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Caspia, Private Villa – 6:32 a.m.

Some sappy ringtone started yodelling about butterflies and winter and whatever—the kind of background noise you hear in cheap cafés where nobody tips.

Her phone lit up. She didn’t even bother rolling her eyes. ‘Yeah, Dad?’

‘Isabella. Come home tomorrow.’

‘Sure.’ No point arguing. He never asked.

‘Bring Seraphina and Valentina with you.’

‘Got it.’

Seraphina’s voice drifted in from the hallway, all nosy and half-asleep. ‘Who was that?’

‘My father,’ Isabella said, tone flat as granite.

‘What’d he want?’

‘We’re flying back tomorrow.’

‘Back where?’ Seraphina blinked like a goldfish. ‘Why?’

Isabella shrugged, already flicking through her wardrobe like she was choosing a weapon, not an outfit. ‘No clue. He just said it’s Nordia this time. New branch of the Serpent Syndicate. We’ve locked down Caspia, Eldoria, Serinor, Sylvandell. Nordia’s next.’

Seraphina made a noise halfway between a yawn and a curse. ‘Cool.’

Isabella didn’t wait for more questions. ‘Seraphina, go brief the crew. Valentina, handle Sterling Imports.’

Valentina raised a brow. ‘And what’ll you be doing, Princess?’

Isabella snapped her suitcase open. ‘I’m packing. Obviously.’

The Next Day – Nordia International Airport

They stepped off the plane like it was a runway—three women dressed to kill, literally. The kind of trio that made traffic stop, necks snap, and common sense evaporate.

Cue the predictable chorus of drool and delusion.

‘Oh my God, are they real?’ gasped a guy in knock-off trainers and a hoodie that hadn’t seen a wash since the pandemic. Meet Zack, professional simp, amateur pick-up artist. ‘Marry me, babe!’

‘You? Don’t make me gag. She’s clearly more my type.’ That was Connor, wearing way too much hair gel and the ego of a man who thought crypto was still a personality. ‘Hey, gorgeous, be my girl!’

Zack shot back, voice cracking like a pre-teen. ‘As if! She looks like a damn succubus!’

Connor smirked. ‘Still hotter than you and your pizza face, mate.’

‘Pizza what?! My skin’s flawless!’

They were already bickering like toddlers on Monster energy.

Valentina rolled her eyes. She snapped, loud enough to shut down the entire circus: ‘Shut the fuck up.’

Silence.

For three glorious seconds.

Then came the peanut gallery again, now even louder.

‘Whoa,’ muttered Luca, skater boy energy, chipped tooth, heart of mush. ‘She’s got spice. Bet she screams in five languages.’

And right on cue, Bryce—former theatre kid, current disaster bisexual—clutched his chest like she’d shot Cupid in the knees. ‘Right. That’s it. I’m obsessed. I’m chasing her till she marries me or murders me.’

No one had the heart to tell him those two weren’t mutually exclusive.

The girls didn’t bother replying. They walked straight past the hormonal wreckage and into the arrivals lounge.

Three butlers were already waiting by the exit, tailored suits, polished shoes, and that perfect mix of reverence and fear in their eyes.

‘Alright, ladies, break it up. Go home, hug your mums, text me when your brains reboot. Bye.’

Isabella tossed the line over her shoulder, slid into her ride, and shut the door before either Seraphina or Valentina could form a coherent thought. The tyres screeched. Dust swirled. She was gone.

Seraphina blinked at the space where Isabella’s car used to be.

‘Miss... let’s get in the car, shall we?’ her family’s driver murmured like he was approaching a wild animal.

No response.

‘Miss? Miss. Miss.’

The butler tapped her shoulder.

She finally turned her head. ‘Huh? What?’

The man did a visible inhale. ‘Miss. The car. Please.’

‘Oh. Right.’

*** 
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Back at the Moretti estate, the moment Isabella walked in, her mum launched herself at her.

‘Isabella! You’re back!’ Bianca Moretti—flawless blonde blowout, Chanel suit, Botox smile—grabbed her like she’d been gone a decade, not a semester.

‘Mum.’

‘Sit down, Isabella,’ her dad said—Marco Moretti, sixty, steel-haired, ex-military posture, emotionally constipated.

He didn’t wait for her to sit. Just dove in. ‘You’re starting at Blackwood University tomorrow.’

‘Fine. But I’m not staying here.’

‘Good. You’ll take the villa on Shadow Lane. Close to campus, far from idiots.’

‘Perfect.’

She headed upstairs, dumped her luggage in the corner, and FaceTimed Seraphina.

‘Silver Siren. Three minutes. Tell Valentina. No excuses.’

‘On it,’ Seraphina replied, already moving.

Three minutes later, three hypercars—different colours, same model—screeched to a stop outside the Silver Siren.

Three women stepped out like they’d just rolled off a Vogue cover shoot and were feeling especially petty tonight.

Heads turned. Phones came out. The bar practically stopped breathing.

At the bar, they took their seats like queens returning to the throne.

‘Yo, check it out! Absolute tens!’ said a guy in a bomber jacket, acne-ridden and frothing—Jake, local uni drop-out, serial DMer.

His mate, Toby—tall, greasy hair, Supreme tee four seasons out of date—elbowed him. ‘Oi, gorgeous, be my girlfriend. I’ve got a loyalty card at Greggs.’

‘As if,’ Jake scoffed. ‘She’s clearly eyeing me. Look at this jawline.’

‘Mate, your jaw’s buried under a colony of pimples. Sit down.’

The girls didn’t even blink. Didn’t spare them a look. They were already halfway through their first cocktail.

Then came trouble.

Ricky Morell, sleazebag heir to a warehouse logistics empire, gold chains clinking, breath like expired whiskey, staggered over with the confidence of a man who’d never been told no.

‘Hey, sweetheart,’ he slurred, eyes locked on Seraphina. ‘Drink with me. Might let you worship me properly later.’

His hand went up, heading for her cheek.

Big mistake.

Seraphina moved like smoke. Sidestepped, then stomped her heel down on his foot with surgical precision. The idiot yelped and crumpled to the floor like someone had unplugged him.

‘You little bitch!’ Ricky snarled, scrambling up. ‘You think you can touch me and get away with it? Lads—get her!’

Like roaches smelling blood, his lackeys charged.

Isabella didn’t flinch. She knew Seraphina could handle it.

And just like that, the bar turned into an 18+ action reel. Screams. Grunts. Bones not doing what bones are meant to do. Quick, ugly, efficient.

One minute later, the whole crew was kissing the floor. Groaning. Bleeding. Regretting all their life choices.

The ringleader was still wheezing upright, somehow. ‘You—you crazy bitches. You’ve got no idea who you just messed with.’

Seraphina dusted her knuckles like she’d just done her nails, not dislocated a jaw. ‘Yeah? I punched you. What of it?’

‘I’m with the Crimson Hand! You touch me, you’re already dead.’

She snorted. ‘The Crimson Hand? What is this, a Marvel knock-off? You mean the seventh-best wannabe crime syndicate? Bring it. I dare you.’

Ricky’s tough-guy act died fast. He stumbled off like a drunk penguin on rollerblades, muttering threats he’d never follow through on.

Isabella watched him go with mild disgust, then clocked the three men lurking in the shadows. Their eyes didn’t blink. Predators. Bored ones.

One of them finally said, ‘Alessandro. Enzo. Those girls... they’re not part of the usual crowd.’

The one called Alessandro didn’t even look up. ‘Obviously.’

Ignoring the men, Isabella broke the silence. ‘Heads up. My dad wants us at Blackwood University tomorrow.’

Seraphina gagged. ‘Why? We already graduated from a real uni. Abroad. With actual standards. What’s the point?’

‘To pretend we’re functioning members of society,’ Valentina muttered.

‘Ugh. Fine.’

‘Also,’ Isabella added, ‘we’re moving out.’

Seraphina raised an eyebrow. ‘Where to?’

‘Shadow Lane. The villa. Pack your shit, we’re leaving tonight.’

‘Cool. When?’

‘Now. Meet at mine in twenty. Don’t be late.’

‘Bye, loser.’

