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CRUEL GAMES: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE
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HE SAVED ME FROM HELL, BUT WHAT IF HE’S JUST ANOTHER DEVIL? 

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.

––––––––
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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. 

––––––––

[image: ]


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. 

––––––––
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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?

Book 1 of 3 in the Cruel Temptation Series — a dark, emotional, and addictive mafia romance where power, obsession, and trauma collide.
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PROLOGUE
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KILLIAN P.O.V.

Six years back.

The gunshot ripped through the dead silence, a deafening crack that shredded the tense quiet of the room. And just like that, he was gone, the last one down. His blood, a dark crimson, pulsed out of his now still heart, carrying that sharp, metallic tang – like old iron and rust. It sprayed and splattered, coating me in its warm stickiness as the bullet ripped clean through his skull.

His eyes, once spitting malice and fake bravado, were now frozen wide open, staring blankly, catching the faint room light as his body went slack, sliding back and off the plush leather chair he’d been in just seconds ago. No flicker of regret, no hesitation, not even a ghost of guilt crossed my face. They snuffed out my wife’s life, extinguished her flame; now, they’d paid their debt in full, with their own.

“Christian!” I barked, my voice tearing through the thick air. I was calling for my most trusted man, the one who was about to become my right hand, my second-in-command. A beat passed, then his shadow detached from the doorway, stepping into the dim light. "You heard that, right?" I asked, not really a question.

“Get him out,” I commanded, my gaze sweeping over the scene. “And every one of these bodies. Burn them to ashes. Then, bury what’s left deep in the woods, somewhere the earth holds its breath and no one will ever stumble upon them. Get them out of my sight, now.” Christian didn't even blink. He gave a single, sharp nod, his face a mask, yet his resolve was clear. He moved with swift purpose toward the don’s lifeless form. From this moment, New York was mine. All mine.

“This city? It’s ours now, Christian,” I said, the words thick with ambition and the cold satisfaction of vengeance. “Our time to call the shots. To own it.” He just grinned, a wide, genuine flash of pride lighting up his face. “Consider it done, boss,” he rumbled, his grip firm on the dead man. Then, with practiced efficiency, he hoisted the body, dragging it from the room, leaving me standing solo amidst the lingering scent of gunpowder and death.

The air still hung heavy, a thick, metallic cocktail of blood and the acrid bite of freshly fired guns. It was a smell I knew too well, one that dragged up memories I’d rather keep buried. A sharp, unwelcome ache stabbed into my chest. My legs just gave out, and I crumpled to my knees, the cold floor biting into my skin.

Before I could even wrap my head around what was happening, the tears started, hot and totally unleashed. I hadn’t managed a single tear when they’d told me Marie was gone, a raw failure that had gnawed at me, making me feel like I’d somehow betrayed her memory. But now, in this twisted victory, all I could do was weep, her face burned behind my eyelids.

“It’s done, Marie,” I choked out, the words thick with grief and a strange relief. “Every last one of them. You can rest now. And I’ll watch over her, just like I promised.”

LILY P.O.V.

We were just there, soaking up the quiet, same as any other day. I was carefully separating strands of my younger sister Amber’s hair, braiding them with a gentle precision that felt automatic, while Dad sat by the window, lost in the pages of a worn-out book. I was twenty-two, maybe twenty-three back then; the exact year count has just blurred since that day everything flipped. Then, the door practically exploded inward, splintering open with violent force. A figure, an absolute stranger, ripped into our calm little home, snatching Amber from my grip, dragging my father, and just like that, stealing the life we knew in one brutal move.

They shoved my father hard onto the wooden floor, their voices booming, spitting demands for their money. We were always on the hook for payments – huge sums, always.

A knot of resentment twisted in my gut over Dad's lies. He’d painted this life, out here in this isolated cabin tucked deep in the woods, as some chill getaway, a vacation. He’d sworn up and down all debts were squared away, that he’d given them their cut for the last three months, and they had nothing left to claim from us. Amber and I, we had no clue how deep his fabrications went. And that one lie just ripped our entire world apart.

They grabbed Amber and me, pinning us down, keeping us captive while they roughed up our father. One of them kicked him hard, and Dad groaned. “Please, just let him go! He’s not young, please! I’m begging you, stop hurting him!” I pleaded, my voice cracking with raw desperation. But my words were just air to them, landing on ears totally deaf to anything like compassion.

“Please... I’ll do anything you want. Anything! Just let them go, please.” My pleas kept coming, a desperate, broken mantra, while my innocent sixteen-year-old sister just melted into uncontrollable sobs beside me, her face a mess of tears.

The guy who’d been leaning on my father snapped his gaze to me, his eyes locking onto mine. I went totally still, my gaze glued to his. Slowly, a cruel, lazy smile crept across his face as he finally let go of Father, pushing himself up from where he’d been looming over him.

“You’d really do anything, darling?” he purred, his English thick with a heavy, unfamiliar accent. In a different life, on another planet, I might’ve even noticed he had a certain rough, dangerous kind of attractiveness.

With a catch in my breath, I gave a tiny, hesitant nod. That barely-there gesture was all it took for a wide, predatory grin to rip across his face. “Get her out to my ride,” he barked at the guy still clamped onto my arm. My eyes blew wide with pure terror as the horrifying implications of his words slammed into me. “No, no, please no!” I tried to scream, but it came out as barely a whisper, a strangled gasp trapped in my throat.

Almost instantly, I was yanked from the flimsy safety and warmth of our cabin, dragged straight out into the sharp, biting November wind.

Two sharp cracks shattered the whistling wind as the man brutally pulled me forward. The dry leaves on the trees rustled in the breeze, and startled birds exploded from their perches, wings beating frantically against the air. Through the cabin’s grimy windows, now streaked with dirt, I clearly saw the splash of blood as the gunshots boomed through the desolate area we were trapped in. With each report, something inside me just splintered further.

“NOOO!” I screamed, fighting against his iron grip, struggling with every ounce of fight I had to get back inside, to claw my way back to the nightmare I knew, anything but the one looming. But I was nothing against his brute strength, held firm in place. Then, with relentless force, he slammed me toward a waiting vehicle, chaining me to this horrifying existence indefinitely.

(...)

Muffled voices filtered through the thin walls of this depressing room. They yanked me from the edge of sleep – not that real, peaceful rest was ever a thing in this awful, cold, grimy space, so honestly, the interruption was almost a relief.

I picked out Alberto’s voice, no problem. His tone, always totally flat, was instantly recognizable. After all, he’d been the one shuttling me between different houses and families for what felt like forever, and landing back under his thumb was never, ever a good time, to put it lightly.

“Get her ready in under twenty. I need her to look... presentable.” I could almost see his disgusted scowl, his eyes, cold and full of contempt, boring right through the wooden door as he sneered those demeaning words. “If that’s even possible with her.”

“Yes, boss,” a voice answered, unfamiliar, new. Sounded younger. It clicked then: a fresh face had landed in this hellhole.

The door creaked open with a heavy groan, making me flinch on what they laughably called a bed. It was anything but. Rough, scratchy material covered a surface that was a nightmare to lie on. How many poor souls had been dumped on this mattress over the years – a century’s worth, probably? It was rigid as concrete, and every single try at rest just left my back screaming.

Just as I figured, the guy standing in the doorway was definitely a new face. He stared at me, a flicker of something almost like pity in his eyes. The second he took a step closer, I reacted on instinct, my hand connecting with his face in a sharp, loud slap that sent him stumbling back, hard. His eyes blew wide in shock; guess they hadn’t briefed him on my... unique coping mechanisms.

He froze, clearly blindsided. An awkward, heavy silence thickened between us.

“What the hell was that?!” he hissed, his voice practically spitting anger as he lunged at me, clamping onto my arms with a nasty force. “You think you’re tough?” No way was I submitting easily; I made damn sure I’d make him earn it, make it hell for him. I needed to make it crystal clear that nobody, and I mean nobody, got to lay a hand on me without a serious fight.

I fought back with every ounce of strength, pulling, scratching, kicking, connecting with anything I could. I didn’t let up until a second, much heavier thud echoed from the door’s direction. Both of us instantly froze, attention snapping to the interruption. Alberto was stepping into the room, every movement precise, menacing. He took one look at the scene. “What is this farce?” he growled. Still pinned by the new guy, I felt the brutal sting of a sharp slap across my face from Alberto, the force of it sending me sprawling to the floor. He moved with unsettling speed, dropping to his knees in front of me, his fingers clamping hard onto my face, his grip brutal.

“Listen to me, you stupid girl,” he snarled, his eyes boring into mine. “Try one more of your little stunts, and you won’t just be sent to another house.” His fingers dug deeper into my cheeks, the pressure searing. Tears stung my eyes, threatening to spill. He kept going, his voice a low, dangerous growl. “I might just be done with you for good. This could be the last time I let you back here, but if you’re not prepped and out of those nasty clothes in fifteen minutes, my patience? Gone.” He jerked his hand away from my face, then raked me with a look of pure disgust from head to toe before spinning and walking out, the new guy scrambling behind him.

I scrambled to my feet, practically tripping over myself to get into the adjoining bathroom connected to my nightmare of a bedroom. It was no better than the main room – ancient and gross, with a shower stall that only ever spit out ice-cold water. I ripped through the shower, dried off with a scratchy towel, and somehow managed to get dressed in under ten minutes. I could move fast when urgency kicked in. Maybe my desperation to get out of this place perfectly matched Alberto’s eagerness to be rid of me, even if just for a short while.

When I walked out, the same guy who’d tried to grab me earlier was standing guard, waiting for me. He gave me a dismissive, crude once-over, his eyes lingering in all the wrong places. I shot him a fierce glare right back. “Move it,” he muttered, yanking me forward. He clamped onto my arm, yanking me toward a huge truck, already packed with other women who were about to be ‘distributed,’ as Alberto so delicately put it.

I slid into the seat next to Sally, a friend of sorts. She was one of the rare ones in this hellhole who didn’t make me want to jump right out of the moving truck just to escape. She had a kindness about her that was so damn scarce among the women stuck in this life.

I sat there, numb, as Sally started rambling about her last client. She leaned closer, her voice low. “You wouldn’t believe what he tried to make me do...” My mind just checked out, completely disconnecting from her words, leaving me alone with the thoughts swirling in my head. Will I ever see her again? Will this job finally be my last? Is there any way out of this life, for good?
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KILLIAN P.O.V.

The solid quiet of the office shattered with a sharp, unwelcome rap. A determined knock against the massive oak door. Luc and I were deep in it, sifting through ledgers, columns of cold numbers blurring on the aged paper under the focused beam of the desk lamp.

“Come in,” I ground out, my voice edged with a razor-sharp impatience. That knock had already pushed my last nerve. It was crystal clear: no interruptions when I was buried in business. No exceptions. That wasn't just a suggestion; it was an iron-clad directive. Every single person in this compound, from the crew sweeping floors to the top-tier enforcers, knew what happened when my word was disregarded. They understood the price of crossing me.

The heavy door swung inward, and there he was. Him. Again. Alberto. Hadn't that joker learned his lesson? Just last time, I personally walked him off my property, my boot making a very clear point on his backside, right in front of his crew, for everyone to see. Did this guy have zero self-respect? Was he truly that clueless? The sheer audacity. It was unbelievable.

“Exactly why are you gracing my office with your presence, Alberto?” I interrogated him, my voice practically oozing raw disdain. I didn't even bother to mask my irritation. His smug expression, always plastered there like a permanent, irritating mark, was genuinely grating.

