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The Plan

––––––––
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Carlos Gullien Vasquez stood in the kitchen of his New Orleans mansion, slicing into a ripe mango. The sun poured in through the large bay windows, casting a warm glow over the room. His wife, Michaela, sat at the island, sipping her coffee and watching her husband with affection and worry.

"Another beautiful day," Carlos said, glancing over his shoulder at Michaela. "You should come outside with me later. The garden is in full bloom."

Michaela’s face turned into a soft smile, though her eyes were clouded with concern. "Perhaps. But you know how much work I have to do."

Carlos' expression hardened momentarily before softening again. "Work can wait. Family is more important."

Before Michaela could respond, the kitchen door swung open, and one of Carlos's lieutenants, Raul, walked in with a determined stride. He carried an envelope, his face set in a serious expression.

"Boss," Raul said, nodding with an air of respect. "A message from HQ in Matamoros."

Carlos' eyes flickered with interest. He wiped his hands on a towel and took the envelope, tearing it open with haste. Michaela watched him, her worry deepening.

Carlos scanned the message, his lips curling into a smile. "It's time," he said, looking up at Raul. "They're giving us the go-ahead to take control of the drug trade here."

Raul's eyes lit up with excitement. "That's great news, boss. What’s the plan?"

Carlos' smile faded as he glanced at Michaela. "We'll discuss it in my office. For now, make sure everything is ready. We will move with haste and efficiency."

Raul nodded and left the kitchen, leaving Carlos and Michaela alone again. Michaela set her coffee cup down, her hands with a slight tremble.

"Are you sure about this, Carlos?" she asked, her voice tinged with fear. "This will put us in direct conflict with the Martello family. They won’t take this lying down."

Carlos walked over to her, placing his hands on her shoulders. "We have no choice, Michaela. This is the opportunity we've been waiting for. Once we control the trade, we'll be unstoppable."

Michaela looked into his eyes, searching for any hint of doubt. "And what about Violeta? You're planning to involve her, aren't you?"

Carlos's expression hardened again. "She is our daughter. She’s part of this family, and she needs to understand that. This is for our future, for her future."

Michaela shook her head, her voice trembling. "But she’s just a child, Carlos. She's not ready for this kind of life."

Carlos' grip tightened on her shoulders. "She’s ready. She has to be. This is moving forward, and headquarters will execute this, with or without us.”

Michaela closed her eyes, a single tear sliding down her cheek. "Just promise me you'll protect her. No matter what."

Carlos’ expression softened for a moment as he wiped the tear away. "I promise. She’ll be safe. But we need her to do this. Trust me, Michaela, there is no other way. If there was, I would not be doing it this way."

Michaela nodded with unease, though her heart remained heavy with dread. She watched as Carlos turned and left the kitchen, already planning their next move.

As she stood alone in the silent kitchen, Michaela could only hope that Carlos' ambition wouldn’t destroy their family. 

Carlos returned to the kitchen; his expression set with a determined calm. Michaela's hands shook as she picked up her coffee cup again, trying to steady herself.

"Carlos," she began, her voice tight with worry. "What did the message say?"

Carlos took a seat across from her, leaning forward. "I've been expecting this for a while, Michaela. Matamoros has given us the green light to take over the drug trade in New Orleans. They believe it is time to keep more of the money from our products in-house now that we have the capacity to handle it, and legalization efforts elsewhere are hurting our overall bottom line.”

Michaela's eyes widened. "You've been planning for this? For how long?"

Carlos sighed, reaching for her hand. "Long enough to know what needs to be done. The Martello family has been a thorn in our side for too long. They have been squeezing us on prices for years and skimming money owed to us even longer. They are greedy, and we have only continued to work with them out of necessity. However, since we have been able to get more people across the border in recent years, we have the infrastructure to do it ourselves now. This is our chance to make a decisive move and secure this market for ourselves."

Michaela's grip tightened on his hand. "And what exactly is your plan?"

Carlos took a deep breath. "We need to send a clear message to the Castenllo family. We're going to hit them where it hurts most: their son, Vincent III."

