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            The Tresspass

          

          EMILIANA DI MAGGIO

        

      

    

    
      The switchblade felt cold against my thigh, a familiar weight beneath the silk of my dress. I’d chosen black tonight. Not for mourning, though God knows there was enough of that in the Di Maggio bloodline. Black hid stains better. Blood, sweat, the grime of Palermo’s warehouse district after dark. it all blended into the shadows clinging to the expensive fabric. I checked the knife’s edge one last time in the reflection of my car window. Sharp. Like my father’s smile when he lied.

      Chiara, you stupid, reckless girl.

      My sister’s last text blinked on my phone screen, unanswered for eight hours: Meet me at Purgatorio? Don’t tell Papa. Eight hours. Long enough for a Di Maggio daughter to disappear forever in a place like that. Purgatorio. The Paccioretti family’s playground. My father’s enemies. My brother’s killers. And Chiara, with her head full of romantic nonsense and her heart wide open, had walked right into their den. Alone.

      Idiot. Beautiful, infuriating idiot.

      I slammed the car door shut. The sound echoed through the cavernous street, too loud in the humid silence. Rain slicked the cobblestones, turning them into dark mirrors that reflected the flickering neon from distant bars. The air tasted of salt, diesel, and something fouler. decay, maybe, or the rot of this city. I pulled my coat tighter, not against the chill, but against the eyes I felt crawling over my skin. Palermo’s warehouse district after midnight belonged to things that slithered. Rats. Thieves. Men like Neo Paccioretti.

      The heels of my Christian Louboutin shoes clicked a sharp staccato rhythm as I moved. Too loud again. I cursed under my breath, slipped them off, and left them beside a overflowing dumpster. Barefoot on wet stone. The cold bit into my soles, a sharp counterpoint to the heat coiling low in my belly. Fear? No. I’d buried fear alongside my brother, Marco, in the Di Maggio mausoleum. This was… anticipation. The hum before the storm. The warehouse loomed ahead, a hulking silhouette against the bruised sky. No sign, a heavy steel door guarded by two mountains in cheap suits. Paccioretti thugs. I recognized the dead-eyed stare, the way their hands hovered near bulges under their jackets. Guns. Probably untraceable. Like the bodies they disposed of.

      Time for the first lie.

      I forced my shoulders to relax, let my hips sway a fraction too much as I approached. Vulnerability was a weapon they wouldn’t expect from a Di Maggio. "Evening, boys," I purred, letting my voice drip like warm honey. It felt foreign, this act. I was better with knives than words. "I’m here for the tasting menu. Heard the… merchandise is exquisite tonight."

      The guard on the left, a slab of meat with a broken nose, grunted. "Invitation."

      I smiled, slow and dangerous. "Don Vittorio didn’t mention needing one for me." A gamble. Vittorio Paccioretti was Neo’s uncle, a lecherous old goat who’d once tried to pinch my ass at a funeral. If he was running the door tonight… The guards exchanged a glance. Broken Nose licked his lips, his gaze dropping to the deep V of my dress. Look, you pig. Look all you want. It made the knife easier to reach.

      "Name?" the other guard rasped, hand now firmly on his gun.

      "Bianca Corsetti." My cousin’s name slid off my tongue, smooth as poison. Bibi owed me for the last mess she’d dragged me into. Besides, her family was neutral. Safer. Hopefully.

      The guard with the gun spoke into a hidden mic. Static crackled. A pause that stretched my nerves tight. Then, a grunt. He nodded at his partner. "She’s clean. Let her through."

      The steel door groaned open, releasing a wave of sound and scent that hit me like a physical blow. Bass throbbed, deep enough to vibrate my bones. Sweat, cheap perfume, and the cloying sweetness of opium smoke choked the air. Underneath it all, something metallic. Blood? My pulse hammered against my ribs. Chiara. Where are you?

      Purgatorio lived up to its name. Hell dressed in velvet and neon. The main floor was a writhing mass of bodies under pulsing crimson lights. To my left, a cage suspended from the ceiling held a woman bound in leather straps, a man trailing a feather over her skin while a crowd watched, drinks in hand, eyes hungry. To my right, a bar made of black marble stretched the length of the wall, tenders mixing drinks that glowed unnaturally. Beyond, shadowed archways led deeper into the labyrinth. Private rooms. Where the real sins happened.

