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VENOM & VIRTUE

The smell hit first—wet ash and melted plastic, the ghost of her father’s marinara sauce clinging to charred brick like a funeral shroud.

Sienna Cross stood at the police tape barrier, her fingers bloodless where they gripped the yellow plastic. Her knees had locked an hour ago, muscles rigid as rebar, because if she softened even slightly, if she let her joints remember how to bend, she would collapse into the rubble that used to be Bella Notte.

“Miss Cross, you really shouldn’t be here.”

Detective Morrison’s voice came from somewhere to her left, but Sienna couldn’t turn her head. Her neck had fossilized, vertebrae fused by the weight of staring at the skeleton of her childhood. The restaurant’s brick facade still stood—blackened, weeping soot-tears from empty window frames. Everything else had been devoured.

“Sienna.” Morrison’s hand landed on her shoulder.

Her body flinched before her mind registered the touch, muscles coiling tight under her jacket. She forced air into lungs that felt packed with the same ash coating the rubble. “When can I go in?”

“You can’t. It’s not safe, and it’s still an active investigation—”

“Investigation.” The word scraped out of her throat, sharp-edged. “You mean the investigation that’s going to conclude it was an electrical fire? Faulty wiring in a seventy-year-old building?”

Her jaw ached from clenching. She’d ground her molars together so hard during the hospital vigil that her dentist would probably find cracks. If she still had dental insurance. If she could afford a dentist now that the restaurant—now that everything—

Sienna’s stomach twisted, acid climbing her esophagus.

“The evidence—”

“Fuck your evidence.”

The detective’s fingers tightened on her shoulder, but Sienna shrugged him off, finally unsticking her feet from the sidewalk. Her legs trembled as she moved closer to the tape, close enough to see details. The chandelier that had hung above table seven—her father’s favorite, where he’d serve free wine to elderly couples celebrating anniversaries—had melted into a crystalline tumor on the floor. The espresso machine he’d imported from Naples sat in a puddle of its own copper viscera.

Her throat constricted, airway narrowing to a pinhole.

“Your father was a good man,” Morrison said quietly. “Everyone in Little Italia knew—”

“Then find who killed him.”

“Sienna, I understand you’re grieving, but there’s no indication of foul play. The fire marshal’s report—”

“Is bullshit.”

Her hands shook as she dug into her jacket pocket, fingers clumsy, nerves firing erratically like severed electrical wires. She pulled out the evidence bag—unofficial, just a plastic sandwich bag—and thrust it toward Morrison.

The medallion inside caught the weak October sunlight. Silver, tarnished black in places, no bigger than a half-dollar. A serpent eating its own tail, eyes rendered in chips of green stone.

Morrison’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted. His shoulders drew back, spine straightening in a movement so subtle Sienna almost missed it. Almost.

Her pulse kicked against her carotid artery, visible if anyone looked close enough. “You’ve seen this before.”

“Where did you find it?”

“In the kitchen. Under the prep table.” She’d been searching the ruins three days ago before the cops expanded the perimeter, had dropped to her hands and knees in the muck, destroying her only good pair of jeans. Ash had caked under her fingernails, in the creases of her palms, and she still couldn’t get it all out. Still couldn’t stop feeling it there, gritty and wrong.

Her father’s wedding ring had been near the medallion. She’d put it on a chain around her neck, and now it rested against her sternum, the metal cold enough to feel through her shirt. A small, hard point of ice above her heart.

“Miss Cross—”

“Who are they?” Her voice cracked, and she hated the weakness in it, hated how her vision blurred at the edges. She blinked hard, rapid-fire, forcing the moisture back. Crying was a luxury. Crying was permission to break, and if she broke now, she’d shatter into pieces too small to ever reassemble. “The serpent. It means something. Someone left it there as a—a calling card or a warning or—”

“I need you to give me that medallion.”

Morrison’s hand extended, palm up, and everything in Sienna’s body recoiled. Her arm whipped back, clutching the bag to her chest, and her heart hammered so hard she could feel it in her temples, her wrists, behind her eyes.

“No.”

“It’s evidence in an ongoing investigation—”

“You just said there was no investigation!” Her voice climbed, shrill and raw. Heads turned along the street—neighbors, onlookers, vultures picking at tragedy. Heat flooded her cheeks, adrenaline dumping into her bloodstream, making her hands shake harder. “You said it was an accident, so this can’t be evidence of anything, can it?”

