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I’m supposedly a gift. A pure, anguished lily, they say. Some call me Lily, others Lys, but I'm nothing like those lilies you see admired in botanical gardens. Right now, I'm in Killian's world, just another abstract beauty in his collection.

Killian tore apart the entire Italian mafia in New York; now, he calls the shots. He's the reason I'm waking up every day and, more importantly, free from Alberto's grasp.

Alberto, that creep, traded me around like an object. New house, new owner, same old fear. Yet, I always ended up back in his clutches, trapped in some sick cycle. I learned to be difficult, to make myself unwanted, to lessen the blow of each inevitable return into being just a payment because of my dad's screw-ups and debts.

But now, everything’s different. I’m Killian’s now. Still an object, maybe, but at least I exist here. He pulled me out of Alberto’s orbit, and I have no idea why. What does a man like Killian want with this “gift”? I honestly have no idea. The question hangs in the air, unanswered. But despite everything, despite him, the main thought clawing at me is: will I ever get back to where I belong?

​
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PROLOGUE
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KILLIAN P.O.V.

Six years prior.

The report of the firearm echoed loudly. It was a deafening sound that ripped through the tense silence of the room. And just then, he was there, truly and finally gone, the last of them, deceased.  The crimson liquid that pumped through his now still heart, his blood, carried a sharp, metallic smell, like iron mixed with aged rust. It sprayed and splattered, painting me in its warm stickiness as the projectile tore through his skull.

His eyes, previously full of malice and false bravado, were now fixed wide open, unseeing, reflecting the dim light of the room as his body gave way, slumping backwards and off the plush leather chair he occupied moments before.  No regret, no hesitation, not even a twitch of guilt disturbed my features. They ended my wife’s life, extinguished her flame; now, they have settled their debt in full, with their own lives.

“Christian!” I yelled, my voice cutting through the thick air, calling out for my most trusted friend, the man who would soon be my right hand, my second-in-command.

“Take him out, and every single one of these cadavers.  Burn them to ashes. Then, bury what remains deep within the woods, in a place where the earth keeps its secrets and no prying eyes will ever chance upon them. Get them out of my sight.” He gave a single, firm affirmation with his head, his expression unreadable yet resolute, and moved with purpose towards the lifeless form of the don.  From this moment forward, New York was under my dominion.

“This city is ours now, Christian. It is our time to dictate the rules, to take control” I stated, the words heavy with the weight of ambition and vengeance. His reaction was a smile, broad and filled with undisguised pride. Then, with practiced efficiency, he lifted the body, dragging it out of the room, leaving me standing alone amidst the lingering scent of gunpowder and demise.

The air hung heavy with the pungent aroma, a cocktail of blood and the acrid smell of discharged firearms. It was a very recognizable smell, one that brought back memories I preferred to keep buried, and a sensation, unwelcome and sharp, stabbed at my chest.  My legs lost their strength, and I descended to my knees, the cold floor pressing against my skin.

Before I could even process what was occurring, tears began to flow, hot and unrestrained.  I hadn't been able to produce a single tear when they told me Marie was gone, a failure that had gnawed at me, making me feel as though I had betrayed her very memory. But now, in this moment of grim victory, all I could manage was to weep, consumed by the image of her face.

“I finished it, Marie. I eliminated every last one of them.  You are free to find peace now, and I will be her guardian, just as I promised.”

LILY P.O.V.

We were simply present, enjoying the quiet moments, just as we did every day.  I was carefully separating strands of my younger sister Amber’s hair, weaving them into a braid, my fingers working with gentle precision, while Dad sat near the window, absorbed in the pages of a worn book. I was twenty-two, perhaps twenty-three years of age at that time; the precise count of years has blurred since that day when everything shifted. Abruptly, the door crashed open with a violent force, and a figure, an intruder, forced his way into our peaceful dwelling, snatching Amber away from my grasp, taking my father, and stealing the life we knew in a single, brutal motion.

They pushed my father onto the wooden floor, their voices loud and aggressive, demanding their money. We were always under pressure to provide them with payments—substantial amounts of money.

I was filled with resentment at Dad's deceit. He had painted a picture of our life here, in this isolated cabin nestled within the woods, as a simple getaway, a vacation. He had assured us that all obligations were met, that he had given them their due for the past three months, and that there was nothing more they could claim from us. Little did Amber and I understand the depth of his fabrication. And that lie unraveled our existence.

They restrained both Amber and me, holding us captive as they inflicted harm upon our father. “Please, just let him go. He is not young. Please, I am begging you, stop hurting him” I pleaded, my voice cracking with desperation, but my words were lost on them, falling on ears that were deaf to compassion.

“Please... I will comply with anything you ask. Just release them, please.” My pleas continued, a desperate mantra, while my innocent sixteen-year-old sister sobbed uncontrollably beside me, her face streaked with tears.

The man who was applying pressure on my father shifted his attention to me, his eyes locking onto mine. I ceased my resistance, my own focused on his. Slowly, a cruel smile began to spread across his face as he released Father, pushing himself up from his position above him.

As he started to walk in my direction, the true impact of the words that had escaped my lips hit me with full force. “You would truly do anything, darling?”  He spoke, his English marked with a heavy accent. Had the situation been different, in any other world, I might have even registered that he possessed a certain rough attractiveness.

With hesitation, I gave a small movement of my head, a nod, and that minimal gesture was enough to cause a wide, predatory grin to split his features. “Take her out to my vehicle” he commanded the man who was still firmly holding my arm. My eyes widened in terror as the implications of his words became horrifyingly apparent. “No, no, please no” I attempted to shout, but the sound emerged as barely more than a breath, a choked sound in my throat.

Almost instantly, I was pulled from the relative safety and warmth of our cabin, dragged out into the sharp, biting wind of a November day.

Two sharp explosions shattered the whistling sound of the wind as the man forcefully pulled me forward. The dry leaves on the trees rustled in the breeze, and startled birds took flight from their perches, their wings beating against the air. Through the grimy windows of the cabin, now streaked with dirt, I could clearly see the splatter of blood as the sound of gunshots echoed through the isolated area we were trapped within.  With each report, something inside me broke a little more.

“NOOO!” I fought against the grip of the man’s hand, struggling with all my might to get back inside, to return to the nightmare I knew rather than face the one looming, but I was powerless against his strength as he held me firmly in place. Then, with relentless force, he propelled me towards a waiting vehicle, binding me to this horrifying existence indefinitely.

(...)

Indistinct sounds of voices penetrated the thin walls of this depressing room.  They pulled me from the edge of sleep; it wasn't as if actual peaceful rest was possible in this dreadful, cold, and filthy space, so in a way, the interruption was almost welcome.

I distinguished Alberto’s voice. His tone, always devoid of warmth, was instantly recognizable. After all, he had been the one to trade me between various houses and families for what felt like an eternity, and the inevitable return to his control was never a pleasant affair, to put it mildly.

“Prepare her in under twenty minutes. I require her to appear... acceptable.” I could almost envision his disgusted expression, his eyes, cold and contemptuous, boring through the wooden door as he uttered those demeaning words. “If such a thing is even achievable.”

“Yes, boss” a voice responded, unfamiliar and new. It registered that there was a fresh face in this pit of despair.

The door swung open with a heavy sound, making me jump slightly on what was euphemistically called a bed. It was anything but.  Rough, scratchy material covered a surface that was far from comfortable. How many bodies had laid upon this mattress over the years—perhaps a century’s worth? It was as rigid as solid stone, and every attempt at rest resulted in a throbbing back.

As predicted, the man standing in the doorway was indeed someone new. The instant he moved closer, I reacted instinctively, my hand connecting with his face in a sharp slap that sent him stumbling backwards. His eyes widened in surprise; perhaps they had failed to inform him about my... tendencies.

He paused, momentarily stunned, and an uncomfortable silence stretched between us.

“What the hell was that?” He hissed, his voice laced with anger as he lunged towards me, grabbing my arms with force. However, I was not about to submit easily; I made sure to make it a torment for him. I needed to make it unequivocally understood that no one had the right to touch me—at least not without facing a fight.

I resisted with every ounce of strength, pulling, scratching, kicking, and striking. I didn't relent until a second, more forceful thud echoed from the direction of the door.  Both of us ceased our struggle and turned our attention towards the interruption. Alberto was entering the room, his movements deliberate and menacing.  Still restrained by the new man, I felt the sting of a sharp slap across my face from Alberto, the force of it sending me crashing to the floor. He moved with unsettling speed, kneeling in front of me, his fingers clamping onto my face, his grip painful.

“Listen to me, you foolish woman, attempt one more of your ridiculous acts, and it will not be another house you are sent to.” His fingers tightened their hold on my cheeks, the pressure intense. Tears welled up in my eyes, threatening to spill over. He continued, his voice low and dangerous, “I might decide to be done with you completely; perhaps this will be the last time I allow you back here, but if you are not prepared and out of those filthy garments within fifteen minutes, my consideration will vanish.”  Abruptly releasing my head, he examined me with a look of disgust from head to toe before turning and leaving, the new man trailing behind him.

I scrambled to my feet and quickly moved into the adjoining bathroom connected to my awful bedroom. It was no different from the sleeping quarters – aged and unclean, with a shower stall that produced only frigid water.  I completed the shower quickly, dried myself with a rough towel, and managed to get dressed in under ten minutes. I was swift when driven by urgency. Perhaps my desperation to escape this place mirrored Alberto’s eagerness to be rid of me, even if only for a brief period.

When I exited the room, the same man who had tried to grab me earlier was standing guard, waiting. He cast a dismissive, crude look over my body. I returned his assessment with a fierce scowl. He grasped my arm and steered me toward a large truck, already occupied by other women who were to be ‘distributed’, as Alberto euphemistically termed it.

I took a seat next to Sally, a friend of sorts. She was one of the rare individuals in this place who didn’t make me feel like jumping out of the moving vehicle just to get away. She possessed a kindness that was scarce among the women trapped in this existence.

I sat silently as Sally began to recount the details of her previous encounter with a man. My mind drifted away, completely disconnecting from her words, and I was left with my own thoughts, swirling in my head. “Will I ever lay eyes on her again? Will this assignment finally be my last? Is there any possibility of escaping this life for good?”  
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KILLIAN P.O.V.

The quiet of the office was disturbed by a sudden sharp sound. A knock against the heavy oak door. Me and Luc were in the middle of going over accounts, numbers swimming on the parchments before us under the dim light of the desk lamp.

“Enter” I spoke, my voice rougher than usual, laced with irritation. Whoever was on the other side of that door was testing my patience. I had made it very, very known that under no circumstances was I to be disturbed while occupied with work.

It was a direct order, and everyone in this house, from the lowest cleaner to the highest ranking soldier, understood the consequences of ignoring a direct order from me. They all knew better than to disobey.

