to face him as I reached the center of the room.

He stood in the doorway, his large frame filling it completely. “Don’t move,” he said, his voice a low, hard command. “Don’t speak. Not until I’m back.”

Before I could respond, he pulled the heavy door shut. The loud, definitive click of the lock sliding into place echoed in the sudden silence. I was a prisoner again. I hated it. I hated being sidelined, treated like a package to be stored away while the real business was handled. But I also knew the look in his eyes. The risk was real, immediate, and his protective instinct was a brutal, uncompromising thing. Disobeying him now would be stupid. It might be deadly.

I stood in the middle of the room, every muscle tense, straining to hear. The loft was built like a bunker; sound didn't travel well. But I could just make out the faint sounds of his movements below. The scrape of a chair. The rapid, insistent tapping of keys on a laptop. He was on the surveillance feeds.

Minutes stretched into an eternity. I paced the length of the room, the plush rug a stark contrast to the cold concrete downstairs. I ran my hands through my hair, my skin still tingling from the memory of his touch, my mind now racing with a completely different kind of adrenaline. Who was it? Who had found us? Was it my father, finally making a move to bring me back under his thumb? Or was it one of Lorenzo's rivals, someone brave enough or stupid enough to come for him on his own territory?

A low, guttural sound drifted up from downstairs. A muttered curse, the words indistinct but the venom in them perfectly clear. He’d found something. He’d seen them. My pulse quickened, a frantic bird beating against my ribs. I crept to the door, pressing my ear against the cold, solid wood, but I could hear nothing more.

Then, a new set of sounds. Quieter. The soft, metallic slide of a gun being racked. The click of a magazine seating into place. The whisper of leather as he holstered the weapon. My blood ran cold. He wasn’t going to wait for them to come to him. He was going to them.

I heard the faint, almost inaudible creak of the back entrance, a door I knew was reinforced and rarely used. Then, nothing. The silence he left behind was absolute, heavier and more terrifying than any shouting. It pressed in on me, suffocating. I was alone in the fortress, locked in, waiting.

I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the locked door, listening to the sound of my own ragged breathing. Every minute stretched, thin and tight, until I felt like it might snap. I tracked the time by the slow crawl of shadows across the floor as the sun began to set. One hour. An entire hour of crushing silence, of my imagination running wild with images of what was happening out there in the city’s darkening streets. Gunshots. Knives. A body left in an alley.

Just when I thought I couldn’t take another second of the waiting, I heard it. The back door. It opened and closed with the same stealthy quiet as before. Footsteps, slow and heavy, crossed the main floor below. They were his steps, but they were different. Weighted. Tired.

The lock on my door turned with a loud thud. The door swung open.

Lorenzo stood there. He looked exhausted, his face drawn and pale beneath his dark stubble. But his eyes were still burning with that same lethal intensity. He walked past me without a word, heading for the bathroom. That’s when I saw it. His hands. They were smeared with blood. It was dark and drying, caked under his fingernails and streaked across his knuckles in ugly, brownish-red patterns.

My stomach twisted. I followed him, stopping at the bathroom door as he turned on the tap, the water splashing loudly in the silent room. “Lorenzo,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “Whose blood is that?”

He didn't look at me. He just held his hands under the stream of cold water, watching impassively as the blood swirled and disappeared down the drain. He didn’t answer. The lack of an answer was worse than anything he could have said. My mind raced through the possibilities, each one more horrific than the last. The watcher. One of my father's men. One of his. The not-knowing was a physical agony.

“You can’t do this,” I said, my voice gaining strength, fueled by a surge of frustration and fear. He shut off the water, grabbing a towel to dry his now clean hands. “You can’t just lock me in here, go out there and get... that... on your hands, and then say nothing. I deserve to know what’s happening.” I took a step toward him, my hands clenched into fists at my sides. “I’m not some doll you can put away in a box when things get dangerous.”

He turned, and the speed of his movement stole the air from my lungs. One moment he was at the sink, the next he was on me, his body a wall of force. He backed me out of the bathroom and slammed me against the bedroom wall. The impact jarred my teeth, my head hitting the drywall with a dull thud. He pinned me there with his hips, his hands coming up to cage my head. I stared up at him, defiant, my heart hammering against his chest.