Morrison’s jaw worked, muscle flexing beneath his skin. “Sienna, you’re in shock. You’re not thinking clearly—”

“My father is dead.” Each word came out flat, mechanical. Her lips felt numb. “My brother is in a coma with third-degree burns over forty percent of his body. I’m thinking very fucking clearly.”

The trembling spread from her hands to her arms, her shoulders, until her whole torso vibrated with it. She locked her knees again, forcing stability, forcing her spine to stay straight even as everything inside her howled.

Marco. Sweet, stupid Marco, who’d gone back inside for the cash box because Dad always said never leave the day’s receipts in the restaurant overnight. Fifteen years old and more responsible than most adults, and now he was wrapped in gauze in the ICU, unconscious for six days and counting.

Sienna’s breath came too fast, shallow sips of air that didn’t fill her lungs properly. The edges of her vision sparkled with oxygen deprivation.

“I need you to calm down—”

“Don’t.” The word came out strangled. She swallowed, throat clicking, forcing saliva down a desert-dry passage. “Don’t tell me to calm down. Tell me what this means.” She shook the bag, the medallion sliding across the plastic. “Tell me who uses this symbol. Tell me why my father had to die.”

Morrison’s expression settled into professional blankness, the mask cops wore when they’d decided you were hysterical, unreliable, a problem to be managed rather than helped.

Sienna’s stomach dropped, a sickening lurch like missing a step in the dark.

He wasn’t going to help her. Whatever he knew—and he knew something, she’d seen the recognition in that subtle shift of his shoulders—he wasn’t going to share it. The police would file their reports, insurance would deny the claim because the building had been underinsured, and everyone would forget about Antonio Cross and his little Italian restaurant.

Everyone except her.

“Go home, Miss Cross. Get some rest. We’ll be in touch if anything develops.”

He walked away, his footsteps heavy on the cracked sidewalk, and Sienna stood there with the medallion pressed against her sternum, right next to her father’s ring. Her body felt simultaneously molten and frozen—volcanic rage in her chest, ice in her extremities. Her fingers had gone white, bloodless, but she could feel her pulse in them, rapid and thready.

She stared at the ruins until the sun set, until the streetlights flickered on, until a patrolman asked her to move along because they were expanding the perimeter again.

At home—the cramped apartment above a bodega that smelled like plantains and disinfectant—she dumped the contents of her bag across her bed. Funeral arrangements she couldn’t afford. Hospital bills that would bury her. Her laptop, old and unreliable.

And the medallion.

Sienna picked it up with shaking fingers, turning it in the lamplight. The serpent’s scales had been etched with painstaking detail, each one distinct. The tail disappeared into the mouth at a perfect angle, creating an unbroken circle.

Ouroboros. The symbol of eternity, of cycles, of things that consumed themselves.

She opened her laptop, ignoring the way her hands trembled so badly she had to retype her password three times. Her back ached from hours of standing, muscles knotted into painful lumps. She rolled her shoulders, heard things crack and pop, and started searching.

Serpent medallion secret society

Ouroboros symbol criminal organization

Snake eating tail calling card

Hours blurred together. Her eyes burned, dry from staring at the screen. Her neck cramped, a hot wire of pain from skull to shoulder blade. She barely noticed.

The first real lead came at 2 AM: a Reddit thread, mostly scrubbed, discussing an “elite college organization” with ties to organized crime. The Serpents. Based at Blackthorn University, operating under the guise of the hockey team.

Sienna’s heart kicked into a different rhythm—not panic now, but purpose. Her breathing steadied, deepened. The trembling in her hands subsided to a fine tremor.

She navigated to Blackthorn’s website. Applications for spring transfer students were still open.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, her father’s ring swinging slightly on its chain with each breath. In the window’s reflection, she looked like a ghost—hollow-eyed, colorless, already half-dead.

Good.

The dead had nothing left to lose, and everything to avenge.

Sienna started typing, her jaw set, her spine steel, her heart a cold engine of purpose in her chest. They’d made a mistake leaving that medallion behind. They’d given her a thread, and she would pull it until their whole world unraveled.

In a den of vipers, revenge is the deadliest venom.