Then the door swung open, and I was then seeing him now. Him, again. Alberto. Didn't that imbecile learn from the last time? The last time I personally escorted him off my property, my boot connecting firmly with his backside, right there in front of his men, in front of everybody.

Didn't the man possess a shred of self-respect? Didn't he have any self-consciousness at all? The nerve of this guy.

“For what exactly do you grace me with your unwanted face, Alberto?” I questioned him, my tone dripping with open contempt. I did not even try to hide my displeasure. I could not stand the smug look plastered on his face. It was always there, like a permanent, irritating stain.

“Killian” Alberto started, drawing out the syllables of my name as if it was some sort of sweet treat, “it is always a pleasure, truly, to meet with you.” Pride was evident, thick and sickening, lacing every word that came out of his mouth, just like it always did. The man was practically oozing self-importance.

“Always not” I shot back immediately, not even bothering to look up from the papers spread across my mahogany desk. My pen continued to scratch across the page, signing off on ledgers, marking territories, all the while ignoring him.

He scoffs, a short, dismissive sound that barely registered in the large room, and that small sound, that tiny expression of irritation from him, brought a small smirk to my face. Just the mere irritation of this man, Alberto, the very fact that I could get under his skin so easily, brought me a strange kind of satisfaction. It was petty, maybe, but satisfying nonetheless.

“I asked you a question, Alberto. Or would you perhaps prefer a repeat performance of the last time? Would you like to get kicked out on your ass again, like last time?” I repeated, my voice getting lower, a dangerous edge creeping into it.

“I came here to offer you something, Killian” Alberto answered, his voice suddenly losing some of its usual bravado, and my face, which had been sporting a smirk just moments before, transformed in an instant into very much that of a psychopath ready to kill. The air in the room seemed to thicken, the temperature dropping several degrees.

Raising his hands in front of him as if in surrender, a gesture that was laughable considering how much I could take from him in a heartbeat, Alberto continued quickly, rushing his words now, “Now, now, before you decide to kill me right here and now with that look on your face, it is not a work deal; it is something... better.”

He paused for dramatic effect, letting the word hang in the air for a second, before he turned his head towards the door and with a flick of his wrist, he invited someone, or someone’s, into my office.

Who the fuck did he invite into my personal office? My inner circle was small, and everyone else knew better than to enter without explicit permission. I had absolutely no idea, not the slightest clue who Alberto could have brought, so I waited, my curiosity, against my better judgement, getting the best of me.

Seconds stretched, each one feeling like an eternity, before a line of women was then standing in my office. A line of women. My eyebrows raised despite my efforts to remain stoic.

I leaned back in my leather chair, exhaling fully, a slow breath escaping my lips, while a grin, slow and predatory, spread across my face. I saw Alberto smirk back at me, a wide, self-satisfied smirk, while holding his hands out wide, presenting the women in front of me like some sort of prize, saying, “I am here to propose a gift... a truce maybe, so what do you think, hmm?” He finished, his voice dripping with false pleasantries as he asked.

“I do not know, Alberto. What do you think about this, Luc?” I turned my head slightly towards my brother, my eyes never leaving the line of women. Me and Luc liked to play games, and he knew, just as well as I did, that I would accept absolutely nothing from Alberto, especially not something that came with strings attached.

Grinning, a wide, wolfish grin that mirrored my own, he answered, “I like them, brother.” With those simple words, a proud smile, almost blindingly so, formed on Alberto's face. The poor, delusional man actually thought he had done something clever here. He actually believed he had impressed us.

“Let us choose then” I said, stretching the words out, taking my sweet time standing up slowly from my chair. I wanted to prolong this moment, to let Alberto bask in his false sense of accomplishment for just a little longer before I crushed it completely.

I pushed myself off the chair, my movements deliberate, and started to walk slowly in front of every girl, inspecting them with a critical eye. There were some good-looking women, undeniably. Pretty faces, nice bodies, the kind that would turn heads on any street.

But then again, I would never, not in a million years, put my hand in Alberto’s hand. Anything he offered would be tainted, rotten to the core.

After finally reaching the end of the line, after a long, silent evaluation of each woman, I saw her. She was standing at the very end, almost hidden in the small group. She looked different, completely and utterly different from the rest.

Something about her presence made her stand out, something made her seem alien, completely out of place to be in such a setting, in this room, amongst these other women. The other woman's appearance was... expected.

They looked confident, almost eager, as they looked me directly in the eye as if they wanted to be here, as if they were ready for whatever was coming. But she didn't.

She was pointedly looking anywhere but at me, her eyes darting around the room, at the floor, at the walls, anywhere, desperately trying not to make me notice her. She shifted her weight from one leg to another, shook her legs slightly as if impatiently waiting to get the hell out of there, as if just being here, in this room, was so beyond her, so completely wrong.

That... that intrigued me. That sparked a flicker of something in the cold emptiness inside me.

I kept staring at her, my eyes slowly, methodically, taking in every single inch of her body, from her bare toes peeking out of cheap sandals to the top of her head. She looked frail, almost fragile, maybe even sick; where exactly has she been all this time?

Coal-black hair, dark as a moonless night, was falling forward, covering most of her face just like a heavy curtain covering the sunlight, which intrigued me even more. I had this sudden, overwhelming desire to see her face, to uncover what she was hiding behind that curtain of hair. I wanted to see her.

I moved closer, almost without realizing it, and gently put my hand under her chin, my fingers brushing against skin that felt surprisingly soft. I tilted her head up, forcing her to look at me, to take a better look.

It shouldn't have, it absolutely should not have, but for some unknown reason, the breath got completely knocked out of me when I found those icy blue eyes staring back at me. Eyes the colour of a winter sky, cold and sharp.

They looked fragile, vulnerable, like broken glass, ready to shatter at the slightest touch. I didn't find sunlight waiting for me behind that curtain of hair; instead, I found light skin, pale and delicate, and perfectly drawn eyes and nose, features so refined they looked sculpted.

In those eyes, in that face, I saw the moon, pale and luminous in the inky sky.

After realizing my hands had stayed there, under her chin, for longer than they should have, for longer than was strictly necessary, I lowered them slowly, reluctantly, as she continued to hold my direct, unwavering. There was this look she gave me, in those blue eyes, something I really couldn't quite make out, something... complicated, something so very close to disgust, but mixed with something else, something I couldn’t yet name.

I finally backed away, creating some space between us as I asked, my voice rougher than intended, “Name?” and that moron, Alberto, ever eager to please, answered me immediately, “Lily, her name is Lily or Lys.”

“I was asking her” I corrected him sharply, turning my attention back to Alberto, my patience wearing thin. “Care to speak another unasked for word without being spoken to, and I won't hesitate to shoot your brains out of your fucking skull, right here, right now.”

That was more than sufficient warning to effectively silence Alberto. He clamped his mouth shut, his face paling slightly. After assessing the girl, whom I now knew as Lily, one last time, my eyes lingering on her for a moment longer than necessary, I called for my second-in-command, Christian.

“Christian, I want you to take our guest here, Miss Lily” I gestured towards her with a slight nod of my head, “to the room next to mine; it is hers now.” I issued the order, walking back to my chair and desk, dismissing them.

Christian didn't waste a single second, as he moved quickly, took Lily gently but firmly by her arm, and started dragging her out of the room.

“So does that mean we have a deal then?” Alberto asked, his voice regaining some of its lost confidence, eager to salvage something from this interaction.

“Wasn't this supposed to be a gift, Alberto, or am I mistaken in my understanding? A gift, you called it. I accepted it. Now you can take your remaining whores and get the hell out of my house before I personally do it myself, and you know exactly how this ends for you if I have to do that.” I said, my voice cold and final, leaving no room for misinterpretation.

Not wasting any more time or energy trying to convince me of his so-called deal, Alberto, realizing he had pushed his luck as far as it would go for today, took his remaining women, gesturing for them to follow, and got out of my office quickly. He will be coming back anyway, I knew that for a fact. He desperately wanted to be a 'supplier' (as he liked to grandly call himself) to my various bars spread across New York.

Naturally, everyone and their dog in New York would want to get into business with me, everyone wanted a piece of the pie. And naturally, I liked the money, and I definitely liked the power, so I was not so close minded about it in general.

But when it came to Alberto and his specific... merchandise, I never agreed, not willingly. I could traffic in practically anything in this world, guns, drugs, information, you name it, just not souls. There were lines even I wouldn't cross.

(...)

LILY P.O.V.

I was then being dragged out of the office room rather unceremoniously by someone, whom I could only suppose was Christian. He was indeed tall, towering over me, and had golden skin that actually seemed to glow in the dim light of the corridor, and a broad chest that strained against the fabric of his expensive shirt.

His long, dirty blond hair was pulled back loosely into a messy man bun; it, surprisingly, suited his rough features. On a completely irrelevant side note, he was also undeniably strong; my arms were starting to hurt from the tight grip he had on me while being dragged rather forcefully, upstairs and through seemingly endless corridors.

So, after a moment of consideration, I decided to protest. I probably shouldn't have, considering these people looked significantly more dangerous, and infinitely more ruthless, than Alberto's usual thugs, but I am also not, and have never been, a puppet to be dragged around on a whim.

“Can we perhaps go just a little bit slower?” I requested, my voice coming out breathier than I intended, but he didn't so much as spare me a single glance; hell, he actually seemed to increase his pace, going even faster, if that was even possible.

So, with a surge of defiance, I jerked my arm sharply out of his hand, breaking free from his grip and stopped moving completely, planting my feet firmly on the polished marble floor. That, finally, got his attention. He stopped abruptly, turning around to face me, and that is when he glared. His blue eyes, suddenly hard and cold, fixed on me.

“What the hell do you possibly think you are doing right now?” He questioned me, his voice rising in anger, clearly furious with what I had just done.

“I asked you, politely, to go slower” I talked back, meeting his harsh glare with one of my own; I didn't really care about the potential consequences at this point. It was certainly not my first time being in dangerous people's houses, surrounded by dangerous people.

My experience had taught me that sometimes, the faster you can manage to piss them off, the faster they will, in turn, want to get rid of you, to just let you go. He closed the distance between us in two quick strides, his face inches from mine, and he looked for a split second like he was about to kiss me, or maybe hit me, but given the current tense situation we were in right now, he was definitely, without a doubt, going for a hit.

Instinctively, I backed away slowly, putting some distance between us, but he was faster, catching my arm in his hand again, his grip tightening painfully, and said, his voice low and menacing, “You better learn to follow the rules around here, bad girl; otherwise, not-so-pretty things would happen to you, very quickly.”

He was now, surprisingly, pushing a strand of my dark hair gently behind my ear, his touch strangely soft despite his harsh words, and all I did was nod slowly, my eyes fixed on his. He was intimidating, I will give him that much. He had that natural air of authority that some men just seemed to possess.

