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Slow Poison – The Bravery
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Sicuro Academy – Italian Crime Families


Northeast Territory

Specializes in running weapons

Marcelo Costa

(head of the Costa crime family)


Southeast Territory

Specializes in counterfeit rings and embezzlement schemes

Antonio La Rosa

(next in line to run the La Rosa crime family)


Southwest Territory

Specializes in drug trafficking and money laundering

Dante Accardi

(next in line to run the Accardi crime family)


Northwest Territory

Specializes in securities fraud and cyber warfare

Gabriele Vitale

(head of the Vitale crime family)






Chapter One

Dante

My dad calls me into his office a couple of days into Thanksgiving break. I enter the wood-paneled room in our family’s Calabasas estate and pause. He’s alone and sitting on his couch. Generally, we’re joined here by his consigliere—the underboss—or at the very least some capos to discuss business, and he’s always behind his desk.

My dad works constantly, as most dons do. There’s a lot to do when you’re the boss of your crime family, but he never sits back to enjoy the fruits of his labor. Thankfully, I do that enough for the both of us.

I learned at the age of four to always close his office door behind me.

I turn to face him, and something about his demeanor puts me on edge. His scowl is the same as the time I crashed my Ferrari, but it doesn’t appear to be directed at me this time.

“What’s up?” I sit in the plush chair across from him.

“There’s news we need to discuss.” He gestures to the box of cigars open on the table between us.

I shake my head. I hate cigars and hope they die out when my generation takes over. “Figured that’s why I was summoned.”

The sternness of his face reads, “cut the sarcasm.” Aldo Accardi is all business, all of the time. People probably wonder if I’m really his rightful heir, we’re so different. I do what needs to be done, but after, I enjoy myself.

“You’re aware of all our problems with the Russians lately. Not just our family but the other three families as well.”

I nod.

Of course I know. Shit got crazy at the private college I attend with all the other Mafia academy kids about a month ago, and it ended in the death of one of the Vitales and a few of the Russians. Sicuro Academy was founded by four Italian Mafia families—the La Rosas, the Costas, the Vitales, and us, the Accardis—as a place of safety for the new generation. Now, thanks to what happened on campus, our lives have become carnage off campus—a war between the Italians and Russians.

“Many men have died on both sides. Good soldiers. A war between Mafia factions is not good for business.”

“I know.” I lean forward, placing my forearms on my knees.

“We must put an end to it before it becomes a full-scale war and draws more attention from the authorities than it already has. Drastic measures must be taken.”

“Agreed.”

Fuck the Russians. None of this would have started if they hadn’t kidnapped Aria Costa. We should take them all out and be done with it. Let them see who they’re fucking with. It’s probably the only thing us and the other three Italian crime families agree on.

I’m still in the dark as to why the Russians took Aria Costa. I helped Gabriele Vitale rescue her because I owed him a favor, but we don’t ask the whys. I’m just happy my debt has been paid.

“I’m glad you understand the nature of the situation and agree that we need to take unusual measures.”

“Tell me what you need and consider it done.” I wonder who he’s having me take out. I hope it’s before I return to campus.

“That’s what I like to hear. Family first at all times . . .”

I take a deep breath. That doesn’t sound like orders to take out someone. More like I grabbed the short stick even though I wasn’t playing.

“I’ve arranged your marriage.”

My mouth dries, and I blink over and over. In our world, arranged marriages are common, and I knew one day this conversation would happen. But there’s no one I’m aware of from any of the families, including ours, who would add benefit to my dad’s position or our family.

“Jesus, calm down. Look at you.” He stands, goes over to the bar, pours a whiskey, places it in front of me, and sits back down.

I gulp down half and wipe my mouth. “Who?”

A look of pity crosses his face. “Polina Aminoff.”

I swipe the glass off the table and pound down the rest of the drink.

“Her brother Dmitri Aminoff and I arranged it.”

“A Bratva princess?”

He draws a cigar out of the box. “Yes.”