Michaela's face paled. "Carlos, he's just a boy! How can you even consider this?"

"It's not just about him, Michaela," Carlos said with firm resolve. "It's about power. Control. If we eliminate him, we weaken their entire operation. Plus, it sends a powerful message to them and the rest of our enemies, don’t mess with us or we will not hesitate to eliminate that which is most important to you."

Michaela shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes. "And how do you plan to get to him?"

Carlos looked her in the eye, his voice steady. "Violeta. She's our best chance."

Michaela's breath caught. "No. Carlos, please! Not Violeta. She's too young, too innocent!"

Carlos squeezed her hand. "She's stronger than you think. She can get close to Vincent and gain his trust. Once she makes him fall for her, we can move."

Michaela's tears spilled over. "You're talking about using our daughter as bait. This is too dangerous!"

Carlos stood up, still holding her hand. "I know it's risky. But Violeta is smart, attractive, and capable. It’s the only way to get access to Vinny the Third. I'll make sure she's protected every step of the way, but I see no other way to do this."

Michaela pulled her hand away, covering her face as she cried. "I can't bear the thought of her being in danger, Carlos. Promise me you will at least try to do this upfront and honest first. Have a meeting with Vinnie Jr. first and see if he will walk away willing first."

Carlos knelt beside her, his voice softening. "I understand your fears, Michaela. I will meet with him first, but I doubt it will accomplish anything. However, I love you, always have and if this is what you want, I will give you that. This is our chance to secure our position. I promise you; I'll do everything to keep her safe."

Michaela looked at him through her tears, searching his eyes for reassurance. "You have to protect her, Carlos. She's all we have."

Carlos kissed her forehead, his own eyes dark with determination. "I will.”

Michaela nodded, though her heart remained heavy with dread. She watched as Carlos stood and left the kitchen, already planning their next move.

Carlos returned to the kitchen about fifteen minutes later, his face set with determination. Michaela's hands trembled. 

Michaela's grip tightened on her cup. "And what exactly is your plan?"

Carlos took a deep breath. 

Michaela shook her head, "And how do you plan to get to him?"

Carlos took her hand and gripped it with a slight squeeze. "We’ll enroll Violetta in the same high school he attends. She can get close to Vincent and gain his trust. Once she does, that is when we will send our clear message to the Castenllos."

Michaela's tears started to well up again. "This is too dangerous. I really don’t like this! I wish that you really wouldn’t use her in your business. What happened to the days of ‘leave the kids out of it’?"

“I really wish we could, but those days are long gone and unfortunately, the kids have to be in the middle of it.”

“Have to be in the middle of it? NO THEY DON’T! YOU ARE CHOOSING TO PUT THEM THERE!”

Carlos stood up, still holding her hand. "I know it's risky. My lieutenants will keep an eye on them while they’re together, ensuring her safety."

Michaela pulled her hand away, covering her face as she cried. "I can't bear the thought of her being in danger, Carlos."

Carlos knelt beside her, his voice softening. "I understand your fears, Michaela. I promise you; I'll do everything to keep her safe."

Michaela looked at him through her tears, searching his eyes for reassurance. "You have to protect her, Carlos. She's all we have."

Carlos kissed her forehead, his own eyes dark with determination. "I will. We'll get through this, together. Trust me."

Michaela nodded, though her heart remained heavy with dread. She watched as Carlos stood and left the kitchen, already planning their next move.

As she sat alone in the silent kitchen, Michaela could only hope that Carlos' ambition wouldn't destroy their family. 

Carlos returned to the kitchen, deep in thought, as Michaela wiped her tears and composed herself. The heavy atmosphere was interrupted by the sound of footsteps descending the staircase. Violeta entered the kitchen, her backpack slung over one shoulder and a bright smile on her face.

"Morning, Mama. Morning, Papa," she greeted her parents with the exuberant cheerfulness of a typical teenage girl, heading straight for the fridge.

"Morning, sweetheart," Carlos replied, trying to keep his tone light.

"Good morning, Violeta," Michaela said, managing a weak smile.

Violeta poured herself a glass of orange juice and turned to face her parents. "What's up? You both look so serious."