His expression was grim, his eyes black holes of warning. He lowered one hand from the wall and placed it on my throat. His grip wasn’t violent. It wasn’t meant to choke. It was a statement. The warmth of his palm, the slight pressure of his thumb against my pulse point—it was a reminder of who was in control, of the line I was so determined to cross. The raw thrill of his touch tangled with the bitter frustration of his secrecy, creating a dizzying, toxic cocktail in my veins.

He leaned in close, his voice a low, lethal whisper that scraped against my nerve endings.

His hand stayed on my throat just long enough to make sure I understood—knowing too much could get me killed.
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CAMILA P.O.V.

The small envelope slid under the door with a quiet scrape that cut through the morning's fragile calm.

It was a sound that shouldn't have been there. Not here. Not in this place that was supposed to be a fortress, a steel-and-concrete box sealed off from the world.

I was still in the oversized t-shirt I’d slept in, the fabric soft against my skin, a stark contrast to the sudden, jagged tension that shot through me.

My bare feet were cold on the polished wooden floor, but a sudden chill went deeper, straight to my bones. Another breach. Even in this fortress.

My stomach clenched into a tight, hard knot. The quiet hum of the loft’s advanced air filtration system suddenly seemed deafening, a mocking reminder of our failed security.

Before I could even process the thought, Lorenzo moved. He was already dressed, a familiar black shirt stretched tight across his shoulders, his jaw shadowed and tight.

He didn’t make a sound, just flowed from the chair where he’d been staring at a bank of security monitors to the front door in a single, fluid motion.

The gun was just... there. In his hand. One second his hand was empty, the next it was filled with black, matte steel. It wasn’t magic; it was something faster, more primal. An extension of his will.

He didn’t look at me, his entire focus lasered in on that sliver of white against the dark wood. He knelt, not picking it up immediately, but scanning the gap under the door, his head tilted. Listening.

Only after a long, silent moment did he pinch the edge of the small, unmarked envelope between his thumb and forefinger and rise to his full height. His movements were precise, economical, nothing wasted. He was a predator in his own territory, sensing an intruder.

I stayed where I was, near the kitchen island, my own body frozen. I watched him, my breath held tight in my chest.

He turned the envelope over in his hand, his expression unreadable, a mask of controlled calm that I knew hid a churning violence just beneath the surface.

He used a knife from his pocket to slice the edge open, meticulous, leaving no fingerprints of his own on the paper. I watched his knuckles, the way the tendons stood out. Every part of him was coiled, ready to spring.

He pulled out the single sheet of glossy photo paper inside, his eyes dropping to it. His shoulders went rigid. A stillness came over him that was more terrifying than any shout.

I walked toward him then, drawn by the invisible line of tension pulling taut between us.

My dark hair was a mess, falling loose around my shoulders, and the cold of the floor was seeping into my heels.

I stopped a few feet away, close enough to see the hard line of his jaw, but far enough to not be in his way if he decided to move fast. He didn’t look up. He just stared at the photograph.

Then, without a word, his arm shot out and circled my waist. The movement was so fast I didn’t have time to react.

He pulled me roughly against him, spinning me around and dropping me onto his lap where he’d sat back down in the command chair in front of the monitors.

It wasn’t a gentle or caring gesture. It was an act of possession, of ownership. His arm was a steel band locking me in place, my back pressed against his hard chest.

He held the picture up in front of my face, his other hand gripping my hip, fingers digging in just enough to remind me who was in control.

My breath hitched. It was me.

The photo was high-resolution, sharp. It was me from yesterday, standing by the window, looking out at the city. I was in this same t-shirt, a mug of coffee in my hands, a thoughtful expression on my face.

The angle was from above, across the street. Someone had been watching me through a telephoto lens, close enough to see the steam rising from my cup, close enough to capture the vulnerability in an unguarded moment.

They had gotten through the layers of security, past the tinted, reinforced glass, and had put a piece of me in an envelope and slid it under our door.

A shiver ran through me, a strange, sickening mix of raw fear that someone had been so close, and a dark, dangerous arousal ignited by the sheer force of his grip on me, the possessive heat of his body.

His breath was warm against my ear as he finally spoke, his voice a low, gravelly murmur.

“This is why you never get to go outside alone,” he said. It wasn’t an accusation. It was a statement of fact. A law.

My fate felt less like my own, yet more secure, pinned beneath him. He owned this fear, this moment. He owned me.