“Alright, what in the world is happening here then?” I heard a strong, familiar voice calling from ahead of us in the corridor. Whipping my head around towards the speaker, I saw it was the same man from the office, not the blond one that looked women up and down as if they were nothing more than his personal toys. This was the other one, the one he called brother. Killian.

“Luc...” Christian called out, his tone laced with a mix of surprise and something else, something I couldn't quite place, and looked at him strangely. It was almost as if this was a complete surprise to him, to find this man following us down the corridor.

“Is there something wrong? Did Killian suddenly change his mind? Should we perhaps throw her in the basement instead?” he said, giving me a sideways glance and a truly mean smirk, a smirk that promised pain and suffering. When I spotted that smirk plastered on his face, something inside me almost leaped out, urging me to slap it right off his arrogant face.

Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, I didn't. I just stood silently, rooted to the spot, assessing the new stranger who had just appeared.

Luc shook his head smoothly, a graceful, almost fluid movement, and I could tell just from that small gesture, the way he stood with his hands casually in his pockets, and that almost charming smile plastered on his face, that he was a graceful person, comfortable in his own skin, confident.

Letting my eyes settle on him for a while longer, I noticed he was young, younger than Christian, I guessed, but just as intimidating as his brother, maybe even more so in a different way. Luc had grey eyes, the exact same shade of grey as the first brother, Killian; they were the only thing I could truly focus on when his hand suddenly reached out and lingered on my chin gently, longer than it really should have, mirroring his brother’s earlier action.

It was also the only thing, those intense grey eyes, that even I couldn't quite pull my focus off of Luc's face. I must have stared for too long, my gaze fixed on his, because now he was staring directly back at me, while still smiling that unsettling smile. For a fleeting moment, it could almost trick you, that smile, and make you think it was kind, almost gentle, but I knew better than to trust anyone, especially anyone in a house like this.

“I heard you were giving Christian some trouble back there; why don't you just let me personally escort you to your assigned room?” Luc proposed, his voice smooth and low, like velvet. Luc didn't even wait for a response, didn't give me a chance to refuse, as he simply took my hand in his, his grip surprisingly firm, and pulled me gently but purposefully with him.

I definitely didn't take that as a good sign. Despite that, I realized I had absolutely no choice but to walk with him, to just linger slowly at his tail so I wouldn't be walking directly beside him. Even though he had this soft, easy smile and graceful movements, I didn't like him, not one bit; in fact, I realized with a growing sense of dread, I didn't like anyone at all in this entire house.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of walking down those endless corridors, we reached a door. Luc leaned forward slightly, his body brushing against mine for a brief second, and opened it for me with a flourish.

Without uttering a single word of thank you, I rushed inside the room, wanting to get away from him, to put some space between us, to be alone, even for just a moment. Sighing a sigh of relief that I was at last, finally, blessedly alone, I turned around slowly to take a proper look at my surroundings, and then, to my utter dismay, here he was, standing right there in the doorway, leaning against the frame, staring directly at me.

I hadn't the slightest idea what to do, how to react, so I just stood there frozen, looking back at him while he eyed me up and down slowly, deliberately, like I was some sort of prey animal, a rabbit caught in the headlights, ready to be devoured. I knew, with a certainty that chilled me to the bone, that he was up to no good.

Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock—I could clearly hear the rhythmic ticking of a clock somewhere in the room. I desperately held on to its steady, monotonous sound and focused all my attention on it. It was the only thing in that moment that kept me somewhat grounded, somewhat sane, the only thing that stopped my legs from simply bolting, from running past him and out the door, anywhere, away from him.

“Well, this silence is becoming just a little too awkward for my taste” he chuckled under his breath, a low, rumbling sound that did nothing to ease my growing anxiety, but I pointedly said absolutely nothing in response. If silence made him even slightly uneasy, then I would gladly stay that way, silent and unmoving.

As I had said to myself earlier, the faster you can piss them off, the faster you are gone from their lives, but he was definitely not finished here. Not even close to being finished. I desperately wished he was, but deep down, I knew he wasn't. I knew because I had unfortunately seen that exact look on men's faces multiple times before in my short life, that predatory, possessive look, and nothing in the entire world could ever get me truly prepared for it.

Nothing in the world could ever make me not dread it with every fiber of my being.

Slowly, deliberately, he began taking small, measured steps towards me, closing the gap between us, and in stark contrast, I took one small step backward, creating even more space. In a desperate attempt to avoid hitting any walls, to keep some escape route open, I turned slowly in small circles, my eyes never leaving his.

Somehow, in my panicked movements, I ended up back in his original place, and he was now standing exactly where I had been just moments before.

Without a second thought, acting purely on instinct, I was suddenly running for the door. For a mere fraction of a second, a tiny spark of hope ignited within me, a foolish thought that maybe I had actually escaped. Perhaps I won't have to go through this on my very first day here. Maybe I had been successful, maybe I had somehow outsmarted him, but that fleeting hope didn't last for long.

Not even a few seconds. I felt a strong hand suddenly find mine, his fingers wrapping around my wrist like steel bands, and all my fragile hopes were instantly shattered into a million pieces. I cried out, a sharp, involuntary sound of fear and pain escaping my lips as I was violently slammed against the nearest wall with bone-shattering strength.

My head made hard contact with the unforgiving plaster, landing with a sickening bang, and immediately, a wave of sharp, throbbing pain spread rapidly through my skull like a fast-growing tumor.

I pushed and pushed and pushed against his chest with all my might, struggling desperately, but I was completely unsuccessful in getting him even an inch off of me. Luc was smirking now, his soft, warming smile long gone, replaced by something cold and cruel.

“Where exactly do you think you are going, darling?” He purred in my ears, his voice now a low, dangerous rumble, his warm breath sending unwanted shivers down my spine. He had started leaving wet, disgusting trails of kisses on my neck, my collarbone, and my jawline, each touch feeling like a violation.

Deciding that physically pushing him would do me absolutely no good, that I was simply not strong enough, I went for the only thing I knew that no man, no matter how powerful, could truly handle. I drew back my leg and kicked him with all my force directly in the crotch.

Luc yelled in genuine pain, a strangled, animalistic sound erupting from his throat as he backed off abruptly, clutching at himself, a string of creative curses, vulgar and vicious, coming out of his mouth. I am pretty sure one of them was something very close to 'fucking bitch', spat out with pure venom.

I now knew better than to even attempt to run away again, that escape was impossible for the moment, so instead, I screamed as loud as I possibly could, screaming at the top of my lungs for anyone, for anyone at all to hear me. Screaming had never really worked before, not in my experience, but I also wasn't currently trapped in a basement, at least not yet. I had to try something, anything.

When he finally realized what I was actually doing, that I was screaming for help, he immediately advanced towards me again, his face contorted in rage, putting his hand roughly around my throat, his fingers closing around my windpipe, hard enough for me to instantly know it would definitely leave a dark, ugly bruise tomorrow.

“Shut the fuck up, you stupid bitch” Luc snarled viciously in my face, his breath hot and foul against my skin, as he pressed his hands even harder into my neck, effectively cutting off my precious air supply. Things around me started to swim and blur, the edges of my vision darkening rapidly, and looking directly into Luc's cold grey eyes felt like being faced with a violent storm, with all his pent-up anger and fury focused solely on my throat.

Soon enough, very soon, I was choking, gasping desperately for air that wouldn't come, and just as fast as it had come, I felt consciousness start to slip away, the room tilting and spinning around me.

Just before I was about to completely pass out, to succumb to the approaching blackness, Luc's crushing grip was suddenly off of me, and I was collapsing onto the floor, hitting the hard wood with a painful thud, struggling desperately, agonizingly for breath. Muffled voices, indistinct and distant, were suddenly in the room, and when I finally managed to look up with teary, blurred eyes, I saw two other figures standing in the doorway of the room.

I hadn't even heard the door open, hadn't registered anyone else entering.

One of them was Christian, instantly recognizable due to his long blond hair that made it easy to pick him out even in my blurry vision. I wasn't immediately able to recognize the other one towering over Luc, his back to me, but as my vision slowly returned to normal again, focusing properly, I knew with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that it was the man from the office.

Killian. The man who had effectively bound me to this cursed place, to these cursed people. This was all his fault, every single bit of it.

Did I actually hate him? I thought to myself dazedly as I looked up at them from my uncomfortable position on the floor. I involuntarily thought of his hand, the way it had felt on my skin, gentle when it really shouldn't have been, and the place where he had briefly touched me, my chin, now felt strangely burning, reminding me of his unexpected, brief touch.

But still, he is undeniably the reason I am here, in this situation, having chosen me, specifically me, from that whole bunch of women Alberto had so generously brought to him.

So, do I hate him then? How exactly should I feel about him? I had made a very firm vow to myself a long time ago, a vow to never, ever trust anyone, anywhere I went; trusting people was simply not an option anymore. It had only ever ended badly for me.

I had ended up, time and time again, with a long string of horrible, dangerous people who could, and probably would, get me killed eventually.

I could never honestly say he was different from any of them, and neither did I actually feel it in my gut. The way he had talked to Alberto, dismissive and cruel, and the way he had been looking at the women, like objects to be assessed and chosen, made it perfectly obvious.

But also, strangely, the way he had looked angry, almost furious even, with his own brother, Luc, for touching me, for attacking me. Which made a small, almost entirely missable thing, a tiny spark, ignite unexpectedly in my cold chest.

Was that... hope? Or was it perhaps just the spark of something else entirely, something darker, something more dangerous? It must have been hope, I reasoned with myself. It had to be.

I would not just be treated like a mere animal here, used and abused, and then simply thrown away after a while when they were done with me. Definitely, it had to be just a tiny flicker of hope.

Before I could get completely lost in my own sea of confused thoughts even more, someone suddenly kneeling down in front of me pulled me abruptly back to harsh reality. I backed away from him almost instantly, scooting back on the floor, and then cursed myself mentally for doing so.

I am absolutely not supposed to show any sign of weakness, not ever, and I am definitely not supposed to yield to anyone, yet here I was, shaking slightly, visibly trembling, in front of Killian, while he slowly, methodically, inspected me with those cold grey eyes.

He reached out his hand slowly, as if to touch me again, but I didn't give him the chance, not again. I instinctively pushed his hand away, just as it was coming closer to my face, my action sharp and defensive.

He immediately, without missing a beat, held my hand firmly in his, his fingers tightening around my wrist, twisting it just a bit, just enough to reach the point where it would just start to hurt. I looked directly at him, meeting his intense, unwavering gaze, and he simply raised one dark eyebrow, a silent question, surprised, it seemed, that I was actually challenging him, daring to defy him.

We kept staring at each other, locked in a silent battle of wills, while he still held my hand in his painful grip. Then, just as suddenly as he had taken it, Killian seemed to notice it again, the way he was staring at me, with an intensity that was almost unnerving, when he really shouldn't have been, and immediately, he got up abruptly, releasing my hand.

