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      I have a fun bonus story I wrote about Fraternitas hosting Belladonna for dinner. Sign up to my newsletter to get it here: https://geni.us/HisPoisonFreebie

      

      Listen to the Belladonna’s playlist here: https://geni.us/perfectpoisonplaylist
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      She’ll be my captive, my bride, my perfect possession.

      From the moment I saw her, I knew she’d be mine.

      She looks so sweet and innocent, just my type.

      Her father owes Fraternitas a debt, and she’s the one who will pay.

      And then she poisons me, and I realize… this won’t be so easy. This manic pixie murderer is no one’s possession. She’s not going to submit without a fight.

      I’ve been fighting all my life. She was meant to be my reward.

      I will have Belladonna Bosco as my wife or die trying. And my psychotic bride makes it clear she would love to be the death of me.

      This is one fight I cannot lose.

      But she’s my perfect poison. One taste and I only want more.

      

      Content Warnings:

      Stalking, edge play, death of a parent (past), enslavement (past), illness 
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      Bella

      

      I bounce up the driveway to the big brick mansion I now call home. Papa’s black Rolls-Royce is parked in front of the door. I didn’t know he was going to visit; he must be here to see how I’m settling into school.

      I pause on the stoop to check myself over. I’m covered in powdered sugar from my visit to the bakery. Papa says I shouldn’t eat donuts for dinner, but I love the sugar high.

      I brush the powder off my cute white top and pink plaid skirt. My shoes are white, so the sugar blends right in. I make sure the bakery bag with the rest of the donuts is hidden deep in my backpack before barging into the house.

      “Honey, I’m home.” My voice echoes across the polished wood floors. Papa bought this place because it’s close to the university. It was partially furnished, but we really should buy some rugs.

      I swing my backpack down and toss it on the couch, then head through the dining room towards my father’s study.

      And stop short when I see the three masked men surrounding Papa with scary masks covering their faces.

      “It’s all right, Bella,” my father calls before I can scream. He’s standing by his desk, with two of the three men towering over him.

      I swallow my scream. My heart is thumping.

      “Papa?” I should be freaked out that these sinister-looking men are here. And I am, but I’ve met some scary people in my life because of the business my dad does with them, so I’m a bit more used to it.

      Or at least better at hiding my shock.

      So on a scale of one to ten, one being chill and ten being “so scared I pass out and pee myself,” I’m at about a five.

      Maybe a six.

      Okay, seven.

      FOCUS, BELLA!

      Papa is a small man. He looks meek and mild, but he’s badass in his own way. But right now he looks defeated. His sober expression sends alarm bells ringing in my head.

      “What’s going on?” My dad is the only family I have left, and he looks like he’s been told he only has three months to live.

      The men standing over him look like executioners. One is tall and slim in a gray suit, wearing a skull mask, but I can’t make out the details because he’s positioned himself in front of the window, right where the light blazes in and blinds me.

      My eye moves to the man in the middle. His mask is shiny and black with short devil’s horns and covers his entire face. He’s sitting behind my father’s desk, and that’s almost worse than the scary costume. He’s acting like my father’s office belongs to him. It’s a power move that takes my breath away. “We had some business to discuss with your father,” the man in the devil’s mask says. “And now you.”

      “Me?” I suppress a shudder.

      I’m definitely at a seven.

      “It’s okay, Bella,” Papa says, but his voice is soft. A little sad.

      RED ALERT.

      “You’re lying,” I say in a small voice. Because Papa lying to me… is the scariest thing of all.

      He says nothing. Doesn’t take it back or try to reassure me. Nothing.

      My sugar high is turning on me. I’m gonna puke.

      The third guy moves in front of me, and my stomach flips over. He’s bigger than all of them. Huge with bulging muscles. I stare up at him, taking in his wavy blond hair and the dark map of his tattoos.

      “Calm down,” he says, and his voice is familiar.

      Slowly, he leans down. His mask only covers the bottom half of his face. It isn’t smooth and shiny like the others; it’s just a black bandana with a skull design.

      Dark blue eyes meet mine. His hair is pulled back into a ponytail, exposing his misshapen ears. Cauliflower ears, I just learned they’re called.

      “You,” I gasp.

      “Me.” His voice is as deep as I remember. The way he’s looking at me is strangely intimate. Tingles spread through my body.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. I’m still freaking out, but I lean closer to him.

      He smells like burgers and French fries. Because this morning he ate at the diner.

      Sitting across a table from me.

      Now he’s here. To threaten me? I know Papa and I are in danger, but my focus is entirely on the man before me and the strange pull between us. This moment feels familiar. Inevitable.

      Slowly, I reach out. My fingers float toward his face, slow enough that he could stop me. He could grab my wrist and overpower me easily.

      But he doesn’t.

      He lets me reach out. His stormy eyes hold mine as I pull the bandana down and expose his face.

      His familiar face.

      It is him. Mr. Muscles. The man from the diner. The man who helped me in the garden last week.

      The one who’s been stalking me.

      “I’m here to sign this.” He holds up a sheaf of papers I didn’t notice in his hands. “A marriage contract between me and you.”

      What?

      I stare at the papers. The printed words blur together. I’m too shocked to focus enough to read what he’s showing me.

      But I can read the satisfaction radiating off of him as he continues, “The deal is done. You’re going to be my wife.”
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      Two weeks earlier…

      

      Bella

      

      In the year of our Lord 2025, I decided to embrace my destiny and become a supervillain.

      Step one: enroll in Unitas University. These beautiful, hallowed halls spawn the worst of the worst. And I look forward to becoming one of the best.

      The best of the worst. Ha.

      Unitas University is the most exclusive college you’ve never heard of. Most of the world doesn’t know what goes on behind these walls. The alumnae keep its secrets well-hidden.

      The college doesn’t do any recruiting. It doesn’t need to. In some circles in New Rome and Metropolis, it’s the only college worth attending. All the big mafia families send their children here and had for over five generations.

      Most of the students are legacies, but a few of us who aren’t slip through the cracks.

      I’m one of them. A crack-slipper-inner. Or whatever. Pretty supervillain of me to infiltrate a criminal spawning zone, right?

      I’m cackling as I skip past the gorgeous fountain at the university entrance, on my way to orientation. It’s late summer and the air is heavy with heat and humidity. In the sunny beds outside the main administration building, the bees are browsing over the cone flowers and bergamot. I wave to them and trot up the steps.

      According to my research, most colleges have a welcome week. Unitas is slightly different. Non-legacy first years are invited to move in early June in order to take a semester-long orientation class that will teach them about Unitas’s unique academic environment.