She’d make sure they choked on it.
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VENOM & VIRTUE

The iron gates of Blackthorn University opened like jaws.

Sienna’s hands gripped the steering wheel of her father’s ancient Civic—the only thing the insurance company hadn’t seized—hard enough that her knuckles blanched white against the black rubber. The tendons in her forearms stood out in sharp relief, muscles rigid from three hours of white-knuckling it through highway traffic and her own spiraling thoughts.

She forced her fingers to relax, one by one, stretching them against the wheel. They cramped immediately, protesting. She’d been clenching something—steering wheel, coffee cup, the edge of Marco’s hospital bed—for two months straight. Her body had forgotten softness.

The campus sprawled before her like something from a gothic novel. Stone buildings with ivy-choked facades, sharp-peaked roofs piercing a gray January sky, manicured lawns buried under pristine snow. Students moved in clusters between classes, their voices carrying across the frozen air—confident, easy, untouched by anything resembling real tragedy.

Sienna’s throat tightened, her esophagus constricting around a lump of pure rage.

These people. These trust-fund kids playing at education while actual futures burned down around people who’d worked for them. Her father had saved for eighteen years to send her to community college. These students probably spent more on coffee in a week than Antonio Cross had made in a month.

She swallowed hard, forcing the bitterness down, feeling it settle like battery acid in her stomach.

The admissions office sat in a building called Founder’s Hall, because of course it did. Sienna parallel-parked the Civic between a Range Rover and a Tesla, the contrast so absurd she might have laughed if her jaw weren’t wired shut with tension. Her reflection in the rearview mirror startled her—she looked feral. Dark circles carved crescents under her eyes, sharp enough to cut. Her hair, normally thick and dark as espresso, hung limp against her shoulders. She’d lost twelve pounds she couldn’t afford to lose, her collarbone jutting against her skin like a coat hanger.

Good. Hunger made you mean. Grief made you focused.

She grabbed her bag—containing forged transcripts, a fabricated letter of recommendation, and enough desperation to fuel a rocket—and stepped out into cold that punched the air from her lungs.

Her boots crunched through snow, each step deliberate. She’d practiced walking like she belonged here, shoulders back, chin level, none of the hunched defeat that had characterized her last two months. Fake it until you make it. Fake it until you infiltrate their world and burn it down from the inside.

The admissions officer was a middle-aged woman named Patricia with kind eyes and a cardigan that probably cost more than Sienna’s entire wardrobe. She smiled warmly as Sienna entered, and something in Sienna’s chest constricted—a phantom pain where trust used to live.

“Miss Cross! We’re so pleased you decided to join us mid-year.”

Sienna arranged her face into something approximating gratitude, feeling her facial muscles move in unfamiliar configurations. Smiling felt like puppetry, strings pulling her mouth into shapes that meant nothing. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

“Your transcripts are impressive. And this letter from Professor Morrison at your previous institution—” Patricia tapped the forged document, and Sienna’s pulse spiked, her heart suddenly a jackhammer against her ribs. Could she hear it? The lie humming beneath every word? “—speaks very highly of your resilience and dedication.”

Resilience. What a clinical word for clawing your way out of grief’s throat.

“I’m looking forward to a fresh start,” Sienna said, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. Fresh start. New identity. Close enough to hunt.

Patricia handed over a folder thick with campus maps, housing assignments, course schedules. “You’ll be in Ashford Hall—one of our newer dormitories. Very comfortable. And I’ve enrolled you in the classes you requested, though I notice you didn’t select any electives?”

“I prefer to focus on my major requirements.” Translation: I’m not here to make friends or explore interests. I’m here to find murderers.

“Of course. Well, if you need anything at all, my door is always open.”

The kindness in her voice made Sienna’s throat ache, a sudden burn behind her sternum. She nodded, not trusting her voice, and escaped before the performance cracked.

Outside, she sucked in frigid air, letting it sear her lungs, using the pain to center herself. Her hands shook as she unfolded the campus map, not from cold but from the adrenaline dump of sustained lying. She’d made it. She was in.

Now came the hard part.

The hockey rink sat on the eastern edge of campus, a modern structure of glass and steel that looked like it cost more than most hospitals. Sienna approached it that evening, her stomach a writhing nest of snakes, acid and anxiety tangling together.

