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      The bar door slams shut behind me with a weighted thud, cutting off music and laughter that never reached my ears anyway. My breath billows in the chilly midnight air, mingling with the lingering scent of stale beer. I rub a hand over my face, trying to shake off the uneasy buzz of too many drinks and not enough solace.

      I glance up at the flickering neon sign perched above the bar’s awning. Its harsh pink glow spills onto the sidewalk, painting everything in a sickly hue. My car’s parked a few blocks down, and the quickest route cuts through a narrow alley. Usually, I’d avoid the shadows after midnight—too many dangers, too many eyes. But tonight, my patience is thinner than a razor’s edge. I shove my hands in my coat pockets and make for the alley without looking back.

      The change in the air is immediate. The darkness presses against me like damp velvet, swallowing the light from the bar district. My footsteps echo with the muffled splash of my shoes hitting the slick pavement. A single, buzzing streetlamp at the far end flickers erratically, casting jittery shapes across the walls. My nostrils flare at the stench of rotting garbage and something else—something acrid that makes my stomach turn—vomit, perhaps, or human waste.

      A prickle creeps up my spine, and I slow my pace. The air is still, too still, like the suffocating calm before a storm. Every instinct inside me screams that something’s off. My alcohol-addled brain says to ignore it, brush it off as paranoia, but what’s left of my sobriety forces me to look at my surroundings with sharp, darting glances. I clench my jaw until my teeth ache, scanning for movement in the writhing shadows cast by the faltering streetlight. The faint crackle of broken glass underfoot sets my nerves on edge, the tiny crunch seeming to echo off the brick walls like a warning bell.

      Then I hear it: a soft, mocking laugh that creeps down my spine. It slithers through the darkness, sending an electric jolt of warning through my veins. The sound drips with cruel amusement, like a predator toying with cornered prey.

      I whip around, my heart pounding so hard I can feel each beat in my throat. Shadows move at the alley’s mouth—a cluster of them, blocking any chance of escape. As they step forward, the faint lamp reveals the sleek lines of tailored suits, each worth more than a McDonalds worker makes in a month. There’s no mistaking the tall figure at the center, his presence commanding even in the half-light.

      Giovanni Lucatello.

      His presence is a poison in the air, seeping into every shadow, making the damp night feel even colder than it is. He flashes a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, all perfect white teeth and predatory intent. “Luciano Terlizzi,” he drawls, the light dancing on his polished shoes like oil on water. “Out all alone at this hour? Rather careless of you, wouldn’t you say?”

      His voice is laced with cold amusement. Adrenaline surges through me, burning away the haze of alcohol that had seemed so comforting just minutes ago. “Lucatello,” I bite out, fighting to keep my voice steady. “What the hell do you want?”

      He ignores my question, moving closer until I can see the cruel twist of his mouth. The overhead lamp sputters, casting his face in and out of light. “I’ve been thinking about your brother lately,” he begins conversationally. “And how he chose to defy me… how he’s stealing Christine from the family… how he’s chosen to ignore the obligations he owes the Lucatellos after all these years.”

      Anger flares hot in my chest. “If you have a problem with Nic, you bring it to him, not me.”

      “Ah, but you know as well as I do that Niccolo’s a hard man to corner,” Giovanni says, rolling his shoulders with deliberate menace. Around him, his men fan out, forming a half-circle that pins me against the alley’s brick walls. Their dark shapes blur together in the dim light, a wall of muscle and threat.

      He steps to the side, revealing a man behind him holding something long and metallic—a branding iron. The glowing tip pulses red, alive with searing heat. My stomach flips violently, bile rising in my throat, and every cell in my body tenses like a spring about to snap.

      My voice comes out rough, more a growl than anything, scraping against my dry throat. “This is your idea of revenge? Nic and Christine fall in love, and you take it out on me?” My hands curl into fists at my sides, knuckles whitening as I fight to keep my rising panic from showing on my face.

      A mocking grin stretches across Giovanni’s features, a gold tooth catching the dim light. “Revenge? No. This is payback. It’s a reminder of who calls the shots in this city. Or who will when Christine is rightfully returned to me. When she marries Rocco like she’s supposed to. When Saverio Castiglione gives me what I deserve.” He sways closer, the stench of aftershave and cigarettes mingling with the metallic tang of heated iron. “You’re not the messenger, Lucky. You’re the message.”

