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CRUEL CHAINS: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

I TRADED ONE CAGE FOR ANOTHER... AND THIS ONE KISSES BACK. 

They say the devil you know is better than the devil you don't. I'm starting to think they lied. My name used to be Lily, dreaming about the future, and staying loyal to my loved ones, but now I am just a body. 

I traded Alberto's cage for Killian's mansion, hoping to get free. Now, one stolen kiss and a glimpse into Killian's darkness have me questioning everything, even my sanity after being in the hands of monsters—humans with no soul.

I let myself believe in a new hope, a kind of new home. But how? I wanted to think about a fresh start, but escape is the only hope that seems to be my only survival now. All small comfort has been taken from me, replaced by the chilling truth: Killian is everything Alberto was... and far more dangerous.

With Killian fighting his secret from the past, I'm stuck. Do I give in to the monster or fight to escape? I have to find a way to avoid the war. Will I turn into what I fear, or find the strength to fight his shadows that want to destroy me? 

Book 2 of 3 in the Cruel Temptation Series — a dark, twisted, and emotionally intense mafia romance for readers who crave power struggles, psychological tension, and love that cuts deep.
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CHAPTER 1

[image: ]




LILY P.O.V.

Seriously? They shot me.

That gut punch of a truth slammed into me like a brick, ice-cold and raw. My whole system had been running on pure adrenaline the second the gunfire erupted, practically dragging me forward, totally numbing me to the searing agony until just this very moment.

I couldn't stop now, though. No way. I had to keep pushing, keep moving. First priority: find a road, any road. But how was I supposed to pull that off with this freaking bullet burning in my leg, dragging me down, draining my strength with every single step?

My brain finally snagged on the knife strapped to my right leg, and the belt I'd jury-rigged into a holster. Quickly, though with a sharp hiss of pain, I wrestled them off. My hands were shaking like crazy as I yanked the leather belt tight around my lower left leg, just above the wound, hoping it would act like a tourniquet and slow this relentless bleed.

Once I’d finished that rough wrap-job on my leg – my movements clunky and totally messed up by the pain – I scooped up the knife and gun again, gripping them hard. Running meant clutching these in my hands, despite the bone-deep throb and the slick, sticky feel of blood on my arm. No chance in hell I was dropping either of them. I absolutely couldn't lose my only defense out here in this wild, hostile nothingness.

The clear, unmistakable sounds of men's voices, getting louder, sharper, instantly snapped me to high alert. Fear was like an espresso shot to my senses. I whipped my head around, trying to visually swallow my surroundings, to get my bearings, to zero in on exactly how bad this situation was.

Then a massive wave of dizziness slammed me, a sudden, sickening vertigo that actually rocked me sideways. My body screamed to just crash down, catch my breath, gather some kind of strength. But my gut screamed louder: keep running, put more ground between me and those guys hunting me down.

The sparse trees and low-lying brush around me played tricks in the fading light, swaying and rustling like they were hiding something, or someone. Every whisper of wind sounded like hushed voices, every snap of a twig like a bootfall. The real sounds, though – the low murmurs of men, the unmistakable crunch of their steps – just kept getting closer, a chilling, terrifying reminder that they were right behind me.

No more stalling. I knew my time was officially up. I started running again, but this time it was a messed-up limp, my left leg dragging like dead weight. Each single step sent fiery jolts of agony straight through my entire body. I was literally praying with everything I had that I wouldn't trip on something hidden in the murky undergrowth and face-plant onto the brutal forest floor.

The pain just kept surging, a full-blown electric shock blasting up my body every time I put even an ounce of weight on that messed-up left leg. Thinking, praying, that I’d put enough distance between us – at least for a hot minute – I stopped again, sagging against a thick tree trunk, gulping for air. A bitter whisper in my head said I never should have stopped the first time around.

Then, slicing clean through the dry rustle of leaves and the frantic drum of my own heart, I heard it... “LILY. YOU’RE GAINING ZERO BY RUNNING. I’M GONNA FIND YOU EITHER WAY.”