It was nothing even remotely close to the way he had been holding my chin gently earlier in the office, but he did, at least, let go of me with some form of... reluctance?

“Get Sebastian here immediately; he should definitely take a look at her, and also at you” Killian turned his head slightly, pointing a sharp finger at Luc, and then said, his voice like ice, “I want you in my office. Right now.”

His voice left absolutely no place for any argument, no room for any negotiation, and Luc, surprisingly compliant, obeyed without a word, walking silently out of the room, Christian falling in step behind him.

“Will you at least get off the floor now, Lily?” Killian finally asked, his voice now laced with disbelief, a hint of exasperation in his tone. Glaring up at him defiantly, I deliberately stayed glued in my place on the floor, pointedly ignoring him, which earned me a frustrated sigh from Killian as he aggressively rubbed his face with his hand, running it roughly over his jaw.

Oh well, he made the choice to pick me, and now he is unfortunately stuck with me.

I wanted to say to myself, and perhaps even to him, that I was deliberately staying on the floor purely to spite him, to annoy him, but in all honesty, I was just simply too tired, too completely exhausted to even get up right now. I honestly don't even know how long it has been since I last properly slept on a real bed, in a real room, and when I finally scanned the room properly, taking in my surroundings, I realized just how utterly luxurious it actually was.

It was, at the very least, five times bigger than the hell hole of a room Alberto had thrown me in and kept me confined for years. The massive king-sized bed in the very middle of the room practically called out to me, beckoning me closer, and there was another extra door set into the wall that I automatically assumed was the bathroom.

I actually wondered for a brief moment how big it would be. Maybe that too would be even larger than the entirety of the room at Alberto's place.

The heavy velvet curtains were only half-opened, and they allowed just a small bit of natural light to filter into the room, illuminating not just the luxurious furniture but also Killian, who was still standing there watching me. He had something undeniably about him, an air of power and danger that was almost palpable.

The grey of his eyes was as dark and as melancholy as the ashes of the people he had probably killed. Yet, despite the coldness, they also glowed with something raw and untamed deep within them, something almost primal, begging to be somehow set free.

An emotion I couldn't possibly even begin to make out, for monsters like him, I reasoned, didn't truly feel real emotions, and if they did, it was only wrath and anger, nothing else. I was definitely not willing to take any chances to try and see beyond all this carefully constructed anger. It was far too dangerous.

Minutes later, another man, presumably Sebastian, came rushing rather frantically into the room and took a quick, assessing scan of the entire space. His eyes stayed on me for a moment longer than necessary, and his face almost immediately turned into a confused frown.

“Killian, Christian just said you called for me urgently; I certainly didn't think it was for someone else entirely” he said, looking at me again as if I was some strange alien creature or perhaps a wild animal that had somehow wandered into their luxurious bedroom and was currently sprawled out on their expensive floor.

“I am perfectly ok, Sebastian, no need to worry about me. She's not exactly ok. Take a proper look at her. Give her something, maybe a sedative or something similar; I really don't want her going around kicking my men” he said, looking at me sideways from the corner of his eye as he smirked, a smirk that was definitely not nice by any means.

It looked rather sinister, as if warning me of the potential consequences of my blatant disobedience and what I had dared to do to his brother. He deserved it, though, every single bit of it.

How I desperately wanted to leap on him right then and there too, to slap that smug smirk right off his face, to kick him too, and then simply run away as fast as my legs could carry me. I did absolutely nothing of that, of course; I just continued to sit there motionlessly on the floor, and in return, I just scowled at him with all the venom I could muster. He could go and fuck himself for all I cared.

After he had finally walked out of the room, leaving me alone with Sebastian, Sebastian, surprisingly gentle, convinced me to at least get up off the cold floor and sit on the edge of the bed. We talked a little, well, he did most of the talking anyway.

I just sat there silently and listened to what he had to say, my mind constantly racing, silently assessing him, trying to figure him out. Sebastian had blue eyes, just like mine, which was somewhat unexpected.

They were sapphire blue, a vibrant, striking colour, and honestly, they looked genuinely beautiful. He had dark stubble covering his jaw, and despite generally not liking how stubble looked on most men, it actually suited his rugged features. He was also not much shorter than Killian, which was honestly getting ridiculous; my god, why are all of them in this place so unbelievably tall?

He proceeded to tell me all about this place, this mansion, and about Killian himself, not that he was exactly unknown to me. Ever since Killian had brutally killed the Don of New York and ruthlessly taken over his entire operation, he has been feared by absolutely everyone in the city and beyond.

I had never actually seen him in person before I first laid eyes on him in the office earlier today. I had just heard the myths and terrifying stories whispered about his glorious, bloody murders, stories that were probably embellished, but still... I was actually surprised, I would even begrudgingly give him that; I had, in my mind, expected him to look a bit more... terrifying, I guess? More monstrous, somehow?

Warnings were also something Sebastian absolutely loved to give, it turned out. He proceeded to warn me about practically every single person he had even briefly spoken about, including himself.

He also told me, in no uncertain terms, to behave myself and to understand that this place was already dangerous enough on its own; little did he know that that was precisely my plan: to deliberately piss them off as much as possible and then somehow escape from this gilded cage. I pointedly refused to take the pills he insisted on me taking, pills he claimed were just pain relievers; they could easily be poisoned for all I actually knew.

Then suddenly, without any warning, I felt a sharp, stinging sensation in my upper arm. I looked at Sebastian wide-eyed, startled, and then I saw a thin needle, already infiltrating my skin, injecting something directly into my arm.

All of a sudden, an overwhelming wave of sleepiness hit me forcefully, like a heavy rock suddenly hitting me directly on the head, and I realized I couldn't fight it, no matter how hard I tried. Looking at him one last time, my vision already blurring at the edges, he actually smiled at me, a soft, almost gentle smile, as he carefully laid me down on the soft bed, adjusting the pillows behind my head.

I thought vaguely to myself, Okay, maybe just for a little bit, just for a short while, I will relax here and actually sleep, and then I will properly plan my elaborate escape from this place later. I genuinely wanted to sleep, for the first time in what felt like forever, on that comfortable bed, under the soft warmth of that thick comforter.

But the very last thing I had no real idea why I thought of, as I finally drifted slowly, inevitably to sleep, was him, Killian, his hand unexpectedly holding mine, his cold grey eyes, so very cold, staring directly back at me. Then, finally, thankfully, I was completely enveloped by the welcoming embrace of the darkness. What a strange, unsettling thought to fall asleep to.
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CHAPTER 2
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KILLIAN P.O.V.

Having just exited Lily's room, I made my way back to the office. Luc, as instructed, was already there, pacing near the window. The dim light filtering through the blinds cast long stripes across the mahogany desk and the plush rug under his feet. The air in the room felt thick with unspoken tension.

The moment I stepped into the room, he ceased his pacing and turned sharply towards me.

“What in hell's name was all that commotion about?” he demanded, his voice laced with a noticeable edge of irritation. His eyebrows were furrowed, and his stance was rigid, indicating a level of annoyance that was, to put it mildly, rather out of character for him.

He usually played it cool, but now, his composure seemed to be slipping.

“What in the deepest circles of hell are you talking about?” I retorted, my voice mirroring his annoyance, tinged with disbelief at his audacity. Did he really not see the problem? “When in the seven damn circles of hell did I ever give you permission to lay even a finger on her?”

My words hung in the air, sharp and cutting.

“Well, you explicitly forbade it? No, you did not” he fired back, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “But isn't that the very reason she is here? That's why Alberto, that snake, gifted her to you as if she were a mere object, and why you, surprisingly, accepted her into this house; she is here to be used, to be taken, to be fucked, isn't she?”

He articulated the last word with a vulgar emphasis that grated on my nerves.

“No” I stated firmly, cutting him off. “That's not the damn reason she is here. It's not that at all.” My irritation was escalating rapidly, simmering just beneath the surface, threatening to boil over. His constant argumentative nature was like nails on a chalkboard, and this crass bargaining was doing absolutely nothing to defuse the situation.

“Since when is it not?” He pressed, his voice laced with disbelief, challenging my authority and my intentions. His eyes narrowed slightly, as if trying to decipher some hidden motive in my words, some shift in the usual order of things.

“Since I fucking said so, Luc.” I enunciated each word with controlled fury, my voice rising in volume, echoing in the confines of the office. “She is in this house to be a maid. She is here to serve, nothing more, nothing less. She is absolutely not to be touched by anyone. And above all, you are never to question my direct orders again. Do you comprehend?”

I bellowed at him, the veins in my neck throbbing with suppressed rage. He always pushed the boundaries, perpetually testing my patience, constantly going against my explicit instructions.

Right then, in that moment, an intense, almost primal urge to wrap my hands around his throat and squeeze the life out of him surged through me. It was a visceral reaction, born of years of pent-up anger and a deep-seated need for control.

But I suppressed it, forcing myself to take a steadying breath. I would not lose control, not now.

“Alright, brother, whatever you want” he conceded, finally backing down, though his voice still held a hint of resentment. He turned on his heel and abruptly walked out of the office, slamming the heavy oak door shut behind him with unnecessary force.

“Tell Christian to come in here” I called out after him, my voice still rough with residual anger, projecting through the closed door. I needed Christian, my consigliere, someone level-headed to manage the fallout from Luc's impulsive actions and to ensure Lily's safety.

Moments later, Christian entered the room with his usual calm demeanor. He moved with a quiet efficiency that always brought a sense of order to the chaos around me.

I instructed him to station Leo in front of her room, permanently. He was to be there when she woke up, and he would remain there, ensuring her safety and preventing any further unwanted “visits.”

Yeah, Leo would take good care of her; at least he possessed the discipline and the respect that Luc so demonstrably lacked. He certainly wouldn't try the low stunt Luc had just pulled with her.

I made sure to explicitly mention, for absolute clarity, that no one, under any circumstance, was to touch her. I could feel this unidentifiable irritation, a burning sensation in my chest, intensify at the mere thought of my own brother putting his hands on her.

It was illogical, irrational even, considering I barely knew her. God, I didn't even know who she was, where she came from, or why this surge of protectiveness had taken root within me.

Sinking into my leather chair behind the massive desk, I listened to the heavy silence that descended upon the office once again. Some might find a strange peace in silence, a moment of respite in the constant noise of life. But for me, silence was a torment, a stark reminder.

I could not stand it, not for long. I hated when my wife stayed silent. I remembered her, so vividly, laying on our then-simple bedroom floor – a far cry from the opulent surroundings I inhabited now.

She bled out between my arms, her lifeblood staining the cheap carpet. And I, the powerful Killian De Marco, could do absolutely nothing, utterly powerless to stop the inevitable.

All I could manage was to call her name, again and again, pleading with her to answer me, to fight, to stay. But her silence was the only response, a deafening, heartbreaking silence that taunted me then, and it continued to haunt me even now, years later.