Through the windows, she could see them.

The Serpents.

They moved across the ice like apex predators, all controlled violence and precise brutality. Even through the glass, even from a distance, Sienna could feel the energy they generated—something dark and magnetic that pulled attention like gravity.

Her research had identified the key players. She’d spent weeks studying social media, news articles, game footage, building profiles like she was hunting serial killers.

Because maybe she was.

Dominic Volkov—six-foot-four, Russian immigrant, enforcer. His role was simple: hurt people. The scar bisecting his left eyebrow suggested he was good at his job. On the ice, he moved like a glacier—slow, inevitable, crushing anything in his path.

Jasper Reid—the pretty one, all sharp cheekbones and calculated charm. A winger with hands fast enough to steal pucks and probably wallets. His smile in photographs never reached his eyes.

Luca Santoro—the quiet one, which made him the most dangerous in Sienna’s estimation. Assistant captain, strategist, the brain behind their plays. He watched everything, spoke rarely, missed nothing.

And then there was Kane Ashford.

Captain. Center. The golden boy of Blackthorn athletics.

Sienna’s fingers tightened around her phone, zooming in on her target through the window. Kane wore number seven, his dark hair sweat-dampened, his movements across the ice fluid and effortless. Even in practice, he played like he had something to prove, stick-handling with a precision that bordered on artistic.

Her research on Kane had yielded a portrait of perfection: 3.8 GPA in business management, volunteer work with youth hockey programs, quotes in the student newspaper about teamwork and integrity. His social media showed him at charity events, study groups, helping elderly professors carry books.

Either he was exactly what he appeared—a genuinely good person trapped in a nest of vipers—or he was the best liar in the organization.

Sienna’s money was on the latter, but it didn’t matter. Real or fake, his goodness made him vulnerable. Made him her way in.

She watched him call out something to his teammates, watched them respond immediately, the hierarchy clear even in casual practice. Kane wasn’t just the captain. He was the center of their solar system, and everything orbited around him.

Which meant getting close to Kane meant getting close to all of them.

Sienna’s heart rate kicked up, adrenaline sharpening her senses. Her skin prickled with awareness, hypervigilant, reading threat levels. This was insane. Walking into their world, pretending to be someone she wasn’t, trying to manipulate a man who was probably ten times smarter than her research suggested.

But Marco was still in the hospital, still fighting his way back from burns that had melted his skin like wax. The doctors said he might wake up soon. Might. Maybe. If.

And her father was still dead, reduced to ash and bone fragments and a closed-casket funeral that Sienna had paid for by selling everything they owned.

She pressed her palm flat against the cold glass, feeling the temperature leech into her skin, using the discomfort to anchor herself. Her breath fogged the window, obscuring her view for a moment before clearing.

Inside, practice was ending. The Serpents skated toward the bench, laughing, shoving each other with the easy camaraderie of people who’d never known real loss. Kane stripped off his helmet, and even from this distance, Sienna could see the sharp planes of his face, the strong jaw, the way he moved with absolute confidence in his body and his place in the world.

Entitled. Dangerous. Perfect.

Her target.

Sienna’s phone buzzed in her pocket. A text from the hospital: No change. Marco stable. Will update if anything develops.

She read it three times, her vision blurring slightly, her eyes burning with exhaustion and unshed tears she refused to let fall. Her jaw clenched so hard her teeth ached, molars grinding together, the pain almost welcome. Something sharp. Something real.

She typed back: Thank you. I’ll visit this weekend.

A lie. She couldn’t leave campus now. Couldn’t risk missing an opportunity. Marco would understand. Or he wouldn’t. Either way, he wasn’t conscious to be disappointed.

The guilt sat in her stomach like swallowed glass, cutting her from the inside.

Sienna pocketed her phone and pulled up her research notes one more time. According to his schedule—publicly posted because the athletics department loved parading their stars—Kane had office hours tomorrow morning with Professor Chen for Advanced Financial Management. The building was Maxwell Hall, third floor, east wing.

She would be there. Struggling with concepts. Asking for help. Playing the lost, overwhelmed transfer student who just needed a little guidance.

And Kane, with his volunteer work and his perfect grades and his apparent need to be everyone’s hero, would offer to help.

They always did. Good men couldn’t resist saving people.