Carlos exchanged a glance with Michaela before addressing their daughter. "Violeta, we need to talk to you about something important."

Violeta's smile faded, replaced by a look of concern. "What is it?"

Carlos gestured for her to sit down at the kitchen island. "Come, sit with us."

Violeta sat down, looking between her parents. "You're scaring me. What's going on?"

Carlos took a deep breath. "Starting next school year, you'll be transferring to a different high school."

Violeta's eyes widened in surprise. "What? Why? I love my school. My friends are there, and I'm doing well."

"It's not just about academics, Violeta," Carlos explained. "This move is important for our family business, our future."

Violeta frowned. "What do you mean? How can changing schools be important for our family business?"

Michaela reached out and took Violeta's hand. "Honey, there's more to it. At the new school you are going to, De LaSalle, there will be a boy we need you to get close to. His name is Vincent Castenllo III."

Violeta's confusion deepened. "Why is it so important that I get close to him?"

Carlos leaned forward, his voice steady. "Vincent is the son of the head of the Martello family. We need you to befriend him and gain his trust. This is crucial for a plan I am putting in place to expand the family business."

Violeta pulled her hand away, shock and disbelief evident on her face. "You want me to spy on him? To use him? Why me?"

"Because you're smart, capable, beautiful and trustworthy," Carlos said with firm authority. "This is about protecting our family and securing our future. We wouldn't ask this of you if it wasn't absolutely necessary."

Violeta shook her head, tears forming in her eyes. "I don't want to be part of this. This feels like you are using me in ways that I don’t like."

Michaela squeezed her daughter’s hand with the gentle touch of an empathetic mother. "We know this is a lot to ask, Violeta. But we believe in you. And we'll be with you every step of the way."

Carlos nodded. "My lieutenants will be keeping an eye on you and Vincent while you're hanging out. You won't be alone in this."

Violeta looked between her parents, feeling a mix of fear and anger. "You're serious about this, aren't you?"

Carlos's eyes softened. "Yes, Violeta. We need you to do this for the family. I promise we'll do everything we can to keep you safe."

Violeta took a deep breath, her mind racing. She looked into her father's eyes, searching for any sign of hesitation. Finding none, she nodded, concern still evident in her movement. "Okay. I'll do it. But you have to promise me that this will end as soon as possible."

Carlos leaned over and kissed her forehead. "I promise, Violeta. Thank you for understanding."

Michaela hugged her with a tight embrace. "We love you, honey. This is just a temporary sacrifice I promise."

As Violeta sat there, holding her parents, she couldn't shake the dread that had started to develop in her stomach. She only hoped that their plan wouldn't destroy everything they held dear.

Violeta sat in quiet reflection for a moment, processing the weight of her parent's request. The kitchen seemed to close in around her as the reality of the situation sank in.

"I don't know if I can do this," Violeta said, breaking the silence, her voice a faint whisper. "What if they figure out who I am? What if they find out why I'm there?"

Carlos leaned in closer, his eyes filled with determination and concern. "Darling, I wouldn't ask you to do this if I didn't believe you could handle it. You can blend in and most importantly, you’re pretty, which will make it easier to attract the attention of any teenage boy."

Michaela nodded in agreement; her eyes soft with sympathy. "It's natural to be scared, sweetheart. But remember, you'll have support. Your father’s men will be watching, doing the heavy lifting during this, all you are going to have to do is what any teenage girl likes to do, flirt with a cute boy and grab his attention."

Violeta looked down at her hands, fidgeting with a loose thread on her sleeve. "But what about being the new girl? It's hard enough to start at a new school without having to get close to someone like Vincent. What if he doesn't like me? What if he sees right through me?"

Carlos reached out and placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. "We'll make sure you have everything you need to fit in. New clothes, a new makeover, whatever it takes. You’re good at making friends, Violeta. Use that talent."

Violeta’s eyes filled with tears. "But what if he’s dangerous? What if I get hurt?"

Michaela squeezed her daughter's hand, her voice soft but firm. "We would never let anything happen to you. Your father and I will be monitoring everything. You won’t be left alone with him unless it’s absolutely necessary, and even then, you’ll have backup nearby."