      It’s perfect, since I’ve been homeschooled for the past couple of years. My only experience of high school comes from binge-watching Vampire Varsity, my favorite show. Papa and I decided that this orientation would help me acclimate, so I moved from our city home into an ivy-covered house within walking distance from campus.

      So here I am, bright and early for orientation, carrying a box of cronuts fresh from the bakery. I pause before the white columns of the Greek Revival building. It’s so grand, I feel transported to another time.

      This place is awesome!

      But I also feel like someone is watching me. I turn and scan the line of hundred-year-old oak trees, but other than a few students and robe-wearing professors hurrying down the paths, there’s no one around. Everyone’s focused on their destination or their cell phones. No one is watching me.

      I must be imagining things.

      I head inside the admin building, where it’s blissfully cool, and my sneakers squeak on the marble floor.

      I slow down and try to stuff down my excitement. The hall is full of students like me. Which is perfect for my plans. No, I’m not about to go supervillain on these poor defenseless first years. Today, unlocking full-blown villain status will have to wait because I have another goal in mind.

      I’m going to make a friend.

      I pick up my welcome packet, find a seat to dump it and my pink backpack, and survey the room. Who are my prospects?

      There’s a group of young women in the corner. They’re a bit preppy in white tennis skirts and pink tops.

      I like pink. I wouldn’t pair athleisure attire with a pearl necklace the way all these women have, but I’m willing to overlook a few flaws in a potential friend.

      I grab my box of cronuts and head over there, holding the pastries as bait.

      “Hi,” I say to the nearest one. She’s tall and thin with warm brown skin and perfectly glossy black hair. A huge tennis bracelet sparkles on her wrist. She glances at me as I launch into my spiel.

      “I’m Bella. I’m starting school here in the fall. Would you like a cronut?”

      “Ugh, no,” she wrinkles her nose like I offered her a box of dog poop. “I’m off carbs.”

      “Me too,” adds a pale brunette across from her. The rest of the women look at me with disgust. Then the dark-haired beauty turns her back, blocking me out.

      I can hear them murmuring about me. After a moment, they start laughing. The tips of my ears heat, but I keep cool. Guess I’ve just met some mean girls, like the cheerleader ghouls in Vampire Varsity.

      That’s okay. Onward!

      I move away, heading toward the back of the room. There’s something beyond this room that looks a little like a library. Before I can enter, a college employee blocks the way and shakes his head at me. “No food in the reading room.” Okay, denied again.

      I find myself near a grand arched window. A young woman stands there, bathed in sunlight. She looks spotlit from above, as if the hosts of heaven have conspired to be her lighting team, her hair set in perfect curls that frame her lovely profile.

      She’s so gorgeous, if she walked onto the set of Vampire Varsity, they’d cast her as the lead on the spot.

      She also looks a little lost. There’s a longing in her gaze as she looks out over the immaculate grounds.

      She startles and turns, catching me staring.

      “Hey,” I say, trying not to be a creepy weirdo. “Uh, I like your outfit. I’ve never seen a pink suit before.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” Her long eyelashes flutter. Her makeup is flawless, highlighting her light brown eyes and golden brown skin.

      My heart sinks. She’s so gorgeous and put together, she’s probably a mean girl, too. No diamond tennis bracelet, but she’s wearing large silver hoop earrings and a silver chain around her neck. The necklace holds some sort of charm on the end, but I can’t see it because it disappears below her neckline.

      “Didn’t mean to bother you.”

      “No, you’re too kind,” she says. “I’m Honey. Nice to meet you.” She holds out her hand in a formal, practiced move, and then freezes when she realizes I have to juggle the cronut box to shake it. “Uhhh…”

      “It’s okay.” I free a hand and shake hers as best I can.

      “I’m Bella. Do you eat carbs?”

      She blinks. “Um.” Her eyes dip to the box of cronuts. “Yes. Definitely, yes. Are those from Pane P’s?”

      “Yes!” She could probably tell these are from Panetteria Principessa, or Pane P’s, by the signature pink box.

      “They’re my favorite.” Her eyes light up, but she keeps her voice modulated, soft and polite. But that’s fine; I’m loud enough for the both of us. “May I?” She gestures to the box. Even her hands are perfectly manicured in a classic French style. She’s the best dressed in this room, and now that I think about it, that might be a sign that she’s overcompensating.

      She’s nervous about being here.

      “Yes, please.” I hold out the box and watch her select a cronut to enjoy.

      I sidle up next to her and look out the window. “Beautiful here, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” Her melodic voice is full of wonder but also touched with worry.

      Hmmm. Something’s on her mind, but I don’t know her well enough to pry.

      So I fill the silence.

      “The landscaping is pretty good.” I point out the usual colorful annuals planted in pretty patterns. “Those are native plants over there, though.” I point to the beds under the eaves of this old building. “And that’s a rain garden. I also like how they’ve mixed in herbs and perennials, like the lavender and catmint over there.” There are shade plants like ferns and hostas in beds under the hundred-year-old oaks. “It’s not just a boring grass lawn. They get points for their attempt at biodiversity.”

      “Wow, you know a lot about plants.”

      “They’re my favorite. I’m here to study botany. They have an amazing department here. Have you heard of the poison garden?”

      “No, but the place I’m staying is down by the labyrinth.”

      “Ooh, I want to see that. I’m living off campus, so I haven’t explored it yet.”

      “I’ll show it to you.”

      Squee! I cock my head. “Are we friends now?”

      She pauses. Oops, maybe that was too presumptuous.

      “I’d like that, Bella. I could use a friend.”

      YAY!

      “I don’t have many friends,” I say. “I was homeschooled through high school. It was fun, but my closest classmate was a Nepenthes × ventrata.”

      Honey blinks. “A what?”

      “It’s a type of carnivorous plant.” I start to tell her all about my greenhouse collection, and unlike most people who glaze over when I talk about flora, she seems intrigued. At least, she listens, nodding and murmuring responses at appropriate times.

      A few shouts interrupt my flow, and I turn to see that a bunch of guys in sports gear have wandered into the hall.

      As soon as Honey sees them, she mutters a curse and whirls back to face the window. She looks flustered. Her hand rises to fiddle with the long chain around her neck.

      I check out the guys. Their voices bounce off the wooden walls. They must be upperclassmen with the way they act like they own the place. First-year students scuttle out of their path.

      “Who are those guys?” I ask.

      “The lacrosse team,” she answers stiffly.

      Their leader is a tall, leanly-muscled guy with a set of dimples and floppy hair. Grade A trust fund himbo. He shoves his way through a group of freshmen.