“Kiiill-ian,” Alberto purred, drawing out my name like it was the finest bourbon, “it's always a genuine thrill, truly, to connect with you.” He stepped further into the room, a slight, almost imperceptible sway in his shoulders. His arrogance was thick and nauseating, coating every word, just as it always did. The man practically reeked of self-importance.

“Hardly,” I countered instantly, not even lifting my gaze from the spread of papers on my deep mahogany desk. My pen kept scratching, inking signatures on ledgers, solidifying territories, all while I deliberately tuned him out.

He let out a short, scoffing sound, a dismissive puff that barely rippled the air in the expansive room. And that tiny, telling sign of his annoyance? It carved a subtle smirk onto my lips. Just knowing I could so easily crawl under Alberto’s skin, could tweak him so effortlessly, delivered a weird, dark pleasure. Petty, definitely, but undeniably satisfying.

“I asked you a question, Alberto,” I reiterated, my voice dropping, a dangerous chill seeping into every syllable. “Or do you prefer a re-run of our last little encounter? Are you keen on another boot-to-ass escort off my property?”

“I'm here to offer you something, Killian,” Alberto quickly stammered, his usual swagger suddenly deflating. The smirk on my face vanished like smoke, replaced instantly by an expression so cold, so lethal, it could curdle blood. The very air in the office seemed to thicken, the temperature plummeting several unsettling degrees.

He threw his hands up, a gesture of mock surrender that was almost comical given how easily I could wipe him off the map. Alberto hurried on, words tumbling out now, “Woah, woah, hold on! Before that look on your face turns me into a new rug, this isn’t about business. It’s... something else. Something better.” He paused, scanning my face, clearly hoping for a reaction, then added, “A unique proposition.”

He let that word hang, milking the moment, before turning his head toward the door. With a casual flick of his wrist, he motioned someone—or someones—into my private space.

Who the hell did he just wave into my inner sanctum? My core crew was tight, and everyone knew stepping into my office without a direct summons was a massive no-go. I had absolutely zero clue, not even a whisper of an idea, who Alberto thought he could parade in here. But against my better judgment, a dangerous curiosity snagged me, so I waited.

Seconds dragged, each one feeling like a full minute, until a procession of women filed into my office. A line of women. My eyebrows lifted, a silent admission of surprise I tried, and failed, to suppress.

I leaned back into the smooth leather of my chair, a slow, deliberate exhale easing past my lips as a predatory, unhurried grin spread across my face. Alberto mirrored it with his own wide, self-congratulatory smirk, hands sweeping out to present the women before me like a showroom exhibit. “I’m here to offer a gift... a gesture of peace, perhaps?” he purred, his voice slick with fake charm. “So, what's your take, hmm?”

“I don't know, Alberto,” I drawled, turning my head barely an inch toward my brother, my gaze still locked on the silent lineup of women. “What do you think of this setup, Luc?” Luc and I shared a dark humor, and he knew, just like I did, that I'd never take a damn thing from Alberto, especially not something wrapped in hidden agendas.

Luc’s lips stretched into a wide, wolfish grin that perfectly mirrored my own. “I’m definitely feeling this, brother,” he answered, a low rumble of approval. At those simple words, a radiant, almost blindingly proud smile bloomed on Alberto's face. The poor, clueless fool actually thought he'd pulled off some masterstroke. He genuinely believed he'd blown us away.

“Then let’s pick,” I purred, drawing out each word, taking my sweet, deliberate time as I pushed myself slowly from my chair. I relished stretching this out, letting Alberto soak a little longer in his delusional glow of success before I stomped all over it.

I pushed off the leather, my movements slow and unhurried as I began to pace leisurely in front of each woman, my gaze sweeping over them, assessing. There were some undeniably striking women in the lineup. Sharp features, sculpted physiques – the kind of looks that would stop traffic anywhere. But here’s the thing: I wouldn’t touch anything Alberto offered, not even with a ten-foot pole. Everything from him was tainted, poisoned right to its core.

Finally, reaching the end of the line, after a prolonged, quiet assessment of each woman, my eyes landed on her. She was positioned at the very tail end, practically camouflaged within the small cluster. She didn’t just look different; she was starkly, absolutely unlike the others. There was something in her posture, her aura, that made her pop. She seemed like a complete outsider, utterly misplaced in this scene, in this room, amidst these other women. The rest? Their presence was exactly what I’d anticipated. The others met my gaze, confident, almost eager, as if they belonged here, ready for whatever game was about to unfold. But she didn't.

Her gaze was stubbornly fixed anywhere but on me – flitting around the room, at the polished floor, the ornate walls, anywhere, a desperate plea for invisibility. She kept shifting her weight, a subtle tremor running through her legs, like someone itching to bolt, as if this room, this entire situation, was an anathema to her very being. That... that captivated me. It ignited a faint, surprising spark in the cold, cavernous space where I usually felt nothing.

I held my stare, my eyes methodically tracing every single curve, every line of her form, from the exposed toes peeking from flimsy sandals right up to the crown of her head. She seemed so delicate, almost breakable, perhaps even unwell. Where the hell had she been hiding? Her hair, a cascade of coal-black strands, dark as a new moon night, spilled forward, veiling most of her face like a thick velvet curtain against the sun. It only intensified my intrigue. An urgent, almost demanding desire flared within me: I needed to see her face, to pull back that dark veil. I wanted to know her features.

I moved, an almost automatic step forward. My hand, surprisingly gentle, slid beneath her chin, my fingers ghosting over skin that felt shockingly soft. I tipped her head back, lifting her gaze, effectively pulling her focus straight to mine. It shouldn't have happened. It absolutely should not have. But for a flicker of a second, the air left my lungs when those icy blue eyes, the stark color of a deep winter sky, cold and piercing, locked onto mine.

They held a fragile vulnerability, like shattered ice, threatening to splinter with the slightest tremor. Behind that cascade of dark hair, I didn't discover sunlight; instead, I found skin luminous and pale, delicate as fine porcelain, framing eyes and a nose so perfectly formed they seemed carved by an artist. In those eyes, on that face, I saw the quiet glow of the moon, pale and radiant against the deep, inky canvas of the night.

Realizing my hand had lingered there, under her chin, for far too long—definitely longer than necessary—I slowly, almost reluctantly, withdrew it. Her gaze, however, remained locked on mine, direct and unyielding. In those blue depths, I saw a complex expression, something I couldn't quite pinpoint. It was perilously close to outright disgust, yet it was tangled with something else, something I couldn't yet articulate, that just... pulled.

I finally stepped back, creating a sliver of space between us. “Name?” I clipped out, my voice rougher than I'd intended. That idiot, Alberto, ever the sycophant, jumped in instantly. “Lily, her name’s Lily! Or Lys, she goes by Lys too!”

“I was asking her,” I cut him off, a sharp, dangerous edge to my tone as I snapped my gaze back to Alberto, my patience now razor-thin. “Utter one more unprompted word, and I'll blow your damn brains out, right here, right now. Don't test me.”

That was more than enough to slam Alberto's mouth shut. His face went a shade paler. After one last, lingering look at the girl, now known to me as Lily, my eyes holding on her for a beat too long, I called for Christian, my second-in-command.

“Christian, take our... guest,” I ordered, a subtle nod of my head indicating Lily, “to the suite directly next to mine. It’s hers now.” I delivered the command, already turning back to my chair and desk, effectively dismissing them all.

Christian didn't waste a beat. He moved fast, taking Lily gently but with an undeniable grip by her arm, guiding her, almost pulling her, from the office.

“So, we have a deal, then?” Alberto ventured, his voice a little bolder now, clearly trying to salvage something from this whole charade.

“Wasn't this presented as a gift, Alberto? Or am I mistaken?” I leaned forward, my voice dropping to a dangerous, silken whisper. “A gift, you said. And I accepted it. Now, gather your remaining inventory and get the hell out of my sight before I personally escort you. And you know exactly how that scenario plays out for you.” My voice was ice, cutting and absolute, leaving no room for argument or misunderstanding.

Alberto, sensing he’d pushed his luck to the absolute limit for the day, didn't waste another second trying to spin his so-called deal. He simply motioned for his remaining women to follow and practically bolted from my office. He’d be back, though. I knew it. He was desperate to become a 'supplier' (as he so pompously styled himself) for my various establishments sprawling across New York. Naturally, everyone and their cousin in New York was itching to cut a deal with me, desperate for a slice of the pie. And sure, I appreciated the cash flow, absolutely loved the power, so I wasn't typically closed off to opportunities. But when it came to Alberto’s particular... inventory, I drew the line. I dealt in almost anything: weapons, narcotics, intel – you name it. But not human beings. Even I had boundaries I wouldn't let myself cross.

(...)

LILY P.O.V.

I was being hustled, rather unceremoniously, out of the office by someone I could only assume was Christian. He was undeniably tall, a massive presence, his golden skin seeming to catch and glow even in the muted corridor light. His broad chest visibly strained against the fine fabric of his expensive shirt. His long, sandy blond hair was casually pulled back into a loose, messy bun – a surprising look that somehow suited his rugged features perfectly. And on a completely inconvenient note, he was incredibly strong. My arm was already throbbing from the vice-like grip he had on me as he practically propelled me upstairs and through a maze of endless corridors.

So, after a quick mental debate, I decided to push back. Maybe it wasn't the smartest move, given that these individuals radiated a danger far beyond Alberto’s usual goons, infinitely more brutal. But I was not, and never had been, a docile puppet to be pulled along at someone else’s convenience.

“Could we maybe, just maybe, slow down a step?” I managed, my voice more a shaky whisper than a firm request. He didn't even twitch, didn't spare me a single glance. In fact, he seemed to accelerate, as if challenging me, if that was even possible.

With a sudden burst of defiance, I yanked my arm, tearing it free from his grasp. I stopped dead, my feet planting themselves firmly on the cool, polished marble. That finally registered. He halted, spinning to face me, and his glare landed like a physical blow. His blue eyes, instantly hard, cold, and assessing, locked onto mine.

“What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?” he demanded, his voice escalating, clearly incensed by my blatant insubordination.

“I asked you, quite politely, to ease up,” I shot back, holding his furious stare with a defiant one of my own. Consequences? At this point, I frankly couldn't care less. It wasn’t my first rodeo in a den of dangerous people. My past had taught me a grim lesson: sometimes, the quicker you could infuriate them, the faster they'd want to just ditch you, to cut you loose. He covered the distance between us in two swift strides, his face hovering mere inches from mine. For a fleeting second, he looked poised to either kiss me or strike me. Given the charged air, though, it was undeniably the latter.

Instinctively, I retreated, creating a small buffer, but he was quicker. His hand snatched my arm again, his grip instantly tightening, painful, as he leaned in, his voice a low, gravelly threat. “You better learn how we do things around here, little rebel,” he murmured. “Because otherwise, things are gonna get real ugly, real fast.” Then, unexpectedly, he was gently tucking a strand of my dark hair behind my ear, his touch jarringly soft given his brutal words. All I could do was nod slowly, my gaze pinned to his. He definitely had a presence. That raw, natural authority some men just exuded – he had it in spades.

“Alright, what in hell’s name is going on here?” A powerful, familiar voice cut through the air from further down the corridor. My head whipped around, and there he was: the other man from the office. Not the blond one who’d scrutinized us like we were pieces of property, but the one he called brother. Killian.