And if he wasn’t a good man? If this was all performance, if he was as rotten as the rest of them?

Then Sienna would find out. She’d get close, she’d make herself indispensable, she’d worm her way into his world until she knew every secret, every connection, every thread that led back to the puppet master who’d ordered her father’s execution.

And then she’d pull those threads until everything unraveled.

Inside the rink, Kane laughed at something Dominic said, his head tipping back, throat exposed. Vulnerable.

Sienna’s lips pulled into something that wasn’t quite a smile, more a baring of teeth.

Tomorrow, she’d begin. Tomorrow, she’d set the trap.

Tonight, she’d prepare to become someone Kane Ashford couldn’t resist helping.

Even if it destroyed them both.
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VENOM & VIRTUE

The coffee shop on campus—pretentiously named “The Grind”—smelled like burnt espresso and old money. Sienna sat in the corner booth she’d claimed an hour ago, her untouched latte forming a skin across its surface, her laptop open to a Financial Management textbook she’d acquired specifically for this performance.

Her knee bounced under the table, a manic rhythm she couldn’t control. The muscle jumped and twitched, burning energy her body didn’t have to spare. She pressed her palm down on her thigh, forcing stillness, feeling the tension coil tighter in her quadriceps like a spring wound to breaking.

Kane would be here. His office hours had ended twenty minutes ago, and according to three weeks of social media surveillance, he always stopped at The Grind afterward. Caramel macchiato, extra shot, his small rebellion against the black coffee his teammates drank like it was motor oil.

Predictable. Comfortable in his routines.

Perfect.

Sienna’s fingers trembled as she highlighted a random passage in the textbook, the yellow marker bleeding through the thin page. She flexed her hand, trying to work out the tremor, but it persisted—part caffeine withdrawal, part adrenaline, part the bone-deep exhaustion of maintaining a lie that could get her killed.

The door chimed.

Every muscle in Sienna’s body locked, her spine going rigid against the booth’s back. She didn’t look up. Couldn’t. If she seemed too eager, too prepared, the whole thing would collapse. Instead, she kept her eyes on the textbook, reading the same sentence about capital asset pricing models for the eighth time, the words scrambling into alphabet soup.

Footsteps approached the counter. A deep voice ordered—“Caramel macchiato, extra shot, please”—and Sienna’s heart kicked against her ribs so hard she wondered if it was visible through her sweater.

She risked a glance.

Kane Ashford stood at the counter in profile, and the photographs hadn’t done him justice. He was tall—six-two, maybe six-three—with the kind of build that came from a lifetime of athletics. Broad shoulders tapered to a narrow waist, his posture perfect without being stiff. Dark hair fell across his forehead, slightly damp from a post-practice shower, and when he smiled at the barista, the expression transformed his entire face.

Warm. Open. Genuine.

Or a masterclass in manipulation. Sienna couldn’t tell yet.

He wore dark jeans and a Blackthorn Hockey hoodie, the fabric stretched across his chest in a way that suggested the body underneath was all controlled power. His hands—long-fingered, elegant for an athlete—drummed against the counter while he waited, an unconscious rhythm that matched some internal tempo.

Sienna’s stomach clenched, a fist of anxiety squeezing her organs. This was it. The moment she’d been planning, rehearsing in her mirror, running through a thousand scenarios.

She looked back down at her textbook, forcing her breathing to stay even. In through the nose, four counts. Hold. Out through the mouth, six counts. A technique the grief counselor had taught her before Sienna stopped going to sessions because she couldn’t afford the copay.

Kane collected his drink, turned—

And Sienna knocked her own cold latte directly into her laptop.

The crash was spectacular. Ceramic shattering, liquid spreading across her keyboard in a beige flood, her own gasp of “Shit!” perfectly calibrated between genuine distress and damsel-in-distress performance art.

She lunged for the laptop, yanking it upright, coffee streaming from the ports. Her hands shook—no performance necessary there—as she grabbed napkins, dabbing uselessly at the keys, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts that might have been panic or might have been rage at having to destroy her only computer for this stupid, desperate plan.

“Hey, hey—here, let me help.”

