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CRUEL LIES: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

TO SAVE HER, I MIGHT HAVE TO BECOME THE MONSTER SHE FEARS. 

They call me the Don of New York, and they fear the name. Power and respect - all I've ever known since the Mafia learned I wasn't asking for permission.  But to Lily, my name is nothing but The Monster, a truth I can't deny.  At the end of the day, my name is Killian. 

She is someone I never anticipated, a disruption to my carefully ordered world, as singular as the lilies I once offered Marie, the woman that used to show me the light when my shadows were coming out to play. 

I offered Lily a life beyond the cage, but now, the darkness that made me king is closing in, threatening to consume us both. I can feel my past is about to destroy my present. 

This time, there's no escape. The only way to keep her on track may be to become the very thing she fears—a monster that can make things happen. But can I protect Lily from the monster... when that monster is me? 

Book 3 of 3 in the Cruel Temptation Series — a dark mafia romance finale where love is tested, power is dangerous, and redemption may come too late.
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CHAPTER 1
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ALBERTO'S P.O.V.

The clock was ticking toward noon when my phone buzzed, a sharp jolt against the sleek, dark wood of my desk. My crew was calling in, their voices tight, practically vibrating with a controlled panic that instantly got under my skin. They spilled the messy details about the bar, quick and to the point, every word a punch to the gut. "Spit it out," I barked into the receiver, my jaw already tight.

Killian’s guys. A hit. Bodies. A pure, ice-cold rage, instant and brutal, began to twist deep inside me. I slammed the phone back onto its cradle, the heavy thud muffled by the thick carpets in my office, and moved like a hunter on the prowl. Thirty minutes later, I was stepping into the wreck that used to be my place.

The whole spot was a total disaster zone. Not the usual, well-managed mayhem of my business, but something brutal, messy, and out of control. The solid oak bar, usually polished and shining under those cool spotlights, was now riddled with bullet holes. Broken glass was everywhere, glinting like scattered diamonds across the gritty, sticky floor.

My bartender — her name didn’t matter right then — was being practically hauled out the front by one of my guys. Her face was ghostly pale, streaks of tears and grit smeared across it. Outside, the midday sun just hung there, bright and uncaring, throwing long shadows over the wreckage. “Get her to the clinic,” I ordered, my voice cutting through the ringing silence. “Now.”

More of my crew, faces set like stone and guns out, were already locking down the area, their presence a clear message: stay out. Not that Killian would be dumb enough to try a round two right away. He was a lot of things, but 'idiot' wasn’t on the list.

This was a raw, violent message, and I got it, loud and clear. It’s always been about Amber for him. Always. But this ballsy daylight hit? It screamed desperation, like Killian was finally losing his grip.

The bodies were being removed with zero-fuss efficiency. Wrapped in plastic sheeting, they were just tossed into the back of waiting cars, headed for the dump. My men, stone-faced, moved smooth as always.

Among them, right there in the grim scene of my losses, stood one guy who seemed totally out of sync with the mess. Raffael. Alive. And not just alive, but pretty much untouched, given the bloodbath.

Raffael was leaning against a section of wall that had somehow survived the chaos, slumped back, his head at a weird angle. One of my medics was hovering over him, wiping at a shoulder wound, the cotton soaked red. Raffael let out a low groan, eyes squeezed shut. I watched him, a knot tightening in my gut.

The only one of my guys still on his feet after a full-on attack from Killian's crew? That smelled off. Really off. A coincidence? Nah. In my world, 'coincidence' usually meant someone pulled strings.

Ever since Raffael jumped ship from Killian's crew and came to work for me, my life had turned into a total trouble magnet. This attack? Just the newest, and definitely not the smallest, mess on an already long list.

My bars don't get hit in broad daylight. Period. It's bad for business, terrible for optics, and frankly, real bad for my mood.

With a sharp shove, I pushed the medic aside. The guy stumbled back, a silent shock on his face. I clamped my hand right on Raffael's wounded shoulder, the pressure instant and hard. His eyes flew open, wide with pain.