“Luc,” Christian acknowledged, his tone a mix of surprise and something I couldn't quite put my finger on, his eyes giving Luc a strange, almost startled look. It was as if he hadn’t expected Killian’s brother to be trailing us down the hall.

“Something wrong? Did Killian get cold feet? Maybe we should just toss her in the basement, then?” Luc suggested, his eyes flicking to me in a cruel, sidelong glance, a truly vicious smirk twisting his lips – a smirk that promised pure hell. When I caught that nasty grin, something primal inside me recoiled, then surged forward, itching to wipe it right off his smug face.

Luckily, or maybe not, I held back. I simply stood there, frozen, my attention riveted on the new figure who’d just materialized. Luc shook his head, a smooth, almost elegant movement. From that small gesture alone, the easy way he stood with his hands tucked casually in his pockets, and that deceptively charming smile fixed on his face, I could tell he possessed a natural grace, utterly comfortable in his own skin, oozing confidence.

My gaze lingered on him for a beat. He was young, I estimated, younger than Christian, yet just as unnerving as his brother, perhaps even more so in a subtle, dangerous way. Luc's eyes were grey, the identical shade of slate as Killian's. They were the only thing I could truly hold focus on when his hand suddenly extended, settling on my chin with a disquieting gentleness, mirroring his brother’s earlier touch, lingering a beat too long. Those intense grey eyes were the sole thing I couldn't tear my focus from on Luc's face. I must have held his gaze too long, because now he was staring right back at me, that unsettling smile still playing on his lips. For a fleeting instant, that smile could fool you, make you believe it was warm, almost kind. But I knew better than to trust anyone, especially anyone who resided in a place like this.

“Heard you were giving Christian a hard time back there,” Luc drawled, his voice a smooth, low rumble, like warm velvet. “Why don’t I personally escort you to your room?” He didn’t wait for a reply, didn’t offer me a chance to decline. He simply took my hand, his grip surprisingly firm, and tugged me gently but decisively along.

That move? Definitely not a good sign. Still, I knew I had zero choice but to go along. I tried to hang back, lagging just a step behind him, unwilling to walk side-by-side. Even with his soft, easy smile and graceful movements, I didn’t like him, not one bit. In fact, a chilling realization settled over me: I didn't like anyone in this entire place.

Finally, after what felt like an endless trek through those winding corridors, we stopped at a door. Luc leaned in slightly, his body grazing mine for a fleeting instant, and opened it for me with a practiced flourish.

Without a whisper of thanks, I bolted into the room, desperate to escape his presence, to create space, to simply be alone for a precious moment. A shaky sigh of relief escaped my lips – finally, blessed solitude. I turned slowly to properly take in my surroundings, and then, my stomach dropped. He was still there, propped against the doorframe, his gaze fixed directly on me.

I had absolutely no clue what to do, how to even breathe. So I just froze, staring back as his eyes slowly, deliberately, raked over me, like I was prey, a deer caught in headlights, waiting to be consumed. A certainty that turned my blood to ice settled deep within me: he was absolutely up to no good. Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock—the steady, rhythmic pulse of a clock somewhere in the room. I latched onto its monotonous beat, pouring every ounce of my focus into it. It was the only anchor, the only shred of sanity keeping me from simply bolting, from dashing past him and out that door, anywhere, just away.

“Well, this quiet is getting a little... heavy, wouldn’t you say?” he chuckled, a low, guttural sound that did precisely nothing to soothe my spiraling anxiety. I remained stubbornly silent. If my quiet unnerved him even slightly, then I’d gladly stand here, still and unyielding, until hell froze over. My earlier thought resurfaced: infuriate them quickly, and they’ll be quick to discard you. But he wasn’t done. Not even close. I wished, with every fiber of my being, that he was. But a sick knot in my stomach told me otherwise. I'd seen that specific look too many times in my short life—that predatory, possessive glint—and nothing, absolutely nothing, could ever truly brace me for it. Nothing could ever make me not recoil from it, dreading it to my very core.

He began to close the distance between us, each step slow, deliberate, a hunter stalking his prey. In stark defiance, I took one step back, then another, desperately trying to maintain some space. To avoid cornering myself, to keep an escape path open, I began to pivot slowly in small circles, my eyes glued to his. Somehow, in my frantic attempts to maneuver, I ended up right back where he’d started. And he? He was now precisely where I had just been standing.

Without a flicker of hesitation, driven purely by raw instinct, I suddenly bolted for the door. For a fleeting fraction of a second, a foolish spark of hope ignited: maybe I actually made it. Maybe I wouldn’t have to endure this on my very first day here. Maybe, just maybe, I’d somehow outmaneuvered him. That fragile hope, however, lasted less than a heartbeat. Not even a few seconds. A powerful hand clamped down, his fingers wrapping around my wrist like unforgiving steel bands. All my fragile hopes imploded, shattering into a million sharp shards. A gasp, a sharp, involuntary cry of fear and pain, tore from my throat as I was violently slammed against the nearest wall with bone-jarring force. My head connected hard with the unyielding plaster, hitting with a sickening thud. Immediately, a brutal wave of sharp, throbbing pain exploded through my skull, spreading like wildfire.

I pushed, shoved, clawed against his chest with every ounce of my strength, struggling desperately, but I couldn't budge him an inch. Luc was smirking now, that deceptively soft smile wiped clean, replaced by something frigid and utterly ruthless.

“Where do you think you’re off to, darling?” he purred, his voice a low, dangerous rumble in my ear, his warm breath a vile caress that sent unwanted shivers crawling down my spine. He began leaving wet, repulsive trails of kisses on my neck, collarbone, and jawline, each touch feeling like an invasive violation.

Realizing that physical resistance was pointless, that I simply wasn't strong enough, I opted for the one move I knew most men, no matter how tough, couldn’t truly shake off. I drew back my leg and delivered a swift, brutal kick directly to his groin with every ounce of my remaining power.

Luc roared, a raw, strangled sound of pure agony tearing from his throat as he lurched backward, clutching himself. A torrent of creative, vulgar, and truly vicious curses erupted from his lips. I'm fairly certain one of them was a hissed, venom-laced 'fucking bitch'.

I knew better than to attempt another escape; it was a dead end for now. So instead, I opened my mouth and screamed, a raw, ear-splitting shriek that tore from my lungs, aiming to reach anyone, anyone at all. Screaming had rarely worked for me before, but I wasn't in a basement yet. I had to try something, anything to shift the odds.

When he finally processed what I was doing, that I was actively screaming for help, his face contorted into a mask of pure fury. He lunged back towards me, his hand clamping roughly around my throat, fingers closing like a vice around my windpipe – hard enough for me to instantly know a dark, ugly bruise would bloom there by morning.

“Shut the hell up, you little rat!” Luc snarled, his hot, foul breath searing my skin as he pressed his hand even harder into my neck, brutally severing my precious air supply. The room around me began to undulate and blur, the edges of my vision rapidly tunneling into darkness. Staring into Luc’s cold grey eyes felt like facing a raging tempest, all his pent-up rage and brutal fury directed squarely at my throat.

In moments—too few moments—I was choking, desperately clawing for air that simply wouldn't come. And just as suddenly as it had begun, I felt consciousness begin to fray, the room pitching and spinning wildly around me. Just as the blackness threatened to consume me, as I hovered on the edge of succumbing, Luc's crushing grip abruptly vanished. I collapsed, hitting the hard wooden floor with a sickening thud, desperately, agonizingly dragging in ragged breaths. Muffled voices, distant and indistinct, filtered into the room. When I finally forced my teary, blurred eyes open, I saw two other figures filling the doorway. I hadn't even registered the door creaking open, hadn't processed anyone else stepping inside.

One was Christian, easily identifiable by his long blond hair, even through my distorted vision. The other, a towering silhouette over Luc, his back to me, was harder to place. But as my vision gradually sharpened, focusing properly, a grim certainty settled in my gut: it was the man from the office. Killian. The man who had tethered me to this damn place, to these damn people. Every single bit of this was on him.

Did I actually hate him? I wondered, my thoughts still hazy, as I looked up from my awkward heap on the floor. Involuntarily, my mind flickered to his hand, the shockingly gentle brush against my skin where it shouldn't have been. That spot on my chin now burned with a strange phantom heat, a ghost of his unexpected touch. But still, he was undeniably the architect of this entire situation, having singled me out, specifically me, from that whole lineup Alberto had so ‘generously’ delivered. So, do I despise him? What, exactly, was I supposed to feel? I’d made a hard-and-fast rule for myself ages ago: never, ever trust anyone, no matter where I landed. Trust was off the table. It had only ever blown up in my face. Time and again, I’d found myself tangled up with a string of truly awful, dangerous people who could—and probably would—end up getting me killed. I couldn't honestly say he was any different from the rest of them. My gut certainly wasn’t screaming it. The way he’d dismissed Alberto, his cruel, cutting words, and the way he’d eyeballed the women like commodities, objects to be appraised and selected – it was all crystal clear.

And yet, strangely, there was the way he’d looked at his own brother, Luc—angry, almost livid, for touching me, for attacking me. That sight ignited a small, almost imperceptible flicker, a tiny spark, deep in my cold chest. Was that... hope? Or was it just the kindling of something else entirely—something darker, far more dangerous? It had to be hope, I rationalized. It simply had to be. I couldn’t just be a disposable animal here, used, abused, and then tossed aside when they were finished. No, that couldn’t be my fate. It absolutely had to be a tiny flicker of hope.

Before I could fully drown in my swirling confusion, someone kneeling suddenly in front of me yanked me back to sharp reality. I recoiled instantly, scrambling backward on the floor, then internally cursed myself for the visible weakness. I was never supposed to show weakness, not ever, and I certainly wasn’t supposed to yield to anyone. Yet here I was, quivering slightly, visibly trembling before Killian, as his cold grey eyes slowly, methodically, took me apart.

He extended his hand, slow and deliberate, as if to touch me again. I didn’t give him the opening, not a second time. My hand shot out instinctively, batting his away just as it neared my face, my movement sharp, utterly defensive.

He countered instantly, without missing a beat, his grip clamping firmly around my hand. His fingers tightened around my wrist, twisting it just enough to send a sharp sting. I met his intense, unwavering gaze directly. He simply arched one dark eyebrow, a silent query, clearly surprised I was actually challenging him, daring to cross him. We remained locked in that silent, charged standoff, his painful grip still on my hand. Then, as abruptly as he’d seized it, Killian seemed to register his own unnerving intensity, the way he was staring at me, when he truly shouldn’t have been. He stood up sharply, releasing my hand. It was miles from the unsettling gentleness of his touch on my chin earlier in the office, but he did, at least, release me with a hint of... reluctance? It was barely there, but I sensed it.

“Get Sebastian in here, now,” Killian commanded, turning his head slightly, a sharp finger pointing at Luc. “He needs to check her out, and you too.” His voice dropped to an arctic chill. “I want you in my office. Immediately.”

His tone left absolutely zero room for debate, no space for negotiation. And Luc, surprisingly subdued, obeyed without a single word, exiting the room silently, Christian falling into step behind him.

“Are you going to at least get off the floor now, Lily?” Killian finally asked, his voice tinged with disbelief, an undertone of pure exasperation. I glared up at him, a defiant spark in my eyes, and stayed resolutely glued to the marble, pointedly ignoring him. That earned me a frustrated sigh from Killian as he raked a hand roughly over his jaw, rubbing his face with force. Oh well. He chose me. Now he was stuck with me, like it or not.