Carlos nodded. "We’ve thought this through, Violeta. We wouldn’t put you in harm’s way without taking every precaution. We need to show the Castenllo family and everyone else that they can’t mess with us."

Violeta swallowed hard, still feeling a knot of fear in her stomach. "I just... I don’t want to be part of this world. I want to go to school, have friends, and be a normal teenager."

Michaela’s eyes welled up with tears as she pulled Violeta into a hug. "I know, sweetheart. We want that for you too. But sometimes, sacrifices have to be made for the greater good. We believe in you, and we’ll do everything to protect you."

Violeta hugged her mother with anxious trepidation, feeling a mixture of fear and a reluctant sense of duty. She pulled back, looking at both her parents. "Okay, I’ll do it. But promise me this won’t be forever. Promise me that once this is over, I can go back to being a normal teenager."

Carlos nodded; his expression resolute. "I promise, Violeta. This is just a temporary measure. Once this is over, you can go back to your life."

Michaela wiped a tear from Violeta’s cheek. "We’ll make it through this, together. And we’ll come out stronger on the other side."

Violeta took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves. "Alright. When do we start?"

Carlos smiled with a hint of pride in his eyes. "We’ll start preparing immediately. We’ll make sure you’re ready by the time the new school year begins."

As Violeta sat back, a sense of resolve slowly replacing her fear, she hoped her parents' plan would succeed without tearing their family apar
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The Seduction Begins

––––––––
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The morning sun cast a warm glow over the streets of New Orleans as Carlos drove through the picturesque neighborhood of Audubon. The air was thick with humidity, a typical August day in the city. In the back seat, Violeta stared out the window, her heart pounding in her chest as they approached De LaSalle High School.

Michaela, seated beside her, reached over and with a gently squeezed Violeta's hand. "You’re going to do great, sweetheart. Just remember everything we talked about."

Violeta nodded, though her stomach was twisted in knots. "I know, Mama. I’m just nervous. It’s a new school, and I don’t know anyone."

Carlos, keeping his eyes on the road, spoke up. "That’s an advantage, Violeta. No one knows you, and that means you can control how they see you. This is your chance to blend in and get close to Vincent."

Violeta glanced at her father in the rearview mirror. "And what if he doesn’t notice me? What if he doesn’t want to be friends?"

Carlos pulled the car to a stop just outside the school's entrance. He turned to face Violeta; his expression serious. "He’ll notice you. Trust me, Violeta. You have everything you need to get his attention."

Michaela reached into her purse, pulled out a small photo, and handed it to Violeta. "This is Vincent. He’s the one you need to befriend. Take a good look so you know who to watch for."

Violeta took the photo, her eyes scanning the image of the boy she was supposed to target. Vinny was handsome, with dark hair that curled slightly at the ends, piercing brown eyes, and a confident smile. He looked every bit the popular, untouchable star athlete she had imagined.

"Got it," Violeta said with quiet demur, slipping the photo into her pocket. "I’ll keep an eye out for him."

Carlos nodded with approval. "Good. Remember, this is just the first step. Be friendly, but don’t be too eager. Let him come to you. Make him curious."

Violeta took a deep breath, trying to calm the anxiety swirling in her chest. "I’ll do my best."

Michaela leaned in and kissed Violeta on the forehead. "We believe in you, Violeta. Just be yourself, and everything will fall into place."

Carlos reached back and patted Violeta’s knee. "You’ve got this. We’ll be checking in with you, but don’t worry—we trust you to handle this."

Violeta gave them both a small, determined smile. "I’ll make you proud."

Carlos and Michaela exchanged a glance, a mixture of pride and concern passing between them. Carlos unlocked the car doors, signaling that it was time to get out of the car and go into school.

"Go on, Violeta," Carlos said. "Make a good impression."

Violeta opened the car door and stepped out, her heart racing as she adjusted her backpack on her shoulder. She turned back to the car, offering one last reassuring smile to her parents.

"I’ll see you later," she said before closing the door behind her.

