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      Screams of blood are embedded into my very DNA. Outrunning it is as futile as sanity.

      Here I stand in the echoing silence of the Corvino mausoleum, the chill of the marble seeping through my perfectly tailored black suit. The brightness of the stone around me clashes with darkness that’s taken over my spirit. I’m in mourning, but not just for my father.

      I’m not ready for this.

      My fingers fumble with a ring too large for my finger, his ring, cold and slipping like the grip I have on the new order he left behind.

      "Fuck," I mutter under my breath, twisting the band to keep it from falling off. The mausoleum feels smaller now that I'm alone, the weight of solitude heavy on my shoulders. Just last week, laughter filled the family home, his voice booming above all others. Now there is nothing but the sound of my own breathing and the distant murmur of leaves outside.

      Vitus Corvino. The man who ruled this city for three decades. Now lifeless under my feet.

      It’s irony at its finest: Vitus means life. The exact opposite of what my father has today as we entomb his ashes.

      I glance at the freshly sealed enclave, a reminder of how quickly life can pivot on its axis. A patriarch gone, a son steps forward. Me. Luca Corvino. And damn if these shoes don't look like they belong to a giant.

      This was Dad’s city: Willow Brook; death lurks in every shadow, every corner unwatched. And here we go on a journey towards the madness of power transfer.

      Which puts all my nerve endings on high alert.

      I break the silent paranoia by grabbing the whiskey bottle next to my feet and unscrewing the cap, the scent of aged oak and smoky peat filling the chilled air. The bottle tilts, liquid gold cascading onto the cold marble that now houses his ashes. Each drop echoes in the hollow space, a family ritual no son should have to perform this soon.

      "Per la continuità della nostra famiglia," I murmur, voice steady, reciting the sacred words passed down through generations. My Italian smooth, practiced, every syllable a heavy stone added to the burden already on my shoulders. Power shifts, unseen but as tangible as the marble beneath my hands. Head of the Corvino family. A title I wear like armor now, cold and unyielding.

      "Nice show, big brother."

      Marco's voice brings me back to the present. I straighten up, meeting his bloodshot gaze. He leans against the entrance, tie undone, his own bottle dangling from his fingers, his unruly, curly hair brushing into his eyes before he shoves it back to gaze at me. His smirk is a challenge I'm all too familiar with.

      "Respect would be nice," I say, letting annoyance color my tone. But it's wasted on him. Respect is just one currency of many Marco spends frivolously.

      "Respect is earned," he shoots back, "or taken."

      "Is that so?" I ask, the corner of my mouth twitching despite the gravity of the day.

      "Power isn't inherited, big brother." He steps closer, each word laced with the stink of booze. "It's taken. And kept by force. You better learn that fast.”

      "Thanks for the lesson."

      "Eh, well… someone has to teach you." His eyes darken, meeting mine pointedly as we now stand shoulder to shoulder. "Learn it before the Russos do, is all I’m sayin’."

      "Enough, Marco," I snap, authority creeping into my voice as I realize the weight of his warning. It's not just about filling our father's shoes. It's about ensuring they don't get stolen right off my feet.

      "Or what?" His chin juts out defiantly, daring me to make a move. But this isn't the time or place for us to fall into sibling rivalry.

      "Or we lose more than just Dad." I lock eyes with him, hoping the sobering truth cuts through the alcohol. He knows what I’m talking about: our public presence, our influence, our control over this city. The Russos have competed with us for years. And all it takes for them to strike is for a softening of the foundation, that of which is made right here, right now, with two brothers needlessly quarreling right after the head of the Corvinos has been cremated and entombed.

      For a moment, something flickers in his gaze. Fear, maybe, or understanding. Then he shrugs, the mask of the undaunted enforcer slipping back on. "Let's see if you're up to it then."

      "Watch me."

      I know our paths are diverging. I must become the leader this family needs or watch it crumble. We’ve always been made of sterner stuff. Ever since our mother died in a car crash when I was five. Ever since Dad poured himself into his pursuits to run from his grief. Ever since we took control of all underground dealings. We’ve remained in power, and always will remain in power. The city is still ours. Time to prove it.

      At this point, Nico slips in, his face ashen, eyes wide with urgency.

      "Luca, Marco," he says, interrupting the tension. His voice doesn't match his usually quiet demeanor. "The Russos are making a move tonight. I got a message from Siobhan."

      “What kind of move?” I ask my youngest of three brothers.

      Nico just stares at me for a moment. He hadn’t thought to obtain details. I can see it in his eyes. But this life isn’t for him, anyway. We’ve always known it: Dad, Marco, myself. Nico is too pure for family business.