      I narrow my eyes. “What a tool.”

      The lacrosse team guys head straight for the ladies in tennis skirts, who turn with smiles to welcome them.

      “Those are the girls who are off carbs.” The mean girl rises onto tiptoe to kiss the head himbo.

      “Yeah,” Honey grimaces. “That’s Sailor. She’s dating the lacrosse team captain, Radley.”

      One of the other guys turns, like he’s a shark scenting blood in the water. “We should go,” Honey mutters, keeping her head down. She’s uncomfortable. Because of the PDA? Or those guys?

      “Let me just grab my bag.” I leave her with the cronuts and hustle to grab the rest of my things, but I take too long. By the time I’ve returned, the guy and three of his lacrosse buddies have cornered Honey.

      “Hey, freshie,” one of them says. “I thought I’d find you here. You left too early last night. Running away?” He leans in, brushing the curls back from her face. She recoils from his hand, her hand rising to slap it away, but he just laughs. Her eyes dart around, looking for escape and gauging the situation, but there are more of them than her.

      Except now she has me. “Leave her alone,” I say, using my bag to shove through the group and get to her side. “She’s my friend.”

      He scoffs. “Hey, Radley,” he calls. “Pinkie’s got herself a bodyguard.”

      Radley and Sailor look our way briefly. I notice that his eyes fall right to Honey’s large breasts. She’s not showing cleavage, but the suit showcases her hourglass curves.

      Sailor notices her boyfriend staring at Honey’s chest, and her lip curls. She tugs his shoulder, calling out to the guy harassing us. “Penn, quit slumming with the scholarship kids.”

      “But they’re so much fun,” Penn protests. He eyes me. “Hey, kid, when did you escape from daycare? Who’d your daddy have to suck off to get you enrolled?”

      The lacrosse guys all laugh. I’m short and young-looking, but it doesn’t matter that these guys are a foot taller than me. It won’t take many bites of a death cap mushroom to destroy their liver and send them into convulsions.

      “Fuck off.” I bare my teeth at him, channeling Duffy, the prom queen werewolf on Vampire Varsity.

      “Fucking feral,” he mutters, but he backs off.

      The other guys wave at Honey, leering. “See ya around, Pinkie,” one of them says.

      “Tool,” I mutter loud enough for him to hear.

      “Thanks for standing up for me.”

      “Of course.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” she whispers. She’s clutching the charm on her necklace, her knuckles white.

      She’s really freaked out. I think escape is our best course of action, so I let her lead the way out of the hall. Unfortunately, we have to pass right by the tennis skirts to get to a side door.

      “Slut,” Sailor hisses at Honey.

      I’m tempted to stop and shove a cronut in her mouth, but I keep moving. Why is she being so mean to my new friend? Something’s going on, and I don’t want to make things worse for Honey.

      I wait until we’re in a quiet corridor to ask, “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. This way.” We slip through another side door and hurry over a black and white tiled floor to a locked door.

      “This is a secret,” Honey tells me and tugs her necklace out of her bodice. She shows me the charm—an old bronze key. She inserts the key into the lock on the heavy wooden door, and a thrill goes through me when I hear the snick of the lock.

      The door swings open with a gust of stale air. Beyond it is a set of small wooden stairs, like the sort that might lead to an attic. It smells of antiques, too, old wood and lemon furniture polish.

      “This way.” Honey leads me up, and we get to a gallery overlooking a reading room. The place is quiet and empty except for the odd employee. In the corner is a man studying a large book that’s in a display case. He’s wearing robes. Black with a cinnamon brown velvet stripe.

      “A professor,” she whispers. “Professor of history. You can tell by the colors on his hood.”

      We can hear the lacrosse team’s laughter echoing through the building. They’re loud as fuck. The professor looks up and frowns but doesn’t make a move to do anything about it.

      I follow Honey’s lead and sink into a worn leather armchair across from her.

      She exhales. “Sorry about that.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about. It was all them. They’re just like the ghouls on Vampire Varsity.”

      Honey still looks stressed, but her mouth twitches like she’s close to a smile. “I love that show.”

      “Me too.”

      She sobers. “I should explain.”

      “You don’t have to.” I pause a moment, though, in case she wants to.

      “No, it’s fine. I went to a party at the sports dorm last night. I thought the air conditioning would make it chilly, so I wore a light sweater.” She’s rubbing her arms now, an almost unconsciously soothing motion. “I must have drunk too much, or the punch was stronger than I thought, because I ended up in a room with a bunch of those guys and… I got really overheated. One of them suggested I take off my sweater, and I forgot I was only wearing a bra underneath.” Her brows knot again, and she looks at the floor, sad and ashamed.

      My body grows cold. My friend was taken advantage of. That’s what this story is going to be about. And it’s not like the storyline from Vampire Varsity season two with the succubus demon. This really happened.

      “Somehow, I ended up on Radley’s lap. Sailor came in and got pissed that I was ‘taking her man’ and kicked me out. Probably for the best. I don’t know what those guys would’ve done. And I was too out of it to say no.”

      I don’t know what to say. I wrack my brain and finally figure out what I want to know first. “Are you okay?”

      She sighs before answering. “I’m okay.”

      She’s not okay. Fuck. The back of my throat gets tight. I want to do more than throw cronuts. “Do you think they drugged the punch?”

      “Maybe? I don’t know. It was my first college party. That’ll teach me.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.” I briefly rest my fingers on her arm. It might be overreaching, but I’ve noticed that touch comforts some people.

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank you for telling me,” I say solemnly. She trusts me. She really is my friend. A real-life human friend, not a carnivorous plant.

      She opened up and told me a painful thing. Like a real friend would. I feel a connection with her, and that means a lot. It also means I’ve got her back.

      Anyone who hurts my friend is my enemy.

      And they will pay.

      “Someone should teach them a lesson,” I say, testing the waters. Honey doesn’t know about my supervillain tendencies yet. She seems like a kind, sensitive person, but I’m sure I can convince her to join me on the dark side.

      We have cronuts.

      “I just want them to leave me alone.”

      “They scared you.”

      “They’re scary. I can’t believe you stood up to Penn like that.” I shrug. I don’t get scared. I get angry.

      Honey blows out a breath. “Karma will get them. It’s summer, so they can pretend they’re kings of the campus. They’re just drunk with power right now. But their reign will end soon.”

      “It will?”