I could not bear the oppressive silence any longer. It was suffocating me, dragging me back into the abyss of memory. I abruptly stood up from my chair, the leather creaking beneath my weight, and headed towards the gym.

It was the only place I knew, the only place that consistently worked, where I could physically expel everything – every unwanted emotion, every unwelcome feeling, every flicker of memory that threatened to consume me. I stormed out of my office and found Leo already standing silently in front of her room, a stoic sentinel guarding her door.

I was supposed to continue walking, to proceed to the gym as planned; I wasn't supposed to falter, to stand rooted to the spot, gripped by an inexplicable hesitation. I certainly wasn't supposed to even consider opening her door again and checking on her, but against all logic, against all reason, I did anyway.

It wasn't a conscious decision, more like an impulsive pull, a nagging need to assure myself, of what exactly, I couldn't quite define.

I didn't stand there for long, just a fleeting moment. I just stood there, for some unknown reason, making sure she was still alright, still breathing.

Through the slightly ajar door, I could see her lying on the bed, looking somehow distressed even in her sleep. A slight frown was beginning to furrow her brow, marring the delicate features of her face.

A wave of something akin to protectiveness washed over me, quickly followed by self-disgust at such a ridiculous notion. I silently, almost reluctantly, closed the door, the soft click echoing in the quiet corridor, and finally walked past Leo towards the gym, my steps now firm and resolute.

If he thought my brief pause, my hesitant glance towards her room, was in any way weird or out of character, he gave absolutely no indication of it, his face remaining an impassive mask.

LILY P.O.V.

I woke up slowly, languidly stretching my limbs, after what felt like a truly restorative, deep sleep, a blessed few hours of oblivion. It was the first genuinely dreamless night I had experienced since... forever, it seemed. The relief was immense, a tangible weight lifting off my weary shoulders.

I felt genuinely rested, a sensation so foreign it was almost disorienting. Whatever concoction Sebastian, the doctor, had given me, it was undeniably potent and effective.

Despite the rest, a dull, persistent headache was still stubbornly throbbing behind my eyes, a splitting sensation that threatened to escalate. And a heavy, lingering drowsiness still clung to me, pulling me back towards the comforting embrace of unconsciousness.

But I reasoned with myself, firmly pushing back against the urge to succumb once more. I had slept for long enough, undeniably too long for my liking, especially considering my past circumstances. Alberto would have never, in a million years, allowed me such a luxury.

Looking around the unfamiliar room, my eyes scanned the space, searching for a clock, any indication of the time. My search ended when I located one beside me on the nightstand, a sleek, modern digital clock glowing softly in the dim light.

It read 3:55. Three fifty-five in the afternoon. I had slept for almost six full hours. A gasp escaped my lips. Quickly, almost frantically, I sat up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed, and stood up, my movements driven by a sudden surge of nervous energy.

I didn't quite understand the source of this burgeoning nervousness. Perhaps it was the ingrained fear, the conditioned response from years under Alberto’s oppressive regime, where prolonged sleep was viewed as laziness and punished accordingly. Or maybe it was something else, a new anxiety related to this unfamiliar place, these unknown people.

I started walking towards the door, my steps hesitant at first, then gaining momentum.

I was just reaching for the ornate handle, ready to venture out into the unknown corridors of this mansion, when a hand suddenly clamped around my arm, halting me in my tracks. Not this again, I thought with a surge of weary frustration.

Couldn't these men, in this house of supposed refinement, manage to keep their hands to themselves? Was physical contact their only form of communication?

I spun around abruptly, my heart pounding a little faster now, ready to deliver a sharp retort. But the words died in my throat as my eyes landed on the man standing behind me. I was momentarily stunned into silence by the sheer, breathtaking beauty of him. I mean, truly, exquisitely beautiful. Like something sculpted from marble and brought to life.

He had raven black hair, thick and glossy, meticulously combed backwards, revealing a high forehead, with just a small, deliberately casual strand falling forward, artfully grazing his temple. I couldn't discern if it was intentionally styled that way or just naturally fell like that, but either way, it undeniably enhanced his striking features.

His face was clean-shaven, impeccably smooth, utterly emotionless, a perfect mask of indifference. He stared down at me with piercing, glowing hazel eyes, eyes that seemed to hold a strange intensity, like smoldering embers beneath a layer of ice.

“Killian” he began, his voice deep, resonant, and devoid of any inflection, “wants you to change out of that robe and get properly ready. He has a job for you to perform immediately.” His words were delivered with the bluntness of a command, leaving no room for question or argument.

His deep voice, while undeniably captivating, also carried an undercurrent of menace, a subtle threat that sent a shiver down my spine. It was a weird, unsettling combination – both scary and strangely soothing at the same time.

“What job, exactly?” I asked, my voice coming out a little weaker than I intended. “Also” I gestured to my current attire, the fluffy white bathrobe, “as you can clearly see, I have absolutely no clothes to change into.”

Before I could continue with my list of complaints and questions, he cut me off again, his patience clearly wearing thin.

“We have already anticipated that minor detail and left you some things to wear. They are laid out on the chair right next to the door; perhaps you should take a better, more observant look.” His tone was laced with thinly veiled sarcasm, as if my lack of immediate observation was a personal failing.

“Also” he continued, his gaze unwavering, “it is certainly not my place to provide you with details about your assigned duties. If you have an insatiable urge to know the specifics of your 'job,' you will have to direct your inquiries to him. However” he paused for emphasis, “that enlightening conversation will not be happening at this precise moment because your immediate course of action is to get back inside that room, promptly change into the provided garments, and come back out here so I can personally escort you to your designated workplace.”

I stared at him, momentarily dumbfounded by his sheer audacity, his imperious tone, and the complete lack of any semblance of respect in his demeanor. Seriously, were all the men in this house cut from the same cloth? Did none of them possess even a modicum of decency when addressing a woman?

Saying absolutely nothing, not wanting to engage in a futile verbal sparring match with this stone-faced man, I turned around and went back inside the room, my mind still reeling from his abruptness. I took a closer look at what they had so generously “left” for me on the indicated chair.

There was a set of new, still-in-the-package underwear, thankfully, and also a dress. A shockingly tight, vibrant red dress, made of some slinky material, that stopped rather abruptly just above the knees. It looked less like work attire and more like something designed to attract unwanted attention.

I changed quickly, efficiently, my movements practiced from years of enforced haste. There was absolutely no need for a bath or even a quick wash, considering I had been thoroughly scrubbed clean just earlier today, right before my forced departure from Alberto's personal prison.

I grabbed a hairbrush that was neatly placed on the bathroom sink. It was brand new, still in its cellophane wrapping; thank God for small mercies.

My hair was in a deplorable state, severely damaged from years of washing it with harsh, cold water and the complete lack of any hair care products at Alberto's – except, of course, when I was being prepared to be sold off to some depraved bidder.

To conceal the damage and the general unkempt appearance, I swiftly tied my hair back into a tight, severe bun at the nape of my neck, hoping it would at least appear somewhat presentable. Then, steeling myself, I went back outside to face my emotionless escort.

This mysterious, hazel-eyed man, whose name I still didn't know, studied me with an intense, appraising look, his eyes lingering for a fraction too long on the exposed parts of my legs. Then, with a curt nod, barely perceptible, he turned and walked away without uttering another word, assuming I would simply follow.

Which, of course, I did. I trailed behind him, my heels clicking softly on the polished marble floors, as we began walking through the sprawling house.

With every step further into the mansion's interior, I just kept getting increasingly overwhelmed by the sheer opulence of the architecture, the scale of everything, the blatant display of wealth. High ceilings, so impossibly high they could comfortably accommodate a family of giants stacked on top of each other, soared above us.

And this was just one floor; the house had multiple levels, stretching upwards and downwards, the full extent of which remained a mystery to me. How truly enormous was this place?

Paintings, framed in elaborately gilded frames, adorned every wall we passed, scenes of pastoral landscapes and stern-faced portraits. They looked less like mere decorations and more like priceless artifacts, things that rightfully belonged in renowned museums, not hanging in a private residence.

They didn't just look expensive; they exuded an aura of history, of antiquity. They were old, undeniably old, maybe a hundred years old, perhaps even more. If I had been granted even a moment to stand still and truly study just one of them, I felt like I might have been completely sucked deep into the beautiful, romanticized scenes of old Sicily and the other historically rich cities of Italy.

Lucious, richly colored Turkish carpets, so thick and plush you could practically sink into them, lay on every single floor we traversed. Golden chandeliers, massive and intricate, hung from the impossibly high ceilings like glittering, twinkling stars suspended in mid-air.

They were truly breathtaking, awe-inspiring in their grandeur. The ceiling's design itself was something straight out of an old, grand cathedral, with an elaborate network of twists and turns, ornate moldings and sculpted reliefs.

There was absolutely no way this mansion was built recently, I mused as we walked, the thought solidifying in my mind with each passing moment. Maybe extensively renovated, meticulously maintained, certainly, but definitively not a recent construction.

Our silent procession came to an abrupt halt in front of what I assumed was the kitchen. It was, unsurprisingly, no less luxurious than the rest of the house, maintaining the same high standard of ostentatious wealth.

But it also possessed a slightly more modern aesthetic, a subtle touch of contemporary design that, surprisingly, didn't feel entirely out of place amidst the classical grandeur. Whoever their architectural engineer was, they undeniably deserved a hefty bonus, maybe even a small island in the Mediterranean.

Snow white, blindingly white, filled the entire room, dominating every surface. Pure white marble gleamed on the expansive kitchen counters, pristine white tiles covered the floors in a flawless grid, and even the inside of a seemingly endless row of cabinets was painted a stark, immaculate white.

The handles, in stark contrast, were crafted from sleek, brushed silver metal. Two enormous, industrial-sized, grey refrigerators were placed side-by-side, dominating one wall, and a similarly massive, professional-grade stove took up a prominent position in front of the opposite wall.

The kitchen must have been at least as large as the entire living room in our old, cramped cabin, if not considerably larger. It looked less like a domestic kitchen and more like half of a meticulously organized, incredibly clean kitchen from a Michelin-starred restaurant, minus the constant yelling and frantic pace, but it certainly didn't lack any of the professional-grade equipment.

A seemingly endless marble counter lined the two longer walls of the vast kitchen, and a third, equally impressive counter, split the room almost perfectly in half, creating a central island. The side wall on the right housed the imposing fridge and the massive stove, while the opposite side wall featured a door that appeared to lead directly to the garden.

The very garden that I had briefly glimpsed through the large, panoramic window on the same wall. The sheer size of the window, stretching almost from floor to ceiling, illuminated the entire room with an abundance of natural light, far more effectively than any artificial light source they could have possibly installed.

“Well, well, well, what exactly do we have here?” said a decidedly unkind, grating voice, cutting through the relative quiet of the kitchen. I was so completely absorbed in my awed observation of the kitchen's immaculate grandeur that I was genuinely startled, jumping slightly at the sudden intrusion. I quickly looked around, my eyes scanning the room, and finally spotted the source of the unwelcome voice.