      Nico finally swallows and says, “The only thing I know is Siobhan intercepted a message that some Russos would come to La Rosa tonight. Whether it’s to start trouble or pay respects, I can’t say.”

      Well, fuck, they don't waste time, do they?

      Nico adds, "The best I can figure is they know Dad's gone. It doesn’t matter the reason they’re planning to come to our casino. They're testing you, plain and simple. Testing us."

      "Those assholes," Marco spits out, the contempt in his voice sharp enough to cut glass. He moves like he's ready for war, tie already discarded, an untamed storm brewing in his stance.

      Sure, they think they've caught us on the back foot—mourning, vulnerable. But this is the Corvinos they're playing with.

      "Let them come," Marco snarls, all brute force and raw anger, always ready to throw down.

      “Easy," I snap, holding up a hand. My gaze shifts between my younger brothers, then fixes on the sealed tomb that bears the name of the man who taught me everything about this life. Everything except how to come to terms with my conscience if I continue the legacy.

      A sigh erupts from my chest.

      "Get our best men," I command, voice clipped, final. "We're going to send a message that now is not the time to interfere with our family affairs."

      "Finally," Marco breathes out, a twisted smile curving his lips. “Dad wouldn’t hold back. Don’t you dare hold back either.”

      “Watch it!” I respond so sternly that he stops pacing and narrows his eyes at me. “I’ll handle this however I want.”

      “Let’s just all take it easy and watch our steps tonight. We can never be too careful.” Nico’s voice is always soothing, calming the rising waves.

      Marco lets go of his hotheadedness enough to stash his bottle back into his pocket, then takes the bottle of good whiskey from me to add his own respects to Dad, followed by Nico.

      Once finished, I push the heavy, ornate door of the mausoleum, feeling it groan on its ancient hinges. The air outside tastes of impending rain and the sharp tang of my own resolve. The sky above Willow Brook has turned a steel grey, matching the sober mood that's settled over the cemetery.

      "Move out," I mutter, my voice barely above a whisper but carrying all the authority of a storm about to break. Marco and Nico fall in on either side of me, our footsteps synchronizing as we walk the gravel path.

      We stride past headstones, each one holding individual tales of lives lived and lost. Ours is a legacy written in stone and blood; the three bullets engraved on every Corvino grave remind us of that. We're a picture of unity, but the lengthening shadows betray the truth—we're bound for different destinies.

      We reach the gate, and I pause for a moment, turning to look back at the resting place of my father, the man who had ruled with an iron fist veiled in velvet. It's my turn now. His lessons run through my veins, a potent mix of wisdom and warning.

      "Let's show the Russos we haven’t been weakened," I say before we disappear into the night, leaving behind the cemetery.

      The engine of the black Mercedes roars to life. Our driver, Antoine, pays his respects to us as we pile in. “May Signore Corvino rest in peace.”

      “Thanks, Antoine,” Nico mutters.

      "Antoine, let’s go to La Rosa,” I say, almost ignoring his words of respect. “But take the long way. Let's see if we're being followed tonight."

      “You got it, sir.”

      The city sprawls out around us, a concrete jungle where only the sharpest claws survive. I watch as neon signs blur into streaks of color, the nightlife pulsing with a rhythm that's both seductive and sinister. Clubs spew forth revelers, drunks stagger on sidewalks, and somewhere, in the darkened alleys, deals are being made—deals that keep this world turning.

      We pass through territories marked unseen, but well known to those who play the game. A nod here, a turned back there; the language of the streets speaks volumes to those willing to listen. My father taught me to hear the whispers, to understand the coded messages woven into seemingly mundane exchanges.

      "Looks clear," Marco says from beside me, his gaze fixed through the back window. His hand rests on the handle of his gun, an impulse he can't shake no matter how still the night seems.

      "Clear or not, we stay ready,” I tell him.

      “You don’t think they’re gonna really test us on our own grounds, do you?” Nico asks from the front passenger seat.

      “I wouldn’t put it past them. Not at all.”

      We ride the rest of the way in silence. And in the back of my mind, I continue seeing the face of my father as he died in my arms after a fine dinner, his piercing stare into my eyes.

      I held him there. I watched him die. And if my brothers hadn’t been with us at the time, they may have suspected I poisoned him.

      But the truth is that I don’t want this. I don’t want to take the reins. What he left to me is a haunted house.

      What I want is a normal existence, free of demons.

      What I’m inheriting is nothing but a life of blood, paranoia, and loneliness.

      And how long can I survive like that?
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            2 LUCA

          

        

      

    

    
      I slip through the service entrance of La Rosa, the sound of clinking dishes and sizzling pans clashing with the jingle of slot machines that welcome high rollers in the front. This is where the glamour peels off, where I trade tailored suits for iron-fisted control. Every set of eyes are on me, sizing me up, wondering if I've got the same steel in my veins as the old man did. At least enough steel to run a restaurant/casino.