Damn it. That was Enzo’s voice, no doubt. It cut through the night, clear as a bell, amplified by the wide-open air, practically booming through the trees.

“IF YOU STEP OUT NOW, NO ONE’S TOUCHING YOU, LILY. I PROMISE... NOT UNTIL THE BOSS GETS HERE.” Enzo’s voice was slick, practically oozing with fake reassurance, trying to play me, to manipulate me into giving up. Did he seriously think I was that naive? Even if his crew was ordered to hold back right now, Killian? He wouldn't be holding back for anyone when he showed up. Not a chance.

“LILY. YOU DON’T HAVE A PRAYER AGAINST US, NOT EVEN WITH THOSE LITTLE TOYS YOU’RE CLUTCHING.” Enzo’s words, sharp with pure contempt, were aimed directly at the knife and gun in my sweaty grip. My heart actually stuttered, a cold wave of dread washing right over me. They were pros, trained killers. Me? Not even close. I barely had it in me to hurt a fly, let alone kill, even to save myself. If they got an opening, they’d take me out in a heartbeat, zero hesitation.

No. He was playing head games, trying to snap my spirit, to make me cave. But I was more dangerous than he thought. I'd made it this far, right? Escaped the mansion, dodged them for this long. I was more capable than I gave myself credit for. The murky darkness around me seemed to thicken, shadows stretching out, as I turned in slow, careful circles, desperately trying to pinpoint their direction, to get a jump on their move.

Then... I froze. Instantly, my whole body went stiff as concrete, every muscle locking down. I stopped dead, my breath caught tight in my chest. My hands, suddenly like dead weight, just let go. The knife and gun hit the forest floor with a dull clatter, swallowed by the messy undergrowth. I swear my heart skipped a beat too, that sudden shock just robbing me of air, locking me in place.

No way. This couldn't be happening. It just couldn't end like this. The massive, powerful arms that suddenly wrapped around me from behind felt like an iron vise clamping my chest, squeezing the air right out of my lungs. But the real reason I couldn’t breathe was the pure, paralyzing panic that exploded through every cell in my body, hijacking my will, completely shutting down any fight I had against his suffocating grip.

Enzo stepped out from behind a thick tree, gliding out of the deep shadows. A triumphant smirk was painted across his lips, a look of smug, total victory. He had that "cat that got the cream" vibe.

That was the trigger. That infuriating, condescending look of "I win" on his face – a smug victory over me, over my completely blown escape attempt. Pure, hot rage, fierce and sharp, momentarily scorched right over my fear. I started thrashing against the arms holding me, twisting, kicking, fighting with a wild, desperate fury.

The brutal, raw pain that ripped through my shot leg with every single struggle made me let out a sharp, involuntary yelp – a raw cry of agony. Enzo leaned in, his voice a low, mocking hum right by my ear. “Don't think that’s gonna do you any good now, Lily,” he drawled, not a shred of sympathy in his tone. He lifted a hand, his fingers already reaching, aiming to clamp onto my chin and yank my gaze to his.

He moved fast, damn him, anticipating my move before I could even chomp down, which was exactly what my gut told me to do. He made a soft "Tsk" sound. His voice was dripping with condescension as he kept talking. “I’d say you caused enough trouble today, wouldn’t you agree? Do you really need to do this? Fight? You honestly believe you’ve got a ghost of a chance against us?”

His hand was back on my chin, fingers clamping down hard, the grip painfully tight. Then, out of nowhere, without a single warning, a brutal, bone-jarring blow landed sharp against the side of my head.

First came the shock, a blank moment of total disorientation. Then the raw, burning agony of the impact exploded through my skull, a searing wave of pain radiating outwards, making the nausea that had been churning low in my stomach surge, threatening to completely swamp me.

“What the hell?!” I managed to snarl, my voice thick with pain and sheer disbelief. I gaped at Enzo, my eyes wide, blazing with accusation.