      I moved through the crowd like a ghost, my bare feet silent on the sticky floor. Eyes followed me. male, female, predatory. I kept my gaze distant, bored. A Corsetti heiress slumming it for thrills. Inside, my mind raced. Chiara. Where would she be? Not on the main floor. Too exposed. She’d seek the shadows, the illusion of intimacy. Or… she’d be taken somewhere she couldn’t be seen.

      A hand grabbed my wrist, hot and possessive. I spun, knife already half-drawn from its thigh sheath.

      "Easy, gorgeous." The man was handsome in a used-up way, slicked-back hair, eyes glazed with whatever he’d snorted. "Looking lonely. Need some company?" His breath reeked of gin and decay.

      I smiled, sweet as arsenic. "I need you to remove your hand before I remove it for you."

      He laughed, a wet, hacking sound, and tightened his grip. "Feisty. I like. "

      The knife was at his throat before he finished. Cold steel kissed the pulse jumping beneath his clammy skin. His eyes widened, the haze clearing into raw fear. "I changed my mind," I whispered, leaning close. His cologne was nauseating. "I don’t like your hands. Or your breath. Walk away. Now."

      He stumbled back, clutching his throat, face pale. I watched him vanish into the crowd, a shark retreating from a sharper predator. Good. Let the rumor spread. A Corsetti bitch with teeth. It might buy me time.

      I pushed deeper, past a curtain of heavy black beads into a narrower corridor. The air here was thicker, hotter, laced with moans and the sharp crack of a whip. Cells lined the walls, barred fronts offering glimpses of private performances. In one, a woman knelt, blindfolded, while a man circled her, a riding crop tapping against his palm. In another, two men… I averted my eyes, my stomach churning. This was Paccioretti’s kingdom. Depravity made profitable. And Chiara, my sheltered, poetry-reading sister, had come here? Willingly? Doubt, cold and slimy, coiled in my gut. Had she lied? Had this been a trap?

      A choked sob echoed from a cell at the end of the hall. High-pitched. Young. Chiara. I moved faster, the knife a comforting weight in my hand. The cell was dim, lit only by a single red bulb. A girl was chained to a steel post, her back to me, dark hair matted with sweat, shoulders shaking. She wore a flimsy slip, torn at the shoulder. Rage, white-hot and blinding, surged through me.

      "Chiara!" I hissed, fingers closing around the cold bars.

      The girl turned. Not Chiara. Younger. Terrified. Her eyes, wide and dark in a gaunt face, locked onto mine. "Help me," she mouthed, tears cutting tracks through grime on her cheeks.

      My knuckles whitened on the bars. This wasn’t my sister. But she was someone’s sister. Someone’s daughter. The Di Maggio code, the one my father twisted for profit, whispered: Omertà. Silence. Look away. But Marco… Marco would have helped her. He’d been soft that way. Too soft. It got him killed.

      I was reaching for the crude lock when heavy footsteps pounded down the corridor. Too many. Too fast. Shit. I whirled, pressing my back against the cold bars, knife held low and ready. Three guards spilled into the narrow space, blocking my exit. Bigger than the door guys. Harder eyes. Professionals. Broken Nose was with them, pointing a thick finger at me.

      "That’s her! The Corsetti bitch! Tried to cut Enzo!"

      The lead guard, a bull-necked brute with a shaved head and a scar splitting his eyebrow, stepped forward. His gaze swept over me, dismissive until it landed on the knife. A flicker of interest. "Corsetti don’t carry shivs," he rumbled, his voice like gravel in a tin can. "Who are you, princess?"

      "Lost," I said, forcing lightness I didn’t feel. "Looking for the ladies' room. This place is a maze." I shifted my grip on the knife. Five feet between us. If I took out Scarface fast, maybe I could.

      He moved like lightning. A hand like a vise clamped onto my wrist, crushing bone. Pain lanced up my arm. My knife clattered to the floor. Before I could react, his other hand fisted in my hair, yanking my head back. Stars exploded behind my eyes. I lashed out with a kick, aiming for his knee. He twisted, taking it on his thigh with a grunt, his grip tightening. Bastard was built like a tank.

