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Synopsis
When the unthinkable happens to Cora and her life is in shambles, she takes the only realistic option open to her— attending Blackbriar Academy.
Brokenhearted after a horrific event, Cora is left to pick up the pieces of her life as best she can. She knew it wouldn't be easy, but she didn't expect to have to deal with the guys she used to call friends— those same ones that had turned their backs on her.
Unable to leave without risking her future, Cora has to figure out how to make the situation work. But things aren't what they seem to be on the surface, something dark lurks on the grounds of Blackbriar Academy, and it's fixated on the new girl.
Cora knows she has to tough it out or find a way to break her contract. What she doesn't know is just how far she'll have to venture into the darkness to find the light at the end. 18+ RH 
Content warning- Readers discretion advised




Chapter One
Have you ever had that moment, that one instant, that will forever be a line of demarcation? There will always be a ‘before’ and ‘after’, featured prominently in your history? This story is about my moment, the one that will live eternal in my heart for the rest of my days. 
Three Days After Graduation
Standing nervously, twisting my fingers together in front of my swollen belly, I wait for the passengers to begin entering the baggage claim in the Sea-Tac Airport. The carousel had started up shortly after the scheduled landing time popped up on the overhead screen for arrivals, and I’m checking every few seconds for baggage or people to appear, but my bladder is about to pop. 
Chancing a quick trip to the nearby bathroom, I try to hurry, barely drying my hands after washing them. I take one quick second to shake the white flowy skirt of my dress down to make sure it's not stuck in my underwear before I’m rushing back out.
Still no baggage or passengers. I’m relieved yet disappointed at the same time and move closer to the screen to check the information again, as well as my phone for messages. 
“Boo,” a voice whispers in my ear as hands grip my pear-shaped waist. I screech in fright, briefly gaining the attention of nearby commuters, and spin to discover a tall, dark-haired man dressed in a military uniform.
“Kael, you’re here!” I launch into his arms, momentarily forgetting my protruding stomach, and nearly bounce off his hard body.
Laughing, he embraces and steadies me, while I blush profusely at the near mishap. At least my bladder is empty. He drops a kiss on my lips before just resting his forehead on mine for a moment. 
“Missed you, baby.” Kael is usually soft-spoken, but now he's even more so as he steps back enough to address my gigantic baby bump and rub small circles over it. “Cupcake, I think you’ve grown a bit since I last saw your mama.” The tiny terror that delights in kicking my insides out of her way is true to form and gives Kael’s hand a good thump. The look of awe that dawns across his face sends hormones raging through me, inducing tears. 
“I think she recognizes your voice from all the video chats.” I blink back the moisture, doing my best to regain composure. “You really came.” 
Kael’s attention pops up to my face at my quiet words. “Of course I came, Cora. I promised you I would. I wouldn’t you leave you, even if it weren’t for this little darlin’ cookin’ in here.” He taps my belly as he reassures me, making relief course through my body. 
I give him a nod and a shy smile, attempting to lighten the mood. “Let’s see if your bags are out yet.” I don’t want to bring up our next destination even though he’s just reassured me. We move toward the carousel where passengers are pulling their luggage but I stay back far enough to avoid the jostling crowd.
Kael quickly locates and retrieves his large duffel bag after it spits out of the fringey rubber flaps on the conveyor belt and comes back to where I stand waiting for him. “You want me to go get the truck and pick you up, or are you gonna be alright walking to it?”
“I'm fine to walk. It’s good for me, and baby too. I’ll let you drive though. The steering wheel nearly presses on me, and I have the seat adjusted back as far as I can reach with my legs and still be able to drive.” He eyes my belly with worry but doesn't comment; instead, he laces the fingers of his free hand with mine.
We make our way out of the baggage terminal and out to the parking area. Thank goodness there’s an elevator. I was truthful when I said that walking was good for me and baby, but at seven months, nearly eight, pregnant, it’s a chore to do stairs without getting winded. We reach my truck that was a graduation present from my aunt, the only family I have left that will speak to me. Well, my older step-brother would, except his best friend is a total jerk, and I won’t associate with him, or my step-brother, anymore.
We get in the truck after Kael tosses his duffel in the backseat, and he helps me into the cab. When he gets in, I direct him out and to the interstate, the butterflies kicking up with a vengeance. I’m back to twisting my fingers around each other and staring out the passenger side window until a warm hand grips the both of mine, stalling my twisting. 
“Baby, what’s wrong? Do you not want to do this? We don’t have to if you’re having second thoughts.” Deep and melodious, his tone alone helps to calm me. But I don't want him to think I don’t want him.
“That’s not it at all! I just worry you’re only doing this because you think you have to.” I wait pensively for his answer. In person is a lot different than a video chat from hundreds of miles away.
“Cora, I want you to be my wife so badly that I put in for a transfer so we could stay where you’re familiar. I love you, darlin’. Don’t fret. You’ll eventually understand that my lovin’ you won’t ever stop.” He loosens my left hand from my right, pulling it over onto his canvas-clad thigh and lacing our fingers together. The rest of the drive to the courthouse he just keeps rubbing soft circles with his calloused thumb above mine on the back of my hand. 
I try to stay confident. I love him. He loves me. Baby makes three. Kael manages to find parking fairly close to the courthouse, and I pull the marriage license out of the glove box. I’d come and filled out the forms, and Kael had done his portion by mail since he was stationed out of state. He takes the papers and looks them over, before folding them up and hopping out of the truck. I still expect him to back out, but he takes my hand again and leads me in and up to the Justice of the Peace. 
It’s over before I know it. I went in Cordelia Calliope Malbec and came out Mrs. Kael Shultz. In a fog of excitement and a slight sense of disbelief that it actually happened, I kiss the daylights out of Kael. “Can’t believe we’re married!” He laughs softly into my open mouth, and my mind goes from my new name to what usually follows a wedding, even simple ones like ours. My southbound thoughts are interrupted by Kael.
“I still wish at least your parents would have come down since I don’t have any family. I’m sorry, baby. After we have our lives started and have some friends, we’ll have a redo. A big shindig for you, promise.” His baby blues are begging me to believe him. I reach up to trace one black brow that matches the midnight crew cut on his head.
“I don’t need a big wedding, and I don’t need my family. I have you and the little bean here. You two are my family now.” I hope he believes me, and by the grin stretching over his even white teeth, I’d say he does, at least somewhat.
“Alright, then, I’ll ask again in a few years. How about you direct me to our new apartment and we’ll get down to christening it good and proper like, if you catch my drift.” I play along with him, giggling at his wagging eyebrows and elbowing him in the ribs. Even though I’d just been thinking the same thing. 
“Yes, please, husband. Your wife needs servicing. Ignore the evidence that she’s been well tended to already.” I giggle again and dart out toward the truck. 
“Cora, no!” A car backing out of its space nearly hits me as Kael pulls me to safety. “Baby, fuck. I think you nearly gave me a heart attack. Watch where you're going, please.”
Slightly embarrassed and shaken from the near miss, I nod my agreeance. It was dumb not to be paying attention. I could have hurt the baby. At that thought I cup my belly protectively, silently promising not to let anything happen to her. 
“Let’s get home and relax. My butt is tired of being in a seat, and I’m sure you’re ready to get off your feet.” He’s pointedly looking at my feet that have begun to swell in the strappy sandals I’d worn under my summer dress. 
I color up, pale skin turning red from my chest up, but give a toss of my white-blonde hair and march to the passenger door of the truck. After checking both ways for traffic. So not doing that twice. At the truck Kael barely beats me to open the door and picks me up to set me in the cab, giving me a peck on the lips before shutting the door and jogging around the front of the truck to hop in the driver's seat. 




Chapter Two
It’s an hour drive to where Kael is stationed in Everett. I have a small apartment nearby that we’ll be moving my things to tomorrow before he has to report for duty later in the week. It's only temporary until the on-base naval housing processes our marriage forms, but it's better than the low-income housing I've been living in. I’m dozing off when I hear Kael swearing.
“What the hell are they doing? Assholes are going to cause a wreck.” 
I open my eyes in a hurry to find two motorcycles weaving in and out of traffic until a little further ahead blue and red lights appear behind the bikes.
“Idiots, that’s what they deserve.” Kael mumbles a few other things about idiot drivers while I try to get my heart rate back down.
Neither of us notice the SUV coming onto the interstate from the on-ramp without their lights on.
***
Kael
The impact hits Cora’s door before shoving us off into oncoming traffic. It was just too fast for most of the other drivers to react at the speeds we were all traveling. The truck bounces off the cement median, and the tail end is hit again, causing us to flip onto the passenger side. The airbags have deployed, but all I can feel is terror for Cora and helplessness to do anything about the situation. Eventually, the pile-up around us stops, and I’m amazed that I seem to be injury free. My neck is sore, and I’m sure I’ll have a nice stripe from the seatbelt, but it could have been much worse. 
I panic as I turn to her. “Cora, baby, talk to me!” She’s out cold, the seatbelt holding her suspended above me, long blonde hair and white skirt hanging down. Fuck, the baby. “Cora, please.” I can see the rise and fall of her chest, so at least she’s breathing. I’m releasing myself from my own seatbelt, but I'm not sure if it’s safe to get her down. The pressure can’t be good on her middle though.
Hoping she doesn’t have a neck or back injury, I support her weight as best I can, trying to keep her even and steady as I hit the catch. She drops down, and I ease her onto the driver’s side door of the cab. I can hear sirens coming and other people yelling outside the truck. The back window is already broken, so I kick the rest of it out to get out to find help. 
It’s a mess outside, and there are cars everywhere. Some seem to be fine, but others are in the same state as Cora’s truck. There are police officers near an SUV, the one that I’m nearly positive started all this. There's a group of guys standing around outside of it, and the vehicle is pristine except for a smashed in driver’s side door. I turn away as an ambulance makes its way through the wreck, flagging it down. 
“My wife, she’s pregnant and unconscious,” I say to the older male driver as soon as he rolls to a stop and opens his door. There are several more emergency vehicles right behind him, and he lets me lead him over to Cora after he inquires about my injuries, and I assure him I’m fine.
He starts asking for details, and I give him as much as I can. I feel like I’m coming in and out of reality and imagine it’s shock setting in. The paramedic climbs in the bed of the truck to check Cora and immediately pulls back, yanking his radio from its holster. He rapidly starts talking about bleeding and placenta abruption and asking me again how far along she is. I absently answer him as panic sets in and lunge back in the window to check her. A red spot is spreading down her white skirt, and she’s still unconscious. I know that can’t be good, and the squeezing in my chest when I put my hand on her belly and it’s still is nearly more than I can bear. When I glance back at the paramedic, he gives me a sympathetic look, and I know my worry that our baby most likely didn’t survive is valid. The man meets the woman running up to him with supplies in her arms, and they nicely, but firmly, shoo me out of the way.
“We need to help her now, son. Stay near, we’ll get you right back with her as soon as we can.” They both move in and slide a hard plastic board into the cab. A few minutes later, they’re pulling Cora out, strapped to it, onto the roadway and taking vital signs. I can hear a helicopter coming in while they work, and it lands on the opposite side of the freeway where police have cleared an area. The man lets me sit and hold her hand while he runs to meet the medivac, leaving the female paramedic to finish setting an IV. Soon, they have her on a stretcher and load her up in the helicopter. 
“There isn't room, but they're taking her to Seattle General. You can meet her there.” The paramedic is nice enough to explain, but I have no way of getting there and don't know anyone local to call and ask. 
“Thanks, I’ll figure it out,” I mutter absently as the man moves off to help others. I get my bag and Cora's things out of the truck before I begin walking toward the on-ramp, hoping to get down to a main street and find a taxi. I don’t make it far before a dark-haired guy around my age intercepts me. 
“Hey, man. I have a ride coming if you need one. I saw them take your girl out. I hope she’ll be okay.” The guy is fidgeting and smells like alcohol, but I can’t figure out why he’d be so nervous when he seems to be uninjured. Unless it's the catastrophe that just happened, which would be enough to rattle anyone. 
“Sure, thanks. Do you know about how long? Not to be rude, but I’d like to get to the hospital as quickly as possible.” 
“Should be here any minute. We called for a car as soon as—. Man, I’m so sorry! We shouldn’t have let him drive.” The guy is tearing up, and it dawns on me that he was standing near the SUV the police had been by.
Sure enough, when I look over, there are three others and a white sheet-covered mass in the driver's seat. “You’re the ones that hit us?" My voice rises with my anger.  "You most likely killed my baby, I don’t know if my wife is going to make it either, and I’m stuck on this fucking road with you offering me a ride you should have gotten in the first place!” I’m yelling and have the attention of the police officers nearby. They start to advance, but the guy in front of me waves them off, and when I apologize they go back to what they were doing. Free from their scrutiny, I drag the guy off toward the shoulder of the freeway by his arm.
“I’m so sorry, I tried," he starts before I can lay into him again. "We all tried. You don’t understand," he stresses, gripping his hair in frustration. "It was my brother, and Cora, and he went off on a bender, and— and, he didn’t make it.” He’s not making any sense with his hand gestures and apologies mixing up, but when he mentions Cora’s name, I’m on high alert.
“What do you mean, Cora? How the hell do you know my wife’s name?” 
“My brother is Damien St. Aunge III.” He lets the statement hang for a moment until comprehension hits me.
“Damien, as in the piece of crap that slapped her around and took her virginity and then tried to claim my baby as his own, Damien? You’ve got to be kidding me.” I shake my head at the irony of it. He had harassed Cora for months after her step-brother, his best friend, had let it slip that she was pregnant and their parents were kicking her out of her parents' house. “Wait, was he following us? Did he do this on purpose?” 
“I don’t know. Her step-brother said she was getting married today, and he went off on a bender. Please, just let us take you to the hospital.” He’s not keeping eye contact, and I know there’s something he’s hiding. I don’t know what it is, but I’ll find out— as soon as I make sure Cora, and hopefully the baby, are okay.
“Fine, get whatever and whoever and let’s go meet this car, please. For all I know I could be a widower on my wedding day.” 
At my grim pronouncement he gathers the others, and we begin the trek down the on-ramp while the guy is on the phone directing someone to meet us.