‘Bye, bitch.’

*** 
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Ten minutes later, two sports cars pulled up outside Isabella Moretti’s place like they were arriving for a magazine shoot—loud, dramatic, and completely unnecessary.

Seraphina climbed out first, all heels and gloss, then jabbed the doorbell. The butler opened it before the second chime.

‘Miss Seraphina, Miss Valentina, welcome. Please come in.’

‘Thanks,’ Seraphina said with her usual PR smile. Valentina nodded politely behind her.

‘Uncle Marco, Aunt Bianca, lovely to see you,’ they chimed in unison, disgustingly well-mannered.

Isabella’s mum beamed like they were her own kids. ‘Such sweet girls. So good to see you again.’

Then Isabella showed up at the top of the stairs, backpack slung over one shoulder, eyes already halfway to the door. ‘Mum, Dad—I’m leaving.’

‘We’ll miss you, honey.’

‘Right.’

Bianca clutched her pearls like Isabella was off to war. ‘Be careful out there.’

‘Mm.’ A whole syllable. A miracle. For Isabella, that was a full paragraph.

She headed for the garage, didn’t look back. No hugs. No soft music playing in the background. Just engine growl.

She revved out onto the street. Seraphina barely waited a beat before sticking her head out the window. ‘Race to Shadow Lane? Loser buys dinner.’

‘You’re on,’ Isabella said.

‘On my count. One, two—’

‘Three!’ Seraphina shouted, peeling out without warning.

‘Cheater,’ Isabella muttered, but she grinned. Of course she cheated. That’s why they kept her around.

She floored it. Valentina wasn’t far behind.

‘Dirty move, Seraphina,’ Valentina called, her voice sharp over the roar of tyres.

‘You want me to lose every time?’ Seraphina pouted, clearly not sorry.

‘Catch you at the finish line,’ Isabella tossed back, then stepped on it like she meant it. The car roared in response.

Three minutes later, three sports cars slid into place outside the villa on Shadow Lane like a synchronised dance routine.

‘You lost. You’re paying,’ Valentina said, already unbuckling.

Seraphina huffed. ‘You guys never let me win.’

‘Cry harder,’ Isabella said as she shoved open the front door.

The place was empty. No staff, no welcome party. Just silence and marble floors.

Two floors. Downstairs was a slick open-plan: lounge, kitchen, entertainment room. Upstairs had eight bedrooms—because three girls absolutely needed eight.

First room: all purple. Isabella’s. Luxe, minimal, high-functioning chaos.

Second: blue and glittery. Seraphina’s, obviously.

Third: pastel pink and enough lace to strangle a horse. Valentina’s vibe to a T.

‘Lights out. We’ve got school in the morning,’ Isabella announced like a warden.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ they mumbled.

Isabella didn’t wait for arguments. She slammed her door, kicked off her boots, and yanked open her laptop.

Time to deal with the absolute shitshow that was the Serpent Syndicate and the not-so-legit chaos factory known as Sterling Imports & Exports.

*** 
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Isabella was up before the sun. Not because she liked mornings—she despised them—but someone had to feed the chaos brigade.

She slammed the fridge shut with her hip, tossed eggs into a pan like she was playing whack-a-mole, and yelled without looking, ‘Breakfast’s ready, move your arses!’

Seraphina slouched in first, still half-asleep, followed by Valentina with last night’s eyeliner smudged like war paint.

They devoured their food like they’d been raised by wolves.

‘Change your hair colour and eye colour,’ Isabella ordered, licking butter off her thumb. ‘Now.’

‘On it,’ Valentina muttered, already pulling out a baseball cap. Seraphina just nodded and snapped on a pair of tinted lenses. They all wore contact lenses to conceal their original eye colours.

‘Let’s move.’

‘Same deal?’ Seraphina asked, shoving toast in her mouth.

‘Race. No survivors,’ Isabella replied.

‘Ready—go!’

And they were off.

Red lights meant nothing. Speed limits were a myth. They tore through the city, tyres screaming, engines howling, painting the streets with reckless, glorious noise. Not a single cop dared step out. Either they were smart—or already knew who they were dealing with.

Screech. Tyres bit into the pavement like teeth. Isabella stepped out, face cold, eyes blank. Valentina pulled up behind her, copied the lean-against-the-car stance. Seraphina rolled in last, sunglasses on, face like frost.

‘I know, I know—loser pays,’ Seraphina said, deadpan. ‘You two are eating good tonight.’

They turned in sync—right side.

Everyone was staring.

Mouths open. Eyes wide. Like they’d just seen God roll up in Gucci and attitude.

Whatever. Isabella climbed back into the car. They parked beside the school gates and strutted in.

Inside the crowd rippled with chatter.

‘Holy shit, who are they?’ drooled Lucas Bellamy, a walking hormone in designer knock-offs. Thick brown hair, too much cologne, eyes like a lost puppy.

‘Hey, gorgeous—be my girlfriend!’ That was Cody Blake. Blond, footballer, permanently sunburnt.

‘You? Please. She’d rather date a rotting corpse,’ Lucas shot back.

‘Better than your sorry face.’

‘They’re just plastic sluts,’ someone sneered—Emily Russo. She wore envy like perfume and couldn’t contour to save her life. ‘Not even close to Alessia. Probably full of fillers.’

Smack.

The slap echoed like a gunshot. Five perfect fingerprints bloomed red across Emily’s cheek.

Isabella didn’t blink. ‘That’s your warning. Next time, I won’t use my hand.’

She turned on her heel. Seraphina and Valentina followed without a word.

Behind them, the hallway exploded into whispers.

‘Emily’s done. She just pissed off the deadliest girls in the whole school.’

‘Yeah. May as well dig her grave now.’

Another car screeched to a halt like it had beef with the asphalt. Doors slammed. Alessandro, Domenico, and Enzo climbed out.

‘Oh my God, it’s the royal bloody trio!’

‘Alessandro is literal perfection. I can’t.’

‘Domenico’s so cute, I want to cry.’

‘Enzo’s low-key hot too. Like... underappreciated king energy.’

Isabella rolled her eyes. The crowd were talking so loudly she couldn’t hear her own voice.

‘Shut the hell up,’ Seraphina snapped.

The crowd did that annoying ripple thing—heads turning, whispers flaring. All eyes on the three of them now. Isabella, Seraphina, Valentina.

‘Who the hell does she think she is?’

‘Loud for someone with no skincare routine.’

‘Bit full of herself, isn’t she?’

Slap. Slap. Slap.

Three sharp smacks cracked through the air. Girl A staggered, clutching her face.

‘I warned you,’ Isabella said, dead calm. ‘Anyone else want to test their luck?’

Crickets. Absolute silence. God, she loved that sound.

Alessandro smirked. ‘Aren’t those the girls from the bar the other night?’

Enzo nodded.

‘Looks like school just got interesting,’ Alessandro drawled.

‘Seraphina. Valentina. Let’s go. Time to check in.’ Isabella heard him but ignored him anyway.

They marched to the admin building. And then—bang. The headmaster’s office door went flying open, booted in like it owed them money.

‘Who the hell kicks open my—’ The headmaster, a rotund guy with a shiny bald patch and coffee-stained tie, shouted until he caught sight of them. ‘Ah! Miss Moretti! Miss De Luca! Miss Romano! Please, come in!’

That switch-up. Man went from pitbull to poodle in under five seconds. Isabella nearly snorted.

‘What class are we in?’ she asked.

‘Uh—yes, right. You’re in Building A, Class A.’

‘Good.’

‘Shall I escort you, ladies?’

‘We’re fine,’ Isabella said, polite as a knife to the gut. ‘Also, keep your mouth shut about who we are.’

‘Of course! Of course! My lips are sealed!’

They didn’t need directions. One glance at the campus map and Valentina had the place memorised like she’d built it. They reached Class A’s door, and—bang. Another kick.

Everyone jumped.

‘Are you... the transfer students?’ the teacher asked. She was in her mid-thirties, with sharp eyeliner, too-high heels, and the energy of someone who hated teenagers but needed the salary. Miss Clements.

‘Yeah,’ Isabella said.