He crumpled the photograph in his fist, the glossy paper groaning in protest, his knuckles white. He didn’t throw it. He just held the crushed ball of paper, a physical manifestation of his rage.

I could feel the anger vibrating through his entire body, a low-frequency hum that resonated deep inside my own chest. Part of me wanted to soothe him, to put a hand on his and tell him to calm down, but another, darker part of me thrived on this. It was a confirmation that I was his to protect, his to hide. His to keep.

He released me abruptly, the pressure gone so suddenly I almost stumbled as I got to my feet.

He stood, tossing the crumpled photo onto the console, and walked to the window.

I stayed close, a shadow he couldn’t shake. I watched his every movement.

He stared out, his eyes narrowed, scanning the cityscape. I stood beside him, following his line of sight.

“The angle,” he said, more to himself than to me. “It’s from above. Steep.”

Together, we traced the photo’s implied angle. From where I’d been standing, across the street, up five, maybe six floors.

There was a building there, a pre-war relic of brick and stone that looked derelict. Most of its windows were boarded up or broken. It looked abandoned from the outside, the perfect place for a sniper’s nest. For a photographer’s hideout.

He muttered something under his breath, a curse that was sharp and vicious. “A professional. Someone who knew the blind spots. Someone who knew how to stay hidden.”

My mind raced, trying to put the pieces together. A professional? Not just some thug. Someone with skill, with patience.

How long had they been watching? Days? Weeks? Had they seen everything? The vulnerability of it, the idea of an unseen eye on me during my most private moments, made my skin crawl. It was an intimate violation.

But watching Lorenzo in action, seeing the cold, lethal focus return to his eyes, sparked that familiar, dangerous thrill inside me. He wasn’t panicked. He was hunting. And I was right beside him, in the heart of the storm.

He turned from the window and grabbed his phone from the console. He didn’t waste a single movement, his focus already on the next step, the operational details of the counter-attack.

I watched him, a part of me wanting to jump in, to demand to know the details, to scream about the photo, but another part, the part that had learned how to survive with him, knew his methods were best left uninterrupted.

He was a master of this ugly world. I was still just a student. Still, I longed for a more active role. I was tired of being the protected asset, the piece on the board that needed to be sheltered.

His calls were quick, terse. His voice was low and precise, issuing orders to two trusted men whose names I didn't know.

“Sweep the block. Start with the brick building, corner of Fifth and Main. Sixth floor. Look for any sign of a nest. Scraps, casings, a depression in the dust. Anything. I want to know if he left anything behind. Then do the rest of the rooftops with a line of sight to this window. I want it done clean, and I want it done now.”

He listened for a moment, then added, “No, stay dark. I don’t want them knowing we’re looking. Just eyes on.” He ended the call without a goodbye, his thumb jabbing the screen.

As he finished the calls and tossed the phone back onto the table, I stepped closer, into his space. The air crackled between us.

I had to time this right. Show weakness and he’d dismiss me. Show too much aggression and he’d put me in my place. I kept my voice firm, level.

“I can help with surveillance, Lorenzo,” I said, looking him straight in the eye. I refused to be the trembling girl in the t-shirt from the photograph.

“I see things. I notice details. I’m not just a hostage anymore. I can be an asset. On the ground, or up here. My eyes could pick up things his might miss.”

He paused, his whole body still. He turned his head slowly, and his dark gaze pinned me to the spot. His shadowed jaw was tight, a muscle ticking near his ear.

He was considering me, really looking at me, weighing my words. The silence stretched, thick and heavy.

I didn’t look away. I held his stare, challenging him, daring him to see me as more than just a liability he had to protect.

For a moment, I thought he was going to laugh, or worse, just turn his back on me. Instead, a flicker of something—not approval, maybe just curiosity—passed through his eyes.

“We’ll do a training exercise later,” he said, his voice flat. It wasn't a promise, it was a condition. A test.

His gaze held mine for a second longer, a silent challenge passing between us.

It was a small victory. A tiny crack in the armor of his control. It wasn’t everything, but it was a start.

I felt a surge of defiance, a quiet satisfaction that I was not completely helpless, not entirely under his thumb.

I gave him a short, sharp nod and stepped back, giving him his space again. The balance of power had shifted, just a fraction of a degree, but it was enough. For now.