I bolt up off the seat. “I refuse!”

He shows no reaction, taking the cutter to the end of the cigar and bringing the cigar to his mouth as if it’s a leisurely Sunday after our big family dinner.

“You do?” he asks around the cigar.

“You’ve lost your fucking mind!”

He stops with the match at the tip of his cigar, his brown eyes searing into mine. “Remember who you’re speaking to, figlio.”

I grind my teeth, hands fisted, while he lights his cigar, puffing out the first inhale to get it lit. “Why would you make me marry a Russian?”

“Sit,” he says.

I do, running my palms down my thighs to calm myself.

“It’s the only way to ensure a path to peace.” He rests his ankle on his opposite knee, leaning back on the couch.

“Not after I strangle the fucking bitch. Polina is a queen bee. And again, she’s fucking Russian.”

My dad sucks on his cigar, blowing out a puff of smoke. “I understand this isn’t ideal, but this is duty. For all the families. Your marriage secures an alliance with the strongest Russian Bratva family, signaling to all the other Bratva families that an attack against the Accardis is an attack against the Aminoffs. Things have escalated too far between all the Russian and Italian families. This marriage will de-escalate them. Once Polina bears your children, even more so.”

I can’t stomach the thought. Polina is hot as fuck, but I’ve never thought of her as anything more than the enemy.

“Why can’t someone else do it?” I hear the whine in my voice, but I don’t care one fucking bit.

“You’re the last one destined to be a don available. Marcelo Costa is engaged to Mirabella La Rosa, Antonio La Rosa is married to that Sofia girl, and Gabriele Vitale and Aria Costa were wed yesterday in a small ceremony, I’m told.”

I lean back in the chair and cross my arms. “No big grand Italian wedding? She’s probably knocked up.”

“Perhaps. Regardless, this is your duty to fulfill. It will make some of our present issues go away, and it will make the Italians indebted to us, only working to our advantage. Down the road, as the bloodlines mix, it may even result in us being able to work with the Russians instead of against them.”

I bite my cheek. Un-fucking-believable. I’m the last one standing, so I get stuck with the Russian bitch for life.

“Stop looking like it’s a death sentence, Dante. You’ll get married and produce some heirs. All the while, you can continue your recreational activities. Just make sure it’s done in private.” He arches an eyebrow.

He looks at me as though I should bend down and kiss his pinkie ring, thankful that he’s giving me permission not to be faithful when it’s pretty much a way of life for the men in our world. Very few remain faithful to their wives.

That’s not what I’m concerned about, though. I’m going to be tied to a woman who I have no doubt will make my life miserable. He can’t expect me to open up a bottle of our best champagne to celebrate.

I stand from the chair. “This is bullshit.”

I start for the door, but my father calls my name with the same authority he directs at his made men. I spin to face him.

“You will do this. And you will do it with a smile. The agreement is tenuous at best. Do not fuck it up for the families.”

I say nothing and storm out of his office. I stomp down the grandiose hallway, having no idea where I’m going, but I need to escape. I need to release some of this fucking stress.


* * *


I END UP at Misfits, one of the strip clubs outside of Calabasas and closer to downtown Los Angeles, with a stripper named Candy bobbing on the end of my dick. My father owns the club, and I’m sure he’ll hear about my appearance, but I don’t care.

“That’s it, you slut, take it. Deeper.” My hand winds through her bleached hair, and I push her down on my cock until she’s gagging.

When I pull her off, saliva runs down her chin, and her eyes glint with satisfaction. This isn’t Candy’s and my first encounter. A little name-calling and degradation always gets her off.

I push her head back onto my length and let her do what she does best. It certainly isn’t dancing on stage, but she’s got one hell of a gag reflex, or lack thereof.

She bobs up and down, and I try to sink down to that euphoric place where everything fades away, where all that consumes me is pleasure, but I’m struggling. Every time I close my eyes, all I see is a pair of sky-blue irises.