Chapter Three
Kael
By the time we arrive at the hospital, I’m ready to crawl out of my own skin. It's been thirty minutes of hell and staff too busy to get an update on the phone. I crash in through the doors, immediately slowing my steps when the desk attendant glances up sharply, and try to calm myself as I ask for Cora. For whatever reason, the guy and his posse follow me in, but I really don’t care. They’d tried to introduce themselves, but I hadn’t paid attention after the one I’d been talking to said his name was Drake.
The lady looks up Cora's information, giving me a small, polite smile as she delivers the news. “Sir, your wife is already in surgery. If you’ll go down this hall and take a left, then the elevator to the third floor, you can follow the signs into waiting room B. I’ll let the nurses’ station know to expect you.” I thank the woman and begin to follow the directions only to find I’m still being followed.
“Do you mind? I’m grateful for the ride, but anything further isn’t necessary.” Why are they still here? 
“Please, we’d like to make sure Cora is okay and to offer any support we can.” His eyes are tight at the corners, and I again feel like there’s more to it than that. 
Not wanting to waste the time arguing, I spit out, “Fine” and keep going. It’s only minutes to get to the waiting area, and I find an employee at the desk to inquire further about Cora.
“I’ve already sent word to the operating room for an update. Please have a seat, and someone should be out shortly,” the man says.
“Thank you.” I move the seating area and find a chair close to the door I imagine someone will come out of when there's news, dropping my bag and Cora’s oversized purse onto the one next to it. The guys follow me in but move to take seats on the far side of the waiting area.
My head thumps back against the wall, and as I'm closing my eyes to settle in for a long night, an envelope sticking out of Cora's purse snags my attention. The corner of it has the courthouse stamp on it, and I pull it out to find a copy of our marriage certificate. Bowing my head, I wipe at a stray tear that escapes before it can fall on the printed paper. There’s already a smudge from my fingers, and I carefully fold it back up before tucking it into the envelope and redepositing it in Cora’s purse.
***
I’m not sure how long I wait until the door opens and a green scrub-wearing individual comes out, but it feels like an eternity. 
“Family of Cordelia Malbec?” the woman questions the room.
“Shultz, it’s Cordelia Shultz. We were just married. I’m her husband,” I correct her.
The woman gives a short nod at the information. “Mr. Shultz, I’m one of the nurses on the surgery team— I'm not going to sugarcoat it; your wife is in critical condition. The collision caused internal injuries, and the placenta separated fully from her uterus. The fetus was stillborn by the time a cesarean was performed.” She pauses, letting me absorb the news as I feel the blood drain from my face. I’d already been sure she was gone at the accident site, but I'd held out a small bit of hope that I was wrong. 
“It’s very likely that even with immediate delivery the result would have been the same. At this point the surgeon is trying to stop the bleeding from the tear. Several of her ribs were broken by the seat belt, and there is deep bruising around the entire torso. Her right leg is fractured, most likely from the vehicle buckling as I believe it was her door that was initially hit?” I nod yes, and the woman continues with her seemingly never-ending list of injuries. “One of her kidneys is badly bruised and swollen and will need to be monitored closely— right now we're hopeful it will heal. The most urgent issue is the bleeding from her uterus; at this time, the doctor has managed to slow it greatly, but if he can’t get it under control, he’ll have to perform a hysterectomy.” The woman stays stoic, but a hint of sympathy lurks in her gaze.
“No," I protest, "she wants kids. Not unless he has to.” The nurse holds up her hand to stall me.
“The surgeon is doing everything he can to avoid it, but she’s had two transfusions already. It’s putting her in further danger, and I want you to be prepared in case it happens. That’s all I have for you right now. I’d encourage you to get checked out just to be sure you didn’t suffer any injury either while you wait.” The woman who never even gave me her name disappears back behind the door. The beep as it electronically latches sounds dully in my ears while my brain tries to make sense of everything.
Before I can fully digest the broken condition of my wife, another nurse comes out. "Mr. Schultz?" She waits until I pick my gaze up from the floor to look and nod at her. "I'm Francine, and I'm going to be the one taking care of your little one now." She smiles kindly while the entire room freezes, and I feel the blood drain from my face. I can't do this. "Would you like to help? A lot of parents in this situation find it comforting to have some mementos. I know your wife isn't in a position to attend at the moment."
Of course, she had to say that. And I bet Cora would want them as well. Sucking it up, I follow the nurse through the doors.
By the time I'm done, I've signed more documents than I can remember what for and have had my heart pulled through my ribs. The somber faces that greet my return aren't any comfort, and I sink back down into my chair, ignoring the five in the room with me, to rest my head back against the wall.
I must doze off for a bit because someone is tapping me on the shoulder what seems only a moment later. It’s the same woman as before that updated me about Cora. And she doesn't waste any time wrecking what's left of my world.
This time her stoic manner is tinged with a grim finality. “Mr. Shultz, your wife’s condition has deteriorated. Her kidney swelling increased, and it ruptured. The blood loss was overwhelming, and between it and the uncontrollable bleeding in her uterus, both have been removed. She’ll be moved into recovery as soon as she’s stable enough to do so. She coded twice, and her blood pressure is still dangerously low. We're doing everything we can, but— I’m sorry, but her prognosis is very poor at this time. I’ll be back as soon as you’re able to see her.” 
I’m too shattered to notice when she leaves. I drop my head into my hands, my loss streaming down my face in tears of pain and sorrow. In a single moment my family was ripped away from me on what should have been one of the happiest days of our lives. Ripped away by the assholes sitting in this room, watching my heartbreak unfold. Rage overtakes me, and it’s everything I can do not to tear into them; only not being able to see Cora stays my hand.
“Get. Out,” I grit through clenched teeth.
“Kael, we can help—” Drake starts.
I cut him off. “No, you’ve done enough. I’m sure you heard what’s happened, and you could have prevented it. Now, leave.” I go to the bank of windows to stare out at the dark Seattle skyline. I’m debating calling Cora’s family or not even though I'm already feeling guilty enough for them knowing she was getting married today. I’d tried to get them to come; instead, they’d refused, and her step-brother had told Damien. 
Her fighting for her life and our baby being gone is all my fault.
Drake tries again. “I can help her.” He says it fast, so much so that I don’t register what he means at first. 
The incredulity shines bright in my tone when I blurt out, “How, how do you think you can help her? Can you fix her body? Bring back her baby? No. You can’t.” Idiot, money isn’t going to help this situation. One of the others is trying to pull him back, furiously arguing that he can’t do it. I’m not sure what they’re talking about, but they’re obviously not happy.
“I can, and I will. It falls on me anyway. You all know it.” The guy that was protesting pales and stops arguing. They all do. 
“What the hell is going on?" I demand, beyond done with their presence. "Are you going to leave, or do I need to ask for security?” 
Drake motions me over, away from anyone else. I debate asking for removal but decide at this point if it’ll make him leave quicker, I’ll go along with it. “Did Cora ever mention anything weird about my brother?”
I shake my head. “No, and I don’t know what good bringing him up is doing.” Cora has had nightmares about Damien, but I’m not telling him that.
“Fine, it would have been easier to explain. Here, look.” I look at his outstretched hand, and before I realize what he’s doing, he pulls a knife out of his pocket and cuts his hand, tucking the knife back away and holding a finger up to silence my protest. “Watch.” Closing his eyes, he blows on the cut. At first I don’t notice anything, but when he wipes the hand on the inside of his sweatshirt and turns it back over, it’s healed. A bit blood-smudged, but the cut is gone. Not even a scar. 
“What the fuck was that?” I’m backing up rapidly until I hit the wall. Drake is shushing me, and the other guys are keeping one eye on the receptionist or whatever she is at the desk across the hall and the other on me. 
“It’s okay, I promise. I told you, I can help Cora. But everything has its price. I can’t do it alone, and it has to be someone close to her.” Drake’s gaze turns pitying, and I don’t bother to ask who has to pay the price. 
I’m already guilty of killing our baby and putting her in here, as much as Damien is. I’ll pay whatever price is required. “How much?”
“It’s not money. It’s life force. An exchange, if you will. I- I don’t know what the price will be beyond that. You may not- I’m sorry.”
I get it then. I’ll be trading my life for hers. It’s the least I can do for her at this point. I tuck away all my hopes and dreams of the future and reconcile myself to this being the end.
“How do I do it? And how long will I have? Will I at least get to say goodbye?” I can’t imagine not getting to at least do that much, but if that’s part of the price, then so be it.
“Yes, you’ll be able to say goodbye. Not much more than that. As soon as she’s in a private enough recovery area, get us in there. A prayer circle, make up whatever excuse you need. We’ll go find the required supplies and be back soon.” He puts his hand on my shoulder but remains silent and just gives it a squeeze before departing, the others following him out. 
I do decide to make the call to Cora’s family, and when her step-brother answers, he has tears in his voice. “Is she okay? I heard from Damien’s family. I’m so, so sorry, Kael. I thought it would put an end to his obsession; he wasn’t a bad guy.”
“She’s still in surgery, but she lost the baby and won’t be able to ever have another. That’s on me for telling you. But I don’t care what you have to say about Damien. He was a horrible person and terrorized Cora." My voice breaks at the anguish choking me and I have to take a breath before I can continue. "The doctors aren’t sure if she’s going to pull through. Thought I’d do the right thing and let you know. That’s all I got for you. Have a nice life.” I hang up, not feeling any better, but at least he knows what he caused now.
Sitting down, I pull out the small notepad Cora keeps on hand for to-do lists for the move and baby and begin writing a letter. It’s hard to get started, but when I do, it all pours out. Every apology, every hope and dream I'd had for us, and every encouragement I can give her now. I try to include anything I can think of, and by the time I’m done, it’s three front and back notebook pages. I sign, Love you always, Kael, tear the pages out, and fold them into the envelope with our marriage certificate. Hopefully, she'll understand to look in it from the note I’ll leave her. I don’t trust Drake and company to not snoop or possibly hide it from her.
Before I’m really ready, they come back into the waiting room, and Drake nods at me to follow him to the men’s room. Upon entering, he blocks the door with a trash can. 
“Take off your shirt. Fair warning, this will probably hurt a bit.” He sets out a rolled up leather pouch, and when he begins unrolling it, my eyes widen. 
“What the hell are those?” He has all manner of sharp implements and little vials of unidentifiable matter.
“We’re a sect of something between a druid and a warlock, as you might know it. A crossbreed if you will. We’re currently known as the Order, but there have been other names over the years, and other sects have different titles. That’s about all I can explain in this short amount of time.”
I have so much more I want to ask, but fixing Cora is my number one priority here. I stand, bent over the sink and shirtless, when he carves the first line. When he’s done, there are crooked cuts that make up what I’d loosely describe as scales. 
“They’re the sign we use for balance. We’re going to tip the “scales” in Cora’s favor and against yours. I’m not proficient yet. This was more Damien’s area than mine. If I did it correctly, the next steps will prove it.” He doesn’t waste any time before dumping a chalky blue powder into his hand and rubbing it into the carvings in my skin.
I bury my face in my shoulder, trying to muffle the yell that escapes despite my best efforts to keep it in. Drake turns the tap on and urges me further down before rinsing the powder and blood off, leaving a dyed light blue scar in the shape of the scales. It looks like a faded tattoo with a brighter blue dot directly over my heart. 
“Please tell me you don’t have to do this to Cora too?” I’m really hoping the answer is no.
Drake grants my wish. “No, nothing so drastic. You did the hard part. Well, almost all of it. The hardest part is yet to come, but from what I could find, it shouldn’t hurt if that’s worth anything.” It’s really not, but oh well. “One last thing. I need some of your blood.” The hesitancy in Drake’s tone has me suspicious.
“Okay, but why?” He doesn’t seem as if he’s going to answer for a moment.
“Essentially, Damien’s legacy passed on to me, but what no one besides the other four out there know, and now you, is that we did a blood pact when we were younger, it lets us draw from each other without much effort. It was dumb, and we didn’t understand the consequences at the time. This is the only reason I can do this without a full-on coven to help me. But it has to be directed through will and flesh. So, the blood. I’ll take a bit from all of us, we’ll get it into the IV transfusion bag, and as soon as we start to feel the drain, we’ll— we’ll direct it to you.” He turns his face down to the floor, shame written across it.
They don't actually need me. They can save her themselves, but one or more may not survive the drain, so it's on me to do it. I want to get pissed, but really, what power do I have in this situation? There’s nothing to do without their help, and as skeptical as I am, I have to try.
“I understand,” I reply softly. Drake brings his gaze up and nods his head, turning to get a basic blood draw kit. He has a whole compartment full of them in his workbag, workroll, whatever the thing is.
It only takes a few moments until the vial is filled, and I’m putting my shirt back on over the band-aid on my arm.
“Send the others in, please, when you go out,” Drake requests as he sets up for the others. Again, I nod in agreeance and keep going, sliding the trashcan out of the way as I do. 
After it’s all done, and we’re once again waiting, it’s only a short time until a nurse comes out to direct me to Cora. 
“Wait, I know only I can stay, but can they say a quick prayer for her? It would mean so much. Two minutes and they’ll leave.” She begins to waver, and I instantly lie. “They’re all the family she has, and after the baby… please.” I’m ashamed to use that card, but I'll do anything to save Cora. 
“Fine. In and out. You have five minutes, and I’m being generous. Please keep it down. There are others recovering as well.” 
We follow the nurse out into the hall past the nurses’ station and enter the Critical Care Unit. There are drawn curtains all around, and we stop about halfway down the room. Pulling back the curtain quietly, the nurse ushers us in and does a quick check of the vital readouts from the machines. “Five minutes,” she warns as she departs.
“Alight, hurry up. I want to spend what time I have left with my wife,” I whisper to the lot.
“You’re letting him do the full balance, Drake? Why, we could have--” The blonde one drops his protest at the look Drake shoots him.
“There’s no time. We’re tied together; one goes down, we all go down. This is spreading it better, and if there’s a chance, there’s a chance. Just leave it.” Drake is already moving to the bag of blood hanging near Cora’s bed.
She’s so pale and banged up. The bruising from the wreck is written up and down her arms, telling part of the story of her trauma. Even her baby bump is still prominent enough to make me take a second look and reach out to touch it. It’s still there, but it’s not hard like it had been. Tears begin tracking down my cheeks again at the loss. That one and the two she still has to suffer when she awakes. 
“I’m done. When she wakes, it won’t be long.” Drake directs the others out and follows behind them, pulling the curtain shut and leaving us in peace. 
I spend a few minutes gaining my composure. I’m sure a sobbing spouse is commonplace here, but I don’t want to disturb anyone else that’s ill. Eventually, I lay my head gently on Cora’s chest, listening to the steady sound of her heart. We haven’t had as much time together as I’d hoped for, but this was a favorite way to lay with her when I had leave or she’d had a long enough break from school and the time off to come for a visit.
I remember meeting Cora at a high school buddy’s party right after boot camp. I’d had a few weeks of leave before I had to report back to Coronado, and there she’d been. Effervescent and gorgeous. I hadn’t known she was barely seventeen. I was only eighteen myself, having gone directly into the service out of high school. Not sure why I hadn’t met her before, I found out she was from the neighboring private school and was there that night with a friend. From the moment we laid eyes on each other, nothing else mattered. The entire world receded, becoming dim and drab in comparison. I’d taken her back to the apartment I was staying at until my official move, and that’s where we stayed the entire weekend. 
That is until her step-brother tracked her down and dragged her out. That’s when I found out about Damien. They were no longer an item, but he didn’t seem to care, and neither did her parents. As far as they were concerned, he was her future. I reluctantly let her go, with her promise to call me. 
I did talk to her a few times and tried to see her before I had to leave but never could meet up with her again. I tried to put her out of my mind after I got to California-- that was an exercise in futility. We began video chats, and she explained about Damien and all the drama about him and her family. She was still in highschool and had a part-time job at a local hardware store. We talked all the time, and as soon as I had my next three-day leave saved up, I flew to Washington again to see her. 
That’s when she dropped the news that she was pregnant. She hadn’t wanted to tell me over the phone when she’d found out a few days prior. She was terrified to tell her family and worried about how Damien would react. She’d been correct, as a few weeks later when morning sickness set in and her mother insisted she go to the doctor after throwing up at school, she’d had to fess up. 
Her parents had demanded to know if it was Damien’s, and when she said no and refused to abort, they kicked her out of the house. She’d had enough saved up that she was able to get into a low-income based housing for expectant teen mothers and had gotten emancipated a short time later with her parents’ blessing to get her out of their hair. 
Damien didn’t go so smoothly. He’d flipped out and tracked her down after school one day, insisting the baby was his and that they were going to get married. He kept harassing her to the point she’d had to get a restraining order and even had an amniocentesis done to prove the baby was mine.
With all the issues, I'd been scared to propose, afraid she’d shoot me down. At least she did let me help with expenses, so she could finish out her senior year, and when I asked her to marry me over spring break when she came to visit me in California, she’d said yes. 
Now I sit and rub the empty spot where I’d put her engagement ring that day not so long ago and the wedding band today, figuring they’d removed them for surgery. I softly begin to sing “You Are My Sunshine” to her, one of ‘our’ songs. I’d make her hold the phone up to her stomach, so I could sing to her and the baby for months now. When I’m finished, the nurse pulls back the curtain, coming in to check her vitals again.
“Umm, can you find her rings, please? And is there a locker or somewhere I can store my bag and her purse?” The nurse nods and leads me out to a hall with a bank of lockers.
On one is Cora’s information, and in it is an envelope with her rings in it. There’s just enough room for my duffel in the bottom and her purse on the shelf. I tuck her rings into her bag and shut the locker, spinning the dial to lock it. 
I feel a pressure in my chest, this time more like someone sitting on it than from being emotional. That’s my cue, I bet. I use the bathroom before I go back into the room to sit with Cora. When I get back, the nurse is removing the empty blood bag and replacing it with saline.
“She’s doing quite well, considering. Keep talking to her, and if you need anything, think something is wrong, or she wakes up, hit the call button.” She shows me where the button is located on the bed rail and takes her leave.
A wave of dizziness hits me, and I slump heavily in the chair that’s positioned near Cora’s head. I take her hand in mine again, speaking quietly to her.
“I’m sorry, baby. I’ll have to go soon, but I so wish I could stay longer with you.” Positive I feel her fingers move, my eyes dart to her face. Her eyes are slitted, and she starts to moan softly. I can’t tell if she’s in pain, trying to talk, or both. “Hey, there. You’re going to be okay. Let me get the nurse.” I hit the button and take the opportunity while I’m waiting to kiss her lips, about the only place on her face not bruised, minus a small split from where the airbag hit, murmuring, “Love you.” My energy is waning, and I sit back against the chair, never taking my eyes off Cora’s.
“She’s awake?” the nurse asks, with a team of others following her in. I nod toward her, and they get to work, checking her over and testing responses. 
They never notice when my eyes close, and I slump over. Cora does though. Her monitors start beeping as she tries to get their attention, voice cracking when she calls my name. No one has even told her that the baby is gone. I force my eyes open briefly and give her a wobbly smile. Somehow she understands, and her absolute panic is plain on her face.