I wanted to tell myself—and maybe even him—that I was staying put purely to spite him, to needle him. But honestly, I was just too utterly drained, too completely wiped out to even manage to get up. I couldn't even recall the last time I’d truly slept on a proper bed, in a real room. And when I finally scanned the space, taking in my opulent surroundings, the sheer, mind-blowing luxury of it all truly hit me. This room was, at minimum, five times the size of the dingy hellhole Alberto had kept me caged in for years. The colossal king-sized bed, centered in the room, practically whispered my name, beckoning me closer. An extra door set into the wall, I instinctively knew, had to be the bathroom. I even briefly wondered how massive that bathroom might be. Probably bigger than Alberto’s entire grim apartment, I mused.

The heavy velvet drapes were drawn back only halfway, permitting a sliver of natural light to filter in, softly illuminating the opulent furnishings and, more unsettlingly, Killian, who remained standing there, watching me. He possessed an undeniable presence, an aura of raw power and palpable danger that seemed to ripple in the air. The grey of his eyes was as deep and desolate as the cold ashes of souls he’d likely extinguished. Yet, beneath that chill, they also held a raw, untamed glint, something almost primal, begging to be unleashed. An emotion I couldn't possibly decipher. Monsters like him, I reasoned, didn’t genuinely feel anything beyond wrath and cold fury. And I certainly wasn't about to risk peeling back the layers of that carefully curated anger. That was a game far too dangerous.

Minutes later, another man, presumably Sebastian, burst rather frantically into the room, his eyes sweeping the space with a quick, assessing glance. His gaze snagged on me for a beat too long, and his expression instantly crumpled into a confused frown.

“Killian, Christian said you needed me urgently; I certainly didn't think it was for someone else entirely,” he stated, his eyes flicking back to me, as if I were some bizarre, alien specimen or a wild creature that had inexplicably wandered into their high-end bedroom and decided to lounge on their opulent floor.

“I’m perfectly fine, Sebastian, don’t worry about me,” Killian drawled, his gaze cutting to me from the corner of his eye, a dangerous, unamused smirk playing on his lips. “She’s not exactly fine. Give her a thorough check. Maybe a sedative or something similar; I really don’t need her running around kicking my men.” That smirk was far from friendly, a clear warning. It held a sinister edge, a silent promise of repercussions for my blatant defiance and what I’d dared to do to his brother. But Luc deserved every damn bit of it.

How I yearned to lunge at him right then and there, to wipe that arrogant smirk clean off his face, to land another kick, and then bolt as fast as my legs could carry me. But of course, I did nothing. I simply remained motionless on the floor, and in return, I shot him a glare loaded with every ounce of venom I could muster. He could rot for all I cared.

Once Killian finally exited, leaving me alone with Sebastian, Sebastian, with a surprising gentleness, coaxed me to at least abandon the cold floor and perch on the edge of the bed. We exchanged a few words – or rather, he did most of the talking. I just sat there, quiet, listening to his words, my mind constantly churning, silently dissecting him, trying to read his angles. Sebastian had blue eyes, just like mine – an unexpected detail. They were a vivid sapphire, a stunning, striking hue that genuinely looked beautiful. Dark stubble shadowed his jaw, and surprisingly, for a man whose stubble I usually found irritating, it perfectly complemented his rugged features. He wasn't much shorter than Killian either, which, honestly, was starting to feel absurd. Good lord, why were all these men in this place so ridiculously towering?

He proceeded to fill me in on this place, this sprawling mansion, and on Killian himself. Not that Killian was a stranger to me. Ever since he’d brutally taken out the Don of New York and ruthlessly seized his entire empire, Killian had been a name whispered with fear by absolutely everyone in the city and beyond. I’d never actually laid eyes on him in the flesh before seeing him in the office today. I’d only ever heard the dark myths and chilling tales whispered about his glorious, bloody conquests – stories probably exaggerated, but still... I was honestly surprised. I’d grudgingly admit, I'd imagined him looking a bit more... menacing, I suppose? More monstrous, somehow?

Warnings, it turned out, were Sebastian’s favorite pastime. He proceeded to caution me about practically every single person he’d even mentioned, himself included. He also made it crystal clear that I needed to behave, to understand this place was already dangerous enough. Little did he know that was precisely my strategy: to actively provoke them, then somehow bolt from this gilded cage. I flat-out refused the pills he kept pushing, pills he swore were just pain relievers. For all I knew, they could be laced with poison.

Then, without a whisper of warning, a sharp, stinging sensation bloomed in my upper arm. My eyes widened, startled, as I saw a thin needle already piercing my skin, a clear liquid pushing directly into my arm. All at once, an overwhelming wave of drowsiness crashed over me, hitting hard, like a sudden blow to the head. I knew, with a chilling certainty, I couldn't fight it, no matter how desperately I tried. In one last glance, my vision already dissolving at the edges, I saw him actually smile at me – a soft, almost tender smile – as he carefully lowered me onto the plush bed, gently adjusting the pillows beneath my head.

Okay, maybe just for a little while, I vaguely mused, I’ll let myself relax here and actually sleep. I’d figure out my elaborate escape plan later. I genuinely longed to sleep, for the first time in what felt like an eternity, on that luxurious bed, enveloped in the soft warmth of the thick comforter. But the very last image that snagged my mind, as I finally drifted, slowly, inevitably, into sleep – and I had no idea why – was him. Killian. His hand, unexpectedly holding mine. His cold grey eyes, so intensely cold, locked directly on mine. Then, mercifully, thankfully, I was completely swallowed by the welcoming embrace of the dark. What an incredibly strange, unsettling thought to drift off 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 soft, muted light from the blinds sliced through the air, laying long, sharp patterns across the rich mahogany desk and the plush rug under his feet. The tension in the air was a physical thing, heavy and crackling, like static before a storm.

The moment I stepped into the room, he stopped cold, his head snapping around.

“What the hell was all that commotion about?” Luc demanded, his voice edged with an obvious frustration. His brows were pulled together, and his shoulders were stiff, a posture that screamed 'annoyed' in a way he rarely showed. He usually played it ice-cool, but now, his slick composure was starting to crack.

“What in the actual hell are you even on about?” I retorted, my voice matching his edge, a disbelief twisting in my gut at his sheer nerve. Was he genuinely blind to the mess he’d made? My jaw clenched. “When in God's green earth did I ever give you the green light to put so much as a finger on her?”

My words hung heavy, cutting through the silence like a razor.

“ 'Oh, you explicitly forbade it?' he shot back, his tone practically dripping sarcasm. He leaned forward, a taunting glint in his eye. “But isn't that why she's even here? Alberto, that rat, basically wrapped her up and handed her over like a trophy. And you, surprisingly, brought her into this house. She's here to be used, right? To be taken, to be... fucked?”

He spat the last word out, a raw, crude sound that scraped along my last nerve.

“No,” I bit out, cutting him off cold. My jaw clenched tight. “That's not the damn reason she's here. Not even close.” My irritation was spiking, a hot wave bubbling just under my skin, ready to crash. His constant pushing, his need to argue every damn point, felt like a drill boring into my skull. And this cheap talk, this crass back-and-forth, wasn't doing a single thing to calm the storm.

“Since when is it not?” He leaned in, pressing the point, his voice thick with disbelief, like he was calling my whole damn authority into question. His eyes narrowed, trying to read me, to find some hidden play, some crack in the usual setup.

“Since I fucking said so, Luc,” I spat, each word razor-sharp, my voice climbing, bouncing off the polished walls of the office. I took a step closer, crowding him. “She's here as a maid. To serve. Nothing more, nothing less. And nobody, nobody, touches her. Ever. And get this straight: you never, ever question my direct orders again. You got that?”

I practically roared the last bit, the veins in my neck corded tight with the raw fury I was wrestling to keep caged. He was always like this, always pushing, always testing where the line was, always going against what I told him straight up.

In that exact moment, a sharp, almost animalistic urge clawed at me, a sudden vision of my hands clamped around his throat, squeezing the breath right out of him. It was a gut reaction, raw and dark, built up from years of his bullshit and my own fierce need for control.

But I wrestled it down, forcing myself to suck in a slow, steady breath. I wouldn't lose my damn cool. Not here, not now.

“Alright, brother, whatever you say,” he mumbled, finally caving, though the resentment still clung to his voice like a bad scent. He spun on his heel and stomped out, the heavy oak door rattling on its hinges as he slammed it shut with way more force than needed.

“Tell Christian to get in here!” I yelled, my voice still rough, scraping raw from the anger, projecting through the solid door. I needed Christian, my right-hand man, the one guy with a head on his shoulders, to clean up Luc's mess and lock down Lily's safety.

Moments later, Christian walked in, his vibe as calm as always. He moved with this quiet, no-fuss efficiency that always seemed to smooth out the chaos swirling around me.

I told him to put Leo in front of her room, permanently. He needed to be there when she stirred, and stay there, keeping her safe, cutting off any more “unwanted” visits.

Yeah, Leo would handle it. At least he had the discipline, the respect Luc was clearly missing. Leo wouldn't pull a low move like Luc just had.

I hammered the point home, making it crystal clear: nobody, under any circumstances, was to lay a hand on her. An odd, sharp irritation, a burning knot in my chest, tightened at just the thought of my own brother touching her.

It was illogical, crazy even. I barely knew her. Hell, I didn't know her name, her story, or why this sudden, fierce protectiveness had blindsided me.

I dropped into the leather chair behind my huge desk, the heavy quiet settling back over the office. Some guys found peace in silence, a quick break from the world's constant racket. But for me, silence was a damn torture, a brutal reminder.

I couldn't stand it, not for long. That silence. I hated it when my wife went quiet. I could see her, clear as day, stretched out on the floor of our old, simple bedroom – a million miles from this over-the-top palace I lived in now.

She bled out, right there in my arms, her lifeblood soaking into the cheap carpet. And me? Killian De Marco, the guy who could move mountains, I was useless. Absolutely powerless to stop a damn thing.

All I could do was call her name, over and over, begging her to answer, to fight, to just stay. But the only thing that came back was her silence, a deafening, gut-punching quiet that ripped at me then, and still haunts me like a ghost, all these years later.

I couldn't take the suffocating silence another second. It was pulling me down, dragging me back into that dark pit of memory. I shoved myself up from the chair, the leather groaning under my weight, and headed straight for the gym.

It was the only place I knew, the only thing that ever really worked, where I could physically grind out everything – every unwanted feeling, every bad emotion, every damn memory that tried to swamp me. I stormed out of my office and there was Leo, already standing quiet as a statue in front of her door, a stoic guard.

I was supposed to keep moving, head straight for the gym, just like I planned. I wasn't supposed to falter, to stop dead in my tracks, held by some weird hesitation. And I definitely wasn't supposed to even think about opening her door again, checking on her. But against every bit of logic, every reason, I did it anyway.

It wasn't a choice, more like an instinct, a sharp, nagging pull, a need to make sure... of what, I couldn't even say.

I didn't linger. Just a quick beat. I just stood there, for some reason I couldn't put my finger on, making damn sure she was okay, still breathing.

Through the cracked door, I could see her on the bed, looking somehow troubled even in her sleep. A faint frown was already etched between her brows, shadowing her soft features.

A jolt of something like protectiveness hit me, then a quick, sharp twist of self-disgust at the ridiculous thought. I silently, almost unwillingly, pulled the door shut, the soft click a small sound in the quiet hallway. Then, finally, I walked past Leo, my steps firm and set, heading for the gym.

If he thought my quick stop, that hesitant look toward her room, was off or out of character, he didn't show it. His face was a blank slate.