Hours later, the loft was silent except for the low hum of the electronics.

The adrenaline from the morning had faded into a low, simmering anxiety.

Lorenzo had spent the time staring at the security feeds, his body rigid with a tension that never seemed to leave him.

My own nerves were frayed, my skin prickling with the phantom sensation of being watched.

His phone buzzed on the console. He answered it on speaker, his voice betraying nothing. “Talk.”

The voice on the other end was tinny, professional. “Boss. We swept the building. Sixth floor, corner room, just like you said. The dust is disturbed. A perfect tripod footprint, right by the window. Clear line of sight. But that’s it. Nothing else. No cigarette butts, no casings, no fiber. Nothing. The guy’s a ghost.”

The voice paused. “We’ve done the surrounding rooftops. Same story. Nothing. Whoever it was, he packed up and vanished. Left no trace.”

Lorenzo listened, his expression completely unreadable. The silence stretched after the man finished his report.

A prickle of paranoia rose on my skin. They were good. Too good. This wasn’t some random hitman; this was someone with resources, someone who knew how to vanish without a whisper. This was a different level of threat.

Finally, Lorenzo spoke, his voice cold as ice.

“Keep looking,” he said, and ended the call without another word.

He didn’t slam the phone down or hit the wall. He just placed it carefully back on the table. The lack of an explosion was somehow more chilling.

The silence in the loft felt heavier than before, suffocating. We were being hunted by a phantom, someone who could get close enough to touch us and then disappear into thin air.

That night, we sat together, side-by-side, in the glow of the monitors.

The city outside was a blurred, distant smear of light and life, but inside, the high-definition cameras showed every shadow, every leaf that shifted in the wind outside our reinforced walls.

We didn’t talk. There was nothing to say. He had his gun on the table between us, casually placed within reach, a silent centerpiece for our vigil.

The tension in the air was thick, a physical presence. It was a mixture of his quiet, lethal vigilance and my own simmering fear.

But even then, watching the hard profile of his face illuminated by the blue-white light of the screens, my body hummed with an awareness of him, an echo of his rough possession that morning. Fear and desire, all tangled up.

Without looking away from the screen, his hand found my leg. It rested on my knee for a moment, a heavy weight, before it began to move.

His fingers slid under the hem of the short skirt I’d put on earlier, his touch deliberate on my bare thigh. My breath hitched, but I didn’t move, didn’t stop him.

I kept my eyes on the screens, mimicking his focus, even as my entire world narrowed to the path his hand was taking.

His fingers were cool at first against my skin, then deliberate, working their way slowly up the inside of my thigh, pushing past the silk of my panties.

He was an expert in this, too. He knew exactly how to touch me, how to bypass all my fear and anxiety and go straight for the raw nerve of my need.

He began to stroke me slowly, expertly, his thumb finding my clit and pressing, circling. A soft gasp was caught in my throat.

“You’re my distraction,” he murmured, his eyes still fixed on the surveillance feed, watching for ghosts in the dark.

I bit my lip to keep from making a sound.

The thrill of his touch, the raw audacity of it in this moment of extreme tension, warred with the knowledge that we were still hunting, still hunted. My body, however, had no such conflict. It was already answering him, a deep, liquid ache building between my legs.

The world outside the loft, the threat, the photo—it all began to feel distant, fuzzy. There was only the rhythmic pressure of his thumb, the heat building inside me, his solid presence beside me.

I let my head fall back against the chair, my focus blurring, letting him finger me, letting myself get lost in the sensation.

The sharp, sudden blare of the motion sensor alarm pierced the quiet.

It was a jolt, physical and jarring, like a bucket of ice water.

His hand stopped, withdrawing instantly, and both our heads snapped to the screen.

The pleasure I’d been lost in vanished, replaced by an ice-cold, gut-wrenching dread. The shift was instantaneous, brutal. From the edge of climax to the edge of death.

My breath hitched, and my heart hammered against my ribs, echoing the loud, urgent pulse of the alarm.

We were both upright, tense, eyes locked on the section of the screen that flashed red, showing the triggered sensor on the fire escape two floors below us.

The intimate moment was shattered, incinerated, replaced by the grim, metallic reality of our situation.

His gun was already in his hand again, the metal catching the light from the screens. His jaw was tight, shadowed and hard in the dim light.
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