Chapter Four
8 weeks later
Cora
I’m crying. Again. It never ends, always weeping for one reason or another. Or no reason at all. 
I’m packing up the last of Kael’s belongings into a storage unit. They’d been shipped to the on-base housing, but since we’d never taken residence in the one assigned, it has all been sitting in a room in the commissary waiting to be claimed. Frankly, I’m surprised they hadn’t tossed it all out. 
I’m still in my crappy little one-room apartment, except now I have to pay an exorbitant monthly rent since I’m no longer pregnant. And hadn’t that been a blow? I’d lost the baby and Kael on the same day. I’d found the letter Kael had left in my purse but haven’t had the courage to read it. I still don’t understand what happened. According to everyone else, he’d been fine, refused to get checked out. If he had been examined or told anyone he hit his head on the window when the truck flipped, they may have found the clot that took him from me. 
Sighing, I pull down the rolling door and put the lock on, trying not to dwell on the what ifs. It had taken weeks to recover enough to get off mostly bed rest and be able to work again and deal with all the things that had piled up. The auto insurance was still in litigation. I’d gotten a payout from Kael’s life insurance through the military, but it mostly went to paying my hospital bills and subsequent doctor visits and testing. And, of course, taking care of Kael. Keeping a roof over my head had been a priority as well, and the money was dwindling fast. 
I’m currently jobless, nearly broke, and only now able to put in applications, but I still have light duty restrictions to abide by for the next few weeks before I finish my physical therapy and get a tentative all-clear. I wish Damien’s parents would just let the insurance pay out. I get that they’re pissed about their son, but I didn’t force him to get wasted and smash into us. The least they can do is let it pay out without a fight. 
After finally getting home and heating up a freezer meal in the microwave, I pull up my bank account. 
“Shit.” I’m going to be lucky to make it to the end of the month. No job, no career, no schooling past a high school diploma. And soon to be no apartment, as crappy as it is. Along with shattered nerves thanks to the crying baby next door. 
I have night terrors, not only about Damien, but about the wreck, the baby, and Kael, and the crying baby seems to set them off the worst. I get out my exercise bands and start my strengthening exercises, still-weak muscles protesting the stronger ones, but they’re getting there. I’m sweating and huffing when there’s a knock on my door. 
When my yells to come in are ignored, I stop to answer it. Usually, it’s the upstairs neighbor’s boy trying to sell something for his school fundraiser. No one else, besides the landlord if I'm late on rent, ever comes by. 
I swing open the door, preparing my speech to let the little guy down gently.
“Hey, Marshall. I can’t buy—" It's not a little boy at my door. "You’re not Marshall, and you’re not selling overpriced candy.” I cock a hip and brace my foot on the inside of the door, ready to slam it as soon as an opportunity presents itself. “What do you want, Drake?”
“Just a minute of your time, Cora. That’s all. Then I’ll leave.” Drake holds his hands up, a manilla folder in one and the other empty. I don’t believe he’s harmless, regardless of his actions; too many hinky things happen around him and his crew. Plus, his brother had been an absolute douche.
“Fine, but you can do it here. I’m not letting you in.” I can be stubborn, and this is one of those times I’m not going to budge. 
He gives a gusty sigh but steps back and extends the folder. A tattoo of scales on his inner wrist catches my eye, and I’m struggling to keep myself from being pulled into a panic attack. It matches the marks I’d seen on Kael when the hospital staff had realized he was in distress after I’d woken up in the hospital. Only the pressure of the door being pushed in against my foot snaps me back to reality with a new terror— the kind of an invader pushing their way into your home against your wishes. 
“No, get out,” I shout, shoving on the door, making my newly healed injuries twinge. Drake immediately desists and backs up. I'm shaking and nauseous, but I'm not about to stand down.
“Here, I’m laying it down. Read it, please. It’s the only offer my father is prepared to make.” Drake continues backing up until he hits the pavement to the parking lot in the gated apartment complex before he turns and gets into a shiny black BMW. 
I wait until he’s gone before darting out to grab the folder then get back inside, securing the chain, deadbolt, and doorknob lock. Feeling marginally better, I retreat to my bedroom and, plopping on my bed, open the folder. 
After making it through all the legalese, I get down to the heart of the deal. 
	Attend the private university run by the same board as the highschool me and my step-brother had gone to.


	Finish all courses with a B+ average.


	Receive a monthly allowance as well as room and board at the school.


	Comply with all clauses of the contract.


	If any clauses are broken, it is considered voluntary withdrawal, and the offer is null and void.


	If the contract is accepted and then subsequently violated or the Plaintiff declines, there will be no other offer extended.