A woman was standing about five feet in front of us, near the central island counter. She was undeniably old, ancient even, in my youthful perspective – maybe sixty, perhaps even older, her face etched with lines of age and displeasure.

She was also rather short and carried a noticeable amount of extra weight around her middle. Whitening hair, once possibly a vibrant color, had dramatically receded at her temples, creating a stark white frame around her face, and had started a relentless race to completely take over the rest of her scalp.

Frowning deeply, her lips pursed in disapproval, she looked for all the world like she was about to physically kick me out of her pristine kitchen.

“What is this?” she repeated her question, her voice laced with undisguised hostility, her eyes narrowed into suspicious slits, fixed on me with palpable disdain.

“This” I retorted immediately, my own voice sharp and defensive, not even bothering to glance at the hazel-eyed man who still stood silently beside me, “actually has a name, by the way.” I wasn't about to be intimidated by this grumpy old woman, not after everything I had already endured.

Her frown deepened even further, her thin lips becoming even more compressed, and before she could unleash any more of her verbal poison, the hazel-eyed man finally, belatedly, spoke up, his voice still devoid of emotion. “Killian gave her a job; she will be a maid in this household. He specifically instructed that you are to take care of her, Agnes.”

I wanted to slap him across his perfectly sculpted face for his sheer audacity, his casual dismissal of my agency. Who were they, these men, to just arbitrarily decide my fate, to assign me to the demeaning role of a maid without even a shred of consultation?

“I am most certainly not taking care of anyone, especially not her” Agnes snapped back, her voice dripping with venomous prejudice. “Also” she continued, her gaze sweeping over me with contemptuous assessment, “where exactly did she even come from? People like her simply do not work alongside me in my kitchen.”

That stung. Her words, dripping with classist judgment and disdain, hit me harder than I expected. I knew exactly what she meant by “people like her” and it had inexplicably hurt me, despite the inherent unfairness of her presumptions.

I wasn't like the parade of nameless, faceless women Killian and his brother and their ilk routinely used and discarded. And, crucially, I certainly hadn't chosen to be here, in this gilded cage, in this humiliating situation.

So why did her casually cruel words sting so deeply? Maybe, a small, unwelcome voice whispered in my mind, because a sliver of her prejudiced assessment was uncomfortably true. I wasn't exactly unsullied, was I?

Never would be, not after all those long, brutal years of being shuffled around between those opulent houses, being used and ruined by all those callous, entitled men.

I couldn't restrain myself any longer, the simmering anger finally bubbling to the surface. “What in God's name do you even mean by 'people like me,' old woman?” I demanded, my voice laced with raw fury, completely abandoning any pretense of politeness or deference. She demonstrably didn't deserve even a shred of common courtesy.

She swivelled her head sharply towards me, her face registering genuine surprise, as if she was genuinely shocked by my unexpected defiance. What exactly did she expect from me after her blatantly insulting pronouncements?

Did she anticipate me to just stand here meekly and smile politely while she spewed her venomous prejudices?

“You should most certainly watch your foul language, girl” she hissed, her face contorted in indignation. “I am significantly older than you, by several decades at least, and deserve a modicum of respect.”

I didn't wait for her to continue her self-righteous lecture; she was in absolutely no position to dictate to me how I should speak, not after the vile things she had just said about me, without even bothering to ascertain the slightest thing about my actual person.

“And you, you old, supposedly well-mannered woman” I shot back, my voice rising in volume and intensity, “should have learned, by this advanced stage in your life, how to speak about people you have just met for the very first time with basic human decency. So, do not dare come here and attempt to 'educate' me on proper etiquette after the prejudiced garbage that just spewed out of your mouth.”

This time, her face wasn't registering surprise; pure, unadulterated anger contorted her features. She was visibly fuming, her face flushing a deep, alarming shade of red, and she abruptly turned her enraged gaze towards the hazel-eyed man, Leo, as if expecting him to intervene, to somehow put me in my place, to silence my insubordination.

As if he would actually stop me, even if he genuinely wanted to, which I highly doubted. But I did glance at him, out of the corner of my eye, to gauge his reaction, to see if he would attempt to play the role of peacemaker.

A barely perceptible shadow of a smile, a fleeting smirk, was playing around his lips, quickly neutralized when he noticed both Agnes and I were looking directly at him. He was undeniably enjoying this escalating confrontation, this clash between the abrasive old woman and the defiant newcomer.

And despite maintaining his outward demeanor of impassivity, he made absolutely no attempt to intervene, to stop our increasingly heated exchange.

“Leo!” she barked out his name, her voice sharp and demanding, summoning him like a servant. Ah, so that was his name, Leo. Leo did nothing.

He just stood there, impassive as before, looking at her with an almost bored expression, and simply asked, in his deep, calm voice, “Yes, Agnes? What is it that you require?”

That blatant indifference, that casual dismissal of her authority, seemed to enrage her even more. Her face was now so red it was practically the color of a ripe tomato, and she took a deliberate, aggressive step towards me, her eyes blazing with fury.

So, that's how things operated around here, I thought with a cynical internal sigh. It was going to be exactly the same soul-crushing dynamic as being trapped on Alberto's sprawling estate.

If you dared to anger someone in a position of power, you inevitably got physically hit, punished, broken. If I was being brutally honest with myself, I was currently residing in the opulent mansion of New York's notorious Don, Killian De Marco.

How else would they possibly operate, this ruthless criminal organization? They must be inherently violent as hell, especially if they were employed by someone as notoriously ruthless as Killian De Marco.

And that woman, Agnes, looked like she possessed absolutely zero tolerance for any perceived disrespect or insubordination. Not that any of this particularly scared me anymore. I was past being easily intimidated.

She raised her hand abruptly, her arm arcing back in a wide, telegraphed swing, clearly intending to slap me across the face. It was so telegraphed, so obvious, so deliberately slow, she couldn't have possibly made her intention any clearer.

Before her hand could actually connect with my face, Leo moved with surprising speed, his hand shooting out and firmly grasping her wrist, effectively stopping her attack mid-air. I didn't actually need his intervention; I could have easily dodged her clumsy attempt or even blocked it myself. But his sudden action was still... unexpected.

“What in God's name do you think you are doing, Leo?” she demanded, her voice still trembling with incandescent anger, her eyes fixed on him with disbelief and fury.

“Killian would not be particularly pleased to hear about this little incident” Leo responded, his voice calm and measured, but with an underlying steel that brooked no argument. “He specifically asked you to take care of her, to oversee her integration into the household staff. If you are unwilling to fulfill that simple request, that is perfectly fine. But” he emphasized the word, his grip on her wrist tightening slightly, “do not, under any circumstances, lay a hand on her. Is that perfectly clear?”

He spoke calmly, almost conversationally, but it was abundantly clear that his words were not mere suggestions, but rather, the unwavering enforcement of Killian's explicit rules, rules that were demonstrably not to be broken, or even bent.

Shaking her head in frustrated disbelief, muttering a string of rapid-fire Italian curses under her breath, Agnes abruptly turned on her heel and stormed out of the kitchen, not even bothering to glance back at either of us.

“You are undeniably trouble, aren't you?” Leo asked, finally breaking his previously impassive character, a genuine smirk now playing around his lips, softening his otherwise stern features.

I couldn't help but mirror his smirk, a small smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. I widened my eyes, feigning an exaggerated innocence, and asked him, in my most sugary-sweet voice, “Who? Me? What exactly did I do to warrant such an accusation?”

He shook his head slowly, a low chuckle escaping his lips, his smirk widening into a full-fledged grin. He kept staring at me for a moment longer, his gaze surprisingly intense, which, for some reason, caused my sarcastic, playful demeanor to abruptly shift into a slightly tenser, more self-conscious one.

“I also heard you gave Luc a rather... hard time earlier today” he remarked, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

“Well” I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant, “he undeniably deserved it, wouldn't you agree?” I couldn't actually come up with any more articulate or witty response, my mind suddenly blank.

He chuckled again, this time louder, a genuinely amused sound, before his smirk gradually faded, replaced by a more thoughtful expression. “Yeah” he conceded, nodding slowly, “I suppose, in all fairness, he probably did.”

I looked at him, momentarily startled by his unexpected agreement, my surprise clearly showing on my face. “Don't look at me like that” he said, noticing my reaction. “Just because I happen to work for Killian and I am undeniably loyal to him” he clarified, “doesn't automatically mean that I don't personally think his brother is a complete and utter asshole who routinely treats women like disposable objects, because, frankly, he does.”

He told me this with a surprising degree of sincerity, and it was my turn to stare at him in genuine amusement and a flicker of unexpected warmth. For some reason, what he had just confessed, his quiet condemnation of Luc's behavior, felt genuinely heartfelt, and it inexplicably warmed me a bit, deep inside.

Maybe I could actually trust someone in this imposing, intimidating house after all. Maybe there were at least a few people here who still retained a basic understanding of how to treat women like actual human beings, and not just interchangeable, disposable animals.

He then abruptly excused himself, citing some vague “work” that he needed to attend to, and left me standing all alone in the vast, pristine kitchen, completely unsure of what to do next. After all, the mean old woman, Agnes, had stormed off in a huff and hadn't yet returned to issue any further instructions.

It was almost five in the afternoon now. I bet they had already had their lunch earlier, and by the looks of it, there were absolutely no dishes anywhere in sight that urgently required cleaning.

So, feeling utterly lost and directionless, I simply sat down on one of the tall, padded stalls positioned around a long, central counter in the middle of the room and waited. I could have, I suppose, gotten something for myself to eat from one of those enormous refrigerators, but I had absolutely no idea what the perpetually grumpy Agnes would do, or say, if she returned and found me helping myself to their food.

It wasn't that I was genuinely scared of her, not in the traditional sense. I was just utterly drained, emotionally and physically, and I simply didn't possess the energy or the inclination to engage in yet another petty, pointless confrontation with someone, especially someone as predictably unpleasant as her.

As if summoned by my very thoughts, Agnes suddenly re-entered the kitchen, her face still set in a thunderous expression, her eyes immediately locking onto me, scrutinizing me from head to toe with undisguised contempt. I unflinchingly held her hostile gaze, making sure to return her disdainful stare with a scowl of my own, letting her know I was not easily intimidated. Suddenly, and quite forcefully, she shoved something rather bulky and unwieldy into my chest.

I automatically reached out and grabbed it quickly, preventing it from clattering to the pristine white tile floor.

“What exactly is that supposed to be?” I asked, genuinely puzzled, looking down at the object in my hands. It was a shovel, a rather dirty, well-used gardening shovel.

“Haven't you ever had any gardening or basic house chores in your supposed 'schooling,' girl?” she sneered, her tone dripping with condescension. “Oh, wait, my apologies, I momentarily forgot that 'women like you' generally do not have the privilege of attending formal educational institutions, do they?” she added with blatant sarcasm.