      “Yes,” Her face grows shadowed with a mixture of the worry and wonder I saw on her face earlier. But then she tilts her head, and the lost expression takes on a touch of malice. “When the fall semester starts and the mafia kids get here, they won’t be the biggest bullies on campus. Not even close.”
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      Bella

      

      I love my new best friend. Hanging with her is better than attending orientation. We’re learning some interesting facts about Unitas University in our first year class, but Honey knows all sorts of extra facts about the university’s history and the four mafia families that helped found it. And she has a key that will unlock any door in the school. “All doors but one.”

      After she told me about her night of horrors with the lacrosse team, she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. So I didn’t bring it up again. Better to keep her out of my plan for payback so less suspicion falls on her.

      Which is why, when I return to campus on Saturday, I go alone. I’m carrying a big basket full of a special surprise for Penn and Radley and all their friends. I also dressed in a sexy cheerleader outfit with heavy makeup to disguise my face. Plus, I added streaks of pink to my hair to match my pink and black pom poms and put it up in high pigtails on either side of my head.

      I look like I’m ready for Halloween, several months early. And a bit deranged.

      YOLO!

      The point is, no one will recognize me.

      Supervillain Rule #1: Your best offense is a good disguise.

      Anonymity is a weapon. Anyone who’s suffered second-degree burns after mistaking a giant hogweed flower for Queen Anne’s lace knows this. Nature hides the deadliest poison in the prettiest bloom.

      I’m almost to the sports dorm where the lacrosse team lives when I sense someone following me. I turn, and no one’s there. But I can feel myself being watched.

      Weird. Maybe I’m just being paranoid. I am about to enact an evil plan. It’s good to be wary, but I don’t think the lacrosse team has any idea what’s coming.

      “Mwahahahaah,” I try out my evil laugh. It needs work.

      I still feel someone watching me when I reach the sports dorm, but I ignore the sensation and focus on the two guys loitering by the door. Their eyes widen as they take in my costume. “Hey,” one says while his friend checks out my boobs. “You here for the party?”

      “Yes,” I lie.

      “You’re a little early.”

      I hold up my heavy basket. “I have these gifts from the athletic department.”

      Snacks and an energy drink with a special surprise. “Good luck at your big game tomorrow!” I give them each their gift and thank them when they hold open the door for me. “See you at the party!”

      “Should we tell her it’s not a costume party?” one asks, and the other shushes him and says something crude about how my pigtails would make great handholds.

      I smile to myself and continue down the hall. Two players down, eighteen to go. By Sunday, I’ll be that much closer to unlocking supervillain status.

      And the lacrosse team will learn to never fuck with my friend ever again.
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      Kaiser

      

      It was a simple job: shadow the Poisoner’s daughter. Monitor her every move. Don’t engage, unless one of the Poisoner’s enemies tries to harm her. Then, protect the asset.

      It should’ve been easy. She’s eighteen and freshly enrolled in Unitas University.

      Sure, her father has powerful enemies, but none of them have made a move yet.

      It’s a piece of cake to stalk someone who isn’t expecting it. Most people live comfortable lives. They never had to sleep with one eye open in case someone tried to stab them in their sleep. They move through life, oblivious.

      This girl is more oblivious than most. She hasn’t just been sheltered and protected for most of her life; she’s been kept in a bubble. Locked down. She’s been homeschooled for years and barely has any friends. Barely any contact with anyone other than her father. And now she’s living in a big house near campus, all alone.

      She thinks she has more freedom, but it’s an illusion.

      I’m watching her. Following her from home to campus and back again. I’ve been doing it since the spring.

      By the end of the first day, it was clear that this girl was going to drive me fucking crazy.

      It doesn’t help that she seems to have been designed in a lab to tempt me. Pouty lips, big brown eyes, petite with perky tits. She dyes her hair white blonde, and I constantly imagine threading my fingers through those silky strands, taking hold, and drawing her head back. Controlling her.

      But that’s not the job. I’m not supposed to get close. But the more I watch her, the more I want to.

      She’s constantly eating candy or cookies or cake, and it makes me want to sit her down and feed her properly.

      She talks to flowers and trees. She hugs the trees, too. Most people would think she’s weird, but she fascinates me. I’ve studied her like I’d study a dangerous opponent. In the fighting ring, I had mere seconds to read my opponent and find his weaknesses. The most dangerous opponent was one who was unpredictable. Not understanding someone’s behavior would get me killed.

      I don’t understand this girl at all. She lives in her own little world. At first, I didn’t think she understood how to behave, but now I think she does and just chooses to break the rules. She’s half feral.

      Right now, she’s bouncing around campus carrying a big basket and wearing an outfit that I’ve only seen in porn. Why? What is she doing?

      She’s up to something.

      At one point, she stops and looks around. I get a thrill knowing she’s looking for me.

      I want to get closer. I want her to notice me.

      I’ve never wanted that before.

      I watch her talk to some male students outside their dorm. They’re leering at her, drooling over her tits and ass. I want to gouge out their eyes just for looking at her.

      And for what? There’s no reason for me to hurt them; they’re not threatening her. But I want to kill them all the same.

      She’s just a job.

      She disappears into the dorm, and I grind my teeth, wanting to follow her.

      Instead, I force myself to stay put. I check my phone and see that my brother has texted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jaeger: Movie night.

      

      

      

      

      

      This is his weekly invitation to watch a movie at his place. He and his woman love holiday movies, the cheesier the better.

      I should hate watching those sorts of movies, but I go to watch them anyway. I want to like them. I want to understand them. What would it be like to be one of those cheerful people on the screen? To feel basic things like love and connection?

      The hardest part is watching my brother’s woman cuddle up to him. He looks at her like she’s his world. He loves her enough to die for her, and she loves him right back.

      I wonder sometimes how it would feel to love someone like that. But it’s not to be. My heart’s too scarred to feel much more than hate or the occasional surge of bloodlust. Even when I’m with a woman I’ve hired for the night, I feel nothing. It only reminds me that I’m numb to all decent human emotions and always will be.

      Except now, I’m feeling something new. Something I’ve never felt before.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kaiser: can’t tonight

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jaeger: You still watching the girl?

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t answer. There’s no reason for me to be the only one watching her all this time. I can tag someone else in at any time.

      But I don’t want to. How can I explain that I want to be the only one to follow her? To watch her?

      To prey upon her?

      My obsession is growing. And that’s dangerous. A good fighter can’t become too fascinated with an opponent; that’s how you make mistakes.

      She comes out of the dorm, and I put my phone away.

      She looks the same—her clothes aren’t rumpled and her makeup isn’t smeared.

      It wasn’t a hookup, although she does look satisfied. And her basket is empty.