      "Feisty," Scarface growled, his breath hot and sour on my face. He slammed me back against the bars. The impact knocked the air from my lungs. "We’ll see how long that lasts downstairs." He nodded to Broken Nose. "Cuff her. Don Vittorio wants a word."

      Rough hands grabbed my arms, wrenching them behind my back. Cold metal bit into my wrists. Handcuffs. Efficient. Professional. Panic, cold and sharp, tried to claw its way up my throat. I choked it down. Panic got you killed. Like Marco.

      "Vittorio Paccioretti?" I spat, struggling uselessly against the cuffs. "Tell that perverted old fool I’d rather suck sewer rats."

      Scarface backhanded me. Hard. My head snapped to the side, the taste of copper flooding my mouth. I spat blood onto his shiny black shoe. He raised his hand again, his face a mask of fury.

      "Enough, Bruno."

      The voice cut through the corridor’s heavy air like a scalpel. Cold. Precise. Utterly devoid of emotion. It didn’t shout, yet it silenced the grunts of the guards, the distant throb of music, even the terrified whimpers from the chained girl. Bruno froze, his fist inches from my face. His expression shifted from anger to something else entirely. Fear. Pure, unadulterated fear.

      He stepped back, releasing my hair so abruptly I stumbled. The guards flanking him snapped to rigid attention, eyes fixed straight ahead. Broken Nose looked like he wanted to melt into the floor.

      I lifted my head, wiping blood from my split lip with the back of my cuffed hand. And saw him.

      He stood at the entrance to the corridor, framed by the swaying black beads. Tall. Impossibly tall and broad-shouldered, filling the space with a presence that felt more like a physical force than mere size. Dressed head-to-toe in black, a tailored suit that probably cost more than my car, a shirt open at the throat revealing a glimpse of dark ink. His hair was black too, cut short on the sides, longer on top, swept back from a face that belonged on a fallen angel. High cheekbones. A strong, almost cruel jawline. And his eyes. God, his eyes. Even in the dim, pulsing red light, they burned. Not brown, not blue, but a pale, glacial green. Sea glass bleached by a merciless sun. They fixed on me now, and the world narrowed to that predatory gaze. No anger. No curiosity. Just… assessment. Like a wolf considering a wounded rabbit.

      Neo Paccioretti.

      Heir to the Paccioretti empire. My brother’s killer. The monster Chiara had walked into the den of.

      He moved forward, his steps silent on the grimy floor. The guards parted before him like the Red Sea. He stopped a few feet away, close enough that I could smell him, expensive cologne, something dark and smoky like oud wood, and underneath it, the faint, clean scent of soap. A stark contrast to the club’s stench. He looked down at me, his expression unreadable. The red light caught the sharp angles of his face, casting deep shadows.

      "Emiliana Di Maggio," he said. His voice was low, smooth, carrying an undercurrent of something dangerous. It wasn’t a question.

      My blood ran cold. He knew. Of course he knew. Stupid to think a Corsetti alias would fool Neo Paccioretti in his own domain. I lifted my chin, meeting those chilling green eyes. Fear was a luxury I couldn’t afford. "Neo," I acknowledged, my voice surprisingly steady despite the tremor in my cuffed hands. "Charming place you have. Smells like desperation and bad decisions."

      A flicker, almost imperceptible, in his eyes. Amusement? Annoyance? Impossible to tell. He didn’t smile. "You have a talent for understatement, Miss Di Maggio." His gaze swept over me, lingering on my bare feet, the rip in my dress where Bruno had grabbed me, the blood on my lip. It wasn’t a leer. It was an inventory. "Breaking and entering. Assault. Trespassing on Paccioretti territory." He listed the offenses calmly. "Your father teach you such poor manners? Or is recklessness a family trait?"

      The mention of my father sent a fresh wave of anger through me. "I came for my sister," I stated, refusing to flinch under his scrutiny. "Chiara Di Maggio. She’s here. Give her to me, and I walk away. No more trouble."

      Neo’s head tilted slightly. "Chiara." He repeated the name, testing it. His expression didn’t change. "And why would a Di Maggio princess be in Purgatorio?"

      "Because she’s a fool," I snapped, the truth escaping before I could bite it back. "She came here thinking… God knows what she was thinking. Looking for excitement? Escape? She doesn’t belong in a cesspool like this."