Kane was there, suddenly, impossibly fast for someone his size. He set his own drink down and grabbed the stack of napkins from the dispenser, his movements efficient, controlled. “Turn it off, pull the battery if you can—”

“It doesn’t come out,” Sienna said, her voice cracking perfectly. She wasn’t even acting anymore. Watching coffee drip from her laptop’s corpse sent genuine grief spiraling through her chest, tightening her throat. This computer had her father’s recipes saved in a folder she couldn’t bring herself to open. Photos of Marco before the fire. Everything.

Her eyes burned, tears pushing against the backs of her lids, and she blinked rapidly, vision swimming.

“Okay, okay—let’s get it dried off at least.” Kane’s hand landed on her shoulder, gentle, steadying, and Sienna’s entire body went rigid at the contact. His palm was warm through her sweater, his fingers broad and solid, and every nerve ending under his touch screamed at her to pull away, to not let him see how she flinched from kindness like a beaten dog.

She forced herself still, let him guide her into action. Together, they mopped up the worst of it, Kane’s presence solid beside her, smelling like clean soap and something else—bergamot, maybe, expensive and subtle.

“I’m such an idiot,” Sienna muttered, the self-recrimination only half-feigned. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking, napkins fluttering in her grip. “I just—I wasn’t paying attention, and I’ve been staring at this textbook for three hours, and none of it makes sense, and—”

She cut herself off, biting the inside of her cheek hard enough to taste copper. Rambling. She was rambling, words spilling out in a cascade she couldn’t control. Her heart hammered against her sternum, too fast, too hard, the rhythm erratic with stress.

“Financial Management?” Kane glanced at the textbook, recognition flickering across his features. Up close, his eyes were startling—pale gray, almost silver in the coffee shop’s industrial lighting. They studied her with an intensity that made her skin prickle with awareness. “Chen’s class?”

“Yeah.” Sienna’s voice came out smaller than intended. She cleared her throat, forced strength into it. “I’m a transfer student, and I guess my previous credits didn’t—I mean, everyone else in the class has already taken the prerequisites, and I’m just—”

“Drowning?”

The word hit too close. Sienna’s breath caught, her lungs seizing, because yes. She was drowning. Had been drowning since the night she got the call about the fire, since she’d sprinted to the hospital in yesterday’s clothes, since she’d stood in the ICU and watched her baby brother’s chest rise and fall with mechanical assistance.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

Kane’s expression softened, something that looked almost like empathy crossing his features. “Chen’s brutal if you don’t have the foundation. I took that class last year—happy to help if you want?”

Too easy. The offer came too quickly, too smoothly, and Sienna’s instincts screamed warning. Her shoulders tensed, muscles bunching beneath her sweater. Was this how he operated? Identify the weak, offer assistance, reel them in?

Or was he actually just… nice?

“I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Sienna said, even as everything in her screamed yes, take the bait, set the hook. “You probably have practice and—I saw you play, actually. Last week’s game against Riverside? You were amazing.”

A calculated compliment, specific enough to seem genuine. She’d watched that game footage four times, studying not just Kane but the team dynamics, the way they moved together like a single predatory organism.

Something flickered in Kane’s eyes—pleasure at the recognition, maybe, or suspicion at being watched. The expression passed too quickly to read, his features resettling into that warm, open smile.

“Thanks. But seriously, it’s no problem. I’ve got time tomorrow afternoon if you want to meet up? We can go through the basics, get you caught up.”

His hand was still on her shoulder, and Sienna became hyperaware of it—the weight, the warmth, the casual intimacy of the touch. Her pulse jumped beneath her skin, visible in her throat if he cared to look.

“I’m Kane, by the way.” He pulled his hand back, extended it for a shake.

Sienna looked at it—broad palm, long fingers, calluses on the knuckles from stick handling—and felt her stomach twist with something she refused to name. This hand might have killed her father. This hand, or hands like it, following orders from someone higher up the chain.

She took it anyway, felt his fingers close around hers. His grip was firm without being crushing, his skin warm against her perpetually cold fingers. The handshake lasted exactly the appropriate length of time, nothing creepy or possessive, just a normal human interaction.

Which somehow made it worse.

“Sienna,” she said. “Sienna Cross.”

She’d debated using a fake name, but the transcripts were already filed, the housing assignment already processed. Too late to build a complete false identity. Instead, she’d banked on the name meaning nothing to them—her father had been nobody, his murder too insignificant to register on their radar.