      She’s walking up the path, straight toward me. I imagine stepping off the path and grabbing the back of her neck and forcing her to face me.

      My hand starts tingling, the long, dead nerve endings waking up. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt this much sensation on my skin. I lost the ability to feel anything long ago. In the fighting rings, it was an asset. I felt pain, but it was far away. Like my skin had become armor, and I could only register any brutal blow as heat or pressure.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve wanted to touch someone. I usually hate the way it feels—or doesn’t feel. The lack of sensation reminds me that I’m a shell of a man.

      Makes me feel half-dead.

      But ever since I laid eyes on her, I’ve imagined touching her.

      It’s probably because I haven’t fucked anyone since I started this job. I should just go to Camille’s and hire a woman for the night. But I don’t want to leave this girl’s side.

      Lately, every time I go to jack off, I imagine her face. My cock swells whenever I see her, and it’s getting harder and harder to ignore. Makes me want things I can’t have.

      She passes me as I’m hidden in the shadows under a tree. She can’t see me, but she pauses and looks around like she senses that someone’s stalking her.

      Satisfaction roars through me. I’m so close, I can smell her perfume. Or at least, I think that strong smell is her perfume. Smells like roses and there aren’t any rose bushes around.

      I’m strongly tempted to step out from behind the tree. Two steps and she’ll notice me.

      And then what?

      Only my loyalty to my brothers keeps me from grabbing her right now and taking her somewhere we can be alone. Where I can touch her all over and figure out why she’s gotten under my skin.

      I follow her home, keeping a distance between us. There’s nothing else I can do.

      Then I spot an enemy, a shadow slipping along the sidewalk across from us.

      It’s a man in a baseball cap, talking on the phone. I’ve seen him before on campus but never this close to her home. He’s like me in this rich neighborhood. He doesn’t belong.

      He watches her bounce up the sidewalk and disappear into her home, then finishes his call and leans on the brick wall opposite her house. Watching her, like I’m watching her. He raises his hand to light a cigarette, and the flare of light illuminates the pentacle tattoo on his hand. The symbol of the Vesuvio Mafia family.

      Showtime.

      I check my mask—a skull bandana that covers half of my face. I cross the street silently and jump him before he takes the second puff of his cigarette. I jab a hand into his throat, and he chokes and drops the phone, his hands rising to defend himself.

      Too late. I punch him in the gut, making him double over with a gasp.

      I propel him into the shadows so I can interrogate him. “Who sent you?”

      He attacks without warning, fists swinging. I let him get a punch in just for laughs, his blow glancing off my biceps. I feel the shock of it, and I know it must hurt, but I can’t feel it. I can’t feel anything anymore. I hit him with a haymaker, and he goes down. The scent of his blood rises in the air.

      The guy struggles to rise, but he’s too stupid to know he’s beat. He’s a typical foot soldier, too dumb to tell me anything. I already know he was sent by the Vesuvios, the sworn enemies of the Poisoner. There’s no reason for him to be watching my target unless he’s up to no good. I take great satisfaction in slamming his head into the sidewalk until his body goes limp.

      I pick up his phone and hit redial. It’s a burner phone, so there aren’t any saved numbers, but whoever I’m calling has a Metropolis area code.

      “Joey?” a gruff voice answers.

      “Joey can’t come to the phone.” He’s too busy bleeding out at my feet.

      “What? Who is this?”

      “I have a message for Don Vesuvio.” I don’t think I’m talking to the head honcho, but it might be one of his sons. “Tell him the Poisoner’s daughter is off limits.”

      He cusses me out. “Says who?”

      “Fraternitas.”

      He sucks in a breath, falling silent as dangerous men often do when I invoke the name of the brotherhood. The Vesuvios are a powerful family with a stronghold in this city, but no one fucks with Fraternitas.

      Instead of arguing with me, he hangs up. Probably to call his bosses and tell them what happened. Letting everyone know that if Vesuvios wants the Poisoner’s daughter, they’ll have to go to war with Fraternitas. The fear will ripple through them, and they’ll think twice about attacking my target.

      She’ll be safe another night.

      The man at my feet comes awake. I lean down and break his neck, feeling a rush of disappointment that the fight is over so quickly. My blood is pumping hot through my veins. I want a worthy opponent, more fighting, more blood spilled.

      This is all I’m good for. Killing and fighting used to be the only time I felt alive.

      At least, until I saw her. I’m not sure why she makes me feel things. I don’t understand it, don’t like it, but I can’t stay away. I want more.

      I still smell roses. The floral scent is stronger even than the smell of blood and waste from a freshly dead body.

      I pick up the body and stuff it in a trash can, which I then wheel down the street to the empty mansion where I’m squatting. I wheel the whole thing right into the basement, where I’ve stashed some tarps and a kiddie pool in case of this very situation. I’ll wash any traces of blood off the sidewalk and call on my Fraternitas brothers to help me dispose of the body tonight.

      But first, I want to check on her.

      The lights are on in her bedroom, so I scale a wall, climb a tree, and settle in to watch her go about her bedtime routine. If she looked out the window, she’d notice me sitting in the tree, wearing my skull mask.

      But she doesn’t, and I don’t know why it fills me with disappointment. I don’t know why I want her to notice me.

      Lately, she’s stopped watching the terrible teen vampire show she likes and has been getting herself off every night. First, she grabs the tattered paperback she keeps next to her vibrator. After rereading her favorite pages, she touches herself until her hips are grinding in the air.  She gasps like she can’t get enough air and pushes her shirt up to fondle her own tits. Then her back arches, and she moans, long and low. The sexiest sound I’ve ever heard. She comes until she’s limp in the bed.

      The first time I watched her do it, I nearly fell out of the tree.

      She reads the same book over and over again. I’m tempted to break in and read it myself. Study it to see if it will help me understand her.

      No, I can’t get close to her.

      But that doesn’t mean I’ll let anyone else touch a hair on her head.
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      Bella

      

      Monday, we have a day off from orientation, but I head to campus to meet Honey at the main library at noon. I still haven’t told her about what I did to the lacrosse team, but she texted me an update late yesterday: “the UU lacrosse team all got sick and had to forfeit the summer championship! All of campus is talking about it. Did you hear about it?”

      “No,” I replied. “How tragic.” I added a smiling demon face emoji to make it clear that I mean that sarcastically, but that’s probably not enough for her to realize I’m behind the poisoning. I should probably tell her face-to-face.

      I wonder how she’ll take it. Not everyone can handle having a supervillain for a friend. Honey is a good-hearted person, I can tell. It’s early days, but she’s already an awesome friend. I don’t want to scare her off. But eventually she’ll hear me cackling triumphantly, and I’ll have to tell her that I’m practicing my evil laugh.