LILY P.O.V.

I drifted awake slowly, stretching my limbs like a cat, after what felt like the deepest, most restorative sleep of my life – a blessed few hours of pure blackout. It was the first truly dreamless night I'd had since... well, forever, it seemed. The relief was massive, a physical weight melting off my tired shoulders.

I felt genuinely rested, a sensation so alien it almost threw me off. Whatever concoction Sebastian, the doctor, had given me, it was strong stuff, no doubt.

Even with the rest, a dull, nagging headache still stubbornly hammered behind my eyes, a splitting pressure that promised to get worse. And a thick, lingering drowsiness clung to me, trying to drag me back into that comforting dark.

But I talked myself out of it, pushing hard against the urge to just drift off again. I'd slept long enough, way too long for my comfort, especially given my past. Alberto would have never, in a million years, let me have a luxury like this.

My eyes roamed the unfamiliar room, searching for a clock, anything to tell me the time. My gaze finally landed on a sleek, modern digital clock on the nightstand beside me, its numbers glowing softly in the muted light.

It flashed 3:55. Three fifty-five in the afternoon. Almost six full hours. A soft gasp escaped me. I shot up, practically frantic, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and standing, a sudden jolt of nervous energy powering my movements.

I couldn't quite put my finger on where this sudden edginess was coming from. Maybe it was the deep-seated fear, the automatic response from years under Alberto's thumb, where too much sleep was seen as laziness and punished hard. Or maybe it was something new, a fresh anxiety tied to this strange place, these unknown faces.

I started toward the door, my steps a little wobbly at first, then picking up speed.

I was just reaching for the ornate door handle, about to step into the mansion's vast, unknown corridors, when a hand suddenly clamped down on my arm, freezing me mid-stride. Not this again, I thought, a wave of tired frustration washing over me.

Couldn't these guys, in this supposedly fancy place, just keep their hands off? Was grabbing the only way they knew how to communicate?

I spun around fast, my heart thumping a beat faster, ready to fire back a sharp retort. But the words just died in my throat the second my eyes landed on the man standing behind me. I was just... stunned silent. He was breathtakingly, exquisitely beautiful. Like something chiseled from marble and suddenly alive.

His hair was raven black, thick and impossibly glossy, slicked back with meticulous precision, showing off a high forehead. Just one small, almost careless strand fell forward, artfully brushing his temple. I couldn't tell if it was perfectly styled or just naturally fell that way, but either way, it just worked, dialing up his already striking features.

His face was clean-shaven, impossibly smooth, utterly blank – a perfect mask of cool indifference. He looked down at me with these piercing, glowing hazel eyes, eyes that held a weird, deep intensity, like hot embers burning beneath a sheet of ice.

“Killian,” he started, his voice a deep rumble, perfectly flat, “wants you to change out of that robe and get ready. He has a job for you, right now.” His words were delivered like a direct order, no room for asking 'why' or arguing back.

His deep voice, while undeniably captivating, also held this low thrum of menace, a subtle threat that sent a shiver straight down my spine. It was a strange mix, unsettling and yet weirdly... calming.

“What job, exactly?” I heard myself ask, my voice sounding a little thinner than I meant it to. I gestured down at the fluffy white bathrobe I was wearing. “Also, as you can clearly see, I have literally no clothes to change into.”

Before I could even launch into my list of complaints and questions, he cut me off again, his patience visibly wearing thin.

“We've already handled that minor detail. Clothes are laid out on the chair right next to the door; maybe take a closer look,” he said, his tone laced with thin, cutting sarcasm, like my missing them was some personal failure on my part.

“Also,” he continued, his gaze locked on mine, unblinking, “it's not my place to give you details about your duties. If you have some burning need to know the specifics of your 'job,' you'll need to ask him. However,” he paused, letting the words hang in the air, “that enlightening chat isn't happening right now. Your immediate action is to get back in that room, change into the clothes provided, and come back out here so I can personally take you to your designated workplace.”

I just stared, momentarily stunned by his sheer nerve, that bossy tone, and the absolute zero respect he showed. Seriously, were all the men in this house carved from the exact same block of stone? Did none of them have even a shred of basic decency when talking to a woman?

I said nothing. Didn't even try. No point getting into a useless verbal fight with this guy who looked like he was carved from granite. I just turned around and stepped back inside the room, my head still spinning from how blunt he was. I took a closer look at what they had so “generously” dropped off for me on the chair.

There was a set of new, still-in-the-package underwear, thank God, and then a dress. A shockingly tight, vibrant red dress, made of some slinky fabric, that ended abruptly just above the knees. It screamed 'night out,' not 'work clothes,' and looked like it was designed to pull in every kind of unwanted attention.

I changed fast, smooth and efficient, my movements honed from years of forced quickness. No need for a bath or even a quick wash; I'd been scrubbed sparkling clean just earlier today, right before being dragged out of Alberto's personal cage.

I grabbed a hairbrush sitting neatly on the bathroom sink. It was brand new, still in its plastic wrap – small mercies, right?

My hair was a disaster, seriously trashed from years of washing it with harsh, cold water and zero hair products at Alberto's – unless, of course, I was being prepped for some sick bidder.

To hide the damage and the general mess, I swiftly pulled my hair back into a tight, no-nonsense bun at the nape of my neck, hoping it looked halfway decent. Then, bracing myself, I stepped back out to face my blank-faced escort.

This mysterious, hazel-eyed guy, whose name I still didn't know, studied me with an intense, assessing gaze, his eyes lingering for a beat too long on the exposed parts of my legs. Then, with a curt nod, barely there, he just turned and walked away, not saying another word, just assuming I'd fall into step behind him.

Which, of course, I did. I trailed behind him, my heels making soft clicks on the polished marble floors, as we started moving through the sprawling house.

With every step deeper into the mansion, I felt myself getting more and more overwhelmed by the sheer, in-your-face opulence of the architecture, the sheer scale of everything, the unapologetic display of wealth. Ceilings so impossibly high, a stack of giants could comfortably stand there, soared above us.

And this was just one floor; the house stretched upwards and downwards on multiple levels, the full extent of it still a mystery. How massive was this place?

Every wall we passed was covered in paintings, framed in elaborate, gilded gold, showing pastoral scenes and stern-faced portraits. They didn't just look like decor; they looked like priceless artifacts, stuff that belonged in major museums, not just hanging in some private house.

They didn't just look expensive; they felt old, buzzing with history, with antiquity. They were undeniably ancient, maybe a hundred years, maybe more. If I'd had even a second to just stop and really look at one, I felt like I'd get completely lost in those gorgeous, romanticized scenes of old Sicily and Italy's other historically rich cities.

Lush, richly colored Turkish carpets, so thick and plush you could sink your feet right in, covered every floor we walked across. Massive, intricate golden chandeliers hung from the sky-high ceilings like glittering stars, suspended in mid-air.

They were truly breathtaking, jaw-dropping in their grandeur. The ceiling design itself looked ripped straight from an ancient, grand cathedral, with its elaborate network of twists, turns, ornate moldings, and sculpted reliefs.

No way this mansion was built recently, I mused as we walked, the thought settling solid in my mind with every step. Maybe heavily renovated, sure, meticulously kept up, but definitely not new.

Our silent trek suddenly stopped in front of what I figured was the kitchen. Unsurprisingly, it was just as luxurious as the rest of the house, keeping up that same sky-high standard of showy wealth.

But it also had a slightly more modern vibe, a subtle hit of contemporary design that, surprisingly, didn't feel at all out of place amidst all that classical grandeur. Whoever their architect was, they deserved a massive bonus, maybe even their own Mediterranean island.

Snow white, blindingly white, filled every corner, dominating every surface. Pure white marble gleamed on the expansive kitchen counters, pristine white tiles laid out a flawless grid on the floor, and even the insides of a seemingly endless row of cabinets were painted a stark, immaculate white.

The handles, a sharp contrast, were sleek, brushed silver metal. Two enormous, industrial-sized grey refrigerators stood side-by-side, dominating one wall, and a similarly massive, professional-grade stove commanded the space opposite.

This kitchen had to be at least as big as the entire living room in our old, cramped cabin, probably bigger. It looked less like a home kitchen and more like half of a meticulously organized, spotless kitchen from a Michelin-starred spot – minus the constant shouting and frantic rush, but definitely packing all the high-end gear.

A seemingly endless marble counter ran along the two longer walls of the vast kitchen, and a third, equally impressive counter, sliced the room almost perfectly in half, forming a central island. The right side wall held the imposing fridge and massive stove, while the opposite wall had a door that seemed to open straight into the garden.

That same garden I'd briefly glimpsed through the huge, panoramic window on that wall. The sheer size of it, stretching almost floor-to-ceiling, flooded the whole room with natural light, way more effectively than any artificial setup they could've installed.

“Well, well, well, what exactly do we have here?” A decidedly unfriendly, grating voice cut through the relative quiet of the kitchen. I was so deep in admiring the kitchen's spotless grandeur that I actually jumped, startled by the sudden sound. My eyes darted around the room, scanning, until they landed on the source of the unwelcome voice.

A woman stood about five feet in front of us, near the central island counter. She was undeniably old, ancient even from my young perspective – maybe sixty, or pushing it, her face a roadmap of lines etched with age and obvious displeasure.

She was on the shorter side, carrying a noticeable amount of extra weight around her middle. Her hair, once maybe a vibrant color, was now mostly white, dramatically receded at her temples, framing her face with stark white. The white was winning a relentless race to take over the rest of her scalp.

A deep frown creased her face, her lips pursed in disapproval. She looked for all the world like she was seconds away from physically booting me out of her pristine kitchen.

“What is this?” she repeated, her voice dripping with undisguised hostility, her eyes narrowed to suspicious slits, locked on me with palpable disdain.

“This,” I shot back immediately, my voice sharp, defensive, not even bothering to flick a glance at the hazel-eyed man still standing silently beside me, “actually has a name, by the way.” I wasn't about to be cowed by this grumpy old woman, not after everything I'd already been through.

Her frown deepened, her thin lips pressing even tighter, and before she could unleash another drop of her verbal poison, the hazel-eyed man finally, belatedly, spoke up, his voice still completely flat. “Killian gave her a job; she's a maid here. He specifically said you're to take care of her, Agnes.”

I wanted to slap him across that perfectly sculpted face for his sheer nerve, his casual way of erasing my whole existence. Who were they, these men, to just decide my entire life, to stick me with the humiliating job of a maid without even a whisper of asking me?

“I am certainly not taking care of anyone, especially not her,” Agnes snapped back, her voice dripping with pure venomous prejudice. She let her gaze sweep over me, a contemptuous assessment. “Also, where did she even come from? People like her just don't work alongside me in my kitchen.”

That stung. Her words, loaded with classist judgment and raw disdain, hit me harder than I expected. I knew exactly what she meant by “people like her,” and it had somehow hurt me, despite how unfair her assumptions were.

I wasn't like the endless parade of nameless, faceless women Killian, his brother, and their crew routinely used and tossed aside. And, more to the point, I sure as hell hadn't chosen to be here, in this gilded cage, in this humiliating mess.

So why did her casual cruelty cut so deep? Maybe, a small, unwelcome voice whispered in my head, because a tiny bit of her prejudiced assessment was uncomfortably true. I wasn't exactly pristine, was I?

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

I couldn't hold back anymore. The anger, simmering under the surface, finally bubbled over. “What in God's name do you even mean by 'people like me,' old woman?” I demanded, my voice raw with fury, tossing out any pretense of politeness. She clearly didn't deserve an ounce of common courtesy.