      "Boss."

      Siobhan's voice grabs my attention, sharp as a knife. This is the first time she’s called me Boss, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. She’s always just called me by my first name, Luca.

      With red hair that falls over her hourglass figure, green eyes like signal flares, she doesn’t need her height to command attention. Still, the fact that she stands at almost six feet tall is enough to make most people stop and take note of her.

      "Tell me what you’ve got," I say, keeping my stride towards the back office.

      "Four Russos at table seven," she says, falling into step beside me. "They're dumping chips like they think we print them out back."

      "Do you think it’s a deliberate move to attract attention?" I pry, already knowing the answer. This is a power play, nothing more.

      "Couldn't be more obvious if they had a neon sign above their heads," she snaps.

      This woman doesn't sugarcoat, and that’s why Dad trusted her with his life and business. And now I must trust her.

      “I told Nico to get all our best men here,” I tell her.

      “They’ve got the four Russos surrounded on all fronts, keeping a close eye.”

      “Good. Keep surveillance tight. Let everyone else win big tonight. We can afford a few lost hands. It's about the long game. They’ll know they’re being watched, but that shouldn’t escalate anything."

      "Understood." Siobhan nods once, all business, no bullshit. Her Irish upbringing makes her always ready to handle business as a tactician. She's not family, but competence trumps blood in my book.

      Dad had hired her when he realized she was on the verge of homelessness. After losing her family to a house fire back in Ireland, she’d moved to The States to study law enforcement, but paying her tuition had been hell. She’d taken a job dancing at a strip club to try to keep up, but there was just never enough money flowing in. After working her way up to managing security for the club as opposed to dancing, she realized she’d still be treated like shit from high-rolling men who expected her to cater to their every whim. So, she quit. But not before she made a name for herself at that little joint.

      Luckily, Dad had been at that particular club the night she found out a bouncer was forcing himself on some of the young women. According to the way Dad told the story, she had that bouncer’s arm pinned behind his back in under five seconds, demanding he turn himself in for sexual assault. The bouncer, humiliated, and now surrounded by all his victims, plus the other security guards, pulled out his phone and did just that, right on the spot. Thirty minutes later, after he was handcuffed and escorted away, Siobhan put in her resignation. Dad had approached her on her way out and had offered her a job. One that would never make her worry about paying bills, rent, or tuition ever again. She accepted.

      Now, Siobhan is fixes me with her hypnotic green eyes before I enter the office, and tells me, “I’ll take up my post by the craps table. I’ll come back if we need you.”

      “Thanks, Siobhan.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      I cringe as she shuts the door behind her, almost on the cusp of asking her not to call me that. But I know better. It’s in her nature. She loves being a part of something bigger, playing her role.

      Inside the back office, the leather of the chair groans under my weight as I sink down and relax for a moment. This room still smells like him: tobacco and musk, power and secrets. The old man had style, even if his methods were... archaic.

      Before I can hardly put a thought together, Alessandro, our family’s consigliere, enters the office and removes his hat, his gray head of hair displaying his wisdom. He gives me a bow of respect due to my untimely promotion in the family’s business. “Siobhan told me you were back here. How are you doing? I came here as soon as Nico called.”

      “Nico called you here? You should be resting at home.”

      “Eh… don’t rush an old man off to die so soon. La Rosa isn’t my cup of tea, but I wanted to see you before I retire for the night.”

      I smile at him. This man is the grandfather I never had.

      “So, I ask ya again, kid… how are you holding up?”

      I ponder the question. How am I? I don’t even know the answer to that yet.

      “Doing what I know so far,” I say with a sigh, biting my thumb cuticle.

      “May I?” He gestures to the chair opposite the desk. I nod my head towards it, ashamed to have forgotten my manners. He settles in. "Luca," he begins, his voice gravelly, "your father ruled with fear, but fear only works when they believe you'll follow through.”

      “And how is it I’m supposed to follow through when the Russos are showing their asses out there?”

      “They’re only showing their asses, as you say, because you’re letting them.”

      “And the money they’re bringing in? I saw they’ve got a whole crowd of followers out there, hanging on their coattails.”

      “Tonight isn't about the money,” he says with a knowing smile. “It's about proving you're not afraid to get your hands dirty. The guy leading the cavalry out there is Angelo Russo. Kind of a loudmouth. Like… well, just like someone else we know.”

      He means my brother, Marco.

      I lean back, fingertips pressed together, studying the wrinkles etched deep in his face. The man is a relic from a time when loyalty meant something more than just words. But he's right.