      Before I can respond, two men latch onto my arms, pressing them behind my back with brutal force. Pain radiates from my shoulders down to my wrists, shooting through my nerves like lightning. I try to twist free, but they’re built like boulders. In my half-drunk state, the alley tilts and spins, and my attempts to break loose barely budge them.

      Giovanni takes the brand from the man holding it, examining the glowing tip with an air of fascination that makes my stomach turn. His fingers dance along the iron’s length as if it is a cherished toy. “Did you know your father once made deals with my family?” He muses. “Deals Niccolo spat on the moment he defied me to claim his stepdaughter.”

      He lowers the iron toward my chest, and a third man comes forward to rip my shirt back and reveal skin. The heat emanating from it is unbearable, even inches away. Sweat beads on my forehead, dripping down my temples. My breath comes in short, ragged gasps as the smell of molten metal makes my eyes water.

      “Fuck you,” I snarl, my throat tight with fear and fury.

      “Such language.” His men snicker, their rough laughter grating against my ears like broken glass. One of them tightens his grip, wrenching my arm back so hard I hear something pop in my shoulder. White-hot pain explodes behind my vision, making dark spots dance at the edges of my sight.

      Then Giovanni presses the brand against my chest in one swift motion, the iron hissing as it meets my flesh.

      Everything shatters. The pain is immediate, searing, and absolute, like liquid fire being poured directly into my veins. My scream tears through the alley, echoing above the distant city noise and bouncing off stone walls until it seems to fill the whole world. The scent of burning flesh is nauseating, thick and sweet and wrong, and my eyes blur with tears I can’t stop. My pulse pounds in my skull as agony radiates through every nerve, drowning out rational thought until there’s nothing left but the pain where metal scars my chest.

      Giovanni keeps the iron there for several heartbeats, each one feeling like an eternity in hell. My body thrashes, but the men restrain me with practiced ease. Black spots dance across my vision, and the edges of the alley spin as if I’m on a carousel.

      When he finally yanks the iron away, I collapse forward, panting and gagging on the stench of my own burned flesh. The cold, wet pavement meets my knees, soaking through my pants. My chest feels like it’s been ripped open and set ablaze all over again; the wound sizzles and smokes with each shallow breath.

      Giovanni tosses the iron to one of his men with casual disdain, glancing down at me with a twisted sort of satisfaction that makes my stomach turn. His eyes glitter with malice in the dim light. “Deliver that message to Niccolo. I want my niece back.”

      Rage churns within me, but I’m too broken to channel it into anything more than impotent fury. I can only glare up at him through sweat-stung eyes, my vision swimming.

      Giovanni smooths his suit jacket with manicured fingers, adjusting his cuffs as though this is nothing more than a minor inconvenience on his way home from the office. “Remember what happened here, Lucky. And tell your family they brought it on themselves.”

      With that, he turns and walks away. His men follow, their footsteps fading until the alley is silent once again.

      I slump onto the concrete, my body trembling like a leaf in a storm. Every inhale is a battle, every movement a fresh wave of torment that radiates from my core to my fingertips. The world feels too loud, even here in this desolate alley, like my senses are on high alert yet dulled by agony. The distant wail of sirens and hum of traffic blend into a discordant symphony that makes my head pound.

      The metallic taste of blood floods my mouth—I must’ve bitten my tongue at some point. I spit it out, watching the dark spatter against the grimy pavement, and press a shaky hand to my chest where the worst of the pain centers. My palm comes away wet and warm, the sickly copper tang filling my nose and making bile rise in my throat. Nausea and fury churn in my gut like twin serpents, but I force myself to swallow it all down.

      I stumble to my feet, leaning against the wall for support. My head spins, and the alley tilts like a carnival ride gone wrong, but I plant my feet and reach for my phone. My vision doubles, then triples, and the device nearly slips from my blood-slicked fingers onto the concrete below. The wound on my chest throbs like a living thing, each pulse of pain threatening to make me black out.
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