Miss Clements clapped her hands, trying to recover some control. ‘Alright, everyone shut up. We’ve got three new students joining us today. Try not to act like feral toddlers. Ladies, please introduce yourselves.’

Isabella stepped forward. ‘Isabella Moretti.’

‘Seraphina De Luca.’

‘Valentina Romano.’

The classroom buzzed like a busted speaker as the three of them stood at the front.

‘Oi, aren’t those the three stunners from this morning? No way—they’ve transferred to our class!’ some walking hormone in the front row gawked.

‘They act like they own the place,’ muttered another, chewing gum. Matteo had that cheap cologne swagger, like a boy who thought arrogance could replace a personality.

‘Damn, I’m in with a shot!’ piped up a third. Nico the Desperate had twitchy hands and eyes like a border collie.

They didn’t get to finish their boy-band chorus.

‘Shut it. You’re giving me a migraine,’ Isabella snapped.

The room shut up instantly.

Miss Clements cleared her throat. ‘New girls, pick your seats.’

They clocked the back row by the windows—prime real estate. Natural light. Distance. And most importantly, an escape route.

Isabella slid into the first seat without hesitation. Seraphina took the one next to her, legs crossed. Valentina claimed the last, phone already out, camera lens reflecting every hungry stare back at them.

Cue the peanut gallery.

‘Wait, aren’t they sitting next to the Princes?’ squealed some girl with a Lisa Frank binder and no dignity.

‘Right? The Princes never let anyone sit next to them. Let’s see how this blows up.’

They waited. And waited.

‘He didn’t say a word...’ Lisa Frank breathed, scandalised. ‘The Princes actually let them sit?’

‘Hey. I’m Enzo Ricci. You are?’ The boy next to Valentina leaned over, all charm and perfect teeth.

‘Valentina Romano.’

‘Wanna be friends?’

‘Sure, I guess.’

It was the kind of exchange that made high school feel like a Netflix teen drama—forced, sparkly, and low-budget. But Valentina played along. She knew how to wear sugar like armour.

Further down the row, someone sneered.

‘Oi, why you sittin’ here, Grandma?’ The voice belonged to Domenico, walking punchline and self-declared gift to women.

‘Grandma? Are you blind or just brain-dead?’ Seraphina didn’t even blink. ‘If I’m a grandma, you’re a grandpa with a limp.’

He smirked. Wrong move. ‘Tch. You look like bad luck incarnate. Should be honoured I’m even talking to you. A ten like me—’

‘—More like a minus-ten, darling,’ she shot back. ‘And talking? I thought you were choking on your own ego.’

‘You—’

‘You what? You gonna stutter now too?’

‘Real men don’t fight with women.’

‘And real women don’t waste time on dogs.’

‘Hmph.’

‘Hmph.’

Said in sync.

Back at the window seat, Isabella side-eyed her new neighbour. One of the Princes, apparently. More like sleeping corpse in designer threads.

She didn’t say hi. He didn’t look up.

‘Tragic,’ she muttered to herself. Of all the people in the world, I get the iceberg. Not even a nod. Just pure, unbothered coma energy. What was he in his past life, a hibernating pig?

The girls whipped out their laptops. Their fingers flew across the keyboards like they were hacking into the Pentagon, but really, it was just another Tuesday cleaning up Syndicate messes and babysitting Sterling’s offshore operations.

Once that was sorted, Isabella flicked open the LINE app.

‘Seraphina. Valentina. Dig into those three Princes.’

‘On it.’

Meanwhile, one seat away:

‘Enzo, look into those three girls. Anyone that cocky at school’s either got a death wish or a trust fund.’

‘Roger that.’
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Chapter 2 Challengers
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Before the first period was over, Seraphina had results.

‘Isabella, got it. Here’s the dossier:

Alessandro Santoro, age 22, height 6’2, heir to the world’s fourth-largest mafia empire—The Santoro Group. Chairman of Coastal Property Management. Boss of The Iron Fists, the second-largest criminal organisation on the planet. 

Domenico Cavallaro, age 22, height 6’1, heir to the fifth-largest mafia empire—The Cavallaro Group. Co-chairman of Coastal Property Management, second-in-command of The Iron Fists. 

Enzo Ricci, age 22, height 6’0, heir to the sixth-largest mafia empire—The Ricci Group.  Sits on the board of Coastal Property Management. Third-in-command of The Iron Fists.’

‘The Iron Fists?’ Seraphina’s voice was laced with just the right amount of side-eye. ‘Friend or foe?’

Isabella didn’t look up. ‘Depends. But let’s keep it friendly for now. One ally’s better than another enemy.’

‘Copy that.’

Meanwhile:

‘Alessandro, got something.’

Enzo tossed his phone onto the table. Screen lit up with profiles.

Isabella Moretti, age 22, affiliated with Sterling Imports & Exports.

Seraphina De Luca, age 22, affiliated with Sterling Imports & Exports.

Valentina Romano, age 22, affiliated with Sterling Imports & Exports.

‘Is that all?’ Alessandro asked, unimpressed.

‘That’s all I could dig up,’ Enzo said. ‘Whoever’s covering their tracks knows what they’re doing.’

‘So are they enemies or not?’ Domenico asked.

‘We’ll see,’ Alessandro said.

*** 
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Noon.

‘Isabella, Valentina, food time!’ Seraphina yelled.

‘Mm,’ Isabella said. Already walking.

‘Wait up!’ Enzo jogged over, lazy grin in place.

Valentina glanced at Isabella. She gave a silent nod.

‘Alright, let’s go then,’ Valentina said, as if it was her idea.

Cafeteria. Chaos.

‘Holy crap—are the Princes seriously eating with them?’ Giggling Girl A whisper-screamed.

‘Yeah, like, okay, they’re kinda pretty. But no background, no family name, no status—what are they even doing with the Princes?’ Girl B foamed at the mouth.

‘Right? Only our girls—Alessia, Catalina, Adriana—are worthy,’ added one of Alessia Vinci’s annoying little clones.

From across the room, the royal trio strolled in: Alessandro, Domenico, Enzo.

With them?

Isabella. Seraphina. Valentina.

Cue meltdown.

‘Alessandro!’

‘Domenico!’

‘Enzo!’

Three sugar-coated squeals, three matching hair tosses. Alessia Vinci, Catalina Capello, and Adriana Bellini made a beeline like it was prom night. Arms out. Breasts up. Eyes fake-wide with innocence.

The guys didn’t even flinch. Sidestepped like seasoned dodgers. Not even a brush of fabric.

‘Desperate much?’ Seraphina sneered. ‘They don’t want you. Take a hint. It’s embarrassing. Honestly, you’re setting feminism back fifty years.’

Catalina pouted. ‘Domenico, she’s being mean to me.’

Domenico didn’t break stride. ‘Fix it yourself.’

He walked off with the other two, not sparing a glance. Catalina stood frozen, jaw slack, heels wobbling from the sheer weight of rejection.

Seraphina laughed, loud and mean. ‘Need a man to fight your battles? Wow. Independent woman era who?’

Alessia waited till the Princes were out of earshot before dropping the fake smile. ‘Ugh, so what if we don’t fight our own battles? We don’t have to. At least we’ve got the status to back it up. You lot? Just a bunch of broke nobodies. Here’s a warning—stay the hell away from the Princes. You don’t deserve to breathe the same air as them, let alone walk beside them. Only we do. Do you even know who we are?’

Isabella didn’t even bother turning her head. Drama queens bored her. Seraphina, though, lived for this.

‘Deserve it or not, it’s not up to you, is it?’ she drawled, leaning back like she had all the time in the world. ‘What if we do wanna hang around them? Who gives a toss who you are?’

‘That’s because you’re ignorant. If you know my background, it’ll probably scare the crap out of you.’

‘Doubt it.’

Alessia puffed up like a cat about to swipe. ‘I’m the heiress of The Vinci Group. Catalina’s from The Capello Group. Adriana’s family runs the Bellini Group.’ She smirked. ‘Bet you’re trembling now.’

Seraphina cackled. ‘You done with the LinkedIn flex? Or do you need a gold plaque shoved up your arse too?’