Didn't he just promise me no one was going to lay a hand on me? Men. Their absolutely absurd, pathetic need to constantly flex their power, to assert dominance, even over a woman who’s already wounded and cornered. “Just for good measure,” he explained, his voice smooth as silk. A cold, almost predatory smile played around his lips, like it was a fun little game.

“Can’t trust you not to go at my men again.” Unbelievable. He actually looked proud of himself, all smug over his total chickenshit move, clocking a woman with the butt of his gun. “Let’s move.” He turned, his smirk widening even more, and gestured to his men. The guy still holding me tightened his grip, painfully, then shoved me roughly forward. A sharp gasp of pain tore from my lips, another cry escaping as the jolt ripped through my injured leg.

Enzo actually paused, whipping back around to give me a critical once-over. “Jesus,” he muttered, his tone dripping with exasperation. “You clowns actually shot her?”

“She knifed Josh and was bolting,” one of the two men with Enzo shot back defensively, his voice loaded with excuses. Not the guy holding me, but the other one.

Enzo scoffed, rolling his eyes hard. “It’s not like she gutted him, right? Didn't I specifically tell you guys to be careful? Whoever put that bullet in her is gonna answer to Killian when he gets back. I’m not sticking my neck out for any of you morons. Call Sebastian,” he ordered, his voice suddenly snapping into full-on command mode. “I want him prepped and waiting in the basement for when we roll in.”

The trek back to the mansion was pure hell, every single step a fresh torment. It wasn't just the guy’s rough, possessive grip on my shoulder and back – which was totally disgusting, a gross violation of my personal space that made my skin crawl – but also the relentless, swirling dizziness and waves of nausea constantly threatening to overwhelm me. The raw, throbbing burn from the bullet wound in my leg was just the rotten cherry on top of this whole horrific nightmare.

When we finally hit the mansion, it looked like pretty much everyone inside was awake, stirred by the chaos, drawn by the sound of the gunfire. They were all lined up, watching – their faces a weird mix of raw curiosity and morbid fascination – as I was dragged, limping and totally defeated, back inside the walls of my personal prison.

I caught Agnes standing stiffly in the kitchen doorway, still in her nightgown. Her white hair, usually pulled back in a super tight, neat bun, was now held up by these truly ridiculous hair curlers. She took one long look at me, her expression giving nothing away, then turned sharply, just leaving the doorway. She shook her head slowly, a silent, damning verdict.

Probably, she was making her retreat back to the maid’s quarters, that little, almost separate cottage built right next to the kitchen’s garden doors. Nina, though, looked the most visibly shaken. Her hand was tapping a nervous rhythm on the glossy dining table, her other hand clamped tight over her mouth, her eyes wide with a heavy weight of worry.

The second we stepped inside, the instant she saw the state I was in, Nina practically launched herself to my side. Her initial fear just evaporated, replaced by this fierce, almost feral protectiveness. She was already helping me walk, her arm bracing my weight. “You people are just letting her walk like that?” she practically spat at Enzo, her voice raw with fury.

Enzo’s jaw tightened. “Back off from her, Nina,” he warned, his voice turning to steel. “For your own damn good. Killian made it clear...”

“I don’t give a single damn what he said!” Nina snapped, cutting him off, her voice spiking with defiance. Her grip on me tightened, a fierce anchor. “I’m helping my friend.”

“Nina, please, don’t,” I rasped, my voice barely a whisper, hoarse from exhaustion and the brutal pain making it tough to even get words out. “Just go...”

“Listen to your friend, Nina,” Enzo cut in sharply, silencing me. “Unless you wanna end up in deep trouble just like her, then you need to back off. Now.”

I locked eyes with Nina, my gaze screaming a silent plea, begging her to just walk away, to not dig herself into a deeper hole. Nina shook her head, her jaw set like granite. “I’m not letting you walk like that,” she stated firmly.

I let out a defeated sigh. If I was being brutally honest with myself, I desperately needed the help Nina was throwing my way right now, even if it was just a small, fleeting comfort in this total nightmare. Enzo finally gave up trying to argue with Nina, his face settling into a resigned slump. We kept moving until we reached the foot of the grand staircase, the one I always used to get up to my room.