      "This… Angelo… should be made aware that he needs to mind his manners." My reply is crisp, a nod to tradition. But I'm not Dad. Never have been. I have no desire to make anyone mind their manners…

      Before I can muse on that thought, however, the door swings open with the subtlety of a sledgehammer. Marco strides in, all brute force and bluster. His presence sucks the air out of the room, as usual.

      "They’re getting cocky and careless out there, pushing around the dealers, Luca. Siobhan thinks we gotta send a message, and I agree." Marco's eyes blaze with the kind of fire that burns cities down. "Snap their fingers one by one. Right there at the table. Let them know nothing about territory has changed.”

      The fuck is he talking about?…

      "That’s public and messy," I muse aloud, the idea rolling around in my mind, tempting in its simplicity even though it’s absurd. There's a cleaner way; there always is.

      “Who cares about public and messy?” he retorts.

      "Marco, we're not animals. We don't do things just because that's how they've always been done." I stand, making sure he understands the authority in my stance.

      "Sometimes you gotta be the wolf. Show teeth." He steps closer.

      "Or," I counter, holding Alessandro’s gaze for a moment before resettling on Marco’s, "you lead smarter, not harder." My voice doesn't waver. It's not the answer he wants, but it's the one he's going to get. Hell, even Alessandro is frowning at me like I’m suddenly speaking Latin.

      "Your call, boss." The word drips with acid as he mimics Siobhan, the taste of it bitter on his tongue.

      "Damn right, it is." I watch him storm out, the slam of the door punctuating his disapproval.

      I turn back to Alessandro, who has bottled his reactions away from my viewing and now holds the impassivity of a gargoyle. His silence speaks volumes, but so does mine. I'm not my father. And tonight, I need to prove exactly what that means.

      The old man then leans back in his chair. He clears his throat, pondering how to continue. "Luca," he starts, voice low enough to be a secret. "Your brother is all reaction and no contemplation, but he’s also right in this situation. We need to make a show of power. Make an example,” he says. “Or, do so metaphorically, if that makes you more comfortable. But your father didn’t build an empire on comfort and politeness.”

      "I get that, sir, but we’re also in no position to start a war," I counter.

      "Since when are you afraid of a little heat?"

      "It’s never been about fear. It's about playing the long game. Have Marco bring the guy to my office. We do this clean."

      "Just remember: this isn't some white-collar negotiation."

      "Exactly. It's not." I straighten up, feeling the weight of command settle across my shoulders.

      He rises, taking his hat and placing it back onto his head. As he turns to leave, he limps. His hip tends to plague him any time he sits down for even a few minutes. Still, it takes him only a moment to stride out, pride draped over his shoulders like a hard-fought lion’s mane after years of slaying the beast.

      I sit behind the desk, run my thumb over the polished surface. It's smooth under my touch, hiding the history of bloodshed and bargaining it's witnessed. And now, it's my turn to choose whether to continue a legacy or create a new one.

      A few moments later and the door creaks open. I glance up as Siobhan steps inside, posture rigid, her green eyes scanning the office quickly before settling on me. 

      "Allesandro relayed your order, boss. Our guest is en route."

      Any time she’s worried, her Irish accent becomes thicker. But I don’t have to hear it in her voice. I see it in her eyes.

      "Our guest,” I repeat. “Is that what we're calling him?" I quirk an eyebrow, leaning back in my chair.

      "Seems civilized enough," she retorts, crossing her arms and giving me a small smile.

      “That’s how I want this conversation to go: civilized.”

      “Then, let’s make it go that way.”

      I nod, but keep my mind open. "Listen, just keep an eye on the floor for me while I talk to the guy. I need this to stay quiet."

      "Understood." She nods once, all business again, and exits with a swiftness that matches her reputation.

      Left alone, I brace myself for the impending confrontation. A Russo is coming back to the office to speak with me—a move that signals power. But it’s not about that. It’s simply about mutual respect.

      I'm rewriting the rules, whether Marco likes it or not.

      "Luca Corvino doesn't bow, doesn't break," I murmur to the empty room, "he adapts." And with that, I steel myself for Marco and Siobhan to escort this supposed “loudmouth” into my office. It's time to show them all what it means to rule with both head and heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Three


          

          
            3 ARIA

          

        

      

    

    
      "Due process," I muse aloud, the words sliding off my tongue like I'm discussing the weather, not a cornerstone of constitutional law. My hand shoots up before Professor Harlan's eyes even finish their sweep across the room. He nods in my direction, and I launch into an explanation that would make any legal eagle proud. 