Carlos and Michaela watched Violeta walk toward the school’s entrance, her long black hair swaying with each step. Michaela’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears, but she quickly blinked them away.

"She’ll be okay, Michaela," Carlos said with a soft tone, sensing her worry.

Michaela nodded, though her voice was tinged with emotion. "I know. I just can’t help but worry about her."

Carlos started the car, his gaze lingering on the school before pulling away from the curb. "She’s strong. We’ve prepared her for this. Now we have to trust that she’ll do what needs to be done."

As Violeta stepped through the doors of De LaSalle High School, she took a deep breath and straightened her posture. The hallway buzzed with the energy of students reconnecting after the summer break. Her eyes scanned the crowd, searching for the boy in the photo.

This was it. The beginning of her mission. All she could do now was hope that everything her parents had said would be enough to get her through the days ahead.

Violeta stood in front of her locker, carefully organizing her things. Her hands shook as she pulled out her textbooks for her first class, trying to focus on the task at hand and not the whirlwind of anxiety churning inside her. She had only been at De LaSalle for a few minutes, but the unfamiliar faces and the buzz of conversation around her made her feel even more out of place.

As she shut her locker door, she noticed a blonde girl with bright blue eyes walking toward her, with a smile of instant friendship. The girl was dressed in a cheerleader’s uniform, her hair pulled back into a high ponytail.

“Hey! You must be new here,” the girl said, her voice welcoming. “I’m Emma.”

Violeta returned the smile, though her nerves still fluttered beneath the surface. “Hi, I’m Violeta. Yeah, I just transferred here.”

Emma’s smile widened. “I thought so! It’s not often we get new students. You picked a good time to join, though—everyone’s just back from summer, so it’s a fresh start for everyone.”

Violeta nodded, appreciating the warm reception. “Thanks. I’m still trying to figure out where everything is.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it in no time,” Emma said, leaning casually against the lockers. “If you need any help, just let me know. I’m a junior, so I’ve been around for a while.”

Violeta relaxed a little, grateful for the friendly face. “Thanks, I might take you up on that. It’s nice to meet someone who knows their way around.”

Emma waved off the compliment with a grin. “It’s no big deal. So, what classes do you have this morning?”

Violeta glanced at her schedule. “I’ve got Geometry first, then English.”

“Awesome! Mr. Riley for English? He’s great. You’ll love his class,” Emma said with enthusiasm. “And hey, if you’re into getting involved in school stuff, you should join Key Club. It’s this volunteer organization we have here, and it’s a fantastic way to meet people and do some good in the community.”

Violeta’s interest was piqued. “Key Club? That sounds cool. What kind of stuff do you guys do?”

Emma’s eyes lit up. “All kinds of things! We organize food drives, volunteer at shelters, and sometimes even do fun events like charity runs. It’s a fantastic way to give back and make friends. Plus, it looks good on college applications.”

Violeta smiled, feeling a bit more at ease. “That sounds like something I’d enjoy. I’ll check it out.”

“You should!” Emma said her enthusiasm was contagious. “And if you’re interested, we’re always looking for new cheerleaders too. It’s a blast, and we have the best seats at all the football games.”

Violeta laughed, the idea of being a cheerleader almost too far removed from her current situation to consider. “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll stick with Key Club for now.”

“Totally understandable,” Emma said with a nod. “But if you change your mind, let me know. I’ll put in a good word for you with the squad.”

Violeta appreciated Emma’s kindness more than she could express. “Thanks, Emma. I appreciate you coming over to talk to me.”

Emma winked with playfulness in her expression. “No problem! Gotta look out for the new girl. Anyway, I’ve gotta get to homeroom, but I’ll see you around, okay?”

“Yeah, see you around,” Violeta replied, watching as Emma gave a quick wave before disappearing into the crowd of students.

As she made her way to her homeroom, Violeta couldn’t help but feel a little more hopeful. Maybe this school wouldn’t be so bad after all. And if she could find friends like Emma, then maybe—just maybe—she could pull off the mission of getting close to Vincent.