There’s more in detail, but I ignore them for now. This is it. Either I take the deal, or I’ll be tied up in court for months, if not years, and I can’t afford it. They have to know that as well. 
I hang my head in defeat. If my parents would be half-decent human beings and help at least somewhat by letting me stay with them, as uncomfortable that would be on both our parts, I could have a chance to get caught up. Instead, they didn’t even extend their condolences, only reminded me that I was persona non grata to them when I'd swallowed my pride to ask for help. 
I weigh my options, even as I fight the tears. Stay here and be in debt and poor as poor gets, struggling for years to at least make it somewhere. Or, and it’s a hard pill to swallow— take the offer, get a professional education at an excellent, exclusive university, and have an allowance I can save up. If needed, I can choose a major that can keep me there for years, as long as I can hack it. 
With my situation, it’s really a done deal, and I’m sure Drake's dad and his attorneys know it. I keep reading through all the details of the document. Some things I’ll have to consult my own attorney about. There are items that void it on their end as well, and if they do, it results in an astronomical payout. That’s something to consider at least. The other things are somewhat odd. Participation in club and school events, specific ones required. It goes on with a dress code at those events, ect. Hopefully, I can get some of this revised since it’s absolutely ridiculous. 
I make a call to my attorney, glad he can fit me in first thing in the morning. Sleep is slow to come, and the ever-present nightmares plague me with an added twist of masks and robes and altars. I jerk upright in bed at a particularly gruesome one, covered in sweat, and decide to take a shower after giving up on trying to sleep. 
***
Sitting on a straight-backed chair, fingers twisting together in nervousness, I wait for my attorney to finish perusing the papers Drake had brought me. 
“Well, Cordelia. You can try to propose some of the minor changes you’re concerned about, but if they stick to them, there really isn’t a lot to be done. Do you have a year for them to stall? I can eventually force them into court, but until then, can you survive?” My attorney, Mr. Basham, is kind and middle-aged, but he’s very clear-cut. 
The answer? No. I can’t make it another year. Not like this. Not without being homeless in the meantime.
“No, but can you put the changes in there, and I’ll do the filing or whatever to avoid the extra charges? Sorry, but you’re right. I’m nearly tapped out.” I can feel the flags of color high on my cheekbones at having to admit it, and my twined knuckles clench, but pride doesn’t supply food, clothing, or a roof over my head. 
“Of course, and I’ll add my retainer to it as well. Most likely they’ll pay for it, and I can refund you whatever is left over.” I can’t decide if that’s a boon or not. My insurance refused to continue paying after they covered the victims that my truck had hit and the legal fees for those. I had hit the cap, and there wasn’t anything leftover to cover going after Damien’s insurance company. 
Our history together didn’t help either. They were trying to say I’d provoked him by having Kael tell Jaeger, my step-brother, knowing it would get back to Damien. Blah, blah, blah. It was a ridiculous but very realistic spin his attorneys (yes, plural) were trying to put on the incident.
Leaving the office, I head to theirs and deliver the changes. The receptionist asks me to wait, and while I do, my palms start to sweat, and I'm actively trying to keep my hands separated so they don't give away how uncomfortable I am. I didn’t anticipate them going over the changes now. What if they say no? What if they want to change something else? I need to call Mr. Basham. 
I’m just reaching into my pocket to get my phone when a man in a suit comes out carrying papers. He’s looking right at me, and I’m going to guess he’s one of the attorneys. He extends his hand for mine when he gets close enough, and I grudgingly let him have it, pulling back and giving it a surreptitious wipe on my jean-clad thigh when he lets go.
“Hello, you must be Miss Cora. I’ve heard so much about you!” What the hell? He’s heard about me?
“Umm… yes, I’m Cora, but I’m sorry, I don’t know who you are.”
“Oh, yes! Please forgive me. I’m Damien’s uncle Chaz, a partner with the firm here. Terrible thing that happened. If you’ll follow me, please.” Dude is an odd duck, and I’m tempted to walk out. Instead, I try to stall, really not wanting to go in the back with him. 
“Maybe we can stay here since I didn’t bring my attorney. I was just dropping the papers off.” Polite seems the way to go in this situation.
“Yes, of course, My apologies, again. I’ve consulted my client, and he’s amenable to all the changes you proposed. If you’d like to sign it now, we can.” They accepted them all? Even the money? It sounded too good to be true.
“I’d feel more comfortable calling my attorney first.” Not waiting for his agreement or otherwise, I whip out my phone and cross my fingers that he answers. Thank goodness he does. “Mr. Basham, it’s Cora. They want to accept the changes and have me sign the papers?”
“Cora, that’s excellent. Bring them back here and let me look them over again just to be sure, and we’ll get them done and filed this afternoon.” He hangs up, and I relay the directive to Chaz. He seems slightly disappointed, but I ignore his peculiarity. 
“Don’t forget, Miss Cora, once it’s filed, you have seventy-two hours to report to the university and complete your enrollment. Have a nice day now.” He ushers me out of the office, and I feel like I just escaped being the fly in a giant spider web.




Chapter Five
2 Days Later
I’m here, at the gates to my new school. It’s not terribly far off from where I’d lived most of my life with my parents. Blackbriar University, more commonly known as Blackbriar Academy due to the set-up and requirements demanded of the students, is as imposing as it is elite. I know I had the grades to get in, and most likely would have, had I applied and had the funds to attend. 
Fuck, I miss Kael. And I miss my baby. This isn't where I was supposed to end up. Stifling the urge to break down, I center myself and pull up to the booth.
Driving through the open gates after showing the attendant my identification, I park in the visitors’ lot. My small SUV is a lot more economical on the gas in regards to mileage than my big truck had been, and it’s also easier to park. Paperwork in hand, I lock up and hike my purse strap on my shoulder. It’s a bit of a walk to the entrance, and I take in the pristine courtyard, fountain included, as I pass through it. There aren’t any students roaming, and I’m not sure if that’s due to the term not having begun yet or if it’s always this sedate. I hope not, or it’s going to be a long few years. 
It takes a few minutes of waiting at the office to get in to a counselor for registration, and I use the opportunity to try to memorize the headshots of the staff with their names. Some are dour as I’d expected, but they’re all middle-aged or older. Which is why it’s a surprise when a youngish man comes out to greet me.
“Hello, I’m Mr. Jacobsen. You must be Cordelia,” he greets me, with an outstretched hand that I feel comfortable reciprocating as his manner is so easygoing. “Let’s head on back and get everything squared away. I’ll have one of the students on site show you to the dorms when we’re finished.” 
I follow him through a door and down a few offices until we reach a door marked Alexander Jacobsen. “Here, take a seat, and I’ll take your papers.” He rounds his desk, and I sit while he brings something up on his computer and begins comparing my information to what he has on file. “Everything matches up. Now, for the classes and extracurriculars.”
By the time he’s done I have a pile of forms to fill out, a full schedule, and slips to get my books and other supplies. My room and board covers everything from meals, to uniforms, a laptop and phone, books, anything needed, really, other than street clothes or anything off-campus. I could get used to this if the reason behind it wasn’t so awful, and I have to struggle to stay in the present and not get sucked into my constant misery. I’m not sure what else I’ll need an allowance for other than basic bills. I’m keeping my own phone plan, car insurance, and the couple credit cards, plus the storage unit. Not much else besides fuel and toiletries if I don’t like those provided by housekeeping. Yes, they have housekeeping. 
I nearly stumble over my feet when a familiar and unwelcome face is waiting to be my escort. It was to be expected that I’d run into Drake's little posse, and my step-brother would be around as he’s a year ahead, same as Damien would have been. Like I said, I was pretty much expected to go from my high school, Mooreton High, to Blackbriar. 
“Ashton.” I tip my chin at him, the best I can manage without bodily harm. He, or any one of them, could have stopped Damien. I start counting my breaths, in and out, as unobtrusively as possible. Worry registers in Ash’s eyes as it's apparent I’m struggling, despite my efforts, but he heads off Mr. Jacobsen as he comes out behind me, and I can only be slightly grateful for it since I’d barely managed to avoid the counseling he’d tried to foist off on me. I’ve gone through a couple months of it and taken the meds, and I’ve managed to wean myself off the daily ones without too much of an issue. Now I only have them on hand for occasional panic attacks and sleeping pills for the bad nights when I need sleep. Those put me out further than the dreams can reach.
“Cordelia, you know Mr. Reid already?” Ash’s tactics are thwarted, but I’ve had a moment to catch my breath at least.
“We’re acquainted; we attended Mooreton together.” I leave it at that, and Mr. Jacobsen wishes me luck and tells me to come see him if I need anything at all before leaving me with Ash. “Well, lead the way, dorms first please, if you don’t mind.” Mr. Jacobsen had made me two keycards for my room and to use for incidentals on campus, and I am more than ready to unload my arms. 
“Here, let me take those.” I hug my papers to me more tightly when Ashton tries to take them. Apparently, I'm not quite ready to let them go after all. “Suit yourself.” His tone is clipped, and I give him space as he leads me to the dormitory.
There’s one. With three wings and six floors, the building houses a thousand students give or take a few. That’s how elite Blackbriar is. I have a detailed map I'll be going over as soon as I'm settled to find my classes, and since the campus isn't huge it should be fairly easy to memorize it. I have the rest of today and tomorrow to acquaint myself with the grounds.
“You should drop all this and leave. It’s not worth it, you know?” Ash finally speaks up after we’re outside and halfway to the dormitory.
“How would you know what is and isn't worth it to me? Maybe if you all hadn’t fucked up my life, I wouldn’t have been forced into this. But we both know that’s your specialty where Damien is concerned, don’t we?” Ash pales at the venom and truth in my words. The night of the wreck isn’t the only time he’s been culpable regarding Damien.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Stopping Damien was like trying to stop a train that's gone off its tracks.” He swallows hard, and I’m sure there’s some truth to his words, but I really don’t care.
“What happened, Ash? You wanted to date that summer, remember? We went out on a few that ended with us at that cabin Drake and Damien’s parents own on the lake. It was supposed to be us and your friends and maybe a couple girls they brought too. How did that end with Jag and Damien crashing it and me losing my boyfriend and my virginity and gaining a stalker? Care to explain that one? ‘Cuz no one else has ever bothered.” We’re at the steps leading up to the dorm entrance now, and Ash is making a big to-do about using the keycard reader— meticulously lining it up and giving it his full attention, like he'd rather do anything than face me.
“I can’t talk about that night. You wouldn’t understand or believe me.” The last bit is so quiet that I barely catch it. 
“You’re right. I don’t believe a thing you have to say. Just hurry up and get this tour over with. I can’t stand being near you.” His expression turns stony as he leads me into the elevator, remaining silent as we go up to the sixth floor where my room is located.
That’s not quite true. I still hold a special hurt and bruised up place for my first puppy love in my heart, but he doesn’t have to know that. Or that I still find his dark and dramatic features hot as hell. I get a pang of guilt at even the thought of admiring another man so soon after Kael.
“Here, let me see your keycard.” Ash holds out an expectant hand, and incredulity courses through me.
“Right, because I trust you to have it, period. Unless there’s some trick to using it, I think I can handle this part.” My snottiness is a small comfort when I realize I don’t really have a free hand, and I’m either going to have to set everything on the floor, let him take some like he’d originally offered, or let him fish the card out of my bag. 
Ash’s cocked brow and pursed lips say it all. I’ve painted myself into a prideful corner.
“Shit, just get in my bag, please.” The shock that crosses his face when I give in without an argument goes a long way toward perking me back up. “What, you thought I couldn’t be reasonable?” It’s my turn to raise an eyebrow, and I hope it looks more badass than it feels. 
He rummages through until he finds my wallet, pulling out one of the copies of my school ID that doubles as my room key. He has a funky expression on his face, and I’m wondering what he saw in there that I probably wouldn't have wanted him to.
“You’re still going by Shultz?” I’m not sure why my last name is an issue.
“Yes, it’s not as if I decided to get a divorce. Not sure what business it is of anyone else’s though.” And it’s really not. If someone has an issue, they can shove it.
“It may make things… uncomfortable. I think, no, never mind, I’m sure it’s fine, or it would have been in the contract.” It’s as if he’s talking to himself now.
Before I can question him about the contract and his knowledge of it since I had to sign an N.D.A, he swings the door open to my room. Excuse me, rooms, plural. A quick perusal shows a main living area, kitchenette, and several more doors I take to be the bedroom, bathroom, and maybe a closet, but I have no idea what would be behind the others. It’s awful big for one student.
“What the heck am I going to do with all this room? I have maybe three boxes and my suitcase in the car.” Ash side-eyes me, giving me a pitying glance. “What am I missing? I have roommates, don’t I? Of course I do, that’s how dorms work. Please tell me they’re not awful.” Ash’s eyes widen right before a voice speaks up.
“I’m sure I can be a pain, but I don’t know about awful. And Ash here doesn’t seem to have mistreated you so far.” The deep resonant voice of my older step-brother, Jaeger, has me spinning and losing half my papers I’d kept a deathgrip on up until now. 
“What the fuck! Get out of my room. You’re not welcome here.” I start backing up in terror until I come up against a hard body where the open doorway should have been.
“Cora, calm down, you’re fine.” Strong, long-fingered hands grip my shoulder, and I twist around enough to find Drake standing in the open space. “We’re your roommates.”
The hell they are! I’m going straight back down to the counselor’s office to demand a reassignment.
“Nope. Not a chance in hell.” Pulling away from Drake, he eventually releases my shoulders, and I gather up my paperwork and fly out of the suite and into the elevator. Jaeger must not have thought I’d take off as he’s too slow, and I’m able to slap the close doors button before he follows me. The last thing I see is the panic in his expression as they shut and muffle his “Cora!” 
I’m shaking and rehearsing my speech about my need to change rooms when the elevator arrives at the ground floor with a cheery ding. The doors slide open, and I make it two steps before it registers that Jaeger is blocking the entrance to the building. He must have slid down every banister on the way down to beat me here. He’s lucky he didn’t break his neck. 
“Cora, wait. You can’t ask for a transfer.” I’m about to interrupt him when he drops a bombshell. “Compliance with all assignments, remember? It’ll break your contract.” His voice drops on the end as if he’s ashamed to be part of it, which he should be. It was his best friend and him telling said best friend that caused me to be here now. 
“You can’t be serious. Since when are dorms that co-ed? I mean, yeah, there’s mixed housing, but actually sharing a suite, no.” Crossing my arms across my chest with my now raggedy papers, I wait for his answer.
“It was the only suitable room available on such short notice," he stiffly informs me. "The school was full up until we had an— opening.” At his reluctance to add the last bit, it dawns on me then that I’m taking Damien’s room. A shudder rolls through me, and I feel sick. 
“You can’t make me stay in his room. That has to be a harassment clause or something. That’s wrong, and you know it.” I need my meds. I’ve made it six days without them, but I’m now at my breaking point. Meds and a nap. I’m going to have to go back up there.
“No, I switched. You’ll have my room. I sent all his belongings to his parents except the ones he wanted me to keep.” The grief he still harbors makes an appearance in his countenance, and I can almost have sympathy for him. Except, you know. They killed my baby and took Kael from me. 
It’s an odd thing; Damien and Jaeger had been inseparable nearly from the moment they met. Had I not known for a fact they were into girls, I’d have thought they were an item. Case in point, bequeathing belongings after death. 
“Fine, I need to lie down. I can’t take much more today.” That remorse pops up on his face again before he follows me back into the elevator.
“I shouldn’t have stopped you. You’d be better off away from here. You can go and try to change it if you’d like.” Whoa, have a one-eighty.
“If you think I’m giving up that easily, you’re delusional. I need to regroup and take a nap, then I’ll be just fine.” I flounce out of the elevator and don’t even have to use the keycard to get in the door as Ash is holding it open. Except I stall out inside, having no clue which room is mine. My head drops back in frustration, and a growl escapes, much to the amusement of Drake who is waving me into an open doorway. “Thanks,” I grudgingly offer before entering, immediately slamming the door shut behind me, and flipping the lock.
“That was rude, you know!” Drake's voice is only slightly muffled through the door, and I hope I don’t have to hear what they do in the privacy of their rooms. Taking in the room, I see a toilet through an open door, and I'm really glad to have my own bathroom. Sharing one would have been a catastrophe with five guys. Especially ones that I’d be perfectly fine with falling out of my life. 
I don’t bother to respond and barely take note of the dresser, desk and chair, nightstand, and bookshelf before I go straight into the bathroom. Fishing tablets out of my purse, I swallow them with water out of the tap in my cupped hands and lay down. It’s not long before I’m out hardcore.
***
It's well after dark when I resurface. After shaking off the disorientation from waking in an unfamiliar place and washing my face, I quietly go out into the living room with my purse on my shoulder, determined to find the cafeteria and get my belongings from my car. At least I'm hoping the cafeteria will still be open, or at least a vending machine. However, stealth doesn’t matter when Jaeger is lying in wait for me.
“You’re still wearing his rings,” he says. 
“What does it matter what I wear? And why is that your business?” I go to walk past him out the door when he snags my wrist.
“It is my business when what you do reflects on me, as the Headmaster reminded me while you took your nap. You’ll abide by the rules, or you’ll be kicked out, just like you were out of our parents’ house.” He’s stone cold serious, and I'm not sure if he realizes it, but his grip is getting tight enough to sting.
“Jaeger, I think you have a problem, and it’s not mine. Mom may kowtow to your dad, but the only man that I’d even consider obeying was yanked away from me on our wedding day. Don’t fucking try me, bro.” That manages to get under his skin. For whatever reason, he’s never liked the distinction.
“You know damn well I’m not your brother. We only met three years ago, so knock that shit off. Maybe it would be better if you left now since things are only going to get worse for you if you stay.” He abruptly releases my wrist— as if he's only just noticed he was holding it, and I pull it up to rub at the red mark his grip left. He’s never touched me in an ill manner before, even when his sidekick stalked my every move, and it's unsettling to say the least.
“Fine, you’re not my brother, but you can keep your hands to yourself all the same. And you can’t make me quit. I’ll get my grades, get my degree, and get the payout that’s the least Damien’s dickhead of a father could have allowed already.” I barely get the words out before Jaeger is advancing on me, menace in every step. My back hits the wall, and his palm settles over my racing heart, pinning me in place.
“Never, and I mean not ever, talk about Damien or his family in that manner again. Do you understand?” I nod, only wanting to escape.
I don’t understand what’s happened since I took a nap, but Jaeger has gone nuts. This is deja vu to the night I went to the lake house with Ash and his friends. It was like a switch had flipped in Damien, and now Jaeger is acting odder than usual. I edge away and slip out the door, heading for my car. I need a break already, and it’s only barely begun.
On my way down I plan how to make the situation palatable enough to get through it. Switching rooming assignments is a no go, but I can work with that. I’ll just have to learn their schedules and try to avoid them as much as possible. Which reminds me I haven't even seen the others yet. A sigh escapes me as I get in my car and start it up to move it to the student parking before hunting down the cafeteria. 
They’re closing down for the night, but one of the workers takes pity on me and loads me up with an actually appetizing lasagna and a bag full of goodies she was going to have to throw out anyway. Making my way back to the dorm with my dinner, I take the opportunity to mark where some of the halls are by their names illuminated in the spotlights on the exterior. Most of my classes should be close together from what I could tell on the map, instead of across campus. This time around, I pass a few other students but avoid drawing attention to myself. Plenty of time later if I want to make friends. 
The living room is empty, and based on the noises coming from the bedroom directly across from mine, I’d say someone has company. Ugh, boys. I nearly tiptoe to my room, trying to stay undetected, and manage to get into my room and close the door without encountering anyone. After stuffing my face with the surprisingly good cafeteria food, I stow the leftovers on the dresser, not interested in braving the living area, and half-assed brush my teeth with mouthwash from my purse and my finger.