“Where the hell do you think you’re taking her?” he snapped at Nina, his voice sharp and slicing through the thick, tense silence. Nina and I both froze mid-step. Nina angled herself slightly, not even fully turning to face him. “Her room,” she stated simply, her voice flat with defiance.

“She doesn’t have a room anymore,” Enzo corrected her coldly, his eyes pinned on me. “Unless you want to see me drag your ‘friend’ down to the basement myself, you do it.” Nina shot a furious glare over her shoulder at him, her eyes practically sparking with anger. But she knew when she was dead in the water.

She turned us around, her movements stiff with pure resentment, guiding us toward a corridor I’d never seen before – a dim, shadowy passage leading away from the main hub of the house. We kept walking, the silence thick and suffocating, until we hit a massive, imposing wooden door. It looked less like something in a mansion and more like the entrance to a dungeon. Seriously, these people had to be so extra.

Two guards, even bigger and more menacing than the guys who’d snatched me in the forest, stood like statues in front of the door, their faces totally blank. When one of the hulking guards finally hauled the heavy doors open with a loud, drawn-out creak, it wasn't a basement level in front of us. Nope. Just stairs. Seriously steep, dropping-off-into-the-abyss kind of stairs.

Getting down there wasn't going to be easy, not in this state. Nina shot me a quick, apologetic look, mouthing "sorry." I gave a slight shake of my head, a silent signal that this wasn't on her. We started the descent, the very first step groaning ominously under our combined weight.

Three steps in, and it already felt like the endless pit from my worst nightmares – a gaping maw of total darkness just swallowing us whole. Not a single light bulb anywhere to show us the way. The oppressive blackness pressed in, thick and suffocating.

That whole slow, agonizing trip down the steep, winding staircase made the knot in my stomach twist tighter, colder, as the full, crushing weight of what had just gone down, of my absolute, catastrophic failure, finally hit me. Bad thoughts, dark, chilling premonitions, started flooding my brain, swamping me in a rising tide of fear and sheer despair.

Most prominently, the brutal, horrifying scenes from the nightmare I’d had in Killian’s room, the night before he left, replayed in my head with sickening clarity. Oh yeah. He was going to do exactly what Alberto did to me. Maybe even worse. The thought settled in my bones like a cold, hard truth.

The realization was a chilling, absolute certainty, settling deep in my bones. I started shaking, hard, uncontrollably. It was the blood loss, the relentless throbbing pain, the bone-deep chill of the basement, and the suffocating, soul-crushing fear that was threatening to just eat me alive. Nina’s arms tightened reassuringly around me, a silent, anchoring offer of comfort and support.

I was surprisingly grateful to have her there, even knowing Nina wouldn't be allowed to stick around for long. Just her presence, for as long as it lasted, settled me a bit, a tiny island of human warmth in this vast, terrifying ocean. I had no clue, no concept whatsoever, of what horrors were waiting for me once I was completely alone in this underground hell-hole.

A faint, chilling breeze, rising from the depths of this place, somehow made me feel the dampness on my cheeks, the cold tracks tracing paths down my skin. Silent tears had been quietly falling, a complete betrayal of the carefully built, tough-girl facade I’d been clinging to.

For crying out loud, I had just completely torched my last shot at escaping this life, at clawing back any sliver of freedom, by stopping out there in the forest. I never should have stopped running. Never.

Suddenly, jarringly, the lights flickered on, blasting the corridor with a harsh, artificial glare. Enzo must have hit a switch somewhere, instantly chasing away the suffocating darkness the second we hit the basement floor. It was a massive corridor too, stretching out endlessly before us, just like the one we’d walked upstairs to get to the basement entrance.

Heavy, solitary wooden doors were spaced out along both sides of the cold, damp walls. Each door stood like a silent sentinel, guarding its dark secrets. Holding cells. Clearly.