      "Due process is the citizen’s right to fair treatment in the judicial system," I say, feeling every pair of eyes in the classroom on me. "It guarantees that the government can't take away our 'life, liberty, or property' without giving us a fair shot to argue our side. It's about checks and balances, making sure nobody gets steamrolled by the system."

      "Unless your family is the system," whispers a voice two seats over. 

      I don't flinch outwardly, but inside, my heart skips a beat. They're talking about La Rosa, the casino restaurant where last night's so-called 'shooting' was supposed to have happened.

      “Very good, Ms. Russo,” Professor Harlan says with a nod. He then rotates his portly body to face the dry erase board again, mapping out the evolution of the concept of due process. Meanwhile, I hear the chattering behind me. It’s not uncommon.

      "Did you hear that someone got capped last night?" one chimes in, eyes wide with the thrill of sharing second-hand danger.

      I stifle laughter.

      No one got 'capped’. Just some heated words between my hotheaded cousin and Luca Corvino, the new head honcho of the Corvino family. All bark, no bite. Yet.

      In my world, gunfire is a punctuation mark, but last night was nothing; a brief pause before whatever comes next.

      Let them gossip. My life's irony doesn't need an audience.

      Class ends at 10:50 a.m. sharp, and I pack up my things, my mind already shifting gears from amendments and articles to survival and secrecy. I'm halfway out the door when my phone buzzes in my pocket. A text from Dad. 

      An icy knot forms in my stomach when I read, "Come home. Now."

      Fuck. When Vincent Russo sends a text like that to a family member, let alone his daughter, you don't walk, you run. I slip through the throngs of students, a ghost among the living, already mourning my brief foray into normalcy. At least Dad encourages my journey into law, but for obviously selfish reasons. Having a sharp-eyed attorney in the family can’t hurt anything.

      My fingers tremble slightly as I clutch the leather strap of my bag, walking by the library and ignoring the leering eyes. “Mafia princess. A Russo… right here on campus.”

      Wow. Yipee. Lucky me to be the center of attention all the damn time.

      And don’t get me started on the boys here and there. One will say something along the lines of, “Damn, she’s hot as fuck. I’d risk my life to date her, no problem.” One of the other boys will always say one of two things: either, “You wouldn’t have a chance in hell with her,” or, “Yeah, until her dad decides he hates you and you end up at the bottom of the sea.”

      Such is my life. And now? Now, I can't help but wonder what fresh hell awaits at the Russo mansion.

      "Everything okay, Aria?" 

      It’s Jenelle. Blonde, petite, about two years younger than me, so not quite at the drinking age yet (as if that’s ever stopped her when I’ve seen her at parties).

      "Perfect," I lie through my teeth, offering her a fake smile. "Just perfect." 

      She shoots me a sympathetic smile. “Call me if you need anything, okay? A shoulder to lean on. A wing woman at a frat house. Whatever.”

      Laughter bubbles up, easing some of my tension. I adore this girl.

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      With a practiced calm, I stride out of the building, my heels clicking on the concrete. Each step takes me further away from the law student façade and closer to the mafia princess reality.

      I’d rather just be a law student by day and party girl by night. That’s what I’m supposed to be at my age. And twenty-one doesn’t last forever.

      I make it to the estate in just under an hour. Inside, the heavy oak door to my father's study swings open with a creak that seems to echo through the hushed corridors. I step inside, heels sinking into the plush carpet. The air is thick with cigar smoke.

      "Ah, there she is," Vincent Russo, my father, mumbles, his voice a low thunder that barely conceals the storm brewing in his eyes. He sits behind a massive mahogany desk, flanked by silent sentinels, one of which is his underboss, Reginald, who happens to be one of my uncles. The other three men sitting around Dad’s des are top lieutenants.

      Their usual banter dies on their lips the moment they notice me, an occurrence rare enough to set alarm bells ringing in my head.

      "Dad," I greet coolly, letting the door close behind me. I can practically taste the tension in the room, can feel it wrap around me like a chokehold. These men are stone-cold killers, but today, something has them spooked.

      "Sit down, we have business to discuss." His hand waves me toward a chair, but it's not an invitation. It's an order.

      One of the lieutenants rises from the chair directly across from Dad. I perch on the edge of it, my posture perfect, a result of too many years playing the part of obedient daughter. But obedience has never been synonymous with compliance. 

      "Here's the thing," he begins, leaning back and regarding me with eyes sharp as a hawk's. "You're going to the Willow Brook Charity Gala tonight.

      “Tonight?”

      “I need your charm."

      My eyebrow arches. "My… what?"

      Some of the men chuckle lightly.

      I keep my voice even, though my interest is piqued. Public appearances aren't usually my scene—or the family's, for that matter.

      "Your charm,” he repeats. “Luca Corvino will be there.” He watches me closely, trying to gauge my reaction.