Her head whipped around fast, her face showing genuine surprise, like she was truly shocked by my unexpected pushback. What exactly did she think I'd do after those flat-out insulting pronouncements?

Did she expect me to just stand here, meek and polite, smiling while she spewed her venomous garbage?

“You should definitely watch your mouth, girl,” she hissed, her face twisted with indignation. “I'm decades older than you, at least, and I deserve some respect.”

I didn't wait for her to continue her self-righteous lecture. She was in no position to tell me how to speak, not after the vile things she'd just said about me, without even bothering to know a damn thing about me.

“And you, you old, supposedly 'well-mannered' woman,” I shot back, my voice gaining volume and intensity, “should have learned by this stage in your life how to talk about people you've just met with basic human decency. So don't you dare try to 'educate' me on proper etiquette after the prejudiced trash that just spilled out of your mouth.”

This time, her face wasn't surprised; it was pure, unadulterated anger. Her features contorted, she was visibly fuming, her face flushing an alarming shade of deep red. She abruptly turned her enraged glare towards the hazel-eyed man, Leo, like she expected him to step in, to somehow shut me down, to quash my insubordination.

As if he'd actually stop me, even if he wanted to, which I seriously doubted. But I did flick a glance at him, just out of the corner of my eye, to see his reaction, to see if he'd try to play peacemaker.

A barely there shadow of a smile, a quick smirk, was playing around his lips, vanishing fast when he noticed both Agnes and I were looking right at him. He was clearly enjoying this escalating mess, this clash between the abrasive old woman and the defiant new arrival.

And even though he kept that blank mask up, he didn't lift a finger to intervene, to shut down our increasingly heated exchange.

“Leo!” she barked his name, sharp and demanding, summoning him like he was her personal servant. Ah, so his name was Leo. Leo did nothing.

He just stood there, as impassive as ever, looking at her with an almost bored expression, and simply asked, his voice deep and calm, “Yes, Agnes? What do you need?”

That blatant indifference, that casual dismissal of her authority, seemed to send her over the edge. Her face was now so red it looked like a ripe tomato, and she took a deliberate, aggressive step toward me, her eyes blazing with fury.

So, this is how they roll here, I thought, a cynical sigh echoing in my head. Same soul-crushing dynamic as being stuck on Alberto's sprawling estate.

If you dared to piss off someone in power, you got hit, punished, broken. If I was being brutally honest, I was currently holed up in the opulent mansion of New York's notorious Don, Killian De Marco.

How else would this ruthless criminal outfit even function? They had to be violent as hell, especially working for someone as notoriously cutthroat as Killian De Marco.

And Agnes, she looked like she had zero tolerance for any perceived disrespect or backtalk. Not that any of it truly scared me anymore. I was past being easily intimidated.

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

Before her hand could even connect, Leo moved with surprising speed, his hand shooting out to firmly grasp her wrist, stopping her attack mid-air. I didn't actually need him to step in; I could've easily dodged that clumsy attempt or even blocked it myself. But his sudden action was still... unexpected.

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

“Killian wouldn't be particularly thrilled to hear about this little incident,” Leo replied, his voice calm and steady, but with an underlying steel that shut down any argument. “He specifically asked you to take care of her, to get her settled into the staff. If you don't want to do that, fine. But,” he emphasized the word, his grip on her wrist tightening just a bit, “you do not, under any circumstances, lay a hand on her. Are we clear?”

He spoke calmly, almost casually, but it was crystal clear his words weren't suggestions. They were the rock-solid enforcement of Killian's explicit rules, rules that absolutely weren't 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 spun on her heel and stormed out of the kitchen, not even bothering to glance back at either of us.

“You're undeniably trouble, aren't you?” Leo asked, finally breaking his cool, blank front. A genuine smirk played on his lips now, softening his usually stern features.

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

He shook his head slowly, a low chuckle escaping him, his smirk widening into a full-blown grin. He kept staring at me for another moment, his gaze surprisingly intense, which, for some reason, made my sarcastic, playful vibe suddenly shift to something a little tenser, more self-conscious.

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

“Well,” I shrugged, trying to look cool, “he totally deserved it, wouldn't you say?” My mind went blank; I couldn't come up with anything more articulate or witty.

He chuckled again, louder this time, a genuinely amused sound, before his smirk slowly faded, replaced by a more thoughtful expression. “Yeah,” he conceded, nodding slowly. “I guess, fair enough, he probably did.”

I looked at him, startled by his unexpected agreement, my surprise obvious. “Don't look at me like that,” he said, noticing my reaction.

“Just because I work for Killian and I'm loyal to him,” he clarified, “doesn't automatically mean I don't personally think his brother is a complete and utter jerk who treats women like disposable trash. Because, frankly, he does.”

He said this with a surprising amount of sincerity, and it was my turn to stare at him, genuinely amused, a flicker of unexpected warmth sparking inside me. For some reason, what he'd just admitted, that quiet condemnation of Luc's behavior, felt genuinely real, and it somehow warmed me, deep down.

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

He then abruptly excused himself, muttering something vague about “work” he needed to hit, and left me standing solo in the vast, spotless kitchen, totally unsure what to do next. After all, the mean old woman, Agnes, had stormed off in a huff and hadn't come back to give any more orders.

It was almost five now. I bet they'd already had lunch ages ago, and by the looks of it, there wasn't a single dish anywhere that needed urgent cleaning.

So, feeling totally lost and with no direction, I just sat down on one of the tall, padded stools pulled up to the long, central counter in the middle of the room and waited. I guess I could have grabbed something to eat from one of those huge fridges, but I had zero clue what the perpetually grumpy Agnes would do, or say, if she came back and found me helping myself.

It wasn't that I was genuinely scared of her, not really. I was just completely wiped out, emotionally and physically, and I simply didn't have the energy or the inclination to get into yet another petty, pointless showdown with someone, especially someone as predictably nasty as her.

As if summoned by my very thoughts, Agnes suddenly walked back into the kitchen, her face still stormy, her eyes immediately locking onto me, scrutinizing me from head to toe with undisguised contempt. I met her hostile gaze head-on, making sure to return her disdainful stare with a scowl of my own, letting her know I wasn't an easy target. Suddenly, with surprising force, she shoved something bulky and awkward into my chest.

I automatically reached out and snatched it quickly, stopping it from clattering onto the pristine white tile floor.

“What exactly is this 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 pure condescension. She paused, then added, with blatant sarcasm, “Oh, wait, my bad, I forgot for a second that 'women like you' generally don't get the privilege of formal education, do they?”

“That,” she pointed at the shovel in my hands with a dismissive flick, “is a shovel. You're to take it outside, into the garden, and start working on the white lilies that line the side of the main garden paths. Immediately.”

She barked out her orders like a drill sergeant or some petty, power-hungry colonial administrator. I did recognize gardening tools, actually, and contrary to her snobby assumptions, I had gone to school, for a good chunk of my childhood at least. That, however, didn't automatically mean I had to meekly obey every single demeaning command she felt like throwing my way.

“I was explicitly told I'm here to work as a maid in this house, not as a gardener for your flower beds,” I retorted, my voice sharp with defiance. “You could have easily found someone else from your extensive staff to do 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 assignment. Now,” she continued, her voice hardening further, “you can either get yourself out of my spotless kitchen right now and start doing exactly what I just told you. Or,” she paused for dramatic effect, her gaze unwavering, “I can simply go and inform Don Killian, in vivid detail, that you're already showing blatant insubordination and refusing to obey my direct orders. And then,” she concluded with a venomous smile, “he can, in turn, choose to toss you back out onto the streets, or to whatever miserable place he originally dragged you from. The choice, my dear girl, is entirely yours.”

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

I just stared at her, my mouth slightly open, genuinely unable to believe the sheer level of her petty cruelty, her pure, unadulterated nastiness. Honestly, I couldn't quite wrap my head around it.

Why was she being so deliberately, so unnecessarily cruel to me? I'd only met her, what, fifteen minutes ago, tops?

I mean, yeah, I'd definitely talked back to her with a certain disrespect, but why was she blowing this minor disagreement up into such an extreme, vindictive mess? My nostrils flared with suppressed anger, and without saying another word, I spun abruptly and walked past her, making damn sure my shoulder deliberately bumped against hers as I exited the kitchen.

She wanted childishness, petty power plays, and deliberate provocations? Fine, she got it. As I stomped out of the kitchen, I heard another string of rapid, furious Italian curses shouted behind my back, but I deliberately tuned it all out, ignoring her escalating tantrum completely.
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CHAPTER 3
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LILY P.O.V.

Wow, seriously? I've never hated lilies more in my entire life. And isn't it just hilariously twisted that my name is literally Lily? What a setup.

I still couldn't wrap my head around why my parents, in their supposed infinite wisdom, ever thought naming me after a flower was a good idea. Yeah, it was supposedly French, because my mom, bless her heart, was actually born in France. But let's be real, our family was anything but traditional French. We barely ever did anything French – no fancy dinners, no specific holidays. I could barely string together a few basic French words, and my accent? Forget about it. Zero trace. What truly baffled me was why they'd landed us here, of all places. America, sure. But smack dab in the middle of notorious Italian mafia territory, living under their shaky, conditional "protection"? Seriously, who willingly signs up for that? Only a total idiot, that's who. And apparently, my parents, rest their souls, were exactly those idiots.

I was still out there, wrestling with those cursed lilies, my back screaming, hands raw and already blistering. Yanking out stubborn weeds, one tenacious root at a time, meticulously plucking away wilted, dead blossoms, trying to force some kind of order into this wild, overgrown mess. But that was it. I was done. I was officially, totally over it. Dirt was plastered everywhere, from my hair down to my toes. I didn't even want to think about what my face looked like—probably a muddy, streaked disaster, honestly.

I was completely wiped out, physically and emotionally. And weirdly, a little hungry, a feeling I hadn't really had since ditching Alberto's place. But I guess spending three brutal hours baking in this sweltering garden, trying to tame lilies while stuffed into this super-tight, practically see-through red dress that had every guy who walked by openly gawking at your butt? Yeah, that'll do it. That'll drain you.

Pushing myself up slowly, every muscle protesting with a groan, I tiredly tried to brush off the layers of dirt and grime. No luck. I still looked and felt absolutely gross, like I'd just rolled around in a swamp. Ugh, I truly, deeply hated that nasty old woman, Agnes. Seriously, with every fiber.

I dragged myself back into the mansion, absolutely not going anywhere near the kitchen doors again. I'd already veered way off course from that area. Instead, I just picked a random door nearby, pushed it open, and stepped through, just hoping it would lead me somewhere vaguely familiar. Anywhere but that kitchen. Of course, the door led to God-knows-where. Honestly, I had zero clue where I was going in this massive, winding maze of a house. It was seriously like a labyrinth.

When I finally stumbled into what looked like some kind of common area, I instantly wished I could rewind my entire life. Every single choice that had led me to this exact, gut-wrenchingly humiliating moment. I'd accidentally walked right through the main dining room. And by "main dining room," I mean the one where everyone, literally everyone, was sitting, right in the middle of their midday meal. Two other maids, rocking the same ridiculous red dresses, stood stiffly by the long, formally set table, near the kitchen. Just waiting, I guess, to take orders or clear plates. I vaguely remembered glimpsing this room earlier when I first stumbled through the house, totally disoriented. A hot wave of mortifying embarrassment crashed over me, flushing my face with a deep, burning red. My cheeks felt like they were on fire.