His good hand shot up, tearing at my grip, trying to pry me off. I kept my hold, unmoving. A choked groan ripped from him, and his hand just dropped, defeated. I leaned in close, my voice low, like a rumble before a quake. "Problems?" I threw his own words back at him. "You said 'problems' when you called, didn't you?"

“I'd put it differently, Raffael. I'd say chaos and wreckage have been my constant buddies since the second you showed up on my doorstep. Doesn't that sound more like what you've actually seen, huh?” I watched his face closely, daring him to disagree.

“I don't think so,” he managed to force out, his face twisted in a grimace. Couldn't tell if it was the wound or my words hitting harder.

I dug my fingers deeper into his shoulder, watching his face closely. "You don't? Really?" My voice was pure ice. "Because excuse me if I'm a little... surprised they forgot to finish you off, considering you just bailed on their crew to come work for me. One might almost think they were being... selective in their targets." I let the implication hang in the air.

He turned his head away, a quick flash of something unreadable in his eyes before he spoke, his voice tight. "They wanted information about Amber. They thought I was close enough to you to know where she's at."

“And they haven't figured out where she is?” I pressed, my grip still unyielding.

He looked back at me then, his face a careful blank, but I caught the disgust in his eyes. “No,” he stated, the word short and sharp. He shook his head slightly. “They did not.”

I dropped his shoulder abruptly, stepping back. "Get yourself patched up, then get to my office immediately." My voice was a low growl. "I want a full battle plan. Payback. We're going to make them wish they'd never even looked at my turf. The moment I'm back at headquarters, you'd better have a solid plan laid out, a real game plan, or I will personally make sure they finish what they started on you today."

“Where are you going?” he asked, his voice weak, but with a flicker of something in it, maybe curiosity. I gave him a cold look. "You're not on a need-to-know basis for that, Raffael."

“Until I have solid proof you're not tied up in these... headaches – these perfectly timed hits and messed-up deals that have been hitting me since you showed up – consider your spot on thin ice. However,” I paused, a hint of strategy entering my voice, “I am, if nothing else, a practical guy. You still got a certain... use. And if I'm gonna hit back at Killian, then your... angle might actually be... useful.”

I turned and walked towards the exit, my men stepping aside like I was royalty. Sliding into my waiting car, I snapped at my driver, “To the hill house, quickly. I need to be back at the mansion in thirty minutes, absolute limit.”

The city streets, surprisingly, were running smooth. My driver, used to my pace, handled the road like a pro, zipping through traffic. We hit the private place on the hill in no time flat.

I unlocked the solid oak door, the lock clunked open, way too loud in the sudden quiet. And there she was. Exactly where I figured she’d be.

Sitting on the deep red couch, a jarring pop of color in the soft, quiet room. Her hair, ink-black and glossy, spilled over her shoulder, a dark flow against her pale skin. And then, the tears.

Always the tears. Streaking her cheeks, annoying and weak, every single time I saw her. Just waiting for me. So, so predictable.

Her knees were pulled tight to her chest, arms hugging her knees in a defensive curl, a weak try at shielding herself. She was glaring at the closed curtains, those thick velvet panels shutting out the light, shutting out everything.

I’d told her a million times to keep them open. "Let the sun see your beauty, sweetheart," I’d said. But she never once listened.

“Sweetheart,” I murmured, my voice a soft purr as I leaned in, going in for a kiss. She flinched, jerking back, shrinking from my touch, scrambling back as far as the couch would let her. My patience, already thin, just snapped another notch. I watched her, a vein pulsing in my temple.

I reached out, my hand gripping her face, fingers digging into the soft flesh of her cheeks, locking her in place. "Careful, Amber," I warned, my voice hardening, the smooth tone gone.

“You've been pushing my buttons, nudging me to a place you don't want to see. You've been really ticking me off, sweetheart. Seriously.” Her eyes slammed shut, a fresh wave of tears escaping and trailing down her temples.

Her tiny nose wrinkled in a silent grimace of pain and fear. It was a sight that should have made me feel something... anything other than this cold satisfaction that twisted inside me.