      "Unlike you?" One dark eyebrow arched. "You seem to fit right in, Emiliana. Knives. Lies." His gaze dropped pointedly to the switchblade Bruno now held. "Bare feet on filthy concrete. Very… feral."

      The insult stung, mostly because it held a grain of truth. I felt feral. Cornered. "Where is she, Paccioretti?" My voice was low, dangerous. "If you’ve hurt her. "

      He moved so fast I didn’t even see it. One moment he was standing there, cool and collected. The next, his hand was fisted in the front of my dress, hauling me forward until my bound wrists were crushed against his chest, my face inches from his. The sudden proximity was a shock. Heat radiated off him. The scent of oud wood and clean male skin filled my senses, overwhelming the club’s stench. His eyes, up close, were even more unsettling. Arctic green, flecked with gold. Unblinking. Hypnotic.

      "If I’d hurt her," he murmured, his breath warm against my bloody lip, "you’d already be dead where you stand, Emiliana. Your sister is none of your concern." His free hand came up, not to strike, but to trace the line of my jaw with the tip of one finger. The touch was feather-light, almost intimate, yet it sent a jolt of pure terror through me. "You, however… you are much mine."

      The possessiveness in his tone, the absolute certainty, made my stomach clench. "Yours?" I choked out, trying to twist away. His grip on my dress was iron. "I belong to no one."

      A ghost of a smile touched his lips. It didn’t reach his eyes. "We’ll see." He released my dress, but before I could stumble back, his hand snapped out and closed around my throat. Not squeezing. Not yet. Just holding. A warning. His thumb pressed against my pulse point, feeling the frantic rabbit-kick beneath the skin. "You broke my rules, little spy. You came into my house uninvited. There’s a price for that."

      I glared up at him, refusing to show the fear clawing at my insides. "Kill me then. Get it over with. My father will raze this place to the ground."

      His thumb stroked my pulse once, a caress that felt a brand. "Death?" He leaned closer, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. I felt the vibration of his voice more than heard it. "That’s too easy. Too quick." He pulled back slightly, his chilling eyes locking onto mine again. "I want to know why you’re  here, Emiliana Di Maggio. And I have all the time in the world to make you scream it."

      Before I could retort, before I could even draw breath, he moved. His arm hooked around my waist, lifting me off my feet as easily as if I weighed nothing. I kicked, thrashed, my bound hands useless. "Put me down, you bastard!"

      He ignored me, carrying me down the corridor like a sack of grain. The guards fell in behind us, silent shadows. We passed the main floor, the pulsating lights and writhing bodies now a grotesque blur. He didn’t take me towards the exit. He headed deeper into the labyrinth, through a reinforced steel door guarded by two more impassive thugs, down a flight of concrete stairs that smelled of damp and disinfectant. The air grew colder, cleaner. The thumping bass faded, replaced by an eerie silence broken only by the echo of his footsteps and my own ragged breathing.

      A long, sterile corridor stretched ahead, lit by harsh fluorescent lights. Cells lined one wall, solid metal doors with small, reinforced windows. Like a prison. His prison. He stopped before the last door, heavier than the others, painted a deep, unsettling crimson. With one hand still holding me effortlessly against him, he punched a code into a keypad. A heavy clunk, and the door swung open.

      He carried me inside and dropped me unceremoniously onto the floor. I landed hard on my hip, the impact jarring my teeth. Before I could scramble up, the heavy door slammed shut with a final, echoing thud. The sound of the lock engaging was deafening.

      I pushed myself up onto my knees, wincing. The room was small, maybe ten by ten. The walls weren’t concrete. They were covered in deep, blood-red velvet. The floor was polished black stone, cold beneath me. A single, low cot with a thin mattress and no bedding sat against one wall. The only light came from a single, bare bulb encased in a wire cage high on the ceiling. It cast long, distorted shadows. The air was still, thick with the scent of dust and that damned velvet.

      No window. No other door. Just velvet and stone and cold, hard light.

      A prison. A gilded cage.

      Footsteps echoed outside the door, stopping beyond it. Neo’s voice, when it came, was muffled by the thick metal, but every word was clear, chillingly precise.

      "Sleep well, Emiliana," he said, the words devoid of warmth, devoid of anything but a terrible promise. "Tomorrow, the screaming starts."
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