Eyes that belong to Polina Aminoff, my soon-to-be fiancée.

I shake my head, opening my eyes. Fuck that. She will not ruin this for me. She’s already set to ruin my life. I don’t know Polina—at all—but her reputation precedes her. She’s a Bratva brat, through and through.

And so while Marcelo, Antonio, and Gabriele all get to continue their bloodlines with a woman from our world, I’m forced to procreate with our biggest rival. Fuck me.

I tighten my grip in Candy’s hair, and the hearty moan she lets out isn’t one of dissatisfaction. Rather than closing my eyes and seeing that set of eyes again, I focus on Candy’s handiwork.

That does the trick because, within a couple of minutes, my nuts are ready to bust.

“Get ready to swallow, whore,” I warn her because I’m nothing if not a gentleman.

I come down the back of her throat, and she takes it all, like always. My hand releases her hair, and her mouth pops off my dick, licking the rest of the mess off her lips.

Two people settle on either side of me.

“You know Dad hates it when you fuck around with the girls.” My younger brother, Dom, says as he sits on my left.

“Yeah, but Candy here loves it, don’t you?” I smack her round juicy ass as she stands. “Get back to work.”

She turns with her bottom lip jutted out in a pout but does as she’s told.

“Candy, save some for me later,” my cousin Santino, on my right, says.

She looks at him over her shoulder and gives him a big smile.

“What are you guys doing here?” I ask, putting my dick away and zipping up my pants.

“Dad told us to find you. Said you stormed out and didn’t want you to do anything stupid,” my brother says.

I suppress my eye roll. “He wants you to make sure I don’t have a temper tantrum?”

“Basically,” Santino says.

The DJ announces a new girl to the stage, and my attention shifts her way.

“Did he tell you why I was mad?” I ask without taking my eyes off the brunette strutting onstage.

“Nope. Just told us you were pissed. This is the first place we looked,” Santino says.

“Am I that predictable?” I grumble.

“Pretty much,” Dom says with a shrug.

I sigh, not that either of them can hear it over the music. “I have to marry Polina Aminoff.”

Neither of them says anything for almost a full minute.

Santino is the first one to speak. “Sorry, I thought you said that you have to marry a Russian.”

He says the word Russian with such distaste it suggests he understands why I’m here.

“You heard correctly.” I fist my hand in my lap.

Dom lets out a low whistle. “Why the hell do you have to do that?”

I recap my conversation with my father, and again, they’re silent.

“This has disaster written all over it,” Dom says.

He’s right, because he knows me. I tend to act like a child when I don’t get my way. So it might end in mine or Polina’s death. And I’m not talking some Romeo and Juliet shit.






Chapter Two

Polina

My older brother Dmitri flawlessly took over as the head of the Bratva last month after my oldest brother, Feliks, was murdered. Dmitri has held a confident air with the men as if he was made for this role. But right now, Dmitri sits across from me in the living room of our New York City brownstone, looking as if he’s coming down with the flu.

He’s just finished explaining to me the state of things in our world and how the Russians are on the verge of war with the Italians—as we should be. They killed our fucking brother.

“Why do I need to know all of this?” I’m a woman. We aren’t involved in the family business, never have been. This better not be his way of telling me he’s putting around-the-clock security on me while we’re on Thanksgiving break. Or forbidding me to leave the brownstone. I’ll go mad in this house.

Dmitri shares a look with my twin brother, Pavel, sitting to my right, and that unnerves me. Does Pavel know something I don’t? Did he contrive something with Dmitri?

“I was talking to the four Italian family heads, and a decision has been made.” Dmitri looks at the fireplace on the right. The family photo there is from years earlier when we were all just children, and my dad was the second-highest man in the Bratva.

I scowl. “You’re working with the Italians now? After they murdered Feliks?”

He should scold me for my outburst and tone. Feliks would have. But Dmitri doesn’t, which makes me think he doesn’t want to upset me. Which has me assuming this is very bad news he’s about to deliver.