Chapter Six
The straight-backed desk chair I’d shoved under the doorknob wakes me as the sliding feet make rubbing noises against the hardwood floor. I bolt upright and dash for the door, slamming it shut and twisting the lock again. 
“Assholes! I knew you’d have a key. I want a deadbolt installed!” I yell through the closed door as I swipe at the tears that appear almost nightly on my cheeks. Based on the swearing coming from the other side, someone’s fingers had been in the way.
“Cora, it’s nearly noon. I suggest you get your things unpacked and get your supplies before classes start tomorrow,” a voice returns. I’m not sure which one of them it is, but it’s not any of the three from the night before. “And a deadbolt isn’t going to stop someone who can just get a key.” A thump on the door from a fist, I imagine, is left in parting. 
Raking my hands through my messy hair, I plop down in the chair, having no clue how I’m going to make it through the day, let alone longer. I get up and go to the bathroom, relieving my bladder and doing what I can with my hair and teeth with what's on hand in my purse. The skin on my waist is itching and burning with patterned indents from wearing my jeans to bed, but I hadn’t been about to sleep without pants on. 
As presentable as I can get, I make my way out into the common area, pulling up short when I find all of Drake's posse and Jaeger are in attendance, as well as a couple females who I’m assuming are other students. What a lovely surprise. Hoping to maybe make some friends, even if I'm feeling dishevelled, I smile at one of the girls. Only to have it fall as soon as she opens her mouth.
“This is the chick Damien was all hung up on? What was he thinking?” Pissed at myself for even trying, I roll my eyes at the blonde and keep walking. Every place needs a snatch, and I’m thinking there’s more than one around here as well. I can’t wait to meet the normal people.
“Oh, I don’t know about that, sugar. Little sis over there was a sure thing for putting out.” I whip around at Jaeger’s remark, shooting him a look full of disgust. He knows that isn’t how things went down with Damien. 
Determined not to cower, I snap back. “I wasn’t little sis last night, now was I, big bro?” A couple of the other guys jeer at him for that, and the girl on his lap wrinkles her nose, not at all happy.
“Turnabout is fair play, Cora. Better watch that sass around here. It’s liable to cause you some issues.” Jag pushes the girl off his lap onto the couch cushion next to him, a couch I’ll have to make sure I don’t sit on, before getting to his feet and heading toward me. “Need some help getting your things out of the car?” 
I shake my head no while trying to find my voice. After last night, I don’t want him anywhere near me. “Back off, Jag,” I whisper when he’s within arm’s reach. 
He halts at the nickname I gave him during those first few months when he and his dad moved in with me and Mom. Regret flits briefly across his face before he opens his mouth again. “Sorry, Cora. Headmaster says to make sure you settle in. That goes for all of us, and you’re not settled yet, are you?”
Ignoring him and not wanting his company, I spin on my heel and dart out the door, down to the elevator that stands open. My hand reaches in to slap the button for the bottom floor before I race to the stairwell and down to the floor below. I've just stepped out as I hear the door above slam followed by creative cursing that echoes through the hallway. Instead of sticking around, I cross the floor, not making eye contact with any of the residents meandering in the hall, until I reach the stairwell on the opposite side.
Gingerly, I open it and peek in to see if it’s clear. After the magical pop-up Jaeger did yesterday, I wouldn’t put it past them to have a secret shortcut down. Instead of going to my car, I stop at the school store to collect my books and supplies. The guy at the counter lights up when I give him my list of classes for textbooks. 
“You’re Cordelia!” At my surprise, he backtracks. “Well, yes, you’d know your own name. Dumb, Kent, scare her off, why don’t you?” The dude is mumbling to himself, and I’m looking around for someone else to help me because this one has a few screws loose. “Wait, I didn’t mean to be weird. I suck at meeting new people. I study all the yearbooks from Mooreton, so I know who’s coming in, and you weren’t expected, but now you’re here, and you’ll be such an asset to the Order. It’s just brimming off you. It’s been decades since--”
“That’ll be enough, Kent.” I stifle a groan at Jag’s voice behind me.  “I can help Cora collect what she needs from here. I’ll let you know when we’re ready to check out.”
Crazy Kent caves immediately. “Yes, yes, of course, Master Jaeger. Please accept my sincerest apologies if I overstepped.” He buttons up and disappears into the depths of the room behind the desk, leaving me alone with Jag.
“What the hell was that, Jaeger? And why was he calling you Master? That shit’s creepy.” In my tirade I conveniently forget I ditched him not even ten minutes ago. Some things curiosity trumps, and being annoyed with him is one of them. 
“All staff other than the headmaster and the board are required to address the students as Master and Mistress. Even the student workers when they’re on the clock.” He’s nice enough while he explains, but it doesn’t last, and thunder settles over his features as he gets after me. “Care to explain why I had to chase you all over the grounds after I specifically told you me and the others are responsible for you?”
“What?" Blinking at him, I recount his words. "No, you said you had to help settle me in. That’s very different than being responsible for.” I don’t know what he’s getting at, but those five running my days isn’t happening. It's my life. “If you’re helping, then help. Otherwise, fuck off, Jag.” Arms crossed and glare fixed on his, I wait for Jaeger to respond.
His lips tighten, but he remains silent as he glances at my class roster and turns to walk stiffly to the shelves of books. After a short perusal, he’s quick to start pulling them down, moving back and forth then up and down the aisles handing me books until I’m nearly buried under the stack. Finally, he finishes, and I make my way to the desk to unload. Arms trembling with the effort, I barely make it and try to hide the wince of pain that wants to escape as my internal scars ache, reminding me that I'm too weak to carry them around. .
“I need all these? This is insane. Are they trying to make me fail or intimidate me into leaving?” Seriously, there have to be fifteen different books and workbooks in the pile.
“The textbooks are straightforward, but you’ll need the others for assignments. It’s not quite as bad as it appears, but yes, the administration culls the weak and unambitious right off. Better keep up, Cora. Slackers aren’t welcome here, and spreading your legs won’t work either.” Jaeger is back to being a dick, of course.
Pissed off, my mouth runs away with itself. “I’ve always earned my grades. I’m not the one that got caught fucking the lunch lady in a staff bathroom.” Jaeger turns red at the reminder even as he schools his features into indifference.
“She was hot, sue me.” I roll my eyes at him and move on to supplies, wanting to be done with his presence sooner rather than later.
Jaeger follows me, making grunting noises at the less expensive models of calculators so often that I give up reading the packaging and move on to the one that I really wanted but didn’t want to get in case I somehow ended up indebted for everything. I roll my eyes when he makes an approving hum at my choice. He even takes it up to the counter for me while I peruse the notebooks and pens and study materials.
By the time I’m done with the list and the extras I thought I’d need, Kent has the pile on the desk rung up. Hitting the total, Kent directs the screen at me, and the tally is in the thousands. Plural. With a nearly audible gulp and a quick prayer, I swipe my student ID in the card reader, sighing in relief when it accepts the purchase. Textbooks and class supplies are covered in the contract, but this is the first chance I’ve had to try out their stipulations. 
“Thanks for the help.” I smile at Kent, being polite even if he has been weird, and pick up as many bags as I can handle. Jaeger grabs the rest and follows me out of the store and back to our dorm suite.
He remains silent until we’re in the elevator. “No more running off on us. If it happens again, I’ll report you to the headmaster.”
I gape at him, incredulity turning to fury in seconds. “I’m not a prisoner, Jaeger! That wasn’t in the contract!” I’m still fuming even as the doors slide open, and my feet stomp down the hall to our door.
“See, that’s where you’re wrong. You’re to follow all university directives, and you’ve been directed for the five of us to chaperone you. Damien was a big presence on this campus, and his father is on the board. There are more than a few board members and students very unhappy with you being here.” He's matter of fact in his delivery, bored even, as he dashes my hopes to avoid them like the plague.
“All of you? I have to be in the vicinity of one of you the entire time I’m here?” My raised voice brings the attention of a few students wandering the halls, and I shut up before my business is all over campus. 
Fishing out my ID, I swipe it to unlock the door and beeline for my room, ignoring the occupants still sitting around and the shadow behind me carrying the rest of my supplies. Jaeger comes in right behind me, depositing his armful on the bed next to mine. I turn to face him, hands fisted on my hips, waiting on his answer.
“Yes, unless there’s a class or extracurricular that one of us doesn’t share, someone will always be on duty to escort you. Even to and from those classes you’re in alone. The only exception is when we’re in our meetings once a month. During that time, you’ll be in your room.” He’s barely done speaking before I let loose.
Aggravation shines clear in my voice as I follow him back out. Fuck the audience. “I’m not a damned pet, Jag, and I don't need to be treated like one. Where do you or the administration get off on making me one?”
The girl perched on Riggs’ knee snorts indelicately. “Don’t pets wear collars? Shouldn't you have picked one up with your supplies?” The bitch doesn’t understand that I will fuck up her veneers. 
Riggs does though, and he pushes her off onto the floor to intercept me. “Cora, enough! It’s what we’ve been instructed. Kelly,” he addresses the girl on the floor, “make yourself scarce. I’ll call you later.” Not even a reprimand, just a promise of a booty call. What a douche.
“What happened to you all, Riggs?” I whisper furiously at him, trying to avoid the others hearing me. “None of you used to be this way, not until Damien. Not until that night at the lake house. Why?” I should have known not to show vulnerability, but I still care for those boys I used to adore when I was part of their circle. 
One cool fingertip traces my cheek from the corner of my eye to the fullness of my lips. “Don’t you know, Cora? You happened. You wrecked our boy, then you spread your slut legs for your dead baby daddy.” His hand trails down to my chest as I stand in stupefied silence, only to have him shove me backward into the chair he’s just vacated. “Karma, bitch.” His parting words echo in my head as he grabs his keys off an end table and walks out of the suite.
Hitting me would have been preferable to his comments. Struggling to control my emotions and not cry in front of everyone left, I rush into my room, slamming and locking the door behind me. I can’t believe he’d said those things. Riggs is a playboy, but I didn’t think he was malicious. Not like that. 
His rakish dark looks had always been intriguing, but I wasn’t that kind of girl. The kind that pines for their boyfriend’s best friend, so he’d been firmly in the ‘safe-to-flirt-not-to-touch’ zone. 
While it was Jaeger and Damien in their own little bubble, the others were a posse. Drake, Ash, Riggs, and Blaise. Riggs is technically Calvin Rigby III, and Ash is short for Ashton, but everyone calls them by their nicknames. They're all varying shades of darkness. Pale to swarthy skin and eye color aside, they could all be related from appearances alone. 
Actually, Kael had fit right in too with his black hair and blue eyes. A tendril of grief snakes its way around my heart, crushing in its intensity, as I struggle for composure. I try so hard to avoid any triggers that might lead to a breakdown, and if today is any indication, being here is going to be more difficult than ever on my emotions. 
I wait, silently weeping for all I've lost until I hear the girls depart, and the noises cease on the other side of my door, before getting up from where I'd stationed myself in front of it on the floor. After splashing cold water on my face, I find my list of things I still need to do and hook my purse over my head and across my body before braving leaving the tentative safety of my room. 
Cracking the door and finding the area in my line of sight clear, I quietly slip into the living room, making sure to keep the knob twisted then slowly releasing it so that it catches without a sound. Muffled music is coming from what I think is Ash's door, and other than that, it doesn't appear anyone is around. 
Halfway to the door, I remember Jag's warning about going around without an escort. Him and Riggs have been complete assholes, and I'm not sure if Ash's music is covering up naked activities, but I don't particularly want to find out. Drake has been okay, but even though him and Damien were first cousins and not actual brothers, it's still enough to wig me out. Which leaves me with Blaise.
If there was ever one of the guys that I hadn't gotten along with, it was him. And to find his room I’m going to have to pick one of three doors. I'm fairly certain the one directly next to me is Jaeger's and the other door a small closet. Beyond that is Ash's with the music. Feeling like an idiot, I move to the door next to Jaeger's and press my ear to it, trying to decide if there's anyone in there. When it's silent, I tap a couple times and wait. No response comes, and I move to the next. Noises seem to be coming from inside, and I knock, this time getting an answer. 
The door swings open, and a scowl settles onto Blaise's face. "What do you want, Cora?"
Spitting it out before he slams the door in my face, I tell him, "Jag said I can't leave the rooms without one of you escorting me, and I need my things out of my car. Please." I add on the last when he steps back, and my foot moves forward. 
With his raised brow and direct stare at the offending appendage, it's hard to maintain my confidence. But him being pissy is better than any of the alternatives. Waiting for someone else or not getting my things. Neither will work with classes tomorrow. 
"What's in it for me?" I raise shocked eyes to his hard ones.
"Are you extorting me over something I have no choice in?" I'm not really surprised, but damn. "How much? I'm not exactly well off, but I can swing twenty bucks if you're going to be an ass about it." Devilment lights his eyes.
"Oh, Cora. I don't need your money. I was thinking something more along the lines of--" He brings his fist up and pokes his tongue into his stubble-covered cheek as he mimes the universal motions of a blow-job.
Without thought, my foot comes straight out to kick him in the shin. I'd have aimed higher, but the door is in the way.
"Fucking pig! Screw you, Blaise!" I turn on my heel to stalk to Ash's door, uncaring what state I might find him in at this point. Except dumbass can't keep his mouth shut. 
"If you insist," he calls out. "Hey, can we do bareback since I don't have to worry about knocking you up? I have it on good authority you're clean, barren, and a good lay."
Shame, sorrow, and finally fury ignite in my veins. Grabbing a standing lamp and heading in Blaise's direction is the last thing I remember. After the haze clears, I find myself being held back by both Drake and Ash in Blaise's destroyed bedroom with a bent and broken lamp pole on the floor at my feet. Kinda like me.
It takes a few quick blinks to register the mess, and I don't know what to say. The shock of losing it so badly is quickly overshadowed by the fact that I probably just got myself kicked out before school even starts. Hell, I’m even still packed. I start to giggle uncontrollably until I sag in the guys’ grip, burying my face in my hands while mirth dissolves into sobs. 
"What did you do, Blaise?" Distantly, it registers that Drake is demanding answers, and Ash is taking on my full weight and supporting me. "You said what? Are you serious right now?"
Ash swings my legs up, carrying me bridal style, before I can hear what Blaise's reply is. Not that I particularly care at the moment. Ash carries me into my bedroom, sitting me on the bed after pushing aside some of the books, and kneels on the floor in front of me.
"Cora, hey, it's going to be alright." He reaches a hand out tentatively, placing it on my knee when I don't protest. "Blaise was just being a dick. You know how he likes to run his mouth. Besides, you did a number on his room. You should have seen his face when we came in! I swear, he was two seconds from pissing himself. And the poor lamp, that thing is mangled." His attempt at comfort and levity helps me settle a bit. The fact that he doesn’t give me shit for it is another plus.
Regardless, I'm still worried. "I don't know what happened. I just got so mad. Am I going to get kicked out now?" I peer up through tear-soaked lashes to Ash's blue gaze. 
"No, Drake will set Blaise straight. You've been through a lot; you're bound to get overwhelmed now and again." Something I can't name flits across Ash's countenance, and I know he's not quite telling the truth. Before I can call him on it, he continues. "What did you need Blaise for? You should have come to me."
I don't want to explain why I hadn't, but he had rescued me. Or Blaise, rather. "Your music was on, and after earlier and last night, I-- I didn't want to see--" Embarrassment flushes my already red, tear-stained cheeks.
Ash laughs, genuinely this time. "I was working out. No girls for me, Cora. Not in my room anyway." He seems lost in thought for a moment, and I become acutely aware of his fingers rubbing random patterns on my leg. "Let's get you fixed up, and I'll help with whatever you need." 
The offer has relief coursing through me, and I readily accept. While he gets to his feet, I tell him my issue. "I can't leave the suite without an escort, and I need to unpack, but my stuff is in my car." 
"Sure, let me get some shoes on, and we'll go down." No mention of the decree or reaction to it, so at least Jag hadn't been lying. Which sucks, but I'll figure it out. A quick trip to the bathroom makes my skin feel better but doesn't alleviate the signs of my breakdown.
As we leave, I can still hear Drake and Blaise talking in his room. I hope Drake makes it clear it's not okay to act like that and doesn't condone it behind closed doors. 
Conscious of my tear-stained face, I avoid eye contact with the handful of students we pass on the way to my vehicle. Thankfully, it's only a few boxes and two rolling suitcases, and we manage to attach the boxes to the tops of them with the straps. Ash takes the loaded suitcases while I take the last box and lock up before we make the short trek to the building.