I just stood there, paralyzed, like a deer caught in high beams. Absolutely ridiculous, completely out of place. My high heels dangled precariously from one hand, the grimy gardening shovel still clutched awkwardly in the other. My hair? A tangled, mud-streaked disaster. The severe bun was long gone, now just a chaotic mess of strands falling around my shoulders, coated in dried dirt. I probably looked like I'd wrestled a badger.

All the men around that huge table immediately stopped their chatter. Every single one of them. They just stared, directly at me, as I came to a sudden, clumsy halt in the doorway. The two maids did too, their faces a mix of surprise and, God help me, pity. Then, all at once, a loud, unrestrained roar of male laughter exploded through the room, bouncing off the high ceilings and the fancy gilded walls. The two maids exchanged quick, sympathetic glances my way. Every single guy at that damn table, except for one, was openly, hilariously laughing at my utterly mortifying predicament. I stood there, exposed and humiliated, feeling like a pathetic Bambi caught in the glare of a truck. My chest tightened, and I fought the urge to bolt.

Except for one man. Killian. He didn't laugh. Didn't even crack a smile. Instead, he took his time, slowly, deliberately, looking me over. His intense, steely grey eyes just lingered, tracing every dirty inch of me, slowly, almost like he owned what he saw. A shiver, not entirely unpleasant, ghosted over my skin. His gaze dropped, holding for a beat too long on my exposed thighs, clearly visible beneath the hiked-up hem of that ridiculously tight red dress. Then, finally, a slow smile spread across his undeniably handsome face—a full-on, predatory smirk, showing just a hint of teeth. He kept chewing, his eyes never leaving mine. It was a dare.

That's when it finally hit me, like a physical blow: my already way-too-short dress had somehow ridden up even higher while I was battling those lilies. And in my totally wiped-out, stressed-out state, I hadn't even noticed. My blood ran cold, then hot. A blazing wave of crimson shame scorched my face, burning my cheeks, my neck, my entire body. My hands trembled, but I still hastily, frantically, tugged at the dress, pulling it down, trying to make it reach a slightly less shocking length. Then, forcing myself to move, I walked through the room as fast as humanly possible, chin up, refusing to acknowledge the chorus of appreciative whistles and crude, sleazy laughs that followed me. They felt like a mocking soundtrack from these absolutely barbaric, completely depraved men. My jaw ached from clenching it so tight.

Then, in my desperate rush to just get out of there, I stumbled. Hard. Right into someone. Another woman. I caught myself just before I totally face-planted. I looked up, finding myself face-to-face with a woman who had been giving me this genuinely warm, kind smile. But then, her smile just poof, vanished the second her eyes took in my total disarray—the dirt, the messed-up hair, and my undeniably glossy, tear-filled eyes. A flicker of something, maybe pity, crossed her features. She was a little taller than me, maybe an inch or two, but definitely way prettier. Delicate, refined features. Her blonde hair was cut in a super chic, shoulder-length bob that framed her face perfectly. And her eyes? A vibrant shade of green that felt weirdly familiar, for some reason. They were staring at me with genuine concern, her brow subtly furrowed with worry.

I figured she was another maid, instantly. She was rocking the exact same ridiculously skimpy red dress I was. Great. Just what I needed.

"Are you, by any chance, Lily?" she asked, her voice soft, actually sounding concerned, even empathetic. But right then, in that moment of overwhelming mortification, I pretty much hated everyone in this entire mansion, no exceptions.

"As if anyone in this hellhole actually cares about my name," I snapped back, my voice dripping with bitterness and raw emotion. I just spun on my heel and started walking, wanting nothing more than to disappear, to just poof into thin air.

"Alright," she said gently, her voice staying calm and oddly soothing. She took a step towards me. "I, for one, actually do care. Look, just take a breath for a second. Where exactly do you think you're going in that state?"

"I honestly don't know," I confessed, my voice cracking a little, emotions bubbling just beneath the surface. "And frankly, I don't even care anymore. To hell, if I have to. Just anywhere, literally anywhere, as long as I don't have to see another single person in this entire house." My gaze swept around, desperate.

"I'm genuinely sorry to break it to you," she said gently, her voice still impossibly calm. "But that's just not an option here. It's not your choice. You have assigned duties. You have to get right back to work." She said it from right behind me, and her words, probably meant to be helpful, just poured gasoline on the raging bonfire of my humiliation and anger.

"What bloody work are you even talking about?!" I exploded, my voice climbing, volume rising. My fury was officially uncaged. "Gardening?! Seriously? Is that why he, Don Killian De Marco himself, picked me? Out of all the women he could have had lining up for him? To pick up his stupid, pretentious dead flowers and get deliberately humiliated by that nasty old hag, Agnes? I didn't even ask for this ridiculous 'job'! What in God's name is the point of any of this?!" My chest heaved. In a dramatic, frustrated flourish, I threw the dirty shovel onto the polished marble floor right beside her. It clanged loudly, echoing down the quiet hallway. She didn't even flinch. Didn't bat an eyelash. Impressive.

"Alright, alright..." she said, her voice soothing, holding up her hands in a placating gesture. She was clearly trying to dial down my full-blown meltdown. She paused for a second, like she was carefully picking her words. Then, in a much calmer tone, she offered, "Okay, how about this: let me just take you back to your room. I know exactly where it is."

She didn't even wait for me to agree, or say anything at all. She just turned and started walking ahead of me, confidently leading the way. Assuming, correctly, that I'd follow. Which, despite myself, I reluctantly did.

When we got to my room, she stopped right outside the door and turned to face me. Her green eyes were still full of concern, and she asked softly, "So, tell me, what exactly happened out there? You look completely distraught." She was really trying to get me to open up.

"Nothing, really," I mumbled, trying to make light of the humiliation. My voice was flat, totally dead.

"That's clearly not the truth," she countered gently, her voice edged with disbelief, her gaze steady. "It definitely doesn't look like 'nothing' happened."

I didn't say another word, just stuck with a sullen, stubborn silence, staring blankly at the carpet.

"Look," she started again, her voice softening even more, almost gentle now. "Staying and working in a place like this, it can be... challenging, to put it mildly. I'm actually trying to be a decent person here, Lily. I'm trying to be your friend, if you'll let me."

I shot her a skeptical, "really?" kind of look, raising my eyebrows in silent disbelief. My hand was already reaching for the door handle, itching to just retreat into the blessed sanctuary of my room. I just wanted to be alone.

"At the very least," she persisted, not letting it go, "could you tell me your name? Or maybe just a simple 'thank you' for getting you back here?" She tilted her head slightly, waiting.

I just gave her the same unimpressed, skeptical look. Didn't say a word. "Didn't you just ask me if I was Lily?" I finally managed, my voice still flat, completely devoid of any warmth.

"Well, yeah?" She chuckled lightly, a genuine, melodic sound. "I just kinda assumed it was you, based on your... dramatic entrance in the dining room. But you never actually said it was you, did you? Just because there are a million people buzzing around this huge house doesn't mean I know every single one by name. But now I know for sure you're Lily. And, you know, fair's fair, you should probably know mine too, don't you think?" Her hands reached out tentatively towards me, a friendly gesture. "Alessandra," she continued, her smile widening again. "But close people, and hopefully, soon, you too, can just call me Nina." She finished with a playful wink, her green eyes sparkling with genuine warmth. That small, unexpected gesture, that quick, friendly wink, actually made me crack a little smile. A real one, even if it faded fast.

I hesitated for a second, then tentatively shook her soft, offered hand. Her touch was surprisingly gentle.

"See?" she said encouragingly, bumping my shoulder lightly with hers. "It's totally okay, even in a place like this, to actually make a friend or two, you know?" She winked again, her green eyes twinkling. "So, are you still going to stubbornly refuse to tell me even a tiny bit about what exactly happened out in the garden that got you so visibly upset?"

"That fat, mean old woman, Agnes," I started, the words just tumbling out in a rush now. The dam holding back all my suppressed emotions finally burst. "She made me garden those damn lilies for what felt like forever," I blurted, my voice rising with each word. "Until my knees were practically bleeding and I was totally wiped out. Then, when I finally made it back inside, completely covered in dirt, looking like some swamp monster, I accidentally walked right through the dining room. Right in the middle of their lunch. All those men, sitting there, eating. And they all—every single one of them—just laughed at me. Openly, cruelly. And Killian, the 'honorable' Don himself, he just leered. Stared directly at my hiked-up dress. And then all the other animals started whistling and making gross noises. And I still had my stupid high heels clutched in my hand, and it was just... completely humiliating!" I finished, breathless, overwhelmed by the whole ridiculous, mortifying mess. "Satisfied now?" I added, a sudden, sharp edge of bitterness and defensiveness in my voice.

That was a totally bitchy thing to say, I instantly realized. I really shouldn't have snapped at her like that, especially Nina, who was just trying to be nice. But I was just so unbelievably tired, so emotionally fried, that all I wanted was to crawl into my room, fall into bed, and sleep—hopefully without dreams—and do absolutely nothing for a very, very long time.

Alessandra, or Nina, didn't say anything back. She just stood there, quiet, patiently listening to my entire emotional explosion. She didn't seem offended at all, not even slightly annoyed by my sudden rudeness, my unprovoked verbal lash-out. She just nodded slowly, a clear understanding in her green eyes, full of empathy. "Honestly, Lily," she said, "you really shouldn't care about what any of those men think. Men, in general, are all complete and utter crap, if you want my honest opinion." She paused for a beat, then added, with a playful wink, "And I also heard through the ever-present gossip mill that you gave Luc, the Don's brother, a pretty hard time earlier today too." She winked again, her green eyes twinkling with amusement and, surprisingly, a hint of admiration.

"Oh, my God," I groaned, rolling my eyes dramatically. "Did literally everyone in this entire house hear about that whole thing?"

"Oh, honey, everyone is talking about absolutely nothing else," Nina assured me with a knowing smile. "Luc is apparently totally mortified, completely humiliated by it. Especially by how publicly and loudly Killian lit into him in front of the entire staff. So much so that he couldn't even handle the embarrassment, apparently, and actually took off for the whole night. He wasn't even at dinner this evening, which is completely unheard of for him. There isn't a single woman in this whole city, maybe even the whole state, who's ever dared to say 'no' to Luc De Marco—at least, none of the countless women he's brought back to this mansion, anyway. That's actually exactly why I've been dying to meet you all day; you've become a minor legend around here in just a few hours." She paused, then added, "And yeah, Agnes, bless her eternally grumpy soul, definitely gave you a rough time this afternoon, didn't she?"

I gave her a puzzled look, not quite sure what she was getting at. "Agnes?" I prompted.

"The old, fat, truly ugly, and excessively mean lady who made you do all that back-breaking gardening just to be deliberately difficult and nasty—that's Agnes," Nina clarified, her tone totally matter-of-fact.

An involuntary "Oh," slipped out, and I nodded slowly, finally getting it. Even her name, Agnes, sounded vaguely mean and unpleasant, somehow fitting her rotten personality perfectly.

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

"I really should probably let you go now, Lily," Nina finally said, breaking the quiet. Her gaze softened with genuine concern. "You honestly look like hell, honey. If you need anything at all, anything whatsoever, just ask me directly, okay? Everyone in this household knows exactly who I am, and they'll definitely point you my way."

I gave her another questioning look, my curiosity suddenly buzzing. "You don't actually sleep in a small, basic room like... this one, do you?" I gestured vaguely around my assigned room, hinting at its plainness compared to the mansion's obvious opulence.