“That” she pointed at the shovel in my hands with a dismissive gesture, “is a shovel. You are to take it outside, into the garden, and commence working on the white lilies that line the side of the main garden pavements. Immediately.”

She barked out her orders as if she were a drill sergeant in the military or some kind of petty, power-hungry colonial administrator. I did, in fact, perfectly recognize gardening equipment, and, contrary to her prejudiced assumptions, I did actually attend school, for a significant portion of my childhood at least. That, however, did not automatically mean I had to meekly obey every single demeaning command she chose to issue.

“I was explicitly informed that I am here to work as a maid in this house, not as a gardener in your flower beds” I retorted, my voice laced with defiance. “You most certainly could have easily found someone else, from your extensive staff, to perform this menial task.”

“I most certainly could have” she agreed, her eyes narrowing into cold, calculating slits. “But, as it happens, I specifically chose you for this particular assignment. Now” she continued, her voice hardening further, “you can either get yourself out of my impeccably clean kitchen immediately and commence doing exactly what I have just instructed you to do. Or” she paused for dramatic effect, her gaze unwavering, “I can simply go and inform Don Killian, in graphic detail, that you are already displaying blatant insubordination and refusing to obey my direct orders. And then” she concluded with a venomous smile, “he can, in turn, choose to throw you back out onto the streets, or to whatever wretched place he originally dragged you from in the first place. The choice, my dear girl, is entirely yours.”

She finished her little speech with a chillingly cold and utterly self-assured finality.

I stared at her, my mouth slightly agape, genuinely unable to believe the sheer level of her petty cruelty, her unadulterated meanness. Truly, I couldn't quite comprehend it.

Why was she being so deliberately, so gratuitously, unkind to me? I had only met her, what, fifteen minutes ago at most?

I mean, yes, I had admittedly spoken back to her with a certain degree of disrespect, but why was she escalating this minor disagreement to such an extreme, vindictive extent? My nostrils flared with suppressed anger, and without uttering another word, I turned abruptly and walked past her, making absolutely sure that my shoulder deliberately bumped against hers as I exited the kitchen.

She wanted childishness, petty power plays and deliberate provocations? Fine, she got it in spades. As I stomped out of the kitchen, I heard another string of rapid, furious Italian curses shouted behind my back, but I deliberately paid absolutely no attention, ignoring her escalating tantrum completely.
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LILY P.O.V.

God in heaven, I have genuinely never hated lilies with such passionate, burning intensity in my entire life. How profoundly ironic, how utterly convenient, that it also happened to be my given name!

I had never actually understood why my mother and father, in their infinite, questionable wisdom, had chosen to bestow that particular floral name upon me. It was, ostensibly, French, because my mother was, indeed, French by birth.

But, in reality, we rarely, if ever, observed any French traditions or cultural practices in our rather unconventional family. I could barely speak more than a handful of rudimentary French phrases, and I certainly didn't possess even the faintest trace of a French accent.

I didn't even begin to understand why they had ultimately chosen to live here, in America, specifically within the well-defined territory of the notorious Italian mafia, and under their precarious, conditional “protection.” Only a complete and utter fool would willingly make such a patently idiotic decision, and apparently, my parents, bless their departed souls, were precisely that: fools.

I was still relentlessly gardening the damn lilies, my back aching, my hands raw and blistered, pulling out stubborn weeds by their tenacious roots, meticulously picking up the wilted, dead blossoms, attempting to make some semblance of order out of the overgrown chaos. But that was unequivocally it.

I was officially, completely, done. Dirt was clinging to me everywhere, plastered head to toe, and I genuinely didn't want to even contemplate what my face might currently look like, probably like a muddy, streaked mess.

I was utterly exhausted, both physically and emotionally, and also, surprisingly, a bit hungry, a sensation I hadn't actually experienced in days now, not since my forced departure from Alberto’s. But I suppose spending three grueling hours in the sweltering garden, laboriously gardening lilies while wearing this ridiculously tight, flimsy red dress that had every single man who happened to walk past openly staring at your exposed ass, does tend to take its toll on a person.

Standing up slowly, my muscles protesting with every movement, I wearily tried to brush off as much of the accumulated dirt and grime as physically possible, but I still looked, and felt, undeniably nasty, like I had been deliberately rolled around in a mud pit. God, I absolutely loathed that spiteful old woman, Agnes, with every fiber of my being.

I trudged back inside the mansion, not even considering going anywhere near the kitchen doors again, which I had pointedly moved as far away from as possible. Instead, I randomly chose a different, nearby door and entered, hoping it would eventually lead me somewhere vaguely familiar, anywhere but back to that kitchen.

The door, predictably, led God only knows where because, in all honesty, I had absolutely no idea where I was actually going in this labyrinthine mansion.

When I eventually found my way into a room that vaguely resembled some sort of communal space, I instantly regretted every single life decision I had ever made that had led me to this precise, deeply humiliating moment. I had unwittingly walked directly through the main dining room.

Where everyone, and I mean literally everyone, was apparently currently seated and in the process of eating their midday meal. Two other maids, dressed in identical red dresses, were stationed stiffly beside the long, formally set table and near the kitchen doors, presumably waiting for commands or to clear away finished plates.

I vaguely recognized the room as one I had briefly glimpsed earlier, during my initial, disoriented walk through the house, and a wave of hot, mortifying embarrassment washed over me, flooding my face with crimson heat.

I just stood there, frozen like a deer caught in headlights, ridiculous and utterly out of place. My high heels dangling precariously from one hand, the dirty gardening shovel still clutched awkwardly in the other, my hair a tangled, mud-streaked mess, no longer neatly contained in its severe bun, now falling down around my shoulders in disarray, and covered in dried dirt.

The numerous men seated around the expansive table all abruptly stopped their conversations and stared directly at me when I came to such a sudden, clumsy stop in the doorway, as did the two other maids, their expressions a mixture of surprise and pity.

Then, suddenly, a loud, unrestrained wave of male laughter erupted through the room, echoing off the high ceilings and gilded walls, while the two maids exchanged sympathetic, pitying glances in my general direction. Every single man seated at that goddamn table, except for one, was openly, uproariously laughing at my utterly mortifying predicament as I stood there, exposed and humiliated, like a pathetic doe caught in the blinding glare of headlights.

Except for one man, Killian. He pointedly didn't laugh, didn't even crack a smile. Instead, he slowly, deliberately, looked me up and down, his intense grey eyes lingering on every inch of my dirt-streaked body, slowly, almost possessively, taking me in.

His eyes lingered for a fraction too long on my exposed thighs, visible beneath the hiked-up hem of the tight red dress, as he finally, slowly, smiled, a full-toothed, predatory smirk spreading across his undeniably handsome face while he continued to chew his food, his gaze never wavering.

That's when the full, devastating realization finally hit me: my already indecently short dress had somehow been pulled up even further during my gardening labors, and I, in my exhausted, preoccupied state, had completely failed to notice.

Crimson embarrassment flooded my face, burning my cheeks, my neck, my entire body. My hands shaking slightly, I hastily, frantically, pulled the offending dress down, tugging at the hem until it reached a slightly less scandalous length, and then, forcing myself to move, I walked through the room as quickly as humanly possible, my head held high, ignoring the chorus of appreciative whistles and crude, lewd laughs that followed me like a mocking soundtrack from these utterly barbaric, utterly depraved men.

Then, in my desperate haste to escape, I clumsily ran directly into someone, another woman. I stumbled slightly, catching myself just before I completely lost my balance.

I found myself face-to-face with a woman who was initially smiling warmly at me, a genuinely kind expression on her face. But then, her smile abruptly faded just as soon as her eyes registered my disheveled, dirt-covered appearance and spotted my undeniably glossy, tear-filled eyes.

She was a bit taller than me, maybe an inch or two, but undeniably much prettier, with delicate, refined features. Her blonde hair was styled in a chic, shoulder-length bob, framing her face perfectly, and her eyes, a vibrant shade of green that inexplicably felt strangely familiar, were staring at me with genuine concern, her brow furrowed in worry.

I immediately reckoned she was also a maid in this household, as she was wearing the exact same ridiculously revealing red dress that I was currently sporting.

“Are you by any chance Lily?” She asked, her voice soft, genuinely sounding concerned and empathetic, but right now, in this moment of overwhelming mortification, I hated every single soul in this entire mansion, indiscriminately.

“As if anyone in this godforsaken place actually cares about my name” I snapped back, my voice laced with bitterness and raw emotion, and I abruptly started walking away, wanting nothing more than to disappear, to vanish into thin air.

“Alright” she said gently, her voice still calm and soothing, “I, for one, genuinely do care. Now, please, just calm down for a moment, and tell me, where exactly do you think you are going in such a state?”

“I honestly don't know” I confessed, my voice cracking slightly with suppressed emotion. “And frankly, I don't particularly care at this point. To hell, if I have to, just anywhere, anywhere as long as I don't have to see another single person in this entire house.”

“I am genuinely sorry to inform you of this” she said gently, “but that is simply not an option. It's not your personal choice to make; you have assigned work duties. You have to get right back to it” she stated from directly behind me, and those words, intended to be helpful, just added fuel to the already raging fire of my humiliation and anger.

“What bloody work are you even talking about?” I exploded, my voice rising in pitch and volume, my fury now completely unleashed. “Gardening? Is that genuinely why he, Don Killian De Marco himself, specifically chose me, out of all the countless women that he could have possibly had at his beck and call? To pick up his ridiculously pretentious dead flowers and to be deliberately humiliated like this by that ugly, spiteful old woman, Agnes? I didn't even ask for this ridiculous 'job' in the first place! What in God's name is any of this actually for?”

In a dramatic gesture of utter frustration, I threw the dirty shovel onto the polished marble floor beside her, the metallic clang echoing loudly in the quiet hallway. It didn't seem to particularly bother her; she didn't even flinch at the sudden noise.

“Alright, alright...” she said soothingly, holding up her hands in a placating gesture, trying to de-escalate my escalating outburst. She paused for a second, considering her words, then continued in a calmer tone, “Fine, how about this compromise? Let me personally take you back to your room; I happen to know exactly where it is located.”

She didn't even wait for my agreement or any verbal response, simply turned around and started walking alone in front of me, confidently leading the way, assuming, correctly, that I would follow her. Which, reluctantly, I did.

When we reached my room, she stopped just outside the door and turned to face me, her green eyes still filled with concern, asking softly, “So, tell me, what exactly happened to you out there? You look absolutely distraught.” She tried again to elicit an explanation for my obvious distress.

“Nothing of any real significance” I mumbled, trying to downplay the extent of my humiliation, my voice flat and devoid of emotion.

“That is demonstrably not the truth” she countered gently, her voice laced with disbelief, her gaze unwavering. “It certainly doesn't appear like 'nothing' happened.”