‘You—you—’ Alessia sputtered.

‘You glitching or what?’ Seraphina smirked.

‘You’re just bitter. Jealous much?’ Alessia snapped.

‘Damn right I am,’ Seraphina shot back. ‘Jealous of that oversized ego and a trust fund you didn’t earn. Must be exhausting pretending to matter.’

‘Tch. Not wasting words on you.’

‘Translation: you ran out of comebacks.’

‘No, I just—ugh, whatever. You just wait!’

‘Cool. I’ll wait. I’ve got snacks.’

‘Seraphina, your insult game’s getting sharp,’ Valentina chimed in, lips twitching.

Seraphina flipped her hair. ‘Been practising.’

‘Looked like you were enjoying yourself,’ Domenico said, strolling in like he’d been watching the whole circus from the shadows.

‘Aw, did I hurt your little girlfriend’s feelings?’ Seraphina asked, voice soaked in vinegar.

‘Girlfriend? Please.’ Domenico gave her a once-over. ‘You jealous?’

‘Yeah, sure. And I’m also craving soy sauce. Get over yourself.’

‘Enough,’ Isabella cut in. She was already tired of the testosterone cloud forming around Domenico’s smug grin. ‘Let’s eat before this turns into a sequel.’

‘Mm-hmm,’ came the chorus.

*** 
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By six in the afternoon, all six of them were passed out like they’d been hit with tranquillisers. No one moved until the school bell blared like an airstrike.

Isabella blinked up at the ceiling, groggy as hell. Some corny pop lyrics about drinking beer alone and chasing fireworks played from someone’s phone nearby. Who the hell set that as a ringtone?

‘Seraphina. Valentina. Time to rise and rage,’ Isabella muttered, kicking Seraphina’s shin.

‘School’s over?’ Seraphina squinted like she’d slept through a nuclear winter.

‘Yeah. It’s just us left.’

‘Figures.’

They got up like zombies, still half-asleep but already wired for the next fight.

The Princes also rose.

‘We’ll drive you girls home,’ Alessandro offered, all gallant smiles and barely disguised motives. ‘It’s dangerous out there.’

Isabella didn’t look at him. ‘Appreciate the concern, but we’ve got our own cars. We live together.’

He looked mildly deflated. ‘Right. Cool.’

Once the girls reached the villa, the vibe shifted.

‘Seraphina. Valentina. Crimson Hand’s Nordia chapter needs trimming. Get the gear ready,’ Isabella said, already scrolling through contacts.

‘On it,’ Seraphina called from the kitchen, mouth full of toast.

Isabella hit call. ‘Ferrara, we’re hitting the Nordia base. Be ready.’

‘Got it, boss.’

She hung up and called out, ‘Girls ready?’

‘Locked and loaded.’

‘Masks on.’

They never hit Serpent Syndicate business without masks. Apart from Ferrara and Russo, no one knew what they actually looked like.

*** 
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The Serpent Syndicate base was buzzing.

Everyone snapped into place as she entered. ‘Boss.’

Isabella nodded.

Ferrara stepped forward. ‘Smaller gangs are grouping up, trying to push into our turf.’

‘Mm,’ Isabella replied, unbothered. ‘We’ll handle one tonight. Make an example. Let the rest piss themselves watching.’

‘Yes, boss.’

‘Seraphina. Valentina. Pick a target each.’

‘Done,’ they said in sync.

‘Then move. Ten minutes.’

Ten minutes later.

‘Ready, boss.’

‘Roll out.’

Crimson Hand base, Nordia.

A meathead stood at the entrance—six-foot-something, bald, neck tattoo of a bleeding skull. Looked like he ate drywall for breakfast.

‘Who the hell are you? This is Crimson Hand turf. Get lost.’

Isabella slapped him so hard he collapsed like a folding chair.

They strolled into the main hall like it was brunch at the Ritz.

‘Tell your boss to get his arse out here,’ Isabella snapped.

‘Like hell we will—’

‘Get ‘em.’

Men stood up, reaching for their weapons.

The girls didn’t hesitate. Steel flashed. Screams echoed. Blood hit the floor like someone spilled paint across tile. Two minutes in and half the crew was crawling or unconscious.

‘Who the fuck are you?!’ one guy shrieked.

‘Serpent Syndicate,’ Isabella said, yanking off a blood-splattered glove.

‘What do you want?’

‘Your loyalty. Or your corpse. I’m flexible.’

‘You think you can just waltz in and—’

‘Tired of talking. Let’s finish this.’

Five minutes later, the only one left was the boss—battered, panting, cornered.

‘So?’ Isabella asked.

He tried to speak.

She didn’t wait. One clean shot—he was out.

Back at the Syndicate base.

‘Seraphina. Valentina. Done on your end?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Good. Home time.’

Isabella was halfway out the door before she turned back.

‘Oh. Russo, you’re running the Silver Siren now. Ferrara, you’re handling clean-up and comms.’

‘Yes, boss.’

Isabella walked out, mask still on.

*** 
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The morning kicked off without drama. Not yet, anyway.

Isabella rolled up to school in her matte black Ferrari, Seraphina and Valentina flanking her. Doors clicked open. Heels hit pavement. Cue the hyenas.

‘Wow. Didn’t know peasants could afford sports cars now,’ Alessia Vinci sneered, flipping her platinum blonde hair like it wasn’t two extensions away from shedding.

Seraphina didn’t blink. ‘Don’t need to be richer than you, just better.’

‘Better at what? Screwing your way to a new ride? Slut.’

Smack. Five fingers, one message—burned across Alessia’s pretty little cheek.

‘You hit me!’ she shrieked.

‘Told you yesterday—run your mouth again, and I’ll shut it for you.’ Seraphina’s voice was all sugar and spite.

Alessia pointed, sputtering, ‘You—you—’

‘Me? I’m right here, sweetheart. Want another?’

Alessia lunged. Bad choice. Seraphina caught her wrist mid-air, yanked it down, and slapped her. Twice. Open-palmed.

Then—screech. Three cars pulled in. All chrome and leather. The Princes stepped out.

Alessia switched gears instantly—face crumpling, voice dripping. ‘Alessandro! She hit me! They’re all so mean!’

The Princes didn’t even glance her way. Just strolled off, leaving silence behind.

Alessia’s jaw dropped. Her foot stomped. ‘You bitches! You turned him against me! He’s mine! I’m his girlfriend! You think you can steal him? Please! You’re all gutter rats playing Princess. Not happening! He’s mine, mine, mine!’

Another slap. This time from Valentina. Straight to the ego.

Seraphina’s voice went full theatre. ‘Wow. Is that what passes for class where you’re from? Maybe try acting like a real heiress instead of a marketplace fishwife. Seriously—embarrassing.’

‘You’ll regret this!’ Alessia screeched, wobbling off in five-inch heels.

Later. Classroom.

Domenico leaned against a desk, smirking. ‘You girls’ve got balls. Picking fights with the queen of claws. Not scared of retaliation?’

Seraphina barely looked up. ‘Don’t need your fake concern.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Good intentions, wasted on ungrateful brats.’

‘Save the hero routine. Your girlfriends already ruined my day.’ She slammed her notebook down.

The Villa on Shadow Lane

‘Seraphina. Valentina. Take a break, yeah? Let’s hit up Silver Siren tonight. Loosen up a little.’ Isabella rose from the chair and stretched.

‘Hell yes!’ Seraphina shot upright. ‘Finally! I’m about to drop dead from boredom.’

Isabella snorted. ‘You’re like a toddler after nap time.’

‘Tch. Lucky for you I’m in a good mood today. I’ll ignore that insult.’

Silver Siren

‘Boss!’ Russo sprinted to the door the second they walked in.

Isabella nodded. ‘How’s business?’

‘Pretty good, boss. A couple of jokers tried stirring up trouble last week, but we handled it. No blood on the floor, so I’d call that a win.’

‘Keep it that way. If we need you, we’ll shout.’

‘Yes, boss.’ Russo vanished, smart enough to know when to stop talking.

Across the room—

‘Alessandro. Enzo. Look sharp. It’s them.’ Domenico’s voice dropped. He tried playing it cool, but the twitch in his jaw sold him out.