The bell rang, signaling the end of homeroom. Violeta gathered her things and headed toward the door, blending into the flow of students pouring out into the hallway. The morning was going better than she expected; Emma’s friendliness had calmed some of her nerves, and she was starting to feel like she could handle this new school.

As she walked down the hallway toward her Geometry class, Violeta glanced around, trying to get a better feel for her surroundings. That’s when she saw him.

Vincent Castenllo III was leaning against a row of lockers, surrounded by a group of boys who were clearly his friends. He stood out immediately, even in the crowded hallway. His dark hair was tousled just enough to look effortlessly cool, and his broad shoulders filled out his letterman jacket. He was laughing at something one of his friends had said, his smile confident and easy, the kind of smile that drew people in.

Violeta’s heart skipped a beat as she remembered the photo her mother had given her that morning. It didn’t do him justice. In person, Vinny was even more striking—his strong jawline, the intensity in his brown eyes, and the way he carried himself with a natural charisma. It was easy to see why he was popular, and why her father had chosen him as the target.

For a moment, Violeta felt her resolve waver. This was the boy she was supposed to befriend, to get close to, to manipulate for her family’s gain. But standing there in the hallway, watching him joke with his friends, he didn’t seem like the son of a dangerous crime boss. He just looked like a regular high school guy, enjoying his morning before class.

As she walked past, Violeta tried to keep her gaze forward, but she couldn’t resist stealing another glance at him. Just as she did, Vinny’s eyes lifted from his friends and met hers. The moment their gazes connected; Violeta felt a jolt of electricity run through her. His expression changed subtly—his smile softened, and his eyes seemed to register a flicker of interest.

Violeta looked away, her heart racing. Had he noticed her? The thought made her stomach flutter with a mix of excitement and anxiety. She could still feel his eyes on her as she moved down the hallway, and it took every ounce of willpower not to turn around and check.

She ducked into her Geometry classroom, feeling breathless as she found an empty seat near the back. Her mind was spinning with the brief encounter, replaying the way Vinny had looked at her, the way his presence had filled the space around him. 

This was the beginning. She was sure of it. But now that she had seen him—really seen him—Violeta realized just how difficult her task would be. Vinny wasn’t just a target; he was a person. No matter how much she tried to convince herself otherwise, she couldn’t deny that there was something about him that had already started to draw her in.

As the teacher began the lesson, Violeta tried to focus on geometry, but her thoughts kept drifting back to the hallway and the boy who was now more than just a name in her mission. She had seen Vincent Castenllo III for the first time, and the game had officially begun.

***
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Vincent Castenllo III strolled down the hallway with his usual swagger, flanked by his three closest friends: Tony, Marcus, and Jake. The morning had been like any other—locker room banter, catching up on summer stories, and making plans for the weekend. As they walked, Vinny’s mind was only half on the conversation, the other half drifting toward football practice later that day.

“So, you guys catch the game last night?” Tony asked, his voice animated as he described a play from the Saints' preseason opener. “Kamara’s gonna be unstoppable this year, I’m telling you.”

“Yeah, if the O-line can hold,” Jake chimed in, always the realist of the group. “No way he’s getting through if they can’t give him room.”

Vinny nodded along, but his attention was suddenly pulled in a different direction. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a girl walking out of her homeroom. She was hard to miss—long black hair that cascaded down her back, silky caramel skin that seemed to glow under the fluorescent lights, and a figure that was as graceful as it was striking.

“Who’s that?” Vinny muttered, more to himself than to his friends.

Tony, catching the shift in Vinny’s focus, followed his gaze. “Who? Oh, her? No clue. Must be new.”

“She’s a knockout,” a low whistle escaping Marcus’ lips as he took in the sight. “Never seen her before.”

Vinny watched as the girl walked down the hallway, her eyes flicking around like she was trying to take everything in at once. She had a shy, almost cautious way about her, like she was trying to blend in but couldn’t quite manage it.

Jake chuckled, nudging Vinny with his elbow. “You’re staring, man. Not that I blame you.”

Vinny grinned, but his eyes stayed on the striking beauty as she moved farther down the hall. “Can you blame me? She’s gorgeous.”