Chapter Seven
Back inside, we both unload the boxes onto my bed, still crowded with books and supplies, and I thank Ash for his help.
"Not a problem, Cora. Do you need help unpacking or hanging anything?" I shake my head no, and he almost reluctantly leaves after reassuring me I can come get him if I change my mind. 
I start the daunting task of putting everything away, emptying the clothes and toiletries out of my suitcases and boxes and moving onto the books and laptop. By the time I'm done, the bookshelf is half-full, the laptop is almost done updating, and the dresser and closet are no longer empty. My leg aches, and dimly my ribs, but at least having it done makes me feel more on solid ground and not so uncertain of my place.
There's one big box with keepsakes and pictures and knick-knacks as well as one small box, the one I'd carried, left. I sit at the desk and peel the tape off the smaller box. The tears instantly begin to flow as I open the cover on the pink memory book. Inside, on the left page are the tiny footprints, and on the right, a picture of Kael's hands cradling the little feet that made them. 
Before I can fully immerse myself in the box and its contents, there's a tap at the door followed directly by it opening. "Cora, I'm sorry about Blaise, I--" Drake stutters to a stop within arm’s reach, holding a tray of food. He takes in what I have open on the desk and my, yet again, wet face. "Oh. I'm so sorry for barging in; I just wanted to make sure you eat. If you need anything, please let me know." He sits the tray on the bed and rushes directly back out, shutting the door behind him. 
His reaction had been stiff, but genuine, I think. With a heavy sigh, I close the box back up, storing it on the shelf in the closet. Tired and still needing to go over the syllabi before classes tomorrow, I put the other on the floor in the closet to deal with later. 
I'm halfway done with the reading prep for tomorrow's classes when my phone buzzes. A reminder for my physical therapy in two days pops up, and I know I'll need to coordinate that with one of my keepers. If I can't leave the suite without one, I highly doubt leaving campus without an escort will be permitted. This time I go straight for Ash. 
He opens his door shortly after I knock and steps back, motioning me to come in. A scowl takes over my face when I find both Jag and Drake are in the room, and now I'm thinking maybe I should have waited until he was alone. 
"Hello, princess," Jag greets me, earning himself the middle finger. I don't bother to address him.
"Ash, I have PT on Tuesday. Do I need an escort, or can I get a pass to go by myself?" Just pretend the asshole isn't here.
Ash instantly turns to Jaeger for an answer, absolutely not helping me ignore him. I fume at the smirk my step-brother gives me, and of course he's the one that answers.
"We'll arrange for one of us to accompany you." One of them. That's not gonna work.
"Really? I can't even go to an appointment on my own? Or ask for one of you specifically? Is everything your say, Jag?" This confinement is ridiculous and makes no sense to me. I don't bother to wait for an answer and back out of the room. If it turns out Ash, or even Drake, can't take me, I'll reschedule the appointment.
I'm on autopilot for the rest of the day other than going over my books and making sure my schedule is memorized. I find some granola bars in the cupboard of the kitchenette instead of having to go ask for an escort, not very hungry after what Drake had brought me. Before bed, I pull up pictures on my phone of me and Kael. Getting lost in the past feels easier than facing my future right now, and when my scrolling lands on a particular happy moment, I'm sucked into the memory.
It was Valentine's Day, and I was on pins and needles waiting for Kael to text that he'd arrived in town. It had been hard adjusting to living on my own and breaking the news to everyone that I was pregnant once I couldn't hide getting ill every morning. Now, with the thickening of my waist just beginning to become apparent, the reality was really setting in. 
Kael wanted to take me out to dinner, and I'd dressed for the occasion in a knee-length sweater dress that was just bulky enough to hide my tiny bump. It seemed I'd been waiting for ages, checking and rechecking that my phone had service. A knock sounded at the door, and I was hoping it wasn't one of the other residents needing a sitter. I'd been making a little extra cash on the side and getting some practice with watching the kids, but tonight was for me. 
My surprise turned to joyous excitement when I opened the door to find Kael waiting in the hall with a beautiful bouquet of flowers. A laugh escaped him when I threw my arms around his neck, squashing the blooms and releasing their fragrance between us. 
"You were supposed to text me! I'd have met you downstairs." I hated that he had to come here, but on the other hand, I was just too excited to see him.
"I wanted to surprise you. And you deserve to be picked up at the door, not having to meet me outside. Are you ready to go, or do you need to finish anything up?" Kael pecked my lips, uncharacteristically shy. It made me wonder what he was thinking. 
"Yes, I'm ready. Let me put these in the kitchen before I damage them any more. They're lovely, by the way. Thank you for bringing me flowers." Thankfully, the Shasta daisies he'd brought had their own vase as that wasn’t something I had on hand, and they were too pretty for the Mason jar I'd have had to use. 
Soon enough, we were in Kael's rental car and on our way to a local steakhouse. 
During dinner, I kept half-expecting Kael to get down on one knee and propose, and even though I knew my wish was outlandish, I was still a bit disappointed that it didn't happen. After dinner, we went to the movies and found an old showing of Casablanca. We settled in our seats, loaded up with popcorn and drinks, to watch the old-timey reels that advertised the concessions. In the middle of them, a message popped up on the screen. "Cora, will you marry me?"  When I looked back from the screen to Kael, he was holding out a ring box that held a wedding band and engagement ring, and of course, I said yes amid the applause of the sparse moviegoers. It had been hard to sit through the rest of the movie, but I did it, beaming from ear-to-ear until well after the final credits rolled, and we were on our way back to my apartment. 
The memory fades as I come back into the real world, rubbing a thumb over the jewelry on my finger, and I wonder if the thought of Valentine's Day will always be so bittersweet.