      "Luca Corvino?" The name rolls off my tongue, laced with a hint of disdain I don't bother to mask. Luca Corvino is the man who, for all intents and purposes, is the prince of the family we've danced around for decades. "Well, isn't that intriguing."

      "Indeed. You'll represent us, show our strength... subtly." He punctuates his words with a jab of his cigar in the air. "And you'll take the temperature of the situation. I can’t trust my boys to do this, so it falls on you.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you’re prettier than these shitheads.”

      The shitheads chuckle again.

      Dad adds, “And, everyone tends to like you. Again, I need your charm. You know how to handle yourself, Aria. You've got that Russo fire, but you know how to tame it."

      "Fire, right." I stand, smoothing down the fabric of my skirt. This is stupid. I should be enjoying my youth, not spying. “Do I really have to? You don’t ask me to get involved much. I have a paper to write for class.”

      “I really, really need you to do this. Last night’s eruption of tempers between Luca Corvino and your cousin was… well, it wasn’t good. I’m surprised Luca didn’t try to hurt him. I need you to test the waters. Things are about to change, as they always do.”

      My molars grind together of their own accord. Here I am, ready to calm the waters between two families full of men who would rather beat their chests than act civilized. And my cousin, Angelo, probably should have gotten an uppercut to the jaw last night. At the least. He probably would have deserved it.

      "I'll go to your gala and dance with wolves,” I mutter, trying not to roll my eyes.

      "Good girl."

      "Save it, Dad. You know I’ve got better things to focus on. This is not my idea of a good time, but of course I’ll go." With a pivot on my heel, I stride out of the room, leaving the murmur of resumed conversation behind me. 

      “You damn well better,” he mutters at my back. “Be ready by seven o’clock.”

      I slip out of his study, the click of the door behind me a punctuation mark on the whole farcical conversation.

      Luca Corvino, a lawyer himself. Though, he hasn’t used his title in years, from what I hear.

      I shake my head. None of this can end up good.

      My old room awaits, a sanctuary of textbooks and legal briefs. It’s much more organized than the college dorm room I live in during the week, so I feel I can breathe more easily. It’s where I prefer to spend my time if I must be at home.

      I close the door with a silent thud and slump onto the bed, surrounded by the fortress of academia I've built with my own hands. My fingers trace the spines of casebooks, calming my mind. Law was supposed to be my ticket out. Now, it feels more like a chain pulling me back into the abyss.

      "Dammit," I mutter, squeezing my eyes shut.

      The idea of refusing Dad's request to attend the gala flits across my mind like a tempting mirage. But no, to refuse would mean to sever the already fraying threads connecting me to him, to them.

      "Family first," I whisper to the empty room, the mantra echoing back at me mockingly. My life, a constant battle between the pull of blood ties and the push of my conscience. How many times can I dance on this razor's edge before I slip?

      With a heavy sigh, I rise and approach the window. Outside, the world moves on, oblivious to the machinations of those who lurk in the shadows. I press my palm against the cool glass, grounding myself in the here and now.

      I have to play the part. Charm. Survive. 

      Seven p.m. looms ahead. I have several hours to mentally prepare, but there’s no way I’ll be a hundred percent comfortable tonight. No way in hell.

      The shrill ring of my cell fills the silence. It’s Mikey! It’s gotta be.

      I snatch my phone up from the bed, the name on the display causing me to smile.

      "Hey, little bro," I answer, forcing cheer into my tone.

      "Hey! Did you ace your mock trial?" His voice is like a lifeline, pulling me back from the edge.

      "Of course. The defense didn't stand a chance." A half-truth; law school's a breeze when you've been dodging legal bullets since birth.

      "Awesome! You're going to be the best lawyer." Pride beams through his words, and guilt gnaws at my insides, knowing he's clueless about the tightrope I walk.

      "Thanks, Mikey. How's the school treating you?" 

      Mom insisted on sending him there. She’s had her fill of her children being exposed to the brutalities that come with the family business. We’ve all gotten too close to the truth at a young age. So, with Mikey, Mom decided enough was enough. Now, nuns raise him at the best private school money can buy on the island city of Blue Key, which is over a thousand miles away from the clutches of Willow Brook.

      "Good!” he says. “I'm starting for the soccer team!" 

      "That's great!" My heart clenches. This innocence, this normalcy, is what I fight for. I’m his lifeline, and he’s mine. We both live for our Friday phone calls.

      "Yep! I can’t wait. So, what are you up to tonight?”

      "Actually, I’m going to some big charity event."

      "Like a party?”

      “Kind of! Dad wants me to go represent us as a family.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      I can’t help but laugh.

      “Promise you'll stay safe?" he adds.