Tony smirked, always quick to encourage Vinny’s impulses. “So, what’s the plan, Princeps? You gonna make a move, or just keep drooling?”

Vinny tore his gaze away from the girl long enough to flash Tony a confident smile. “I’ll play it cool. No rush. But yeah, I’m gonna ask her out sooner or later.”

Marcus shook his head, amused. “Of course you are. You think she’s ready for the Vinny Castenllo experience?”

Vinny laughed, shrugging nonchalantly. “We’ll see, won’t we? I just gotta figure out the right moment. Can’t come on too strong, you know?”

“Right, right,” Jake said, stroking his chin like a wise sage mocking Vinny. “The Princeps has a strategy, boys. We should take notes.”

Vinny rolled his eyes at his friends’ teasing, but inside, he was already thinking ahead. There was something about this girl that had immediately grabbed his attention. Maybe it was the way she carried herself, or maybe it was just her striking looks, but whatever it was, Vinny knew he wasn’t going to let this opportunity pass him by.

“First, I gotta find out more about her,” Vinny said, as much to himself as to his friends. “Make sure she’s worth the effort.”

Tony clapped him on the back. “Come on, man, you’ve got this in the bag. Just do your thing.”

Vinny nodded, feeling a mix of excitement and curiosity. “Yeah, I’ll do my thing. But like I said, no rush. Let her settle in first. I don’t want to scare her off.”

As they continued down the hallway, Vinny’s thoughts kept drifting back to the girl. He could already tell she was going to be different from the other girls at De LaSalle, and he was intrigued. There was something mysterious about her, something that made him want to know more. 

Vinny Castenllo wasn’t one to shy away from a challenge, and this new girl seemed like the kind of challenge he could enjoy. One way or another, he was going to make sure she noticed him too.

The final bell of the day echoed through the hallways, signaling the last class before freedom. Vincent hurried through the corridor, just making it to the door of his American History class as the tardy bell rang. He pushed the door open and stepped inside, scanning the room.

That’s when he saw her.

Violeta was already seated, her head bent as she rifled through her notebook. Her long black hair draped over one shoulder, and from where he stood, Vincent could see the delicate curve of her profile. His heart skipped a beat—a reaction that surprised him, even though he had been thinking about her all day.

There was an empty desk next to her, and without a second thought, Vincent made his way over and slid into it. As he did, she looked up, her dark eyes widening as they locked onto his.

“Hey,” Vincent said, flashing her an easy smile. “Mind if I sit here?”

Violeta shook her head, her expression a mix of surprise and curiosity. “No, it’s fine.”

Vincent leaned back in his chair, trying to play it cool despite the sudden rush of nerves he felt. “I’m Vincent, by the way. But everyone calls me Vinny.”

Violeta offered a small smile, her voice soft but steady. “I’m Violeta. Nice to meet you.”

“Violeta,” Vinny repeated, liking the way her name rolled off his tongue. “Beautiful name. Are you new here?”

She nodded, glancing down at her notebook again. “Yeah, first day.”

“How’s it going so far?” Vinny asked, with genuine curiosity. He wasn’t just making small talk—he wanted to know what she thought of De LaSalle and, more importantly, what she thought of him.

“It’s... different,” Violeta replied, her eyes flicking back to his. “But not bad. Just trying to get used to everything.”

Vinny nodded. “Yeah, it can be a lot at first. But you’ll get the hang of it. If you need anything, just let me know. I’ve been here a while, so I know the ropes.”

“Thanks,” Violeta said, her smile growing a little more genuine.

Vinny’s grin widened, pleased that she was opening up a bit. “So, this your last class of the day, huh? American History with Mr. Reynolds. He’s pretty chill, but don’t let that fool you. His tests can be a nightmare.”

Violeta chuckled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Good to know. I’ll be sure to take notes, then.”

“Smart move,” Vinny said, watching her with close interest. Something was intriguing about her—an air of mystery that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. It intrigued him, made him want to dig deeper, to learn more about the girl who had captured his attention without effort.