      Maybe she’ll be cool with it. Maybe she’ll help me practice!

      But I have time to think about what I’m going to tell Honey. The bells have just tolled eleven, which means I have time for a little detour.

      The poison garden here is famous. I’m familiar with poison plants; I have my own personal greenhouse both at Papa’s townhouse in New Rome and at the house here. But I’ve always wanted to see the University’s collection.

      The garden is nestled out of the way, between two academic buildings. The black iron gate is decorated with two dragon-like serpents holding a cup in one hand and a sword in the other, and there’s a pentacle etched onto each serpent’s forehead. I’m learning about these symbols in orientation, and now I see them all over campus.

      Unitas University loves to stick to a theme.

      I also learned that the poison garden is open to everyone. I sidle up to the gates, and sure enough, they’re closed but not locked. I bet no one even bothers to come here in the summer. The University is very private and doesn’t allow tourist visits. Only faculty, students, and select guests are allowed.

      Which means no one is around to admire these plants at their peak. Only me.

      The back of my neck prickles with the now familiar sensation of being watched. I’ve been getting that sense more and more when I’m on campus.

      But when I whirl around, no one’s there. Huh.

      Maybe my supervillain senses are being tripped because more students are coming back to campus. Some of them will be Vesuvios, my family’s sworn enemies. I have plans for them, evil plans that go against Unitas University’s founding principles.

      UU was founded in order to foster peace among the four mafia families of Metropolis. We’re learning a little about this in summer orientation, but Honey spilled the real tea about those four families or Houses, and which of their descendants will be attending classes in the fall. Campus is seen as neutral territory, which means no outright gang war. House rivalries, however, are encouraged.

      But there’s no murdering allowed. At least, it’s frowned upon, so I’ll need to be careful about my evil plans.

      It’s not like I want to kill Vesuvio freshies anyway. No, my endgame involves the big boys, the don and his sons. They’re powerful and well protected, but nothing like a challenge, right?

      First, I need to survive Mafia University. To do that, I’ll need all the resources I can get.

      Poison garden, here I come.

      I push open the iron gate and enter the quiet space beyond. A sign greets me at the head of the path. “Welcome to the poison garden,” the stylized script reads. “Enter at your own risk.”

      If they put this sign out front, people would probably be more curious. Instead, they hide it behind the entrance, so no one knows what’s here.

      I peer past the posted warning into the dark depths of the garden. There are patches of sunlight, but most of the plants grow in the deep shade cast by the yew and holly trees.

      I like plants better than people. I wasn’t kidding when I told Honey my best friend was a carnivorous plant. But I’ve never seen anything like this murder garden.

      The heady scent of wet earth and bitter greens is intoxicating. I thought the scent of a greenhouse was my favorite, but this is better. All these greens out in the fresh air, wild. Nature’s darkest secrets on display.

      The path is lined with flowers that belong in a cottage garden. So pretty, so demure. All the more deadly because no one would suspect something so lovely could kill them.

      If my mother were still alive, she’d want to paint them.

      The yew trees are the tallest I’ve ever seen—beautiful evergreens with glossy needles and the most perfect bright red berries. A tea made from those dark green needles can send a man into a coma within a few hours. But researchers isolated a compound from the same tree’s bark that’s now used in chemotherapy treatments. This deadly tree saves lives.

      Just another example of how plants hold all the answers.

      I walk through the garden, admiring the beds of monkshood and daffodils. The air is cooler here, and the quiet is almost reverent. Or maybe that’s how I feel because phytotoxicology is my religion and deadly plants are my gods. And they are powerful. It’s easy to imagine the plant’s victims buried under the groves.

      This has just become my new favorite place.

      I’m in love.

      Some sun-loving plants like foxglove and deadly hemlock grow in a small patch of sunlight that manages to make it past the branch canopy. The foxglove has a long stem that’s taller than me. I get close and study the pink buds with dark speckles. Such a pretty plant to be so deadly.

      “Hello, my precious,” I whisper.

      Movement out of the corner of my eye makes me startle, and I whirl around.

      “Who’s there?”

      This time I’m not imagining it. The biggest guy I’ve ever seen steps out from behind a horse chestnut tree. He’s over six feet tall and white with tanned skin and tattoos swirling down his arms and the back of his hands. But he moves so silently, I feel like I’m imagining him. He carries himself lightly, which tells me he’s fast on his feet. He’s nimble for someone so large.

      He pauses by the tree, keeping his face in shadow.

      Goosebumps break out over my skin. My breath comes faster.

      I’ve had the sense that I’m being followed for the past few days, and suddenly here’s this guy lurking in the poison garden.

      My eyes adjust to the shadows, and I catch my breath. The man is wearing a black bandana covering the lower half of his face with some sort of design on it—the white imprint of a skull.

      Helloooo, Psycho Mask Daddy. Did Christmas come early? And by Christmas, I mean Halloween.

      “It’s a little early to trick or treat,” I say.

      He shifts his stance but doesn’t say anything. His arms are corded with hard muscle. He’s all coiled raw power, and something in his eyes makes me think he wants to pounce.

      “What are you doing here?” I blurt. I sound breathless, my heart speeding up, and that annoys me.

      I refuse to be frightened by him. I’m not afraid of a big guy in a silly little mask. I’m more concerned about how wet I’m getting. Guess I have a mask fetish.

      “Same as you.” His voice rumbles in a way that makes me want to squirm. “I wanted to look at the flowers,” he says, but he’s not looking at them. He’s staring at me intently. Studying me like he knows me.

      He has beautiful blue eyes. Not that I care.

      “What’s with the mask?” I ask before I think better of it. Maybe it’s rude to ask. Maybe he has a medical condition that requires him to keep his face covered. “Actually, never mind. It’s none of my business.” Unitas is a mafia university, after all. Maybe it’s common for people to disguise their identities. A fellow supervillain deserves my respect.

      But now I want to know what he looks like. From what I can tell, he’s older than the students, closer to thirty than twenty. Is he faculty? Maybe, but he’s not in robes. He’s dressed simply in jeans and a black T-shirt that clings to his broad shoulders, and his longish blond hair hangs around his face.

      My cheeks heat. I don’t know why he’s staring at me, but I kind of like it.

      Except, I know I shouldn’t. It’s distracting.

      “Do you mind?” I wave to the exit. “I’m communing with the plants.”

      “Communing,” he repeats.

      “Yes.”