Enzo raised a brow. ‘You sound suspiciously hyped. Don’t tell me this is about—’

‘It’s not about her!’ Domenico snapped, way too fast.

‘I didn’t even finish the sentence,’ Enzo said, dragging his words out like a cat torturing a mouse. ‘Who’s “her”, Dom? You brought her up. Gotta be—’

‘Not Seraphina!’ Domenico said, jumping into the trap face-first.

‘Did I say her name?’ Enzo smirked. ‘Classic unprovoked confession. Textbook. Love that for you.’

Domenico shot him a glare. ‘Laugh all you want. Just remember—if you piss me off and I kill you, someone else is gonna flirt with Valentina. Is that what you want?’

Enzo’s face turned tomato red. ‘I am not flirting with her!’

‘Then why’s your whole face blushing like a schoolboy in a lingerie shop?’

Alessandro didn’t say a word. He hadn’t even blinked.

He was staring.

Isabella felt it before she saw it. That slow burn on the back of her neck, like someone was tracing a matchstick down her spine.

She turned—and boom. Alessandro. Eyes locked.

For one reckless second, she didn’t look away.

Then she did. Snapped her head to the side like his stare was a punch.

Smooth, Moretti. Real smooth.

Too late. Seraphina and Valentina clocked it instantly. Two pairs of eyes snapped to Alessandro like heat-seeking missiles.

‘Is that them?’ Seraphina asked.

Valentina flipped her hair. ‘Let’s go stir the pot.’

‘Obviously,’ Seraphina said, already halfway across the bar.

‘What a coincidence,’ Isabella said, voice cool as ice in a wine glass.

‘Yeah... pretty convenient.’ Alessandro actually smiled. ‘Sit down.’

Sit. Down. With him. In public. With witnesses.

Domenico and Enzo nearly choked on their drinks. Alessandro, their resident iceberg in designer suits, was not exactly known for playing nice. In fact, he rarely played at all.

‘Is he possessed?’ Domenico mouthed behind his glass.

‘Lost a bet?’ Enzo offered, brows up.

Alessandro looked confused himself, like his own mouth had betrayed him. Which, to be fair, it probably had.

‘You guys done zoning out or should I snap twice?’ Seraphina drawled, waving a manicured hand in their faces.

‘Nothing, nothing,’ Domenico stammered, totally busted.

Then they started drinking. One round turned into five, then ten.

Valentina climbed onto the bar in thigh-highs and a devil’s grin, pouring tequila straight into a Swedish exchange student’s mouth while Seraphina cheered and slapped the counter.

Isabella swiped a bottle, licked salt off Alessandro’s collarbone, and knocked back the shot like it was water.

Domenico got dragged into a conga line that somehow ended with him shirtless, doing body shots off a bachelorette with a ‘Bride or Die’ sash.

Seraphina made out with a stranger mid-dance battle. Valentina stole the DJ’s mic to scream-rap Cardi B.

Someone broke a glass. Someone else started a chant. Nobody cared.

*** 
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Next morning.

Barely awake and highly hungover, the girls drove to school with sunglasses on, iced coffees in hand.

‘Isabella, what’s with the crowd by the bulletin board?’ Seraphina asked, squinting through her lashes.

‘No clue.’

‘Wanna find out?’

Isabella shrugged. ‘Let’s move.’

The hallway parted when they approached.

‘The royal trio’s here!’ someone whisper-shouted.

At the bulletin board, a flyer flapped in the breeze:

Campus Queen & King Contest: Sign-up in teams of three. 

Winners: 3 campus kings, 3 queens. 

Prize: 3-day luxury getaway. 

Voting begins in two days.

‘Isabellaaaa,’ Seraphina whined, already clinging to her arm like a starved koala. ‘Let’s do it!’

‘No.’

‘C’mon, it’ll be fun! Isabella-Isabella, please! You never do anything fun!’

‘Exactly why I’m saying no.’

Seraphina pouted. ‘You love me. I know you do. Do this for me? For us? Pleaaase?’

Isabella sighed. ‘Fine. But if anyone brings glitter, I’m burning the building down.’

Seraphina squealed. ‘You’re the best! I love you!’

‘Yeah, yeah. I expect diamonds for this.’

After they walked away, the crowd broke out in whispers.

‘Damn, Isabella’s smile is unreal,’ simpered Fangirl A.

‘Seraphina’s voice when she whines? Literal catnip,’ said Fangirl B.

‘Valentina’s soft as cashmere, I swear,’ added Fangirl C.

‘And they’re all gorgeous. Actual fashion editorials walking on two legs,’ sighed Fangirl D.

Cue the record scratch.

‘Tch. What’s the big deal? They’re just over-glorified sluts. None of them holds a candle to Alessia,’ spat one of Alessia Vinci’s tag-along lapdogs.

Isabella turned around.

But it was Seraphina who spoke first. ‘Oh, look who’s barking. Where’s your leash, mutt? Your owner forget to muzzle you today?’

The girl’s face flushed. She muttered the s-word again.

Then came the slap. Loud. Crisp. Instant crowd silence.

Isabella stepped forward. ‘That was your punishment. And your warning. Next time you bite, I won’t be this gentle.’ She glanced around. ‘Everyone here better get this through their thick skulls—if we hear you talking shit again, this is what you get.’

She slapped the girl twice more just as the girl was about to scratch Isabella’s face.

Right on cue, the reinforcements showed up.

‘What’s going on here?’

Alessia Vinci. Catalina Capello. Adriana Bellini. Storming over like they were on some budget runway.

Seraphina rolled her eyes. Of course Alessia had to waltz in.

‘Oi, deaf or just dense? Alessia’s talking to you,’ one of the groupies barked.

Valentina didn’t blink. ‘Funny. Didn’t know we were letting stray dogs yap today.’

The groupie, out of comebacks, did what all cowards do—ran to big sis. ‘Alessia! They’re bullying us!’

Adriana patted Alessia’s arm and stepped forward. ‘What the hell were you doing just now?’

Seraphina dropped the sarcasm and the smile. ‘You blind or just born stupid? I was disciplining your rabid pet.’

Adriana pointed, shaking. ‘Y-You wait—’

‘Honey,’ Seraphina cut in, deadpan, ‘that’s exactly what we’ve been doing. Waiting for you to grow a brain cell. No luck so far, huh?’

Adriana’s nostrils flared. ‘At least people actually like me. You’re just some random nobody who showed up last week and acts like she owns the place.’

‘Aww. That was adorable. Are we pretending this is a popularity contest now? No wonder you’re pressed—you’re confusing Instagram likes with IQ points.’

‘Careful,’ Adriana snapped. ‘I could ruin you.’

‘With what, sweetie? Your GPA? Oh wait—you don’t have one. That would require reading comprehension.’

Alessia stepped in. ‘That’s enough. Say one more thing about her and I’ll make sure you regret ever setting foot in this school.’

‘Relax, I’m just saying what everyone’s thinking,’ Seraphina said, hands up, voice dripping sarcasm. ‘But if you really wanna prove who’s got what it takes... why don’t we settle it publicly?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Alessia narrowed her eyes.

‘School Queen and King. Selection round’s open. Let’s see who actually wins something that matters.’

Adriana scoffed. ‘Fine. Get ready to lose, princess. This time, there’s no panel to save your ass.’

Seraphina smirked. ‘Good. I never liked judges anyway. I prefer an audience.’

‘How about the rest of your crew?’ Alessia tilted her chin at Isabella and Valentina.

‘Game on,’ Isabella said flatly.

Valentina nodded.

‘We’re definitely winning,’ Alessia declared.

‘You sure about that?’ Seraphina arched one perfect brow, already bored.

‘Absolutely. Let’s make it interesting,’ Adriana piped up.

‘Fine,’ Valentina said.

Catalina smirked. ‘If we win, you back off from the Princes and scream “I’m a home-wrecking slut, I seduced the Princes” five times. Loud. Public.’

Isabella’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. ‘Cute. If you lose, same deal—but you throw in a kneel-and-apologise routine. Full grovel. I want forehead to floor.’