AMBER'S P.O.V.

Time here moved painfully slow. Each second felt like forever, each minute a heavy anchor pulling me down. I sat, frozen, on the smothering red couch, just counting.

Seconds, minutes, hours. Each tick of the clock in the hallway outside was a hammer blow to my skull. The air in the room was heavy, dead.

Only the barely-there whisper of air through the sealed-shut windows offered any kind of ventilation. It was enough to make me shiver, a constant tremor deep in my bones.

But I didn’t even have the energy to move, to reach for a blanket, to change into something warmer. A twisted thought flashed through my mind: maybe if I got sick, if my body just quit, it would be a way out. A break.

Red. The color was everywhere, swallowing everything. His color. He loved it. The color of blood, of course.

The color of violence, of brutal, wild power. The color of death, hanging heavy in the air like a thick blanket. His leather couch, this red beast I was currently trapped on, screamed about it.

The curtains, thick and heavy, were a loud cherry red, blocking out any natural light at all. If he could have, I was sure he would have painted the house’s very bones red, staining the oak beams that held it together with his possessive mark.

The color wasn’t just in the room; it was in my vision. It crept into my waking hours, bled into my sleep. Even when I closed my eyes, seeking that tiny bit of peace in unconsciousness, the usual comforting darkness was no longer there.

Instead, a smothering red haze choked me, a constant reminder of his violence, his being here, his owning me. “Show your stunning beauty,” he would always say, his voice coated in a fake-sweet honey, when he ordered me to open the curtains.

Well, that was exactly why I kept them closed, buttoned up against the world, against him, whenever he was absent. A small act of defiance, a weak attempt to reclaim a tiny piece of me.

The sound of the key in the lock, scratchy and sharp, echoed through the silent house, tearing through my fragile calm. He was here. I squeezed my eyes tighter, fighting the urge to turn, to look at him, to even acknowledge he was here. I hated the way my stomach dropped.

There was no need to see his face, no need to give him even that little win. His presence alone was a crushing weight.

With a grossly familiar nerve, he leaned down, his breath warm against my cheek, his voice a low, sneaky whisper as he called me 'sweetheart'. The word felt like a curse, a brand burned onto my skin.

When I instinctively jerked back, a raw rejection of his touch, his hand shot out, a steel clamp around my jaw, his fingers digging hard into my skin. “You have been making me quite angry lately,” he stated, his voice dangerously quiet.

I refused to look at him, my eyes fixed on the heavy red of the curtains, my stare locked somewhere beyond their thick folds. Disgust churned in my stomach, rising in my throat like something bitter.

His grip on my face tightened, the pressure increasing until it was almost too much. A single tear, hot and stinging, slipped from my squeezed-shut eyelids and tracked down my cheek. He saw it.

He always saw it. And in that moment, his grip loosened, the hard pressure eased. The cruel hold changed into something... else.

A touch that was almost gentle, almost sweet. So sneaky soft it could almost, almost, trick someone who didn’t know the monster hiding underneath.

“Look at me,” he ordered, his voice still low, but now hard as steel. And I obeyed. I always obeyed. My eyes, dull and heavy, lifted to meet his.

After what felt like forever staring into the cold, empty abyss of his eyes, I couldn't resist anymore, couldn't fight anymore. I’d never really learned to fight. Not for real. Not in any meaningful way.

And in the past few years, I’d been paying the heavy price for that lack of strength, that built-in weakness. Lily, my sister, she had always been the one who fought.

She had fought for both of us. She had done everything for me, being my sister, my friend, my protector, even my mom. Lily had always done my fighting for me, clearing a path for me, taking the hits meant for me.

Her mistakes, her burdens, were never mine to carry. But now, after all the twisted stories Alberto had spun for me, stories meant to break me, to make Lily sound like some kind of monster, I tried, desperately, to dig up some sliver of her strength.

I tried to push back, to resist, but I was hollowed out, nothing left in me to fight. I was sixteen when he first brought me to this place, this fancy cage, and even then, I was too broken, too lost, to really fight back.