      "Always."

      "Okay… Well, I love you, sis! Call me later, okay?"

      "Love you more, buddy. And I will."

      The line dies, and with it, my hesitation. Decision made.

      I stride across my room, feet determined, heart heavy, to where a garment bag hangs like a specter. I unzip it with reverence, the fabric cascading down in a waterfall of blood red silk. The dress is a statement, a declaration of war by means of diplomacy.

      I run a finger along the hem. It's the color of our family legacy, the hue of both love and violence. Perfect for a Russo.

      My reflection stares back at me from the full-length mirror as I hold the dress against myself. Sapphire eyes meet my gaze, two versions of the same girl—Aria Russo, the law student, who thrives on order and justice, and Aria Russo, mafia princess, born into a world where laws are made to be broken. Tonight, they must become one.

      "Alright," I address my reflection, a smirk tugging at the corner of my mouth. "Let's turn some heads and spin some lies."

      Twisting my dark hair into an intricate knot, I prepare. Each movement, each decision is calculated—the image I present, a carefully crafted illusion.

      Time to play the part.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Four


          

          
            4 ARIA

          

        

      

    

    
      I slide the heavy wooden door aside, tiptoeing into the walk-in closet that smells of lavender and mothballs, a scent clash that somehow fits my mother perfectly. She’s always been a careful and calculated woman.

      My eyes scan for the sapphire necklace, the one that's like a peace treaty set in silver. Shelves and drawers sprawl before me, secret keepers of silk and who knows what else. I rummage through the neatly stacked sweaters, the scent of other perfumes. And possibly other men’s cologne? Mom isn’t exactly loyal to Dad.

      Then, like a whisper from the shadows, a corner of leather peeks out, hiding but not hiding very well. I pause to study the material; it’s not a necklace. Not what I came here for. But it could be interesting to glance at. 

      It's a diary, nestled between old evening bags and forgotten gloves. I shouldn't, but I do—my fingers betray me, drawing it out like a blade from its sheath.

      The pages flutter under my touch. Words scrawled by a hand weighed down by broken dreams capture my attention. She writes of love poisoned, of a life shackled to the wrong man. Each word is a petal from her depressed heart. My mother's pain is raw, and I feel the sting of her thorns. It’s as if she’s been crafting a warning: don’t fall for a man with a dangerous path. And, whatever you do, don’t become a part of that path.

      "Damn," I mutter under my breath, a hot rush of sorrow for her coursing through me. Quickly, I slide the diary back, a silent promise to leave her secrets undisturbed. She deserves that much.

      My mission for the necklace becomes quickly forgotten, the guilt of snooping pushing me out of her private room. Laughter and clinking glasses echo from below as I slip back into my own bedroom, sealing away the noise with a click of the door. My dad and his cronies are now in the living room at the open bar, talking about who knows what.

      Alone, I face the mirror, brushing a stray hair into place, applying a final stroke of mascara. Lips curve into a practiced smile, a mask ready to greet Luca Corvino, or any of his suited vipers, with rehearsed warmth.

      "Charm them, Aria," I coach myself. "Bewitch them."

      Phone in hand, I kill time by scrolling for information about the enemy. The screen of my phone flickers to life. I search for images of Corvinos, which quickly leads me to a video revealing a funeral procession as they gather around an urn on a raised platform, surrounded by photos of Dad’s oldest rival.

      There he is, Luca Corvino, tall as can be, dark hair, jaw set in stone, eyes hollow with loss. Damn if he isn't beautiful in his mourning.

      He’s… fucking hot. If I’m honest.

      Memories suddenly flood in, uninvited. I'm twelve again, sipping a Coca Cola even though Dad had told me I didn’t need a second can, but I clutch it like a lifeline at one of those social events where my mother shimmered brighter than any chandelier. Her laughter, a melody that bewitched even the most stone-hearted capos. She wove through them, a master puppeteer with smiles and whispers that could start or end wars.

      "Watch and learn, Aria," she'd murmur, her eyes alight with a dangerous kind of knowledge. "This is our world."

      That was back when I believed we could be good. Back when I thought the danger was optional. How naive children can be. Mikey is much smarter than I was at his age. He knows. He more than knows. We just don’t talk about it outright during our Friday phone calls.

      Now, I’ll be the one in the luxurious dress, charming people left and right as I represent the family. Great. And with Luca Corvino? I’ll be lucky not to become tongue-tied should we cross paths.

      I exhale and lock my phone, then drop it onto the bed next to me. This isn't the time to swoon over the enemy. It’s time to put my game face on, and that’s it.

      Shaking off the past, I snatch my bag from the bed, its chain strap cold against my palm, then snatch my phone back up and toss it inside. The sapphire necklace would have completed the look, but the mission calls for more than accessories tonight.