I shivered, a fresh wave of ice-cold dread washing over me. A morbid curiosity pricked at me: were there actually people locked up inside these rooms, behind these forbidding doors?

How many were still alive, still breathing, enduring pain I couldn't even imagine? How many had died inside these walls, within this underground labyrinth? How many had just faded away, alone and forgotten, inside the exact room they were about to toss me into?

“That second room on the right,” Enzo stated to Nina, his voice flat, totally devoid of any emotion, like I wasn't even a person, just some package to be dropped off.

“Put her in there.” Nina, her face pale but her jaw set with grim determination, guided us forward, her arm still bracing me, steering me toward the designated cell. She reached out, her hand trembling just a touch, and pushed open the tall, heavy brown wooden door, revealing the bleak interior of my new prison.

The room wasn’t even that tiny, square-footage wise. But somehow, it felt like it was shrinking with every second we stood there, the walls closing in, the space just tightening, suffocating me. Like in a few hours, it would become a cramped, airless box, slowly crushing the life right out of me.

The floor was as grimy and uneven as the forest floor I’d been tearing across earlier, thick with dirt and dust. And the cobalt blue walls? They were smeared with horrifying streaks of dried blood, dark and ominously stark.

My gaze locked onto the side wall. Two thick ropes hung from the ceiling nearby, swaying just barely in some unseen draft. Horrific memories, visceral and totally unwanted, flashed with brutal clarity in my head as I blinked, really taking in the stark, savage reality of this room. Me. Hanging by my hands, suspended from the ceiling in a brutal cell, exactly like this one, back in Alberto’s basement.

Whips. Cracking the air with their harsh, sickening snap. Each sharp report was just as brutal and unforgiving as the way they’d ripped into my skin, leaving welts and scars that still ghosted both my body and my mind. Another shudder tore through me, a deep, involuntary tremor. My stomach pitched, and I thought I might actually puke, the fear a physical weight crushing the air from my lungs.

Sebastian was already there, perched awkwardly on the lone, rickety chair in the center of the room. He clutched a worn leather bag tight against his chest, one leg bouncing a nervous rhythm. The second he heard us enter, he shot up, sweeping a quick, assessing glance over all of us. Then his eyes, sympathetic and warm with concern, zeroed in on mine. He visibly scanned my injuries, his medical instincts kicking in hard despite the totally grim scene.

I guess, even being deep in this brutal mafia world, he was still a doctor at his core. His main purpose still rooted in easing pain, in helping people who hurt. He gestured gently for Nina to help me to the chair, a silent offer of assistance. But a single, sharp, immediate “No” ripped through the air from Enzo, stopping Nina dead in her tracks.

My dignity, what little sliver I had left, couldn't handle any more of their forced help, their condescending pity. It made me instinctively push Nina gently away, pulling back from her supportive arm. "I can do it myself," I muttered under my breath, though no one heard it.

And then, just like always, regret slammed me almost instantly for doing something so rash, so impulsive, fueled by pure fury in a situation that screamed for calm, cold calculation. It didn't make me back down, though. Call it pride, call it stubbornness, whatever – it kept me upright, defiant.

I still limped my way slowly to the wall, the raw cold of the stone seeping right through my flimsy dress. I dropped down heavily, back pressed against it, facing Enzo, Nina, Sebastian, and the two other guards still hovering in the doorway. And Enzo? He just couldn't wipe that smug, infuriating smile off his face. It was a constant, mocking reminder of my total defeat.

“Nina, get out.” Enzo’s voice was rock-solid, brooking zero argument. Nina’s response was instant. “Not a chance,” she shot back, her voice just as firm, her eyes flashing with pure defiance.

“Jack, do me a solid,” Enzo said, addressing one of his guys, his tone edged with weary impatience. “Take Nina with you on your way out. You too, Sam,” he ordered the other guard, his eyes still locked on mine, daring me to make the smallest move.

This was probably the only moment his intense, unwavering stare didn't rattle me, didn’t make me flinch. He couldn't pull anything truly drastic, not right now. And he sure as hell wouldn't do anything permanent, anything irreversible, with Killian out of the picture.