He sighs and looks at me with sympathetic eyes. “It’s what’s best for all involved.”

I roll my eyes and gesture with my hand for him to get on with it.

“Sestronka, it has been arranged that you will marry Dante Accardi, next in line to run the Accardi crime family.”

I blink rapidly, the words settling like a boulder in quicksand. “Funny joke. Come on, just tell me.”

“This is no joke,” Dmitri says.

I look at Pavel, whose eyes gleam with satisfaction, and nausea churns in my stomach. If he’s happy about it, then it’s true, because nothing makes him happier than watching me suffer.

I spring off the couch. “I am not marrying Dante Accardi!” My hands fist at my sides, my fingernails digging into my palms.

“I understand that this is surprising. But joining the two families, the two nationalities, will help to forge a tenuous peace. Then we can all get back to business.”

“You want me to marry an Italian? Who is also Sicuro’s biggest manwhore?” I thread my fingers into my long blond hair.

I’ve never spoken to Dante, but everyone on campus knows him. He’s probably fucked half of campus already. He’s definitely worked his way through the Roma House.

“These are difficult times. The power within us has transitioned twice now in recent years, and our foothold at the top of this organization is anything but secure. If we’re the ones to help forge peace between all the factions, we’ll be seen as invaluable and won’t have to worry so much about a threat to our leadership.”

He might as well be speaking Mandarin to me because what he’s saying doesn’t make sense to me. Because none of it matters. The fact is he’s telling me I have to marry our enemy.

“I’m not marrying Dante Accardi.” My voice is firm. Final.

Dmitri looks at me with pitying eyes.

“You’ve never been asked to do a fucking thing in your life to help this family,” Pavel says.

I shift my gaze to my twin brother. His sky-blue eyes that match my own are narrowed as if he wants me to challenge him.

Everyone always thought that Feliks was the one to be afraid of—the oldest brother, the enforcer—but my experience was different. Pavel is a wolf in sheep’s clothing, though I’m the only one who knows what he’s capable of.

I ignore Pavel and shift my focus to Dmitri. He’s the head of this family now and the sibling I’ve always been closest to.

“Dima, please don’t make me do this.” I hate the fact I’m begging and sound desperate. It reminds me too much of—nope. Not going there.

“It’s already done. We’ll be meeting the Accardis at the private airstrip when we return to the Sicuro Academy in two days. Dante will offer you a ring, and you will accept it.” He pins me with a stare. Maybe he can be hard on me, too, because he resembles Feliks right now.

It’s clear to me that there is no changing his mind. While Feliks always acted on emotion, Dmitri is the stalwart, logical one. He doesn’t do anything without thinking it through.

I suck back my rare show of emotion, pissed I even let it be seen in the first place, and regain my usual cool aloofness. “When are we to be married?”

“This coming summer. After the end of this school year.”

I’ll only have my freedom for nine months at the most, six months if I’m really unlucky.

I’ve never thought too much about marriage. I’m not one of those girls who has dreamed of her wedding since she was young. Let’s face it—in our world, I knew I could be arranged with someone. But one thing I’d always assumed was that I’d be marrying a Russian.

The Italians have a hard-on for arranged marriages, but in the Bratva, it’s not as common. Not unheard of, but not mainstream.

Now I’m going to be forced to marry a man I’m sure hates me as much as I hate him, bear his children, and be around his family, who surely will not welcome me with open arms. I’ll be leaving one nightmare for another.

I clear my throat. “Can I leave now?”

Dmitri gives me a small frown and nods. I don’t even bother looking, knowing that Pavel is likely gloating, basking in my misery.

I make my way to the door slowly, careful not to run out of the room the way I want to. I maintain my pace all the way to the third level, where my bedroom is. Once I’m behind locked doors, I allow the tears to fall.

It’s not a new lesson that I can’t trust any man. But it hurts, nonetheless. Dmitri and I have always been close, and for him to force me to do this . . . it’s like a betrayal.