Kane’s grip didn’t tighten. His expression didn’t change. No recognition flickered in those pale eyes.

She exhaled slowly, relief loosening the knot between her shoulder blades.

“Nice to meet you, Sienna. So tomorrow? Say, two o’clock? We can meet back here if you want, or the library if you prefer somewhere quieter.”

“Here is good,” Sienna said quickly. Public. Witnesses. Safety in crowds. “And thank you. Really. I’ve been losing my mind trying to catch up.”

“No problem. That’s what teammates are for, right? Everyone needs help sometimes.”

Teammates. The word choice was deliberate, inclusive, designed to make her feel like part of something. A classic manipulation tactic—create belonging, foster dependence.

Or maybe he was just a good guy who used sports metaphors.

Sienna couldn’t tell, and the uncertainty made her jaw clench, muscles jumping beneath her skin.

They exchanged numbers—she gave him her real one, the burner phone seemed too paranoid—and Kane gathered his coffee, offering one more smile before heading to a table across the room where Jasper Reid had apparently been watching the entire interaction.

Sienna’s heart stuttered, ice flooding her veins.

Jasper leaned back in his chair, an ankle crossed over his knee, studying her with eyes the color of amber. A slow smile spread across his face—sharp, knowing, predatory. He said something to Kane, too quiet to hear, and Kane’s response was a dismissive head shake and an eye roll.

But Jasper kept staring.

Sienna forced herself to look away, to gather her drowned laptop and ruined textbook, to stand on legs that trembled with spent adrenaline. Every instinct screamed at her to run, that Jasper had seen through her performance, that she’d been made before she’d even truly begun.

She walked out of The Grind with measured steps, her spine straight, her breathing controlled.

She made it to her car before the shaking got so bad she had to grip the steering wheel just to keep her hands from flying apart.

The laptop sat in the passenger seat, coffee still seeping from its ports, and Sienna stared at it while her heart tried to hammer its way out of her chest. Her father’s recipes. Gone. Marco’s baby photos. Gone. Everything she’d been hoarding against the grief, destroyed.

For this. For a chance to get close to a man who might be innocent, might be guilty, might be something worse than either.

Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number: Looking forward to tomorrow. - Kane

Followed immediately by another: P.S. - Put your laptop in rice. Might save it.

Something about that second text—the casual thoughtfulness, the assumption that she’d have rice, that she’d care enough to try—made Sienna’s throat close up. Her breath caught, chest heaving, and for a terrible moment she thought she might actually cry.

She didn’t. Couldn’t. Crying was weakness, and weakness got you killed in their world.

Instead, she started the car, hands still shaking, and drove back to her dorm room in Ashford Hall—named, she’d discovered, after Kane’s family, because apparently the Ashfords owned half of Blackthorn’s campus.

The room was sparse, impersonal. She hadn’t bothered decorating. No photos, no posters, nothing that suggested a person actually lived here rather than a ghost going through the motions of existence.

Sienna pulled out the medallion from her bag, the serpent eating its tail, and set it on her desk. Then she pulled up Kane’s social media on her phone, scrolling through images of him smiling, laughing, living a life untouched by the blood money that probably funded it.

Tomorrow, she’d meet him. Tomorrow, she’d smile and ask questions and pretend to be grateful for his help.

Tomorrow, she’d start the long process of becoming someone Kane Ashford trusted.

And then, when the time was right, when she’d gathered enough evidence, enough proof, enough ammunition—

She’d destroy him.

Sienna’s reflection stared back at her from the darkened window, hollow-eyed and gaunt, a stranger wearing her face. She looked like someone who could do terrible things. Someone who already had, just by being willing to use another person’s kindness as a weapon.

Her phone buzzed again. The hospital: Marco’s vitals improving. Neurologist optimistic about emergence from coma within the week.

This time, the tears came. Silent, hot, unstoppable. They tracked down her cheeks while she sat motionless, the medallion cold beneath her palm, her brother’s potential awakening both hope and horror.

Because if Marco woke up, he’d want to know what she’d been doing. How she’d been coping. Whether she’d moved on.

And she’d have to lie to him too.

Sienna wiped her face with shaking hands, took a breath that rattled in her chest, and got to work. She had research to do, plans to refine, a role to perfect.

In a den of vipers, you became a snake.

Or you became prey.
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