His men moved in, hands already reaching for Nina. Nina fought back, struggling against their grip, a furious scream tearing from her throat as they started physically hauling her from the room, dragging her away from me. “Let go! Lily!” she yelled, her voice fading.

When it was just me, Sebastian, and Enzo left in the room, the heavy wooden door groaning shut behind the departing guards and a still-protesting Nina, Sebastian took a cautious step toward me, his worn leather bag clutched tight in his hand.

A single, choked “No” slipped past my lips too when he got closer. My voice was hoarse, barely audible, but firm as hell in its refusal. I wasn't taking their help. Not from him. Not from any of them, ever. Sebastian glanced hesitantly between me and Enzo, his expression caught somewhere between deep concern and cautious apprehension, as Enzo and I just kept glaring at each other, a silent, tense battle of wills playing out in the dim, cold cell. Enzo just gave a slow nod, a small, almost imperceptible tilt of his head – a silent green light.

And Sebastian was already right there, kneeling beside me, unzipping his bag, getting ready to dole out unwanted medical attention. “I said no,” I repeated, my voice a little stronger this time. I yanked my head away, refusing to even look at Sebastian, my gaze fixed stubbornly on the grimy opposite wall.

“You’ve been shot,” Sebastian reminded me gently, his voice calm and all-business, totally ignoring my resistance. “And whose fault is that?” I shot back bitterly, my eyes snapping to Enzo, my accusation clear as day on my face.

“My idiotic men, I’ll happily admit,” Enzo conceded, shrugging it off like it was nothing. “But if you honestly believe this whole pathetic little show is gonna score you any sympathy points with the boss when he gets back, then you’re way off base. So I highly suggest you just let Sebastian here help you, patch you up, and wait quietly for whatever Killian’s got cooking for you.”

“I’m disgusted,” I spat, my voice low and trembling with barely contained rage, “that you would even think that of me, that I would go looking for ‘sympathy’ from him. And,” I pressed on, my voice hardening, “what’s the game plan here? Patch me up, just to break me all over again? I’ve played that twisted game enough times in my life. I’d honestly rather just get shot and tortured once and be done with it.”

“Can’t promise it’s only gonna be once,” Enzo murmured, his smile widening into something genuinely cruel, a glint of sick amusement in his eyes.

“Come on, let’s bounce, Sebastian,” Enzo said then, turning to leave, waving his hand like he was swatting away a fly. Sebastian, though, stayed planted. Stubbornly. Kneeling right beside me, his medical bag still open on the floor. He didn’t move, didn’t say a word, his face fixed on me, just waiting.

“Suit yourself,” Enzo said, pausing in the doorway. His smile stretched wider, a dark, unsettling slash across his face.

“Just don’t spend all night trying to crack that hard head of hers. The boss is gonna be back in the next couple of days anyway. He won’t get anything out of actually fixing her up when he’s here, believe me,” he added, his smile now fully formed, a triumphant, unsettling mask. Then, with a final, lingering look that felt like a challenge, he sauntered out of the room, leaving me alone with Sebastian in the cold, damp cell.

“At least let me get that bullet out of your leg,” Sebastian tried again, his voice gentle, pleading. “No,” I repeated, my voice flat, absolute.

“Why do you have to be just as stubborn as them?” Sebastian asked, his voice edged with frustration. “Just let me get a look at it, at least.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“None of your business,” I snapped, my patience finally shot.

Sebastian let out a long sigh, running a hand through his hair. “Jesus, Lily. If that wound gets nasty and infected overnight, it’s gonna be seriously bad news. Like, really bad.”

Okay, I admitted to myself, that actually scared the crap out of me, even if it was just a little.

Infection was a legit threat, especially in these gross conditions. “Let me just clean them up and get them wrapped, then,” Sebastian offered, his voice trying to sound reasonable. “I’m not even sure they’re not already infected.”