I have no idea why I’m not used to them by now.






Chapter Three

Dante

Our private plane touches down at the airport near the Sicuro Academy.

“Ready to meet your lady love?” Dom asks, laughing.

“Fuck off.”

I’m no closer to accepting my fate than the day my dad told me, and my mood is sour. The ring I’m to give Polina today burns against my thigh in the pocket of my pants.

“C’mon, at least she’s hot,” Dom adds, not knowing when to keep his fucking mouth shut before I shut it for him.

“Must be nice to have no expectations put upon you,” I sneer.

Sure, Dom has to do some of the same dirty work as me, but there’s not a magnifying glass on his life. There’s a good chance that no one will ever tell him who to marry since he’s second in line.

Santino eyes Dom from the seat across from us. “You need to learn when to tread lightly.”

Dom only laughs.

I’m quiet as the plane slows, eventually coming to a stop. The door opens, and I unbuckle, standing to make my way out. Everything around me is in slow motion because everything in my life is about to change and not for the better.

I’m not afraid to marry her. I don’t fear much honestly, and I can get Polina in line a lot easier than any of the other founding four guys. They picked the right guy for the job, even if I was the only one left standing.

So I do what I do best. I straighten my back, hold my head high, and walk down the steps of my family’s private plane. I appear to be the man now in charge of Polina’s destiny on my way to where Dmitri, Pavel, and Polina stand.

Dom was right about one thing—she’s stunning. Wavy blond hair that reaches the top of her breasts, creamy skin, and blue eyes as bright as the cloudless winter sky overhead. She’s wearing a puffy designer jacket and black pants that look as if they’re painted on, black boots with cream-colored socks sticking out above them. She’ll probably cost me a fortune to dress, but at least she’ll look gorgeous on my arm.

I purposely take my time making my way over to the group while my brother and Santino follow me. The Russian brothers eye me somewhat warily, while Polina’s face is as cold and indifferent as a doll that can’t blink. When I reach them, I nod in greeting. I’m sure as fuck not going to say it’s good to see them because it’s not.

Dmitri breaks the silence, as he should. From rumors, he’s doing well taking over the job after his brother’s murder. “I think we can all agree that this is uncomfortable for everyone, but we appreciate you meeting us, don’t we, Polina?”

She looks at him from the corner of her eye, not saying a word, then sets her eyes on me. Dmitri sighs.

Dom shifts to my right, and Pavel’s hand goes to his hip. That’s fine. We’re armed, too. Though our weapons will be confiscated the moment we hit campus security, there was no chance we were arriving at this meeting without being armed.

“Let’s just get on with this,” I say.

“I’ve arranged for you and Polina to have your own ride back to campus. That way you can get to know one another better.” Dmitri motions to a blacked-out SUV parked off to the left.

Normally I’d demand to use ours, but using their car is a better option than making Santino and Dom ride with Pavel to campus. The fact that Dmitri’s going to put his little sister inside of this vehicle tells me it’s not rigged with explosives. Unless he’s a completely heartless son of a bitch—which could be a possibility, but the pity in his eyes when he looks at his sister tells me no.

“And so we can arrive on campus together and appear as a united front.” I voice what he’s not saying.

Dmitri nods. “There’s that, too.”

I hold out my arm, directing Polina to go ahead of me. “Shall we?”

She doesn’t move, so I walk over, open the car door, and motion for Polina to get inside. She’s still standing with her brothers. I hold her stare until she walks over and climbs inside the SUV. My insistence that she go first is not just chivalry. It’s so that in case there is an explosive rigged to this thing, I’m not the only one inside.

I get in the back and shut the door. She’s shoved herself all the way over to the other side, enough so that her right hip is probably touching the door.

Her entire demeanor spurs me to assume that when it comes time to fuck her, she’ll probably lie there stone-faced and silent, not moving, like the frigid bitch she is. Awesome. Can’t wait for a lifetime of that.