‘Deal.’
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Chapter 3 The Contest

[image: ]


Back in class, it was chaos.

News about the bet had spread and everyone was eager taking sides.

The teacher finally showed, cutting the noise like a guillotine. 

Before the lesson, she droned on about the upcoming contest. 

Apparently it was going to be a whole thing—three rounds, judged by five teachers, two professors, and every student with half a brain and a grudge.

Round one: Intro. Max 10 points.

Round two: Talent show. Max 10.

Round three: Random draw talent challenge. Another 10.

As soon as the bell rang, Seraphina grabbed Isabella by the arm. ‘C’mon. We’re signing up. Now.’

At the registration booth, the Vinci crew was already there, posing like they were auditioning for a toothpaste ad.

‘Oh wow, you actually showed up. Thought you’d chicken out,’ Alessia sneered.

Seraphina snorted. ‘Babe, we’re not the ones hiding behind daddy’s money and a ring light.’ She yanked Isabella and Valentina past them without a glance.

‘Hey! You—!’

Too late. They were already writing their names down.

‘Alright, Isabella. What the hell are we performing?’ Seraphina asked, tapping the pen.

‘Singing and dancing,’ Isabella replied.

Valentina blinked. ‘What song?’

‘Let’s do Little Mix. “Salute”. Three voices, full girl power. It’s basically our theme tune.’

‘Love that for us,’ Seraphina grinned. ‘It’s about being queens. Very on-brand.’

‘I’m taking Perrie’s part,’ Isabella declared.

‘Leigh-Anne for me,’ Seraphina said, tossing her hair.

‘Then I’ve got Jade,’ Valentina nodded, already visualising the footwork.

‘Cool. Karaoke lounge tonight. One full run-through. And if either of you misses a step, I’m slapping you with my heels.’

‘Yikes. OK.’

‘Let’s get back to class.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’

Back in the classroom, Isabella, Seraphina, and Valentina crashed in unison—heads down, eyes shut. 

Last night had been chaos. The Serpent Syndicate mess hadn’t wrapped until well past three, and now here they were, in some sad fluorescent-lit box pretending to care about calculus.

Then came the thud—an eraser landing square on Seraphina’s head.

‘Who the fuck?’ Seraphina bolted up like someone had fired a gun.

‘You. Solve this,’ the teacher barked, waving at the board like it had personally offended him. He’d clearly spotted six kids asleep, but the Princes were off-limits, so he zeroed in on Isabella’s crew instead. 

He expected humiliation. Expected Seraphina to choke. 

Big mistake.

‘Give me a minute.’ She stood, walked up to the board, then—scritch scritch scritch scritch—wrote so fast the marker almost caught fire.

In sixty seconds, the board was full.

The teacher froze. Face gone white. One eye twitching.

‘Five methods?’ he whispered to himself, stunned. ‘Only Alessandro has solved this before... even then, one method. She... five?’

Seraphina turned, flicked the marker like she’d just dropped the mic. ‘Satisfied? Great. I’ll be taking my nap now. Try not to throw anything else at my head.’

The teacher waved her off, speechless.

Across the room, Alessandro and his pretty-boy clique were whispering.

‘She’s scary smart,’ Alessandro muttered. ‘The whole class only know one method. She pulled out five like it was nothing.’

He didn’t sound impressed. He sounded concerned.

Later that night, the girls hit a karaoke lounge. One run-through and the whole routine was flawless, like they’d been rehearsing in sync since birth. Valentina’s moves were pure velvet, sharp and fluid, and their timing was freakishly tight. 

Two days till the contest, and they were ready to wreck shop.

The days passed like gossip in a girls’ bathroom—fast, brutal, and a little unhinged.

Alessia Vinci and her designer sidekicks kept trying to stir the pot. Every time, they left with their egos bruised and their lashes barely hanging on. Verbal slaps from Isabella were practically an extracurricular activity by now.

Finally, the day of the contest arrived. The school auditorium was rammed with over three thousand people. Not just students. Outsiders. Press. Even a few VIP guests pretending not to care.

The host strutted onto the stage.

‘Everyone, settle down! It’s time for our annual Campus King and Queen contest! Three queens, three kings, and yes, winners get a three-day off-campus trip. No teachers. No rules. Last year’s winners: Alessia Vinci, Catalina Capello, Adriana Bellini. For the kings: Alessandro Santoro, Domenico Cavallaro, Enzo Ricci. Will they keep their crowns, or is it someone else’s turn to shine? Let’s get started. First round—introductions. Returning queens, take the stage!’

Valentina smirked. Isabella scoffed. Seraphina didn’t even blink.

‘Hey, everyone.’ Front and centre, Alessia was already smirking like the trophy was pre-engraved. She stepped up to the mic. ‘I’m Alessia Vinci. You already know me. Last year’s winner. Height: five foot six. Weight: that’s a secret. Age: 21. I sing, I dance, I play the piano... and I look like this.’

Cue hair flip. Cue applause from the simps in the front row.

Next up, Catalina Capello. She copied Alessia’s routine like she was reading from a knock-off script.

Then Adriana Bellini—third place last year, and still radiating sidekick energy.

The host clapped. ‘Thanks, ladies! Crowd, what do we think?’

‘Woo!’ the sheep bleated.

‘Great! Let’s welcome our next group—Francesca Conti and crew!’

Francesca stammered through her intro. The audience looked like they were watching a car crash they couldn’t blink away from.

Then came the scores.

‘Alessia Vinci: 9. Catalina Capello: 9. Adriana Bellini: 9.’

Of course. Rigged tighter than a royal prenup.

‘And now... give it up for our final act—Stellara!’

Boom. Lights. Applause. Catcalls.

Isabella, Seraphina, and Valentina walked out like they owned the stage and had the deed in their handbags. The crowd gasped. Not even a metaphor—there were audible gasps.

Isabella had gone full witchy goddess—deep violet gown, four-inch stilettos to match, hair dyed a violent shade of amethyst, lips slicked in a colour that said ‘I bite.’

Seraphina was sapphire cool—electric blue dress, matching heels, ice-queen hair back in place, makeup just enough to say don’t try me.

Valentina went bubblegum savage—sugar-pink dress, bubble-pink stilettos, pink hair curled to chaos, smile sharper than a glass of rosé with a razor in it.

And the crowd lost their collective shit.

‘Holy hell, they’re gorgeous. If one of them looked at me, I’d pass out,’ moaned some poor idiot in the front row.

‘No joke, they make Alessia look like last season’s sale rack,’ said another, dead serious.

‘Shut it,’ a third warned. ‘Say that where Alessia can hear, you’ll end up hospitalised. Or worse—blocked.’

Then, from the peanut gallery: ‘Shame they don’t come from money, though. No legacy, no backing. Tragic, really.’

Isabella heard that last line and didn’t react. 

If they only knew.

The second the crowd finally shut up, Isabella smirked and stepped forward.

‘Alright, listen up. We’re Stellara. I’m Isabella Moretti.’

Seraphina flicked her ponytail. ‘Seraphina De Luca.’

Valentina did a lazy wave. ‘Valentina Romano.’

‘Damn, even their voices are insane,’ someone from the audience whispered.

‘Obsessed already,’ someone else added.

Some judge in a red blazer scribbled something, clearly impressed. Another was already grinning. The crowd lapped it up.

‘Now announcing the scores for Stellara: Isabella Moretti—10. Seraphina De Luca—10. Valentina Romano—10. Stellara is currently in first place.’

Duh.

Next round: talent showcase. Cue dramatic host voice and cheap spotlight.

‘Please welcome our first team with... street dance!’

Alessia and her girls came out. Good technique. High difficulty. But zero soul. Watching them was like watching a well-edited TikTok: polished, but who cares?

Their scores rolled in: 9.9, 9.8, 9.8. 

Impressive. For robots.

Then came some chick on piano. Someone else tried interpretive dance. Another girl attempted a ballad that sounded like it belonged in a shampoo commercial. All mid. Nothing cracked 9.5.

Then it was their turn.

‘Please welcome the final group, Stellara, performing... “Salute”.’

Lights slammed low. One heartbeat, then the bass hit—heavy, electric, like a war drum dipped in glitter.