“Oh, wonderful,” I deadpanned, rolling my eyes. “So incredibly reassuring.”

“I’m telling you the honest truth, Lily,” Sebastian insisted, his tone serious, unyielding. “Fine,” I conceded, my resistance finally crumbling, just enough. “Do it. But you are not taking that bullet out. Just wrap them up.”

He looked at me, confused, his brow furrowed. “What’s your angle?” he asked.

“I’d rather bleed out and die than live with an infected leg festering in this hellhole, thanks,” I shot back, my voice thick with bitterness. “Fine,” he replied, already sounding smugly satisfied that he’d managed to convince me enough to let him treat me. He started rummaging through his bag, pulling out the necessary supplies.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Sebastian said quietly, his tone somber, as he began to clean the wound on my leg. “I was wondering when you’d start lecturing me,” I said dryly, my voice flat, empty of feeling. “I’m serious, Lily,” he said, his voice firm. “This was a big mistake.”

“You think I can’t tell?” My voice cracked, just a little tremor running through it. I snapped my mouth shut, biting back the stinging tears that were threatening to swamp me. No way was I crying in front of him. No way was I giving him that satisfaction.

He stopped cleaning my wound, his hands pausing mid-motion. Instead, he just studied my face for a long moment, his expression softening with a weird mix of pity and understanding. “I’m sorry,” he finally murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll keep quiet.”

When Sebastian was finally done cleaning and wrapping my lower left leg and upper arm – both still stinging like hell, even after his care – he pressed a small white pill into my hand. “Don’t tell anyone about this,” he murmured, his voice a low, conspiratorial whisper in the oppressive quiet of the cell.

I wouldn’t have, anyway. Why would he even think I’d confide in anyone in this place?

After he was totally finished, after he’d packed up his bag and offered a few more hushed, professional tips, he gave a quick goodbye and left me. The heavy wooden door groaned shut behind him, tossing me back into almost complete darkness.

The second he was out the door, the lights snapped off, plunging the cell into total, absolute blackness.

I guess no matter where I ran, no matter what desperate gamble I pulled, I’d always end up right back here. To this place. To my dingy, dark cell. Trapped. Imprisoned. With the stale smell of dried blood and the suffocating weight of my own nightmares.

I just hoped, with a fragile, desperate flicker of hope, that they wouldn't follow me into my sleep tonight. That the nightmares would just leave me alone for at least a few hours. That was the last coherent thought in my head as my body started to shake violently with silent sobs, convulsive tremors wracking my entire frame.

Not just from the tears, though. Also from the bone-deep cold that soaked into every inch of the basement, seeping into my bones, chilling me to my core in that useless dress that did exactly nothing to help me drift off. Sleep I knew, with a chilling certainty, wasn't happening tonight.

And I didn’t get a wink of sleep. Not one. Because every time I closed my eyes, even for a split second, flashes of my past traumas, and the bleak, terrifying vision of my screwed-up future, just swarmed my mind. Relentless. Unforgiving. Making me cry harder, the silent sobs shaking my body, a brutal testament to my absolute despair.
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CHAPTER 2
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KILLIAN P.O.V.

Luc's deep, roaring laugh pretty much shook the whole hotel suite, bouncing off every surface and mixing with the crisp clink of our glasses. We were settled in, right here in this temporary space, after pulling ourselves away from the tail end of a massive party downstairs.

The whole event had been a win, by the usual metrics – a blur of faces and forced smiles – but for reasons nobody really talked about, some shared exhaustion or maybe just a hunger for something real, Luc, Leo, Christian, and I had all decided it was time to bail out early.

Instead of diving back into the manufactured buzz downstairs, we’d chosen the chill vibe of this room, the unspoken vibe as thick in the air as the cigar smoke already clinging to the drapes, and the easy flow of top-shelf booze.