The car pulls away, and neither of us says anything for a few minutes. It almost feels as though it’s a game, and whoever speaks first loses. But I have something to do, and my father will have something to say if I don’t do it. So I reach into my pocket and pull out the ring box. It weighs heavily in my hand.

I open the black velvet box and pull out the five-carat cushion-cut diamond. I told my mom to pick something out, given that I didn’t even know this woman or what she’d like, nor would I care anyway.

“Here, this is for you to wear.” I hold it out across the space between us.

Her gaze flicks down to the ring, and her jaw tightens, the hands resting on her thighs forming into fists. She doesn’t make any movement to take the ring.

“Just take it. We’re both stuck in this shit situation, and you being a stubborn bitch about wearing this ring isn’t going to change anything.”

“Such sweet words,” she hisses. “Is this how you work your magic with so many ladies?”

“You asking around about me, tesoro?”

Her pale skin glows on her face, and I find I love getting a rise out of her. It will be a nice outlet for my frustration.

“Hardly. Your manwhore status is pretty well cemented at the academy.”

I’m surprised to find that her Russian accent is more sexy than annoying. It’s not particularly thick—she’s likely spent too much time in the US for that to be the case—but it’s noticeable.

“Aw, it’s okay to be jealous you haven’t been on the receiving end of my cock yet. Don’t worry, we have a lifetime for you to worship it.”

She finally looks at me. I can see why she’s earned the reputation as queen bitch of the Moskva House. Her regard is withering and might make a lesser man shrink.

“You’ll be the one on your knees, I assure you.”

Her comment stuns me, and I bark out a laugh. “We’ll see about that.”

I can set aside my anger about the situation long enough to admit that she’s beautiful. I’m not blind. And she might think she can lead me around by the dick, but she doesn’t know who she’s dealing with. I’ll never let my life and my decisions be ruled by pussy, especially Russian pussy.

“Yes, we will.” Her voice is still void of emotion. She turns and looks out the window.

I realize she still hasn’t taken the ring from me, so I grab her wrist, yanking it toward me. Her head whips back in my direction, and there’s fear in her eyes, but it’s gone so quickly I could’ve imagined it. This woman doesn’t appear to fear much.

“Put this on your finger, and don’t take it off.” I shove it down her left ring finger.

As soon as it’s nestled in place, she yanks her hand back to her lap.

“You should be thanking me and telling me what a beautiful piece of jewelry it is.”

“Why would I thank you for putting handcuffs on me?” She glares at the ring in distaste.

I give her the same grin that pissed her off earlier. “Tesoro, if I put handcuffs on you one day, you’ll probably enjoy it, believe me.”

She rolls her eyes and shoots me the same annoyed look she has had since the plane landed. I only laugh.

We don’t speak during the rest of the drive to the Sicuro Academy. After we’ve gone through security and relinquished our cell phones and my gun, the SUV rolls into the roundabout to drop us off.

The vehicle stops, and I expect she’ll jump out to flee me. Instead, she turns to look at me. “We may be stuck in this situation, but I say you do what and who you want, and I’ll do the same.”

I shrug. “Works for me.”

“We may be forced to marry each other, but that doesn’t mean we have to talk, or even see each other, prior to the wedding.”

“Agreed.” I nod.

“Then it’s decided. See you at the altar.” She whips back and opens the door, stepping out without a backward glance in my direction.

And though I should feel happy she’s given me the okay to continue my usual life, at least for the rest of the school year, I’m annoyed that I’m so easy for her to cast aside.






Chapter Four

Polina

I walk out of the SUV and head straight to Moskva House without a backward glance at my new fiancé. I despise him, not only because he likely had a role in killing my brother and was an enemy even before that, but because he represents my future. A future I don’t want.

But even though I hate him, my body isn’t cooperating. Sitting so close to him, inhaling his masculine scent, I found myself oddly attracted to him.