The best days, the only days that offered a hint of peace, were the ones where I simply passed out, where consciousness just mercifully checked out, offering a brief escape. Not even the days when he didn't appear at this damned house were actually good.

Because even in his absence, the fear lingered, a constant, biting dread. The anticipation of his return, the uncertainty of when he might reappear, was almost as bad as him actually being here.

The only real break was oblivion, the blessed blackness of unconsciousness. “Darling,” he murmured again, the sweet talk dripping with fake concern, “don't make me hurt you. You know how much it pains me.”

How could his voice be so tricky? So smooth, so soothing, so totally, completely fake? I had once, a long time ago, maybe, briefly, fallen for the carefully built act.

But not anymore. Not for years. I knew now. I knew that he ate up pain, ate up fear. He feasted on the terror he planted in me, getting strong from my weakness.

That much, at least, I had learned with ice-cold clarity. “Clearly it does,” I managed to grit out, the words barely a whisper, laced with a bitter sarcasm I hadn't meant to let out.

“You're getting smart with me again, are you?” he asked, his tone shifting instantly, the fake softness gone, replaced by a hard, dangerous vibe. His eyes, moments ago showing fake concern, now narrowed, pupils shrinking, turning cold, like a predator.

“I'm exhausted,” he continued, his voice dropping again, becoming sneakily casual. “I came here to relax. To find a little peace. But your sister,” he sighed, a dramatic sigh, “your sister has been causing me a real pain in the ass lately, you know.”

He shifted his weight, moving closer, and then his arm was around me, wrapping across my shoulders, pulling me against his side. He chuckled, a low, empty sound that buzzed through me, making my teeth ache.

I could feel the inside of my stomach twisting with disgust at his touch, at the fake closeness of his embrace. I had no idea what exactly he found so amusing in this entire, nightmare situation.

“I thought you sold her to another man,” I said, the words carrying a venom I didn't know I had. I pulled my chin back, just a fraction. He never let go of the stories about Lily, always sticking the knife in, always finding new angles to use her against me.

“A gift,” he corrected, smooth as silk, his grip tightening slightly. “Your sister was a gift. A gesture of... saying thanks. And it was a mistake. A big screw-up on my part. I should have never handed her over to that guy. Killian De Marco,” he spit the name out, like it tasted like dirt.

“NY's youngest Don. Mr. Goody-Two-Shoes, as he calls himself. Figures. We're all criminals in this circle, swimming in the same crap, and yet he still clings to this dumb idea that he’s somehow... different. A good guy.”

Killian De Marco. The name clicked, a faint echo of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Killian De Marco... it was him. It was Killian De Marco to whom Alberto had given Lily.

The pieces snapped into place with a sick thud. “Wh-what did he do?” I stuttered, the question out before I even thought about what it meant. My breath hitched.

His head whipped around, his gaze locking onto mine, sharp and burning, sending a cold shudder of fear down my spine. “They came looking for you,” he stated, the words just sitting heavy in the air between us.

“They... they did what?” My voice was barely a whisper.

“Don't bother worrying, though,” he continued, a cruel smile stretching his lips. “They walked right into a trap. A little... welcome-back gift I'd set up after I got back from Los Angeles.”

Los Angeles. That trip. The one he wouldn’t talk about, the one that had brought him back with a busted jaw and a low burn of rage. “The way Killian... obsessed with her, the way he clearly... has feelings for your sister,” he spit ‘feelings’ like it was poison, “I knew he would do anything for her, give her whatever she asked. So, today’s little... show. Again, just a trap. And they, predictably, walked right into it.”

“Got caught how?” The question just came out, an automatic, desperate plea. I needed to know. Had to be sure that Lily, and Killian, if he was indeed helping her, were safe.

Alberto's smile dropped, his eyes going flat. His brow crumpled, a hard line forming between his eyes as he glared at me, his face hardening into a mask of pure, cold rage. My stomach clenched.

Suddenly, the hand that had been draped so easily around my shoulder shot out. It slammed into my face with brutal force, the sharp crack of the slap echoing through the quiet living room.