Isabella stood front and centre, hair slicked back, boots laced tight, smirk razor-sharp. Valentina flanked her left, Seraphina to the right. Black sequins. Combat cuts. Eyes like they were hunting something.

They moved as one—clean, lethal, every motion like a blade flicked open. Shoulder rolls turned to power stances. Heels stomped like battle cries.

‘Ladies all across the world, listen up, we’re looking for recruits. If you’re with me, lemme see your hands, stand up and salute...’

Valentina twisted into a spin, hair whipping as she slid to the front, body hitting every beat with dangerous grace. Seraphina dropped into a floor sweep, sprang up in a single motion, flicked her ponytail over her shoulder like it was a middle finger.

Behind them, the screen burst with flames and city skylines.

And the choreo was bananas. Floor slaps, hair flips, level changes like a cardio murder scene. Isabella leapt off the speaker box, landed in a split-second squat, then sprang up without missing the beat. Valentina locked eyes with the audience as she body rolled into a drop, one heel dragging like she was wiping the floor with doubt itself.

By the second verse, they were dancing on the edge of chaos—sharp turns, interlocking moves, catching and releasing like it was a fight sequence disguised as a dance. They hit the bridge in silence, chests rising, sweat catching light like highlighter.

Then—

‘Representing all the women, salute, salute!’

Boom. Final stomp. All three dropped into their finishing pose, arms crossed, chins high. Spotlights cut out like a mic drop.

The crowd exploded.

Screaming, clapping, phones out. Judges didn’t even bother with poker faces.

Perfect tens. Across. The. Board.

‘Stellara leading again after Round Two!’ the host yelled. ‘Two rounds down, one to go! Can Stellara keep their winning streak?’

The host rolled out a sparkly black box.

‘Round Three: Random Talent Performance!’ he beamed. ‘Each contestant will draw a card from the box. Whatever you get, you perform. One minute prep. No takebacks.’

The contestants queued. Drew. Scattered.

Backstage, Seraphina asked, ‘Isabella, Valentina, what’d you get?’

‘Piano,’ Isabella said, already calculating keys in her head.

‘Street dance,’ Valentina smirked.

Seraphina pulled a face. ‘I got ballet. FML.’

‘You trained at Juilliard,’ Isabella snapped. ‘Cry me a river.’

But before Seraphina could whine harder, the enemy strolled in.

‘Hope you’ve prepped your loser faces,’ Alessia purred. ‘You’re going down.’

Isabella didn’t even blink. 

Seraphina snorted. ‘Big talk from someone who’s lost two rounds in a row. Should we give you a sympathy bouquet or...?’ She glanced around theatrically. ‘Nope. Forgot. This isn’t a funeral.’

Catalina Capello’s jaw clenched so hard it looked medically unsafe. ‘We just didn’t perform our best, that’s all.’

‘Ohhhhhhh. So Round Three’s your comeback arc?’ Seraphina tilted her head. ‘Adorable. Can’t wait to watch you choke again.’

Catalina turned purple. Alessia flicked her hair. ‘Enjoy your final five minutes in the spotlight.’

‘Funny,’ Isabella said, finally bothering to look at them. ‘We were gonna say the same to you.’

Valentina crossed her arms. ‘You girls ever win anything without Daddy’s lawyer involved?’

‘Enjoy losing,’ Alessia snapped, heels clicking as she turned.

‘No promises,’ Isabella called after her. ‘We might black out from boredom before the scoreboard even loads.’

*** 
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‘Next up—Alessia Vinci, performing her original track “Lipstick Lies”.’

The crowd went feral.

‘Alessia’s so pretty!’

‘She looks like a princess!’

‘We love you, Alessia!’

Someone even threw a rose. Subtle.

Alessia gave the barest flicker of a smirk—blink and you’d miss it. But Isabella caught it. Crystal clear. That smug, sugar-coated little twitch of the mouth, like she’d already won.

Please. Isabella had met assassins with friendlier smiles.

Music kicked in. Lights dimmed. Alessia stepped forward in her sequin-drenched gown, bathed in stage fog and self-importance, and started singing like heartbreak was her brand.

You stopped calling, you stopped trying
Left me drowning, guess you’re flying
Felt the chill when your love snapped shut
Like a front door in my goddamn face
You said, “Baby, trust me, I’m not like the rest”
Right before you crushed my chest
If this is love, you can keep it
I’ll take silence over secrets
“I love you” was your favourite lie
Now I’m choking on the goodbye
You let me cling, then let me go
Taught me trust just to steal the show
Maps we drew, now set on fire
Your hands fed every liar
I was safe till you got bored
Now I’m screaming at a locked door
Our song? Dead air and static
Your promises? Fucking tragic
You broke me down, soft and slow
Now I’m loud. Now you know.
“I love you” was your favourite lie
So why the hell did you watch me cry?
Used to breathe you like a drug
Now I detox with every shrug
The grip I had, you threw away
Left my heart in disarray
So don’t act shocked if I won’t cope
Let me scream till I run out of hope
“I love you” was your favourite line
You taught me faith, then fed me time
So tell me, prince—what should I believe now?
When the only truth you gave me was “get out”?
By the end, the crowd was a sea of clapping hands and weepy eyes, half of them probably texting their exes and regretting it already.

Alessia had a nice voice. Objectively, technically, sure—it was sweet, smooth, probably the kind of thing that made old men cry at fundraisers. 

But to Isabella, it was empty. Like singing from a manual. No bite. No edge. No soul.

The judges still handed her a 9.87 like she’d reinvented opera.

‘Please,’ Isabella muttered under her breath, arms crossed, nails tapping against her elbow. She could do better in her sleep.

Then came Catalina Capello. Poor girl pulled the flute. Big mistake. Catalina looked cute enough, but her notes wobbled like a drunk intern at a stockholder meeting. 

Judges gave her a 9.5. Generous.

Adriana Bellini strutted up next with a saxophone. Points for swagger. She blew hard, hit a few high notes that made the crowd perk up—but still, her playing felt like it belonged in an airport lounge. 

She bagged a 9.55.

The rest was total background noise. No one broke past a 9.5 after that.

‘Up next: Isabella Moretti, performing Clair de Lune on piano.’

Isabella strolled onto the stage. Her heels clicked loud against the floor, a countdown to something they weren’t ready for. The lighting hit her like a halo. Dramatic? Maybe. Deserved? Absolutely.

She sat. Fingers brushed the keys like they were silk-covered triggers.

And then—music.

Not music, actually. More like a spell. Notes didn’t just play; they moved. Swirled. Climbed. Sank. Everyone in the auditorium leaned forward, jaws slack, breathing synced to every rise and fall. Her fingers danced like they were flirting with the devil, and he was loving every second of it.

She didn’t look at anyone, but she could feel Alessandro’s eyes. The man stared like he wanted to commit a sin in Latin.

The piece ended in a hush so deep it hurt. Then—clapping. Explosive. Alessandro stood first, leading the charge with abandon.

The judges? All ten fingers up. Perfect score.

Of course.

Then came Seraphina and her ballet. Girl spun like she’d been born in a music box. Every move screamed grace and control. Judges handed her a ten. No shock there.

Valentina followed with street dance. Wild. Sexy. Kind of unhinged, honestly. People gasped like they’d just seen their therapist twerk. The judges loved it—another ten.

‘Third round winner: Team Stellara, ranked first overall!’

As expected.

Then the headmaster stepped up, clearing his throat like he was announcing the Nobel Prize.

‘This year’s official campus queens: Isabella Moretti, Seraphina De Luca, and Valentina Romano. Congratulations. You’ll join Alessandro Santoro, Domenico Cavallaro, and Enzo Ricci for a three-day field trip starting tomorrow. The annual Campus King and Queen contest is now officially—’

‘Hold it,’ Isabella snapped.

Everyone turned. Judges, students, even Seraphina blinked.

‘Er... yes, Miss Moretti? Something you’d like to add?’ the headmaster asked, clearly panicked.

Isabella didn’t even glance at the headmaster. She yanked the mic straight out of his hand.