We’d blown past tipsy, deep into full-blown hammered territory. Christian was practically horizontal, totally wiped out on the patterned carpet, just mumbling nonsense to himself. A hand twitched near his ear, as if he were trying to swat away a fly that only he could see. Luc, perched precariously on the edge of the plush king-sized bed, was caught in the middle of some internal joke, his whole body shaking with unrestrained mirth. He almost tumbled off once, then caught himself, grinning wide.

Leo, always the rock, was losing a losing battle against the early morning hours, his eyelids heavy, drooping despite his best efforts to stay present. Watching this whole chaotic scene, this picture of laid-back camaraderie, a wave of solid nostalgia washed right over me. It felt like looking at some old, faded photo, a snapshot from "the good old days," like people called them, back when our laughter was just a given, spilling out without a thought, as simple and easy as breathing.

A real sharp twist hit me in the gut, seeing them like that. Regret. For every single time I’d wasted those easy moments, every smile I’d just let pass by without a second thought. Especially Marie’s. God, her smile. In our world, in this life we owned, anything or anyone you held close was constantly exposed, always wide open, always one wrong move from being violently ripped away. It was a truth I’d been slow to catch onto, a brutal lesson learned the hard way.

Now, sitting here in this drunken mess, I actually found myself consciously soaking up this fleeting slice of calm, this fragile bubble of normal. I knew, with a certainty that settled heavy in my gut, that moments like these would get rarer and rarer. The mansion, with its constant, tight tension, was hardly the spot for carefree vibes. And with everyone else around, the watchful eyes of our extended family and crew, real relaxation was a luxury we rarely got to indulge in.

This fleeting, almost delicate, sense of peace got absolutely shredded by the insistent buzz of a mobile phone. The sound sliced through the haze of alcohol and laughter like a shard of broken glass.

“Whose damn device is making that racket?” Luc slurred, his head lifting from where it had been propped against the bed frame, a groan escaping him.

“I distinctly recall us agreeing to keep those things on silent,” Christian mumbled from his spot on the floor, his words a bit muffled by the carpet fibers as he shifted. “Seriously, who keeps their ringer on high?”

They kept up their disjointed commentary, their words laced with the lazy annoyance of guys who’d had way too much to drink. I finally spoke, cutting through their half-hearted complaints. “Well, you gentlemen might’ve decided to check out of the world, but mine stays live. Just in case. Besides,” I added, glancing at the caller ID on the screen, “it’s Enzo. And when Enzo calls at this ungodly hour, it’s rarely for a casual chat. Something’s gone down.”

They didn’t protest further, their attention already drifting back to their drinks and their rambling, booze-fueled chatter. I brought the phone to my ear, my patience already wearing thin.

“What exactly do you want?” I snapped into the receiver, my tone sharper than I’d intended, even for me. I genuinely couldn’t wrap my head around why Enzo would be calling now, at this hour, totally wrecking our semblance of a 'vacation.' I felt completely justified in letting him have it.

“Boss,” Enzo’s voice came through the speaker, tight with a controlled urgency that immediately snagged my attention. “Lily has escaped.”

“What in hell are you talking about?” The words exploded from my mouth before I could even process what they meant. Pure, unadulterated rage, mixed with a healthy dose of disbelief, surged through me. The low murmur of conversation in the background, the drunken banter of my companions, stopped dead. Luc, Leo, and Christian—all of them—snapped their heads in my direction, their eyes locking onto mine, sensing the immediate shift in the atmosphere, the sudden tension that had coiled in the air around me. They recognized the tone in my voice, the barely leashed fury that even in their wasted state, they understood meant something significant had gone terribly wrong.

“Boss, please, don’t be alarmed—” Enzo began, trying to placate me, but his words only served to fuel my anger further.

“Don’t be alarmed?” I repeated his words back at him, my voice rising with each syllable, dripping with incredulous fury. “What the actual fk do you mean, 'don't be alarmed'? How in damnation’s name did she manage to run away? From you? Were you all asleep on the job?”

The three men in the room exchanged quick, startled glances. The playful atmosphere of moments ago had completely evaporated, replaced by a palpable sense of unease. They knew, as well as I did, the implications of such a screw-up.
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