Tears filled my eyes, blurring everything, the sting of the hit sharp and instant. His hand, the same hand that had just struck me, clamped around my face again, fingers digging into my cheeks, holding me frozen.

“So keen to bolt, are we? So desperate to get away?” he hissed, his voice low and dripping with poison. “I told you once, Amber, and I will not waste my breath saying it again. You are mine. Mine to control, mine to own. No one finds you here. No one takes you from me.”

“I was never yours,” I croaked, the words ripped from my throat, a wave of defiance, thin but real, rising within me. It had been so long since I had dared to argue, to snap back, to push him at all.

But the knowledge that Lily was out there, alive, free, and with the Don of New York City at her side, had lit something inside me. A spark of hope. A dangerous, new courage.

Another slap, harder this time, jerking my head to the side. “Wrong answer,” he stated, his voice cold, flat, empty.

A cruel, nasty smile twisted his lips. “You are. And nothing. NOT EVEN THAT GUY KILLIAN WILL CHANGE THAT.”

He shoved my face away, letting go sudden, and stood up, his movements quick and rough. The click of his belt buckle echoed in the sudden silence.

Then the sound of leather sliding from loops. For a sickening moment, I just stared, frozen, as he came at me, the belt dangling loose in his hand. The leather cracked against my bare arms, then my legs, then my torso, each strike a burning, sharp pain.

He unbuttoned his pants, the sound of the zipper a warning of what was next, and dropped the belt to the floor with a soft thud. Then he was shoving me back, forcing me down onto the crimson couch, my back hitting the soft cushions with a jarring thump.

He hovered over me, his weight pressing down, stealing my breath, crushing the thin spark of defiance that had dared to flicker inside me. He was on top of me, his body a heavy, smothering weight.

He took me there, on the deep red couch, the pain a sharp, brutal assault. Each harsh thrust was a fresh wave of agony, a violation that cut deeper than just the body. And with each brutal movement, he breathed the words into my ear, a possessive chant, a chilling statement of ownership.

“You are mine,” he whispered, again and again. “You are mine, Amber.” As if he hadn't made that super, terrifyingly clear for the past six years, trapping me in this fancy cage, stealing my life, my soul, little by brutal little.

When he was finally finished, when he had got what he came for, leaving me broken and violated, he simply got up. He left me there, a crumpled mess of pain and humiliation on the red couch, tears silently running down my face.

He left, but not before leaning down, planting a brief, meaningless kiss on my forehead, a sick joke of affection. “You are mine, Amber. Don't you ever forget that,” he murmured, his voice empty of any real feeling.

“I trust this has been... a learning experience. Don't make me repeat this lesson again.” Then he turned and walked away, leaving me alone in the smothering red room.

The slam of the solid oak door echoed through the house, followed by the sharp, final click of the lock. He never missed locking it. He would be back.

And I was left alone, drowning in endless, draining sobs, in the smothering weight of despair, as he always did after 'his relaxing visits'. My arms and body throbbed, stinging with the welts from his belt, but the physical pain was nothing compared to the brutal ache in my chest, the dull, steady throb of my breaking heart.

Lily. I clung to that thought, a thin lifeline in the smothering darkness. I could only hope, with everything I had, that Lily would find me. That she would come for me before he came back.
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CHAPTER 2
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LILY P.O.V.

A heavy quiet had fallen over the house, a stillness that felt thick with unspoken stuff, like the calm before a real storm. I was completely on edge, a weird prickle crawling under my skin. Leo and Nina had been totally gone since early morning; it was almost one in the afternoon, and I had no clue where they were.

Killian and Christian, I knew, were out on some vague, “important errands,” their leaving wrapped in a shroud of secrecy that only amped up the general feeling of unspoken dread. I glanced around the kitchen, spotless and gleaming, the stainless steel reflecting the empty room like a mirror. Every appliance lined up perfectly, almost mocking the silence.