I didn't say anything further, instead just maintained a sullen, stubborn silence, staring blankly at the carpeted floor.

“Look” she began again, her voice softening even further, becoming almost gentle, “staying and working in a place like this, it can be undeniably... challenging, to put it mildly. I am genuinely trying to be a decent person here. I am actually trying to be your friend, if you would allow it.”

I gave her a skeptical, unconvinced 'really?' look, raising my eyebrows in silent disbelief, and started to reach for the door handle, ready to retreat into the relative sanctuary of my room, wanting to be alone.

“At the very least” she persisted, not giving up, “could you maybe tell me your name? Or perhaps just offer a simple 'thank you' for guiding you back here?”

I simply gave her the same skeptical, unimpressed look again, not uttering a single word. “Didn't you just explicitly ask me earlier if I was Lily?” I finally responded, my voice still flat, devoid of any warmth.

“Well, yes?” She laughed lightly, a genuine, melodic sound. “I merely assumed it was you, based on the rather dramatic entrance you made in the dining room, but you didn't actually verbally confirm it, did you? Just because there are a lot of people constantly moving around in this vast house doesn't automatically mean I personally know every single individual by name, but now I know definitively that you are Lily, and in the spirit of reciprocal politeness, it's only fair if you also know my name, don't you think?”

Her hands reached out tentatively towards me, and she carried on, her smile widening again, “Alessandra. But close people, and hopefully, soon, you too, can simply call me Nina.” She finished with a playful wink, her green eyes twinkling with genuine warmth. That small, unexpected gesture, the friendly wink, actually made me smile a little, a genuine, albeit fleeting, smile.

I hesitantly shook her soft, offered hand, her touch surprisingly gentle.

“See?” she said encouragingly, bumping my shoulder lightly with her own. “It's perfectly okay, even in a place like this, to possibly make a friend or two, you know.” She winked at me again, her green eyes sparkling. “Do you still stubbornly refuse to tell me even a little bit about what precisely happened to you out in the garden, that caused you to be so visibly upset?”

“That fat, mean old woman, Agnes” I began, the words tumbling out now in a rush, the dam of my suppressed emotions finally breaking,

“made me garden those damn lilies for what felt like an eternity, until my knees were practically about to bleed and I was utterly exhausted. And then, when I finally got back inside, completely covered in dirt and looking like a swamp creature, I unwittingly walked right through the dining room, in the middle of their lunch, where all those men were sitting and eating. And they all, every single one of them, laughed at me, openly, cruelly. And Killian, the 'honorable' Don himself, he just leered at me, looked directly at my lifted dress, and then all the other animals started whistling and making crude noises. And I had my stupid high heels still clutched in my hand, and it was just... utterly humiliating” I blurted out everything in a rush, overwhelmed by the entire ridiculous, mortifying situation. “Satisfied now?” I added, my voice laced with a sudden surge of bitterness and defensiveness.

That was undeniably mean-spirited of me, I immediately realized. I really shouldn't have said it in such a harsh tone, not to her, not to Nina, who was just trying to be kind. But I was just so utterly tired, so emotionally drained, that I just desperately wanted to retreat into my room, to crawl into bed, and to sleep, hopefully dreamlessly, and do absolutely nothing else for a very long time.

Alessandra, or Nina, said nothing in response, just stood there quietly, patiently listening to my emotional outburst. She didn't seem at all offended or even slightly put out by my sudden rudeness, by my unprovoked verbal snap.

She just nodded slowly in understanding, her green eyes filled with empathy, simply saying, “Well, you really shouldn't care about the opinions of any of those men, Lily. Men, in general, are all complete and utter shit, if you want my honest opinion.” She paused for a beat, and then added, with a playful wink, “And I also happened to hear, through the ever-present grapevine of gossip, that you gave Luc, the Don's brother, quite a bit of trouble earlier today, too.” She winked at me again, her green eyes twinkling with amusement and a hint of admiration.

“God in heaven” I groaned, rolling my eyes dramatically. “Did absolutely everyone in this entire house hear about that minor incident?”

“Oh, darling, everyone is currently talking about absolutely nothing else” Nina assured me with a knowing smile. “He, Luc, is apparently utterly mortified, completely humiliated about it, and especially about how publicly and loudly Killian yelled at him in front of the entire staff. So much so, in fact, that he demonstrably couldn't handle the embarrassment and actually went out for the entire night; he wasn't even seated at the dinner table this evening, which is highly unusual for him. There is genuinely not a single woman in this entire city, or possibly even in the entire state, who has ever dared to say 'no' to Luc De Marco, at least not any of the countless women he has routinely brought home to this mansion. That's actually precisely why I was so personally interested in meeting you all day; you've become something of a minor legend around here in just a few short hours.” She paused for a moment, then added, “And yes, Agnes, bless her perpetually grumpy soul, undeniably gave you a particularly hard time this afternoon, didn't she?”

I gave her a questioning look, unsure of what she was implying.

“The old, fat, undeniably ugly, and excessively mean lady who made you do all that backbreaking gardening just to be deliberately difficult and unpleasant – that's Agnes” Nina helpfully clarified, her tone matter-of-fact.

An involuntary “oh” escaped my lips, and I nodded slowly in understanding. Even her name, Agnes, sounded vaguely mean and unpleasant, somehow fitting her personality perfectly.

We stood there in comfortable silence for a few more moments; it wasn't awkward or strained, just a quiet, companionable silence.

“I really should probably let you go now, Lily” Nina finally said, breaking the silence, her gaze softening with genuine concern. “You honestly look like utter hell, darling. If you happen to need anything at all, anything whatsoever, just ask me directly, okay? Everyone in this household knows perfectly well who I am, and they will readily point you in my direction.”

Another questioning look from me, my curiosity piqued. “You don't actually sleep in a small, basic room like... this one, do you?” I gestured vaguely around my assigned room, indicating its relative simplicity compared to the rest of the mansion.

“No, thankfully, we maids, in general, do not” she chuckled lightly. “We all, collectively, stay in the designated maid rooms, which are located in a completely separate wing of the house.

I, however” she added with a hint of self-deprecation, “am something of an exception to that general rule. I have my own, slightly more... private room. And now, apparently, you do too. I suppose Don Killian must have seen something particularly 'interesting' there, in you, Lily, to warrant such preferential treatment on your very first day.” She finished with a third, playful wink, her green eyes sparkling again, as she turned to leave. “Goodnight then, Lily. Try to get some actual rest, darling.”

“No” I whispered to absolutely no one in particular, as I finally entered my room and softly closed the door behind me, “I sincerely hope he didn't see anything even remotely 'interesting' in me.”

It was undeniably warm and inviting inside the room, a welcome respite from the emotional and physical exhaustion of the day. I couldn't wait to finally get rid of this awful, restrictive red dress and take a long, hot shower, to wash away the dirt, the humiliation, and the general unpleasantness of the day.

So, that's precisely what I did. I quickly undressed, discarding the red dress on the floor with a sigh of relief, and got into the shower, adjusting the water temperature to be as hot as my somewhat raw skin could possibly bear.

I luxuriated in the steaming water for as long as my tired feet could still support my weight, letting the hot spray soothe my aching muscles and hopefully wash away some of the day's accumulated stress. Then, reluctantly, I finally got out of the shower, feeling marginally cleaner, both physically and emotionally.

I pulled the thick, plush bathrobe hanging in the bathroom around me, wrapping it tightly, and walked back into the main room, my bare feet padding softly on the carpeted floor.

Does that imposing wardrobe in the corner actually contain any other clothes, beyond those ridiculous red dresses? I wondered to myself, my curiosity piqued. I walked straight towards the large, ornate wardrobe, opening its heavy wooden doors.

It contained, predictably, only two more identical red dresses, exactly the same style and material as the one I had been forced to wear today, and a single, simple white nightgown, made of soft cotton. Not exactly complaining, considering the limited options, I gratefully took the nightgown and then searched the bottom drawers of the wardrobe, hoping to find at least some basic underwear.

At long last, buried under a pile of neatly folded linens, I did indeed find a small stack of new underwear, still in their individual plastic wrappers, and I thankfully chose a simple pair of white lace panties. As I stood up, holding the nightgown and the underwear in my hands, that's when I suddenly, acutely, felt a distinct presence in the room.

I distinctly heard breathing, slow and deliberate, not as if whoever was in here was even attempting to be remotely discreet or silent.

I turned around quickly, startled, my grip tightening instinctively around the fabrics of the clothes clutched in my hands, as I held my breath, my heart suddenly pounding faster in my chest. My eyes immediately went to the armchair positioned next to the door, the very same chair where I had found my clothes earlier today.

And there he was, Killian, casually, almost nonchalantly, sitting there, his long legs crossed at the ankles, looking as if he had been there for hours. He was holding a lit cigar between his fingers, and he kept deliberately dropping the accumulating ash and debris from the burning end of the cigar into a rather fancy-looking, crystal ashtray that was placed on a small side table next to the armchair.

I didn't say anything, completely speechless, as I just stood there and stared at him, my mind racing, trying to process his unexpected presence in my room. I genuinely didn't know what to say, how to react.

I usually didn't struggle with words, especially when it came to striking a nerve, to being sarcastic or defiant. But for some inexplicable reason, when I met his intense, unwavering grey gaze, my carefully formulated words, my witty retorts, all just seemed to evaporate, lost in the sudden, angry storm of emotions that inexplicably engulfed me.

Trying desperately to appear as composed and least awkward as humanly possible, standing there in just a thin bathrobe while Killian's piercing eyes slowly slid down my exposed cleavage and then over my barely covered body (that suddenly felt like anything but adequately covered under his intense scrutiny) and finally settling on my bare legs, I straightened my posture, trying to project an air of calm defiance.

If I could somehow delude my physical body into believing that I wasn't internally panicking, perhaps my confused brain would eventually follow suit.

He smirked, a slow, predatory curve of his lips, at my small, almost imperceptible movement, and deliberately extinguished the burning cigar in the crystal ashtray, grinding it out with unnecessary force. “You seem to have left your assigned work rather early this afternoon, Lily” he finally remarked, his voice low and dangerously smooth, breaking the heavy silence that had enveloped the room.

“It is, in fact, my very first day on this... job” I retorted, my voice still trembling slightly despite my best efforts to appear composed. “I was not explicitly informed about the precise time when my 'work' officially ends.”

I also was most certainly not about to voluntarily return to that kitchen and continue to serve him and his leering men after the utterly mortifying spectacle in the dining room, but I wisely kept that particular thought to myself for the moment.

“After the dinner service is completely concluded, and after you are demonstrably done with all your assigned tasks in the kitchen for the evening” he clarified, his gaze unwavering, “that is precisely when you are permitted to leave and retire to your room.”

“Service” I scoffed, the word dripping with unconcealed sarcasm, my carefully constructed composure beginning to crumble around the edges.
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