‘Alessia Vinci. Catalina Capello. Adriana Bellini. Time to own up, don’t you think?’

‘Fine,’ Alessia hissed through gritted teeth.

‘Perfect.’ Isabella handed her the mic. Seraphina appeared like the patron saint of petty vengeance, holding up a camera.

‘Starting today, we’ll stay away from the Princes,’ the three girls said in flat unison.

‘Louder,’ Isabella said, voice sweet as poison.

‘I’m a man-eater. I seduced the Princes.’

‘I’m a man-eater. I seduced the Princes.’

‘I’m a man-eater. I seduced the Princes.’

Again. Again. Again. Five times total, like a chant from hell. Someone in the back gasped.

‘Didn’t think they’d actually do it,’ one girl whispered.

‘Pathetic,’ another added, already pulling out her phone.

Isabella gave a tiny nod. ‘Keep going.’

‘Don’t push it!’ Alessia, Catalina, and Adriana shouted, their polished faces cracking under the spotlight.

‘Aw, what happened to keeping your promises?’ Seraphina mocked, snapping pics like she was Vogue’s new hit photographer.

‘We never said we wouldn’t do it!’ Adriana snapped, voice high and shaky.

‘Cool. Then keep going,’ Isabella said, deadpan.

Adriana puffed up like a pissed-off poodle. ‘Fine! Who’s scared of a bit of humiliation?’

And just like that, the three heiresses dropped to their knees.

‘We’re sorry. We messed up,’ they said through clenched jaws, eyes burning.

Everyone around them lost their damn minds. Gasps, giggles, whispers—Blackwood University hadn’t seen drama this juicy since that one guy got caught in the girls’ dorm.

‘Stunning,’ Seraphina said, camera still rolling. She looked like she might start clapping.

Alessia was crying now, mascara streaking like battle paint. ‘You’ll regret this,’ she choked out—but only in her head. Out loud, she just whimpered.

‘Sure, babe. Let’s see who survives the next round,’ Seraphina purred.

‘Seraphina. Valentina. We’re done here,’ Isabella said flatly, already turning.
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Chapter 4 Girlfriends
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Back in the villa, Seraphina was cackling so hard she nearly fell off the bed.

‘God, today was epic. The way Alessia dropped like a broken Barbie? I’m living for it.’

Isabella raised an eyebrow. ‘You need help.’

‘Oh, please. They had it coming. Someone had to teach those trust fund trolls a lesson.’

Isabella didn’t answer. Her ringtone cut through the laughter.

She picked up. ‘Ferrara. Spit it out.’

‘Boss. We got ambushed by The Iron Wolves. Their leader wants to see you.’

‘Fine.’ Her voice dropped.

She turned to the girls. ‘Seraphina. Valentina. We’re going. Our turf’s been hit.’

Valentina groaned. ‘Again? That crew’s got a death wish.’

‘The Iron Wolves,’ Isabella said, sliding on her gloves. ‘And I’m granting it.’

She walked past them and tossed her keys. ‘I’m driving. Get in.’

‘Masks,’ she added as they slipped into the blacked-out SUV.

Flying at 200km/h, they reached The Serpent Syndicate HQ in a matter of minutes.

Ferrara was already waiting at the gates, hands bloody, shirt torn. ‘We didn’t see it coming. There were casualties. It’s on me. I’ll take the punishment—’

‘You’ll wait for that,’ Isabella cut in. ‘Show me the damage.’

They walked in.

Corpses. Dozens. Twisted like broken mannequins on blood-slick concrete. The stench of gunpowder and burnt leather clung to the air like cheap cologne.

She didn’t flinch.

‘You brought what—150 killers? The elite squad?’ Her voice sliced through the silence. ‘Not worried you wouldn’t walk out?’

Everyone froze.

‘Didn’t stop you lot from getting wrecked, did it? Cut the bullshit. Where’s your leader?’

‘You’re looking at them.’ 

A man stepped forward, smug as hell, with the kind of face that belonged on a used car ad—greasy smile, dead eyes.

‘Well, well. So you’re the Serpent boss? Thought it’d be someone... taller. Maybe with balls. Not three little girls still smelling of baby powder.’

Seraphina cracked her neck. ‘Still better than a dusty grandpa with rage issues.’

The guy turned beet red. ‘Y-you—you brats better surrender now. I’ll let you crawl out of here alive.’

Isabella laughed.

‘So this is the big bad Iron Wolves leader? Seventh biggest syndicate in the world and this is their boss?’ She took a slow step forward. ‘No wonder your crew’s falling apart.’

‘Cut the crap and surrender already,’ the Iron Wolves leader barked, but his voice cracked a little.

Isabella didn’t even blink.

Valentina stepped forward, voice colder than a banker’s heart: ‘And if we don’t?’

The guy hesitated. One beat. Two.

‘Then don’t blame me for what happens next. Get them!’

Isabella rolled her shoulders. ‘Alright, girls. Three minutes. Usual bet—loser buys dinner.’

Seraphina grinned. ‘You’re on.’

No more words. Just the slick sound of leather—whips out, laced with venom. Not metaphorical venom. Actual, skin-melting, don’t-breathe-on-it wrong kind of venom. Touch it and you’re toast in under three seconds. 

Three minutes of chaos followed. Bones cracked. Blood sprayed. Men screamed. One tried to run; Valentina snapped his Achilles with a flick of her wrist like she was flicking lint off a sleeve. Seraphina spun through the crowd like she was dancing. Her whip caught someone’s throat mid-yell and silenced it like a mute button.

Isabella didn’t bother with theatrics. She struck low and fast, precise as a scalpel and just as cold. One guy tried to grab her arm—mistake. His fingers hit the whip, then hit the floor. Separate events. One heartbeat apart.

‘Fifty-one,’ Isabella muttered.

‘Fifty,’ Valentina echoed.

‘Forty-nine—ugh, why is it always me?!’ Seraphina whined, dragging a half-dead man by the collar like a pissed-off cat mum.

The Iron Wolves leader was already shaking, eyes darting between the three of them like he was seeing ghosts. ‘W-who the hell are you people?! How did you—what even—’

Isabella crouched beside him, no emotion in her face, no mercy in her bones. ‘Since you’re halfway to hell, I’ll give you a souvenir. Name’s Isabella Moretti.’

His lips parted. ‘You’re... the number one—’

Dead. Dropped like a sack of cheap meat.

She stood up, flicked a bit of blood off her glove.

‘Ferrara,’ she called, already walking off, ‘clean up the mess. Bury the dead, pay off their families. Injured ones get proper care. I want a full casualty report on my desk in two hours.’

‘Got it, boss,’ Ferrara replied, already on his comms.

*** 
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Next morning, at an hour Seraphina usually only saw on her way back from clubs, she was... up.

Alive. Dressed. Moving.

Isabella nearly choked on her espresso. ‘Holy shit. You’re awake before noon? Did hell freeze or is this just a glitch in the matrix?’

Seraphina shrugged. ‘Just felt like it, I guess?’

‘You feeling alright in the head? Let me check—’ Isabella reached out.

Seraphina swatted her hand away. ‘Get off. I’m not sick, you are.’

Valentina jumped in. ‘Then why the hell are you up at the crack of dawn?’

‘Seriously. Who pissed in your cereal this morning?’ Isabella added, raising a brow.

Seraphina crossed her arms. ‘Did you forget?’

‘Forget what?’ Isabella deadpanned.

‘The field trip?’ Seraphina blinked like it was obvious.

‘Yeah, we know. But you woke up at 6 am for that?’ Isabella looked genuinely disturbed.

‘Yep.’

‘Okay but... why?’ Valentina asked, expression screaming you absolute psycho.

Then Isabella and Valentina locked eyes, nodding like they’d just solved a murder. ‘It’s for him, isn’t it?’

Seraphina’s whole face went crimson like someone slapped a heat lamp to it. ‘No, it’s not. I’m just... excited. For the trip.’

‘Excited to stare at a certain someone’s face all day, maybe,’ Valentina teased, eyes sparkling.

‘Shut up! It’s not like that!’ Seraphina’s voice pitched up so high a dog would’ve winced.

‘Then why’re you blushing like
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