It would be hard to argue he isn’t attractive. What with his light blue eyes and light brown hair that falls perfectly just above his ears in a sort of wavy curl that most women would kill to have. His thick lashes and the warm glow of his skin remind me of the sun.

Still, the betrayal of my body annoys me. When he spoke to me the way he did—a way no guy ever has before, for fear of my brothers—the space between my thighs tingled.

Whatever. Get yourself together, Polina. Do not let him see you rattled.

I walk into Moskva House wearing a mask of indifference, even though I feel like the sacrificial lamb to the other three Bratva families as everyone watches me enter.

Do they know about my engagement? Why can’t one of their daughters marry Dante Accardi to keep the peace?

I continue ignoring them as I make my way to the elevator. I reach out with my left hand and stab the up button, the overhead lights glinting on my new piece of jewelry.

It really is a beautiful ring, but it’s not like I’d admit that.

“So it is true?” Irina’s voice comes from behind me.

I whip around to find her and Oksana gawking at me. They’re the two friends I’m closest to here, but I don’t trust either of them. I keep them in check with my mean girl tactics and have no doubt that at the first opportunity they’d attempt to take me down.

“What’s true?” I arch an eyebrow. If she’s not going to have the balls to ask me outright, I won’t make it easy for her.

“You’re engaged?” Oksana asks.

“To Dante Accardi?” Irina motions to the ring on my finger.

“I am.” I raise my chin a touch, daring them to say anything about it. They’re not idiots, they know I’m not happy about it, but I will not confide in these two.

“I didn’t see that one coming,” Oksana says with a slight smirk.

“Well, you wouldn’t, given that your father is only in the working unit.” I give her a saccharine smile, and her smug eyes fall to her feet. “It’s for the good of all the families. Someone had to step up and do something before the bloodshed continues. It’s not ideal, but I’ll do what I must to keep us all safe.”

That’s a load of horse shit, but they don’t need to know that. If I have to cast myself in the role of martyr, I will.

“That’s good of you to think of everyone else,” Irina says. She’s just being sweet so I don’t put her in her place the way I did Oksana.

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve had a long day of travel, and I’m going to go to my room.”

The elevator dings. I don’t wait for either of them to respond, stepping inside and pressing the button for my floor. Then I move to the back of the elevator, sigh, and let my head rest.

Putting up this unaffected air in front of everyone every time Dante is brought up will be exhausting, but I should be used to it by now.


* * *


TWO WEEKS HAVE passed since I returned to the academy after Thanksgiving break. Thankfully, Dante has stayed true to his word, and we’ve had no interaction.

He’s stayed with his kind and I with mine.

Sure, I pass by him sometimes in the dining hall, but we don’t acknowledge each other. It’s enough that I’ve been branded with this stupid ring, serving as a reminder of my fate every day.

There’s a party tonight in the abandoned caretaker building, and I plan on letting off steam and having fun. Unfortunately, other factions will be there, too—I overheard some of the Irish and the Italians talking about it in the dining hall today. Was everyone lectured on break to play nice? At least I doubt the cartel will be there. They usually stick to themselves.

I apply the pink gloss to my full lips in the mirror and double-check nothing is out of place. Part of the carefully crafted face I present to the world. Once I’m satisfied I look the part, I go to my closet and grab my jacket and gloves. It’s a twenty-five-minute walk across campus to the abandoned lodge, and while it hasn’t snowed yet, it’s cold out.

A knock on my door sounds, and I expect it to be Oksana or Irina since they’re meeting me here to head over to the party. But I swing the door open to find my brother Pavel.

My stomach instantly bottoms out. “What are you doing here?” I don’t bother hiding the disgust in my voice.

“Where’s Irina?”

I roll my eyes, though I’m filled with relief he’s not here for me. He and Irina have been on-again, off-again for years. I don’t know what she sees in him. Most likely just a step up the Bratva ladder. A smarter girl would go for Dmitri.

“She’ll be here any second. She, Oksana, and I are going to that party across campus.”

“Why does she need to go to a party
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