There was absolutely nothing for me to do, no task to kill time, at least not for another two hours until Agnes, the housekeeper, usually popped up with some small job. In a totally different life, one where Nina and I weren't so messed up, where things felt normal, I'd have hit her up, suggested we do something to ditch this suffocating boredom, to bridge the massive gap that had opened between us.

I just stood there in that super-clean kitchen for another ten agonizing minutes, pacing like a caged animal, half-expecting something wild to happen, some sudden mess that would give me a reason to be there, a quick distraction. Maybe a rogue crumb would appear on the pristine counter, or maybe Agnes would just show up, ready to hand me some new, equally boring task to keep my hands—and, for a second, my mind—busy.

At least it would give me a break from my brain constantly spinning, a quick escape from the crushing weight of everything I was worried about. But the kitchen stayed stubbornly, annoyingly perfect, and Agnes was nowhere to be seen. After what felt like ages of restless waiting, I made up my mind.

I was just... leaving. Ditching the sterile kitchen, stepping out into the confusing maze of this house, and taking a walk by myself. Any kind of movement, any distraction, no matter how small, felt better than being stuck in this suffocating quiet, this awful nothingness.

I’d barely taken two steps onto the grand staircase, my fingers just grazing the polished mahogany banister, when a sharp, familiar voice ripped through the unnerving silence. It was twisted with pain, raw with desperation, yelling... pleading. Begging for help, any kind of help, the sound bouncing off the high ceilings and ornate walls, echoing through the huge house.

The voice was moving fast, jaggedly, seemed like it was coming from everywhere at once, like whoever it belonged to was scrambling, trying every door, every possible way out or to get help. It was a desperate cry in the echoing emptiness, their movements frantic, like their only goal was to tear the whole house apart, rip down the walls that held them in their agony. My heart rocketed into my throat, a pure shot of adrenaline blasting through my veins.

I instantly forgot my walk, my first plan gone in a flash. I spun around, my feet moving on their own, pushed by a raw, primal instinct, a desperate need to get to whatever was making that terrifying sound. I bolted toward the frantic yelling, my bare feet slapping against the polished wooden floors, my breath catching in my chest.

Rounding a corner in the hallway, I saw him. A slumped figure, two of his men struggling to hold him up, their faces tight with effort. Christian stood nearby, his face a total mask of panic, his eyes locking onto mine with a raw, desperate plea.

My breath hitched hard, a wave of icy dread washing over me as the horrible truth slammed into me, shattering what little calm I’d been holding onto. It was Killian. Absolutely, undoubtedly Killian. Time seemed to stretch and twist, folding in on itself, collapsing into a dizzying whirlwind of déjà vu.

Every nightmare I’d ever had, every terrifying moment I’d ever lived through, every gut-wrenching memory I’d tried to bury, they all flooded back with brutal clarity, all crushing together into this single, horrifying second. I was reliving it. All the pain, all the terror, all the helplessness, hitting me with a fresh, amplified punch because this was happening right now.

But this time... this time it was Killian. His head hung loose, chin digging into his chest, dark hair matted with sweat, and blood... so much blood, dripping, forming dark pools, staining the pristine marble floor a shocking crimson.

For a brief, frozen second, I locked up, stuck to the spot, my mind spinning, swallowed by a wave of pure panic. Every instinct screamed at me to bolt, to get out, to escape the sickening sight unfolding right in front of me. Every deep-seated fear, every old, buried trauma, threatened to totally drown me, to shatter what fragile composure I had left.

But then, something else flickered inside me, a sharp spark of adrenaline, a surge of fierce, sudden determination, pushing past the paralyzing fear. Seeing Killian, so vulnerable, so hurt, so clearly in agony, shook me awake, pulling me out of the creeping paralysis. There was zero time for panic, no room for me to wallow in my own fear.

Action was needed. Right now, no hesitation. Lives were on the line, and I, for some reason, was the only one who could take charge, who could stop this nightmare from getting even worse. “GET HIM TO HIS BEDROOM, NOW!” I yelled, my voice shockingly strong, sharp, cutting right through the lingering echoes of Killian’s cries, a sudden, unexpected authority lacing every word.