      “You talk to them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do they talk back?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.” I want to turn away and ignore him, but I know never to turn my back on a threat. And, even though he’s just standing there, this guy is a threat.

      He does seem interested in the flowers, though, and points to the one I’m standing next to. “What’s that called?”

      “Digitalis. Common name, foxglove.” I point to the unobtrusive sign on the ground next to the plant. The name is right there on the little sign, if this guy wasn’t so busy studying me. “Eat any part of it and you’ll become violently ill. But it’s also used in heart medication. The dose makes the poison, you know.”

      He transfers his gaze to the flower, then back to me. How long is he going to stand here staring at me?

      “There’s a labyrinth across campus,” I tell him. “It’s famous. Why don’t you go look at the flowers there?”

      “This place is more interesting.”

      I snort, because he’s right. “Anything is more interesting than a bunch of boxwoods. This is a poison garden,” I say, since he doesn’t seem to read signs. “Everything in here can kill you.”

      “Everything?” His eyes crinkle in a way that makes me think he’s smiling under that mask. I can feel him sweep his gaze over me, and my insides quiver in response. I’m loving the attention… but I shouldn’t.

      “Yes,” I tell him. I don’t have to convince him. Maybe he’ll eat something, pass out, and leave me alone. “Believe me or don’t. But I’d be careful about touching anything. Like that—” I point to the vine creeping up the hemlock tree. He’s planted his hand on the tree trunk mere inches away from it. “That’s poison ivy.”

      He jerks his hand back and steps away from the tree. The sunlight blazes on his blond hair.

      I’m tense like I’m going to run, but… I’d never outrun him. He’d catch me.

      There’s a liquid rush between my legs, and I gulp, hoping my reaction isn’t obvious. My belly muscles have drawn up tight, and I can feel my pulse throbbing between my legs.

      Why am I turned on by this guy who’s lurking in a poison garden wearing a skull mask? I should be creeped out, but I’m staring at him like a moonstruck idiot and acting as if he’s the hottest guy I’ve ever seen. Sure, his hair is pretty, but I’ve only seen half of his face.

      I move closer to the tree trunk until I’m looking at him through a veil of poison leaves.

      “That’s a weed,” he says.

      “Not here. It belongs here.” I reach out and stroke the reddish leaves. They’re shiny with oily resin that causes a horrific, itchy rash.

      The man leans away from me. “I thought you said it was poisonous?”

      “It is,” I say, “but I’m immune. I practically rolled in this a few times as a child. Most people get more allergic to it with exposure, but me?” I shrug. “It doesn’t affect me anymore.” I show him the oil on my fingers. “But don’t touch me. Now I’m poisonous, too.” I give him a wicked smile that’s more of a warning.

      He nods slowly. Maybe he can be taught.

      And with that, I decide to ignore him. He makes no move to get closer. If he were going to attack me, he would’ve already. Maybe now he’ll think twice before touching me.

      I can feel him watching me as I move deeper into the garden. I feel the pull between us, like I want to keep talking to him, but I refuse to miss out on the reason for my visit to the garden. Hecate, help me be strong!

      My mind is still on my audience when I find a patch of deadly nightshade to distract me. It’s flowering, but the leaves look a bit wilted. I grab my UU-branded water bottle and dump the contents at its roots. The soil soaks it in. Yep, dehydrated, just as I suspected.

      I resist the urge to look up at the man watching me, acting aloof like a boss! I crouch and press my fingers to the soil to see how much more water the nightshade might need.

      Plants are so freaking durable, and yet they’re fragile. This subshrub will bow before a hurricane and survive, but get the equation of water/sunlight/nutrients wrong, and it will wither and die.

      Kind of like humans. In some ways, humans are also so resilient. But if you possess the dark knowledge of poisons, it’s laughably easy to kill them.

      I smile to myself, thinking of the man watching me. It wouldn’t take much nightshade to kill him.

      “What else do you need, baby?” I murmur to the dark purple blooms. “More nitrogen? A bit more sunlight? You can tell me.”

      I’m startled by the creak of the iron gate at the garden entrance. I look around for the mystery masked man but don’t see him. He must have left when I got distracted by the nightshade. I try not to feel disappointed.

      A guy wearing a UU Lacrosse jersey walks through the gate, looks around, and then heads my way. It’s Radley, captain of the lacrosse team. King of the tools.

      “You.” His eyes narrow at me. “I know what you did.”

      I rise, brushing dirt from my fingertips. “You’ll have to be more specific. I’ve done a lot of things.”

      “You’re the one who poisoned my team.”
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      Bella

      

      I cock my head and blink at the angry sports god. “Poison? Me?”

      “I know it was you. Sailor recognized you.”

      Damn. I thought my disguise was good enough. The skirt was short, and I wore a push-up bra to show off my girls. I don’t have epic cleavage like Honey, but it was enough to distract a bunch of horny guys.

      But apparently not Sailor. She must have emerged from Radley’s room long enough to spot me.

      “You’re the one who handed out those bullshit care packages,” Radley says. “Admit it. I don’t know how you did it, but you made them all sick.”

      I admit nothing. He has no proof. If he tested the contents of the gifts, he’d know the culprit was the electrolyte drink I bottled up specially for the team. I made a UU label for the bottle and everything. The drink contained a signature blend of herbs, including senna and a strain of bacteria cultured in my father’s lab. It’s like E. coli but faster.

      The care package also contained extra salty snacks that would make them thirsty. I told them each item was carefully selected by their athletic advisor to provide the best possible nutrition need the night before the summer championship.

      I lied.

      “Oh no, that sounds terrible,” I coo and make sympathetic noises, but he’s not buying it, so I give up. “Did anyone die?” The dose wasn’t deadly, but you never know when calculating these effects on different-sized guys.

      A muscle clenches in his jaw. “Penn’s in the hospital.”

      I might have put a little extra culture in Penn’s bottle.

      “Probably because he was already inebriated on Friday night. He really drinks too much. He should stop doing that or his liver will give out before he’s thirty.” Especially if he pisses me off anymore. And if he ever bothers Honey again, I won’t hold back on the dosage. “You know, there are some herbs that might help him. I have some organic dandelion root⁠—”

      “Shut the fuck up.” Radley’s losing it. Red streaks his cheeks as he grinds his teeth. “You cost us the championship.”

      “Oh?” I twirl a lock of white-blonde hair around my finger. “Was that today?”

      “Yesterday. No one from our team was well enough to play. I had to forfeit.”

      Poor Radley. He and Sailor were holed up in their room when I dropped the gift basket off. I had hoped he might miss it and be the only one on the field to accept defeat. I can imagine it now: the team captain up, bright and early, arriving on the green, waiting while one by one, his team texts him to say that they’re too sick to show up, and Sailor coming to console him before he trudges to the opposing team captain to forfeit.