Chapter Eight
Getting up the next morning for classes, I'm still struggling to shake off the thick blanket of depression that always accompanies getting lost in memories of what was and could have been. Drake accompanies me to my first couple classes, and it goes on with them trading me off throughout the day. 
To my surprise, especially after the last few days, the classes aren't terrible. I really thought they would be hell. Riggs ends up in my final class where the instructor speaks with a fervor during his lecture and has a bit of a maniacal gleam in his eyes as he continuously glances up at me during class. It's one of the weird random electives I have to take: Arcane Arts and Theories. It's not at all what I thought it was going to be. I figured it would be some kind of history of events like the Salem Witch Trials or the Spanish Inquisition and the impetus behind them. Instead, it's about the application of magical practices and the modern cults that have utilized them in their daily lives, if the professor is to be believed, anyway. He used the word ‘communes’ and ‘religion’ instead of cult, but let's call a spade a spade. Men using the excuse of magic and religion to oppress women isn't a new concept-- insert eyeroll here.  
After sitting through that hot mess, I finally escape the last class of the day and head back to my dorm room to get started on the massive amount of homework that I have to complete before my next class rotation. We're on an A and B schedule, so every other day I have one set of classes, and the others on the opposite until the semester switches. 
When it comes time for dinner, Jaeger accompanies me to the cafeteria, and I stiffly keep my distance from him as much as possible. Even the students that seem to have magically appeared overnight give him a wide berth, though that doesn't stop them from staring curiously at me while the whispers fly. Some of the guys have that same creep-o look the Arcane Arts professor had earlier, and I have to steel myself from moving closer to Jaeger for comfort. Looking around at the crowd, I find that apparently everybody, including the teachers and custodians, all get their meals at the same time. Someone, I suspect Jaeger, had left a banana and yogurt in the kitchenette for me this morning, and I'd made a quick peanut butter sandwich with an apple for lunch, so this is the first time I'm here during mealtime.
I'm standing with my tray in my hands, waiting to fill it, when Jaeger gets waylaid by one of the administrators I haven't yet encountered. While he's busy, the same girl that had been on his lap yesterday stalks up to me and lets loose when she's well within my personal space. 
"You'll find out what your place here really is soon enough, you stupid bitch, and then you won't be thinking you're so far above the rest of us. You've only been brought here to be used, remember that." Hair flipping over her shoulder, the girl spins, intent on leaving after her rude warning, only to find the administrator much closer than he had been and glaring at her. Jaeger is uncharacteristically pale, and I'm confused as I'm not sure what he should be so concerned about at the moment. I'm the one that was insulted, not him.
I start to get an inkling some major faux pas has been made when the administrator’s hand comes down sharply on Jaeger's shoulder, the fingers gripping, claw-like, indenting the fabric of his uniform blazer. Glancing at the girl, she looks absolutely petrified.
"Miss Bream, you'll be attending and assisting at the next meeting. Master Jaeger here will instruct you on where and when it will be held." The man's flinty eyes bore into hers even as his grip remains on Jag.
Lip trembling, the girl tries to apologize, but the administrator only continues to glare stonily at her until she nods and scurries away with her tray gripped in her trembling hands.
Jag stiffly introduces me to the intimidating man. "Cora, this is Professor Clendon. He's on the Blackbriar University Board of Directors. Professor, Cora."
So this is one of the illustrious board members that had a hand in crafting my contract and one of the senior professors for Mythological Studies as well as Advanced Arcane Practices. I don't know what is up with these people and their obsession with the occult, but I dip my head in acknowledgement and hold up my empty tray with a small forced smile, using it as an excuse to get away from the guy.
Jaeger excuses himself as well, letting the professor know that he's my escort this evening and has to stay close. The whole exchange is odd, and Jaeger's stilted behavior continues while we fill our trays and escape back to the dorm room with them to eat. I swear I could feel the man's gaze on me the entire time, but I'd been too afraid to look.
With unasked questions swirling in my head, I take my tray to my room, closing the door behind me. Then I begin making plans to find out what this meeting is about and why it seems ominous for the girl to be attending.
***
My sneakiness pays off later when the guys start discussing it. I'd managed to leave my phone under the edge of the couch on the floor when I’d crept through the empty living room to put my tray in the kitchenette. It's on and attached to the Bluetooth in my room where the guys’ conversation is streamed directly to my earbuds.
"Olivia insulted her directly in front of Professor Clendon. There wasn't anything I could do to prevent it. She came up while I was talking to him, and he overheard it. She's been designated as the vessel for tonight's meeting." Jaeger explains what happened in the cafeteria, but I don't know what vessel he's talking about.
Drake fills the silence. "Can't we get her out of it? And do we really have to do this tonight? I don't know if I can handle this every week. It seems like they're continuously ramping up the schedule." He sounds stressed out, and again. What kind of meetings do they need to have on a weekly basis with the board members? 
I hear Riggs answer him with, "Don't be a fucking pussy, Drake. This is what we're being groomed for after all. Or do you want to be next on the list of vessels? Don't forget where they'll start if they run out of the lower tiers. As it stands, we lucked out by getting Cora."
Ash cuts in next. "Shut your mouth, Riggs, we're not discussing any more here. The meeting's at ten tonight at the old gatehouse on the unused side of campus. Everything is being held there until further notice. We're to keep our new roommate close and unaware until further orders." I can nearly picture the sneer on Ash's face from the amount of scorn in his tone, and I'm floored at the difference in him when I'm not present. He's been pretty decent to me, but now I’m starting to think it's a ruse. To what end, I'm not sure, but I'll be finding out tonight.
When it's clear the guys have switched the subject onto mundane topics, I pull the earbuds out, letting them dangle around my neck as my head reels with all the information. I make sure to ignore Blaise when I go out and ask about which one will be escorting me to my physical therapy tomorrow. Ash volunteers, giving a sharp look to Drake when he tries to protest that he can take me. The silent rebuke, for no apparent reason in my opinion, only solidifies that it might be a bad idea to trust him— or any of them, if they can't even speak freely on a subject as simple as an escort. Not to mention the conversation I just eavesdropped on.
Debating if I should ask for one of the others after all, I weigh my options. Frankly, I'm way more comfortable with Ash doing it than having to make small talk with Drake on the drive. Before I make my way back to my room, I go to the kitchen to get a glass of juice and purposely drop my earbuds in front of the couch. Surreptitiously, I slip my phone out from under it and into my hoodie pocket, quickly telling the guys goodnight as I shut myself away from their too-focused gazes.