      Downstairs, chandeliers drip opulence, and the air hums with the buzz of deals cloaked in pleasantries. My uncle Reginald, the underboss, spots me immediately, his eyes sharp as he motions me over. I navigate through clusters of tailored suits.

      "Here's the play," he says, voice low as he hands me the address written on a card. "Charm board member Zito; he's got construction bids we need. Avoid Senator Clarke; he's likely wired. And listen for any talk about the docks—they're getting hotter than we like."

      "Got it," I reply. It's not just a gala. It’s a chessboard.

      "Remember, we need ears in the right places," Uncle Reginald continues.

      "I’ll do my best."

      "Be careful, Aria," Dad adds, almost absently.

      "Careful is my middle name," I lie, turning away.

      Slouched in my driver's seat, I tap an imaginary rhythm on my steering wheel and exhale sharply. Careful. I have to be careful. But that’s easier to do when anxiety isn’t eating at your insides.

      In the rearview mirror, my eyes lock onto their own reflection—a silent challenge. "You're just a curious law student, Aria," I whisper to myself, trying on the first mask. "So, Luca Corvino, tell me about your specialty in the field of law. I’d like to go into criminal defense, myself. You can probably guess why, ha ha ha ha."

      The sarcasm feels stupid.

      I shake my head, discarding the role, and straighten up. My voice hardens as I switch gears. "I'm Aria Russo, don't you forget it," I say, channeling all the arrogance bred into my bones. But confidence feels like a costume too tight at the seams, threatening to split with every breath. Plus, it makes me feel like I’m in high school again and trying to run a mean girl vibe. It’s double stupid.

      "Or maybe," I muse, adopting a tone of detached interest, "we can just talk about the weather." Indifference paints my words as I practice being the neutral socialite, but it's a thin veneer over the chaos underneath.

      Each persona crumbles, leaving behind the residue of unease. No cloak of pretense fits comfortably; they all scratch at the truth I hide.

      My phone buzzes suddenly. Mikey's name lights up the screen. His message is nothing more than a link to a grim headline. It sends a shiver down my spine. Then, a follow-up text adds, “Did we know him?

      The article shows a body, fished out from the river's grim embrace. “Member of Russo family deposed to a watery grave” the headline reads.

      I tap out a response with fingers that refuse to tremble. "No idea, buddy.”

      Five seconds later, he says, “Are you sure you’ll be safe at this party tonight?”

      “It's a gala, not a war zone.” I text back. “I’m safe, I promise." 

      Even I don't buy the reassurance, but I send it anyway.

      Mom should be back by now. She’s supposed to be at ‘a friend’s house’, but I know full well she's painting the town red with her latest affair.

      Fuck it. Let’s give her closet one more search for the necklace.

      I slide out of the car, slam the door shut harder than necessary, and storm past the threshold of our gilded cage.

      "Forgot something," I call over my shoulder, brushing past my father and his cronies gathered around the bar. Their laughter follows me like a trail of smoke as I ascend the staircase two steps at a time, urgency pounding in my chest.

      Mom’s private room greets me again. I stride to the closet and pull open the dresser drawer where the diary had been hidden. Empty. I check another, then another, frustration mounting. Finally, a glint of silver catches my eye, nestled behind a stack of silk scarves. The sapphire necklace winks at me, calling for me to adorn myself with propriety and elegance.

      "Sorry, Mom," I mutter, closing my fingers around the cool metal. With the necklace secure in my palm, I steel myself for what's to come. It's more than an accessory. It’s a talisman for the night ahead.

      The clasp clicks into place at the back of my neck as a chill slivers down my spine. The metal feels like ice even through the fabric of my dress. Sapphire and silver nestle against my collarbone.

      I thumb through the rest of the drawer, seeing if there might be a matching bracelet I don’t know about. From beneath a swath of black lace, something small and metallic winks at me. But it’s not jewelry at all.

      It’s the cap of a flask. Wait, a hidden flask? She doesn’t hide her drinking from anyone. Her bottles are usually spread out around her living area.

      I pick it up and study the metal casing. Opening the cap, I take a whiff, expecting maybe whiskey. Either Mom’s got a thing for the brown liquid, or another lover left it in her car or something (the latter much more likely). However, what I smell isn’t whiskey at all. It has an almost bitter odor. It reminds me very vaguely of almonds.

      Shit. Cyanide? Is this fucking cyanide?

      I can’t cap the flask quickly enough. Inside the thing, death swirls, waiting for an invitation to dance. Poison. My heart hammers a warning. This isn't some prop in a detective movie; it's real, and it's heavy with implication.
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