Before he could say more, Mr. Reynolds walked into the classroom, starting the lesson with his usual laid-back style. Vinny turned his attention to the front of the room, but his thoughts kept drifting back to the girl sitting next to him. 

Throughout the class, Vinny found himself sneaking glances at Violeta, watching the way she focused intently on the teacher, occasionally jotting down notes in her neat handwriting. She seemed so composed, so in control, and yet a hint of something else beneath the surface—a vulnerability that made him want to protect her, to draw her in.

As the class neared its end, Vinny leaned toward her, lowering his voice so as not to disturb the others. “So, you got any plans after school?”

Violeta looked up from her notes, her expression thoughtful. “Not really. Just heading home, I guess.”

Vinny nodded, considering his next move. He didn’t want to come on too strong, however he didn’t want to let the opportunity slip by. “Well, if you ever want to hang out or need help with anything, just let me know. I’m usually around after practice.”

“Practice?” Violeta asked, tilting her head.

“Football,” Vinny explained, unable to hide the pride in his voice. “Tight end. It’s kinda my thing.”

She smiled again, this time with a hint of playfulness in her eyes. “Good to know. I’ll keep that in mind.”

The bell rang, signaling the end of the school day, and Vinny stood up, gathering his books. He looked at Violeta one last time, feeling a strange mix of excitement and anticipation. “See you around, Violeta.”

“See you, Vinny,” she replied, her voice soft but warm.

As Vinny walked out of the classroom, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had just started something—something that could be big, something that could change things. Violeta wasn’t like any other girl he’d met, and for the first time in a long time, Vinny felt genuine excitement about what might happen next.

The rest of the week passed in a blur for Violeta. She moved through the hallways of De LaSalle High School with a mix of determination and anxiety, trying to settle into her new surroundings while keeping her father’s mission in mind. Each day brought its challenges—learning her way around the school, figuring out where to sit during lunch, and trying to make sense of the subtle social dynamics that ruled the student body.

But through it all, one thing remained constant: Vincent Castenllo III. Vinny.

Their brief interactions in American History became the highlight of Violeta’s day. Every time he smiled at her or struck up a casual conversation, she felt a mixture of excitement and guilt. She knew why she was here, knew what her role was in this dangerous game, but the more time she spent around Vinny, the harder it became to see him as just a target.

Vinny, on the other hand, had made it a point to cross paths with Violeta as often as possible. Whether it was a quick greeting in the hallway, a shared smile during class, or a lingering conversation after school, he was drawing her into his orbit. And she couldn’t deny that she was starting to enjoy it.

By the time Friday arrived, the anticipation for the school assembly was palpable. It was all anyone could talk about—an end-of-the-week pep rally to kick off the football season and introduce the cheerleaders, the band, and, of course, the football team to the entire student body. 

Violeta had heard about it throughout the day, catching snippets of excited conversations in the hallways and classrooms. Everyone was looking forward to the event, and the buzz in the air seemed to make the hours drag on longer than usual.

In her last-period class before the assembly, Violeta found herself unable to concentrate, her thoughts constantly drifting to what lay ahead. She knew Vinny would be front and center during the pep rally, and the thought of seeing him in that spotlight—surrounded by the cheers and admiration of his peers—both thrilled and unnerved her.

As the final bell rang, signaling the end of the school day, the excitement among the students reached a fever pitch. Violeta gathered her things slowly, allowing the room to clear out before she made her way toward the gymnasium where the assembly was being held. Her heart raced with anticipation, not just for the event itself, but for what it might mean for her plan. 

She knew the next hour could set the tone for everything that would follow. The pep rally would be her first real glimpse of Vinny in his element, surrounded by his friends, his admirers, and his teammates. It would be the first time she’d see him as more than just the boy who sat next to her in history class.

As she approached the gym, Violeta took a deep breath, steeling herself for what was to come. She was here for a reason, and she couldn’t afford to forget that. As she stepped inside, joining the throngs of students filing into the bleachers, she couldn’t shake the feeling that things were about to get a lot more complicated.

The noise in the gymnasium grew louder as the energy was almost tangible in the air, Violeta knew that this was just the beginning. The real game was about to start.
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