"No, thankfully, we maids generally don't," she chuckled lightly. "We all, as a group, stay in the designated maid rooms. Those are in a totally separate wing of the house. I, however," she added with a hint of self-deprecation, "am kind of an exception to that rule. I have my own, slightly more... private room. And now, apparently, so do you. I guess Don Killian must have spotted something especially 'interesting' in you, Lily, to justify such special treatment on your very first day." She finished with a third, playful wink, her green eyes sparkling again, before turning to leave. "Goodnight then, Lily. Try to get some actual rest, honey."

"No," I whispered to absolutely no one, stepping into my room and softly closing the door behind me. "I sincerely hope he didn't see anything even remotely 'interesting' in me." The thought made a shiver run down my spine, but not entirely from fear.

The room felt undeniably warm and welcoming inside, a much-needed break from the day's emotional and physical drain. I couldn't wait to ditch this awful, suffocating red dress and take a long, hot shower. Just wash away the dirt, the humiliation, and the general nastiness of the day.

So, that's exactly what I did. I quickly undressed, tossing the red dress onto the floor with a relieved sigh, and stepped into the shower. I cranked the water temperature up as hot as my already raw skin could possibly stand. Steam immediately filled the small space. I just stood there under the steaming spray for as long as my tired legs could still hold me up, letting the hot water soothe my aching muscles, hoping it would wash away some of the day's built-up stress. Then, reluctantly, I finally stepped out, feeling marginally cleaner, both in body and mind. A small victory.

I grabbed the thick, plush bathrobe hanging nearby, wrapping it tightly around me. Then I padded back into the main room, my bare feet sinking softly into the carpet.

Does that massive wardrobe in the corner actually hold anything else, besides those ridiculous red dresses? I wondered to myself, a flicker of hope—and curiosity—lighting up. I walked straight over to the large, ornate piece, pulling open its heavy wooden doors. Inside, predictably, were just two more identical red dresses, exactly the same style and cheap material as the one I'd been stuck in all day. And, thankfully, a single, simple white nightgown, made of soft cotton. Not going to complain about limited options. I grabbed the nightgown, then pulled open the bottom drawers of the wardrobe, hoping, praying, for at least some basic underwear.

Finally, buried under a neat stack of linens, I found a small pile of new underwear, still in their individual plastic wrappers. Thank God. I gratefully picked out a simple pair of white lace panties. As I stood up, holding the nightgown and underwear in my hands, that's when I suddenly, sharply, felt it: a distinct presence in the room. I distinctly heard breathing. Slow. Deliberate. Not even trying to be quiet, like whoever was there wanted me to know.

I spun around fast, startled, my grip tightening instinctively on the nightgown and panties in my hands. I held my breath, my heart suddenly hammering against my ribs. My eyes darted straight to the armchair next to the door, the same one where I'd found my clothes earlier. And there he was. Killian. Just sitting there, casually, almost like he owned the place. His long legs were crossed at the ankles, looking like he'd been settled in for hours. He held a lit cigar between his fingers, deliberately tapping the accumulating ash into a pretty fancy, crystal ashtray on the small side table next to him.

I didn't say a word. Completely speechless. I just stood there, staring at him, my mind racing a mile a minute, trying to process his totally unexpected presence in my room. I honestly had no clue what to say, or how to even react. Every instinct screamed. Usually, I had no problem with words, especially when it came to hitting a nerve, being sarcastic, or throwing out a challenge. But for some inexplicable reason, the moment I met his intense, unwavering grey gaze, all my carefully crafted retorts, my sharp comebacks, just poof, vanished. Lost in the sudden, angry surge of emotions that just swallowed me whole.

Trying desperately to look as composed and as un-awkward as humanly possible, standing there in just a thin bathrobe while Killian's piercing eyes slowly slid down my exposed cleavage, then over my barely covered body (which suddenly felt anything but covered under his intense stare), finally settling on my bare legs. I straightened my spine, trying to project an air of calm defiance, despite the frantic flutter in my chest. If I could just trick my body into believing I wasn't totally panicking on the inside, maybe my confused brain would eventually catch up.

He smirked. A slow, predatory curve of his lips, noticing my tiny, almost imperceptible movement. Then he deliberately put out the burning cigar in the crystal ashtray, grinding it down with totally unnecessary force. The scent of rich tobacco hung in the air. "You seem to have left your assigned work rather early this afternoon, Lily," he finally drawled, his voice low and dangerously smooth, cutting through the thick silence that had swallowed the room.

"It's, in fact, my very first day on this... 'job'," I shot back, my voice still trembling a little despite my best efforts to sound composed. "I wasn't explicitly told when my 'work' officially ends." And I was absolutely, definitely not about to voluntarily go back to that kitchen and keep serving him and his leering crew after that utterly mortifying scene in the dining room. But I wisely kept that particular thought locked down for the moment.

"After the dinner service is completely wrapped up," he clarified, his gaze unwavering, "and after you're clearly done with all your kitchen tasks for the evening, that's when you're allowed to leave and go to your room." His tone left no room for argument.

"Service," I scoffed, the word practically dripping with unconcealed sarcasm. My carefully built composure was definitely starting to crack around the edges.

Killian's dark eyebrows shot up, arching sharply, a silent question. "You seem to have a problem with the concept of service, Lily?" His voice was a low hum.

"God forbid," I responded, my voice laced with even more blatant mockery. My brain, apparently, had just thrown all self-preservation out the window, careening wildly into dangerous territory. My heart pounded, a thrilling beat against my ribs.

"You possess a remarkable amount of nerve, Lily," he stated, his voice hardening slightly, losing that smooth edge. Now it was laced with a distinct warning. I knew part of that veiled comment was definitely about the scene with his hot-headed brother, Luc, and my general attitude, but he still cleverly avoided mentioning either specific transgression directly. He just let the implication hang.

Suddenly, with a fluid, almost predatory grace, he rose from the armchair. His tall frame unfolded to its full, imposing height. Then, deliberately, menacingly, he started moving across the room towards me. Each step was excruciatingly slow, deliberate. His gaze never once broke contact with mine. This is it, I thought, a sudden surge of dread—or something else—twisting in my gut. This was the exact moment. The payoff for my defiance. What I’d been subconsciously dreading all day, from that unsettling truck ride to this very second. Maybe this was where the physical pain finally started. The warm-up act before I was deemed 'unsuitable' and unceremoniously shipped back to Alberto and his predictable brand of brutal "justice." My throat felt suddenly dry.

With every slow, deliberate step he took closer, as I stood rigidly pressed against the solid wood of the wardrobe, I felt myself sinking deeper into that familiar, suffocating pit of paralyzing fear. Until he finally stood directly in front of me. His imposing presence yanked me right out of that suffocating dread, replacing it with a different, equally powerful, and infinitely more confusing emotion. A strange heat bloomed low in my stomach.

My back was now firmly pressed against the cool, unyielding wood of the wardrobe behind me. Trapped. Pinned. His hand, unexpectedly gentle, brushed down my exposed cleavage. A feather-light, almost unreal touch. Such a delicate, refined touch. I hadn't even imagined men like him, men in his world, were capable of something so soft. It caused goosebumps to explode all over me, in rapid, almost violent succession. Starting on my chest, spreading downwards in a shivering wave, all the way to my suddenly ice-cold ankles. My breath caught. Then, his hand abruptly stopped its slow descent, pausing right where the edge of the plush bathrobe ended. My breathing hitched in my throat, momentarily ceasing altogether.

It wasn't just my breathing that went completely still, suspended. I honestly had no idea how long we stood there, frozen in that charged, intimate proximity. It genuinely felt like time itself had just inexplicably paused, along with every single molecule of air in the room. Even the dust motes seemed to hang motionless. Everything just waited, suspended in anticipation, breathlessly anticipating his hand's next deliberate move. That confusing, inexplicable pool of dread—or maybe it was something else entirely, something darker, something more dangerously compelling—grew rapidly inside me. I was caught in a strange, unsettling limbo, trapped not just between his imposing body and the unyielding wardrobe, but also, and perhaps more significantly, caught deep within the intense, mesmerizing depths of his unwavering grey eyes.

His eyes were looking down at me with this confusing, contradictory expression. Half predatory glare, half pure, unadulterated seduction. Raw. Untamed. Totally unlike all the cheap, tainted versions I'd been cynically subjected to with every man before him. This was different. And terrifying. Even though I stared directly into the fathomless depths of his eyes for what felt like an eternity, I couldn't form a single coherent, rational thought. About him, about them, about anything. It was like I'd suddenly, inexplicably, lost every single one of my brain cells, sacrificing them all to the sudden, sizzling heat radiating intensely from his powerful chest to my suddenly frigid one. My entire body felt like it was humming.

He finally moved, abruptly shattering the strange, almost magical spell that had inexplicably formed around us. Two of his long, elegant fingers slowly, deliberately, crawled upwards. Tracing a burning path across my exposed cleavage, then up my neck, finally stopping right at the bottom of my chin—mirroring that almost identical gesture from this morning. Then his thumb gently landed on top of my chin, lightly caressing the soft skin. My breath hitched again. Unlike when I was totally lost, mesmerized by his intense eyes, when my gaze now shifted downwards, tracing the intimate proximity of our bodies and the deliberate, sensual movements of his fingers, I became acutely aware of every single second of his skin on mine. How his fingertips gently brushed away a few lingering water droplets in their path, each touch sending a fresh wave of shivers, both hot and cold, running down my spine. My skin felt alive.

His fingers finally lifted my chin, tilting my face upwards, forcing me to look back up at him, to meet his unwavering gaze once more. He finally, deliberately broke the heavy, suffocating silence. "Don't you dare make me regret my decision of choosing you for this house, Lily," he said, his voice now a low, dangerously calm whisper, resonating deep within my bones. It was a promise, or a threat. Maybe both. Unlike Leo's deeper, soothing voice from earlier, Killian's low whisper did the exact opposite of soothe my suddenly agitated insides. Instead, it sent a jolt of raw electricity sparking all over my body, setting every single nerve ending on fire. My skin tingled.

"What if I actually want to deliberately make you regret it, Don De Marco?" I retorted, my voice surprisingly steady despite the chaos churning inside me. My gaze didn't waver. I met his challenge head-on. This was still the plan, right? To provoke him, push him to his limit, so he'd eventually send me back to Alberto. Back to the familiar, predictable hell I already knew.

"Then, my dear Lily," he assured me, his voice now laced with a chilling undertone of menace, his eyes narrowing slightly, becoming even more intense, "you will most assuredly regret the precise moment you were ever brought onto this earth." The words were calm, but they promised a world of pain.

"Too late for regrets, Don," I breathed, the words barely audible, a soft, defiant whisper escaping my lips.

"Not nearly late enough yet, Lily," he countered, his voice still low but now laced with a distinct promise of future retribution. Slowly, deliberately, he pushed my head back slightly with his fingertips, breaking the physical contact. Then, finally, he moved away from me, creating a small, but incredibly significant, distance between our bodies. The air immediately felt cooler. But even that small physical space between us did absolutely nothing to calm the raging heat that had inexplicably ignited inside me, or to slow down my breathing, which had somehow picked up during our intense, charged exchange. My body only gradually started to feel somewhat normal again, my heart slowly calming its frantic pace, my breathing evening out, only when he finally, silently, walked out of my room and softly closed the heavy door behind him. Leaving me standing there alone in the sudden, echoing silence. My skin still hummed.
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