      I told Honey that I don’t get scared, I get angry. And when I get angry, I get even.

      No one messes with my new best friend.

      I smile at him, showing all my teeth. “Maybe you and your team should be nicer to people. For example, it’s not nice to invite people to parties and then drug them. Karma is a real bitch.”

      “You’re a bitch.” Radley sets his shoulders and starts for me.

      A giggle escapes me as I dart back out of reach. If he tries to grab me, I have several layers of defenses, but I’d rather not reveal them so soon.

      Maybe I can lure him closer to the poison ivy and push him in.

      YOLO!

      “I’m going to fuck you up⁠—”

      “Touch her and die.” The quiet order comes from nowhere, and I startle as Mr. Masked Man, aka Muscles, appears again on the side of the path. I was right, he moves quietly.

      Radley stops short, stumbling over his feet. The way he blanches at the sight of the mask makes me think masked men aren’t as common as I thought. He sizes the man up, which takes a while because the dude is oversized. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      Muscles steps in front of me. “You will stay away from her.”

      Radley freezes. His eyes spit hate at me, but he doesn’t move.

      I stick out my tongue at him but pull it back in when Muscles turns to me. His voice is so deep and rumbly, it takes me a second to realize what he’s asking.

      “Do you want me to snap his neck?”

      What?

      His eyes are cold, serious. “Your choice. I can do it quickly.”

      My mouth falls open. Oh my goddess, is he talking about murdering someone? In the middle of the murder garden?

      There’s a tingle in my downstairs, and just like that, my panties are soaked. Again.

      I’m panting a little, so it takes a second to collect myself.

      “I can help clean up afterward. We just need a nice, clear plot,” I say. “Like over there.” I jerk my chin toward the grove of yew trees.

      “You could,” he says, like we’re discussing our favorite brunch spots in Metropolis instead of where to hide a body.

      “I could plant nightshade over it. Or lady slippers. They’re endangered, and it’s a crime to dig them up.” I smile up at him, enjoying this moment of having a co-conspirator.

      This whole time, we’ve been ignoring our potential victim, and Radley is turning redder by the minute. “Do you know who my father is?”

      I roll my eyes. “Nope, and we don’t care.”

      “Leave,” Muscles orders.

      Nostrils flaring, Radley gives me a look that says this isn’t over and stomps away.

      Aww, that was just getting fun. I wanted to see where it would lead.

      Oh well. I grab my backpack from where I left it when I got here. Maybe Radley will be waiting for me when I exit the garden. Or maybe he’ll wait until his friends are feeling better and get them to help him with their revenge on me. Either way, I’m looking forward to seeing what happens. I have a few more weapons up my sleeve.

      But I am disappointed I won’t get to see Muscles beat down a punk student. He’s watching me closely again, and I let myself imagine crossing the space to him and pulling down the mask so I can stare at him as he’s been staring at me.

      After a moment, I shake off the fantasy because that’s all it will ever be. But I’ve never felt so drawn to anyone in my life.

      “Did you do it?” he asks. “Did you poison them?”

      “Whoever did it must be a criminal mastermind. I wouldn’t cross them.” I flutter my lashes at him. The innocent act doesn’t work on my father anymore, but I’ve noticed most men fall for it.

      He doesn’t fall for it. He looks even more suspicious of me. “You’re trouble.”

      “I know. Isn’t it great?”

      Across campus, the chapel bells start ringing. It’s noon. I’ve got to go.

      I head out, tossing over my shoulder, “See ya never.”
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      Kaiser

      

      The manic pixie nightmare flips her hair in my direction as she flounces away. I shouldn’t have let her see me. Even though I’m wearing a mask, I had no reason to show myself to her. I don’t know why I did, other than I couldn’t stop myself.

      I thought getting close to her would help me understand her, but I only have more questions.

      Is she not afraid of me? She’s into me, I can tell, but then she tried to ignore me.

      She’s unhinged. And has some sort of immunity to poison ivy. Now I’m poisonous, too.

      Her baby doll face probably fools a lot of guys into thinking she’s sweet and innocent. Up close, it was too easy to get distracted by her perfectly plump lips. She has a way of pushing them out into a pout that makes me think of how she’d look sucking on my dick. All the blood has rushed to my groin. My jeans are so tight right now, it’s painful.

      What is going on with this chick? She definitely poisoned the lacrosse team. I knew she was up to something with that big basket and her little cheerleader outfit.

      Now I know what.

      It still doesn’t make sense, but what about her does make sense? She’s constantly doing the unexpected.

      That’s what makes her so fascinating.

      I walk to the gate so I can make sure she gets across campus unscathed. Less than two weeks on campus and she’s already made enemies.

      I won’t allow anyone to touch her. That right is mine.

      I remember when Jaeger claimed his woman. How protective he was. No one was allowed to fuck with her, not even me.

      I feel that way about Bella. The difference is, Jaeger is redeemable. I’m not.

      There’s too much blood on my hands.

      I don’t want to claim her, and I hate that I’m so into her. It makes no sense.

      I tried to stay away, but I couldn’t. I revealed myself to her, even though I knew I shouldn’t. It will make my job harder. I didn’t break my vow to Fraternitas, though, but I bent it.

      I couldn’t help it. My skin itches all over when I’m watching her, and it’s making me insane.

      I’m dying to get my hands on her. Touch her all over and see if I can feel anything more than numbness. I don’t know why I’m so into her, but if I spend some time alone with her, I might be able to figure it out.

      I pull off my mask, the rich scent of flowers almost overpowering. I’m smelling roses again, even though I don’t see any around. I don’t deserve to breathe such sweet air, but I gulp it down greedily.

      I call St. James, who answers right away. “Any updates?”

      “There are some new developments,” I say. “She’s getting into trouble. We need to move up the timeline.”

      “The Vesuvios?”

      “No. Someone else.” I tell him about Bella’s run-in with the lacrosse captain and how I stepped in to help. “I stepped in to help her,” I confess. “So now she’s seen me.” St. James doesn’t seem too concerned about this, but guilt burns through me. Guilt and satisfaction that she was curious about me. She drank in the sight of me like I was a tall glass of water on a hot day. She tried to ignore me, but I could tell she felt the magnetic pull between us.

      She wasn’t afraid, either. Most people in the same situation would be freaked out, but she wasn’t. She was annoyed, intrigued, and fascinated but not afraid. I don’t know why, and I want to know.
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