The thought of him enduring that kind of pain, of him bleeding out on the cold marble floor, hardened me, snapping me into a focused, almost clinical state. His men, used to following orders without a peep, reacted instantly to my command, moving fast, efficient, their faces now a mix of relief and new purpose. Christian, his face still twisted with raw worry, stayed rooted to the spot, his eyes fixed on me, a silent question hanging between us.

“Where the hell is Sebastian?” I demanded, my voice sharp, urgent, my eyes boring into Christian’s. Sebastian was their go-to doctor, Killian’s trusted medical guy, the one person in this whole place equipped to handle a crisis this big.

Christian’s face crumpled slightly, his expression a mix of frustration and helplessness. “He’s not here,” Christian stammered, his voice choked with desperation. “He’s not at the house. I... I don’t know what to do. The... the thing went right through him. The bullet exited.”

“Are you kidding me?” I shot back, my voice rising in disbelief, my eyes wide with horror. “Are you trying to be funny right now?”

“I am absolutely not, Lily,” Christian retorted, his voice tight, his gaze begging. “And Sebastian... Sebastian’s visiting his family in Italy. He’s out of the country, unreachable.”

“I don’t care about his family plans!” I snapped, my patience totally gone. “Get a first-aid kit, and a bottle of whisky. Now.” Christian just stared at me, his eyes full of doubt, a clear flicker of uncertainty there.

He looked like he was questioning if I was capable, if I could handle this, if I even understood how bad this was. “Just move, Christian,” I commanded, my voice leaving no room for any more hesitation or argument. He finally moved, spurred by the urgency in my voice, rushing off to find the medical stuff, his footsteps echoing down the hallway.

I, meanwhile, turned and sprinted up the grand staircase, taking the steps two at a time, powered by adrenaline and a desperate sense of purpose. Never before had I moved through the twisting halls of this fancy mansion with such absolute certainty, such natural knowing of its layout. I burst through the upper hallway, my bare feet silent on the thick carpets, and practically slammed into Killian’s bedroom, my eyes immediately scanning the chaos.

One of his men was pressing a makeshift bandage against Killian’s side, trying to slow the endless flow of blood, while the other stood guard, his face a mix of worry and helplessness, his gaze anxiously on Killian’s still form. “Get his shirt off, fast!” I commanded, my voice sharp, full of authority. The man standing there hesitated for just a second, his eyes questioning mine, then, pushed by the unshakeable command in my voice, he moved to obey, working quickly to peel off Killian’s blood-soaked shirt.

Before another word could be said, before any more questions could even cross their minds, I spun and rushed into the attached bathroom, my movements quick, deliberate. I washed my hands thoroughly, scrubbing away any trace of hesitation or fear, steeling myself for what I was about to do. Stepping back into the bedroom, I walked straight to Killian’s bed, my eyes taking in the grim reality of his state.

His powerful body, usually radiating pure, unbeatable strength, was now helpless, exposed, his body limp, unable to help himself in this mess. Just as I reached the bedside, Christian reappeared, hurrying into the room, loaded down with a bulky first-aid kit and a bottle of whisky, the amber liquid sloshing around inside. Christian placed the kit and the bottle next to me on the bedside table, then quickly uncorked the whisky, offering it to me with a questioning look.

I snatched the bottle and took a long, deep gulp, the fiery liquid burning a path down my throat, the harsh sting jolting my senses awake, sharpening my focus, chasing away the last bits of lingering panic. “Hold him still,” I told Christian, my voice calm, clinical. Christian immediately moved to the bed, positioning himself to hold Killian’s shoulders firmly, stopping him from thrashing or moving wildly.

Killian stayed unconscious, thankfully oblivious to what was happening around him right now. In a way, I thought, it was better he was out cold, considering the ridiculously painful thing I was about to do. I carefully tilted the whisky bottle, lining the opening up directly over the gaping wound in Killian’s side.

Almost instantly, a good portion of the amber liquid splashed onto the raw flesh, soaking into the bloody fabric and exposed tissue. A violent shiver ripped through Killian’s body, his eyes snapping open instantly, his mouth twisting into a silent scream of agony. He instinctively lashed out, his hand hitting the bottle in my grip, sending it flying across the room, smashing against the wall with a loud thud, the remaining whisky splattering across the carpet.

I barely even noticed the whisky was gone; my only thought was Killian. I quickly signaled to his men with a sharp flick of my hand, telling them to hold his flailing arms down. One of the men immediately grabbed Killian’s outstretched hand, holding it tight.

I carefully moved onto the bed, straddling Killian’s still form, my movements deliberate, cautious, making sure not to put any extra pressure on his injured side. I leaned down, meeting his pain-filled, dazed eyes, their depths swirling with a mix of agony and disorientation. “Stay calm, okay?” I said firmly, my voice surprisingly steady despite the chaos churning inside me.

His eyes, squeezed shut in pain, seemed to home in on my voice, widening slightly, a flicker of recognition, of understanding, dawning deep within them. I gently patted his shoulder, a small, reassuring gesture, then turned my attention back to the first-aid kit, popping open the latches with smooth, expert movements, revealing its contents.

The bullet going straight through was definitely a huge problem, but the immediate priority was to close the holes, stop the bleeding, and prevent infection. Trying to dig out the bullet myself, with no real medical training, would absolutely make things worse, possibly leading to much bigger complications.

“Do you actually know what you’re doing?” Christian asked, his voice dripping with skepticism, his eyes wide with worry. Killian, breathing raggedly, his face contorted in pain, glanced from Christian to me, his gaze flickering between us, his expression a mix of confusion, pain, and a dawning awareness of how precarious his situation was.

“We had a nurse in our neighborhood when I was growing up,” I explained, my voice just matter-of-fact, my focus totally on the task at hand. “Stuff like this was... normal. I picked up basic medical skills from her, watching her, helping her out whenever I could.”

Christian’s skepticism was still plain to see. “Like... stitching a gunshot wound, Lily?” he questioned, his tone disbelieving.

“Yep,” I confirmed, my eyes scanning the first-aid kit, hunting for the right tools. “I’m just... a little rusty. Been a while.”

I’d often helped the neighborhood nurse, especially when guys would show up needing secret medical attention for injuries from gang fights, drug deals gone bad, and all the other violence that was just part of our tough community. I’d seen the ugly truth of their world firsthand, the endless cycle of injury and violence, and I’d just soaked up a certain amount of practical medical know-how out of necessity.

“‘Rusty’?” Christian repeated, his voice laced with disbelief, his eyebrows shooting up in alarm.

“It’s been about six years,” I clarified, my tone dry, my attention now locked on threading a surgical needle, my fingers surprisingly steady despite how serious this was. “Y-you r-really sh-shouldn’t be d-doing th-this,” Killian stammered, his voice weak, slurred, his words broken by gasps of pain, his consciousness starting to fade, the edges of his awareness blurring again.

“I totally agree,” Christian chimed in, offering his unasked-for opinion, his voice thick with concern. I, though, didn’t even register their protests, my focus unshakeable, my concentration absolute. I was doing something delicate, life-or-death, and their doubts, their worries, were just irrelevant. Didn’t matter at all.

Finally, with a sigh of relief, I managed to thread the needle, the thin thread sliding right through the tiny eye. I gave Killian a sharp, controlled slap to his cheek, the sting snapping him back to full consciousness, his eyes widening in shock, in renewed pain.

I offered him a small, quick smile, a grim nod to the unpleasantness coming. “It was necessary,” I stated, my voice soft but firm. “We really don’t want to lose you early, do we?” He completely ignored my flippant remark, his head flopping back against the pillow, a low groan of pain escaping his lips.

I sent a silent, almost forgotten prayer to a God I hadn’t thought of in six long years, a desperate plea for guidance, for steady hands, for this to work. Then, with a deep breath, I started stitching the wound, my movements surprisingly smooth, surprisingly confident, given how long it had been since I’d last done this.
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