Chapter Nine
Biding my time, I wait to dress in dark clothing until the muffled sounds of the guys getting ready to leave give me my cue. It's nine-thirty before I hear the soft thump of the main door closing, and I slip my chenille robe over my clothes. Leaving my tennis shoes in my room, I open the door and yell for the guys, but none of them answer. To be sure, I knock on each door, using the lack of answer to confirm they’re gone.
Now to figure out how to get out of here without triggering any contingency they may have in place to know if I leave. I try their doors, but the only ones I find open are Drake and Ash's. Not wanting to go into Drake's unless it's necessary, I enter Ash's instead. I quickly search his desk and then hit pay dirt on top of his dresser where he's left his extra key card on a lanyard. I'm guessing his other one is in his wallet. As I grab it, I notice one of those tri-fold picture frames folded up and facedown, and out of curiosity, I open it. In two of the pictures it's Ash and the others, but the third one is of me and him during the short time we'd dated. The fact that he has it out brings up all sorts of questions that I don't have time to contemplate, nor is he around to ask— not that I could let on that I've been snooping in his room, so I reluctantly shelve them for later.
Sneaking out of the building is fairly easy, and I creep around the campus, trying to stay to the shadows. Checking the map of the school grounds one last time with the glow from my phone while I'm still hidden in an alcove, I make sure I'm headed for the old gatehouse. I'm going to have to get across a stretch without much cover and hope I can go well around the area and come back at the building from the side. It's going to add quite a bit of time to my trip, but it's probably the safest route. 
I send up a quick prayer that the ticks don't attack and my leg holds up to the task. As I continue to creep through the fringes of the wooded area, I do my best to avoid stepping on any fallen sticks whose telltale snaps would give me away. After what feels like forever, I finally come up on the gatehouse, a smallish building with an enclosed courtyard constructed from old brick and wrought iron bars.
Through the gate facing the woods I can see there are already men gathered on the weathered flagstones, dressed in black hooded robes. I sneak up behind a shrub and find a chink large enough in the masonry to hunker down in while still being able to watch the proceedings. At least they're outside, so I don't have to try to find a way into the building.
The men in the robes have the hoods pulled up, obscuring most of their features. The lower parts of their faces are exposed, but the dark shadows make it impossible to discern any identifying characteristics. Small LED lamps are hanging around the area, lending an eerie glow to the tableau. It's only a few moments before three more figures with hoods appear from the dark mouth of the building, leading a bound and gagged Olivia. She's also dressed in a robe, but this one is a dark red instead of black, and the hood is hanging down around her shoulders. She's blindfolded, but I can tell from her muffled mewling behind the gag that she's protesting being here. 
One robed man begins speaking as the young woman is led to a stand of sorts where she's put onto all fours, and her hands are locked into cuffs that are attached to the top of it. Recognition hits— it's a fucking altar.
"Tonight Olivia Bream serves as our vessel. She willfully defied our covenant of silence and secrecy, directly addressing the Axiom Host and jeopardizing our mission. At least one able member of each coterie present will take a turn, leaving the Axiom's to finish." The man gestures a hand toward the semi-circle around him. 
What in the everloving hell are these people smoking? And what the fuck is an Axiom? All the chick did was be a snatch. It's not worth all this crazy.  
Deciding this has to be some insane cult shit, I pull out my phone, making sure the light doesn't come on, and start recording. Surely,
this counts as grounds to break my contract. 
As the first two that led her there step up to the makeshift altar they pull her scarlet robe off, leaving her naked in the cool night air. Despite her unintelligible protests and my silent ones, one of the men takes a small knife out, carving an unknown shape into her back between her shoulder blades. Next, he rubs a powder in it, and it lights up blue before settling back down into a tattoo of scales. 
I have to muffle my surprised intake of air as I recognize it. It's the same mark that I saw on Kael in the hospital. Olivia shrieks and writhes as it burns into her skin while two more of the robed men break away from the circle. One removes her gag, and the other gets behind her.
Immediately, she starts yelling, "I can't sustain the energy for this! Let me up, I'm sorry!" She breaks into sobs when the response she gets is a dark chuckle from one of the hooded figures.
"That's quite the point of this exercise, my dear. Don't worry, your family will understand when they're compensated and informed you carried out your duties as a vessel."
Olivia begins to struggle in earnest, and while I don't know what any of this means, I'm sure it can't be good. And I'm right, I discover, as the men drop their robes, revealing two of my professors. The one in front takes advantage of her open mouth as does the other from behind.
I turn my head in horror, unable to watch what’s happening, and try to figure out how to quietly sneak away from here and call the police. My plans are thwarted when several of the group stand in front of my position on the other side of the wall. I'm hidden under the bushes but getting out and making my escape without alerting them feels impossible. And there's no way I want to find out what they'll do if I get caught.
By now the two men are finishing what they were doing, and the scales on Olivia's back have lit up in a glowing blue. I'm trying to figure out how they're doing it when matching ones on the inner wrists of the men light up as well. They step away when they're done, and the first man speaks again.
"Master Drake, you will take your turn as will Master Jaeger."
So they are here! Deviant pigs. I had hoped I was wrong, not only because this is wrong, but because the boys I used to know would never participate in such a thing.
"Uncle, I cannot, as I am bonded." Drake's voice trembles slightly from the recess of his hood as he faces who I now realize is Damien's father. 
Damien Sr. is an asshole, but I'd never thought he was this big of one. And what does Drake mean by bonded?
"The bond doesn't prevent you from using her mouth, nor Master Jaeger her rear. Bonds only apply to the use of another's cunt." The man is insane as well as beyond vulgar.
Drake and Jaeger drop their robes, completely nude in the courtyard. Jaeger is still as pale as earlier, his features resigned, and when I focus on Drake's face, he seems much the same. Almost robotically, they approach the girl as three more come up and drop their robes. Blaise, Ash, and Riggs.
Riggs hands off a tube to Drake before he and the other two stand off to the side. I don't get the sense that they'll actively be participating, but now I can see those same blue scales on all their wrists. Drake rubs whatever liquid was in the tube on his flaccid dick and passes it to Jaeger who does the same, both gaining erections swiftly.
With a look of distaste, they take their positions, and Drake places his member into Olivia's mouth, holding steady to the sides of her face.
I feel a pain in my chest that he would try to be friendly and then come here and rape a female on command. One that obviously isn't interested in getting it in this manner, and the same goes for Jaeger even if he's been a dick. I didn't think any of them  would go as far as something like this. I watch him nudge Drake out of the way to plunge his well-endowed self several times back and forth in Olivia's mouth, getting it wet.
From my vantage point I can barely hear him addressing her. It's in a familiar manner, and I wonder if they were an item as I remember her on his lap just a few days ago.
"This is all the lubricant you're going to get, so make it count. I didn't come prepared for this." His tone is gruff, as if he's forcing the words out.
His dick pulls out, coated in saliva, then he moves around behind her. Spreading her cheeks, he spits down between them while Drake resumes his spot. He holds her head tightly, and Jaeger sinks slowly but steadily into her backside despite her squealing protests. My hand covers my mouth in horror, and I nearly forget to keep the camera in position. I'll need the proof of what they're doing to report them and try to keep that thought in the forefront of my mind as I count down the minutes to getting out of here.
It doesn't take either of them long to get off. The scales on their wrists, and on the other three who watch silently with dead stares, light up to match the larger version glowing on Olivia's back. She begins to sag between them until they're all that's holding her up with Jaeger’s hands on her hips and Drake’s on her head. 
The scales glow brighter as their movements culminate in a crescendo of light and they pull out, trailing their fluids from the slack orifices. Riggs steps forward with a formerly unseen blade, pulls Olivia's head back by her hair, and swipes it across her neck, resulting in a spray of red across the altar and the area under it. 
Olivia slumps down, eyes staring sightlessly in death while Riggs backs away. All the men silently put their robes back on and, except for my five roommates and Drake's uncle, file into the guardhouse. I try to stay silent and not have a panic attack while furiously wiping the tears from my face. The guilt is heavy— no matter that I couldn't have known what their endgame was. The girl had been rude, but it didn't warrant this. The guys I used to be friends with are rapists and murders, and I'm living with them. Not to mention the staff is in on it, probably the entire board as well.
Drake's uncle addresses the guys nonchalantly, as if they did this kind of thing every day, and gestures at the girl's remains. "The meeting will commence inside once this is cleaned up." 
He leaves my five roommates in the courtyard while he goes into the gatehouse.
With them occupied by their grisly task away from the wall, I very quietly sneak out from behind the bushes and make my way as quickly as possible back to my dorm room. As soon as I'm safely inside my room and Ash's keycard is back on his dresser, I collapse in a sobbing heap on my bed. When the worst of it abates, I realize how bad things could get if I were caught with the evidence and immediately send the video to an email I don't use then delete it from my phone.
I don't know how I can explain any of what went on to the police, and first I would have to get off campus as I'm positive being here when it went down wouldn't go well. Who knows who all is on it. If there's any chance to bring it to light, surely something of this magnitude would break my contract and put away all of them involved. Except I don't know who several of them were as they never took their robes off.
While I debate the morality of waiting and trying to find out more, I shower, trying to scrub the feelings from my skin. A niggling voice is telling me that these men are powerful, and the police could very well have been there tonight for all I know. The reach of the university is no secret, and I'm directly under their thumb. 
I go to bed where I have a hard time falling asleep but don't dare take any medication in case something else happens. I'm beginning to connect the dots, but they don't quite make a full picture, and I'm not sure exactly where I fit into this other than I'm determined not to end up like Olivia— raped and throat slit like a slaughtered pig.




Chapter Ten
The next day I'm on autopilot, feeling much like a zombie after my restless night. I'd heard the guys come in sometime around one in the morning, and even though their manner is subdued, they're radiant. Their hair and skin glow almost luminously, and I somehow know that they hold that girl's life force in them. It's her energy they stole and utilized for themselves. And with those scales on her, and them, and on Kael— I know there's something they're hiding, something other. I act as normal as possible when I have to interact with them, all while I make plans to find out what exactly they've done.
After classes are over for the day, Ash drives me to my appointment back in the city. It's a silent drive with him sneaking glances my way every few minutes that I ignore. My therapy appointment doesn’t go quite as I'd thought it would. While I'm doing better, I'm not getting a full release yet. I hadn't expected one, but my recent activities with the storage unit and packing up my apartment, not to mention since I've been at school, have set me back some. The physical therapist is worried about swelling around my breaks, especially my leg, and concerned that my back pain might be an issue with my kidney instead of just sore muscles. I couldn't exactly tell him that I'd been out spying on an evil, magical, cult— I'd get a referral directly to the psych ward. The silver lining is that it gives me more opportunities to get off the school grounds.
When I'm done setting up my next several appointments, I go up to the third floor where they have rehab for long-term in-patients. I sometimes volunteer my time here and know I can't stay long with Ash waiting on me, but I still want to go up and at least say hello. 
Debbie at the front counter smiles and waves at me. "Go right on ahead, Cora. We've been wondering when you were coming back." 
"Thanks, Debbie!" I return her wave and walk into the room at the end of the hall. Sitting down in the chair next to the bed, I smooth the hair back off the occupant’s forehead; it's grown out quite a bit. 
"Don't worry, baby. I'll find out what they did to you, and I'll make them pay," I promise Kael as I place a soft kiss on his sleeping face. 
***
I'm fidgety, and trying to hide my frustrated anxiety on the ride back to school. I absolutely hated having to cut my visit short with Kael. Debbie had looked a bit surprised that I didn't stay longer but gave me a sympathetic smile when I briefly summed up my situation. She's a doll and promised to send me regular updates.
Ash, noticing my restlessness, asks about my visit. "Did it go okay? You seem off."
The last part elicits a snort from me. Who wouldn't be off in my shoes? "Actually, it didn't go okay, Ash." He keeps his eyes on the road, but his body tenses at my answer. "I've been doing too much, and it's caused some inflammation. The radiology department will be calling with an appointment for new scans, and hopefully there isn't any serious damage."
His fingers tighten on the steering wheel even as a tic pulses in his cheek from clenching his jaw. After a few deep breaths, he gets his anger under control. I'm not sure what his malfunction is, but after discovering his extracurricular activities, I'm wary.
"What exactly have you been doing to hurt yourself? Since you've been chaperoned, I'm assuming it was before you came to Blackbriar?" His tone leaves little doubt as to what he's getting at.
Annoyed, I decide to press his buttons. "Gonna explain why you almost hulked out there, Ash? You'd think you were a caring or jealous boyfriend, acting like that."
He doesn't find me amusing, and his answering brusqueness brooks no argument. "Answer the question, Cordelia." He flashes me a glower before returning his attention to the road, giving me a glimpse of dark brows pulled down sharply over midnight blue eyes.
"Ooh, pulling out the daddy card." I mimic him, "Answer the question, Cordelia." Ash can't stand to be mimicked, it drove him up the wall when we were kids.
Ash's nostrils flare in irritation. "Stop it. You're being a brat."
"Gonna pull the car over and spank me, Daddy?" I think he chokes a bit with that one, and I have to look out of my side window to hide my grin.
"I'll find out eventually, may as well fess up now. Besides, everyone knows your daddy couldn't hack it and took off." His barb hits home, but I force myself not to let it show, it's been years since I resolved myself to my father being gone.
"Maybe if you take his place, the same thing will happen." Then I deliver the coup de grace. "In case you don't remember— he washed up in the river."
Ash's fair skin pales, leaving the remnants of his angry flush standing out starkly on his profile. The rest of the drive passes in a tense silence, only briefly broken at the gate to the school. Pulling up into the lot, he parks as near as possible to the dorm. When we get out, he turns to leave me, but I stop him in his tracks.
"Chaperone, remember, Ash?" He pauses, and I add, "I'm not the one that will be disobeying if you leave me here." Spinning on his heel, he changes direction, fuming as he passes me. "What happened to 'anything you need'?" I call after him, feeling a bit smug at the turnabout.
All I get in return is the bird, and I have to hurry to catch up. Well, hurry as much as I can with my new restrictions directing me to take it easy.
***
Ash storms out of the elevator stomping to our door where he has to wait for the lock to disengage. He'd been annoyed enough on the ride up to mess up his neatly styled low-fade. Now the dark brunette hair on the top is in a disarray that looks like sexy bedhead.
He flings the door open, nearly hitting Blaise with it. "Oh, good, you're here. Take her before I strangle her ass."
Blaise flicks his gaze between the two of us, wariness taking the place of his previous annoyance at getting whacked with the door. I continue to bait Ash, ignoring our audience.
"But, Daddy, I thought I was getting a spanking for being naughty?" My top lip tucks in, while the bottom one pokes out in an exaggerated pout.
"See? I can't deal with that. She won't stop." When he points at me in aggravation, I give him sad eyes and flutter my lashes.
A fit of coughing pulls my attention to Riggs, who's coming out of his room. He catches his breath and demands an explanation. "What the hell happened at that appointment, Ash? You're not supposed to be banging the bitch on field trips." The fuck did he say? Fuck taking it easy. 
I’m advancing on Riggs, murder in my eyes, when Blaise opens his mouth.
"She probably likes it rough after slumming it with that dead gutter rat." 
My balled up fist pops him right on his smirking mouth. I was aiming for his nose, but he's too tall. Ignoring any thought of my injuries, I launch at him while he's bent over and off guard. We both tumble to the floor, and somehow, mostly by luck, I land on his back. Blaise doesn't have a chance to recover before my arm snakes around his throat, and he's the one getting strangled.
Ash is yelling for Jaeger and Drake while I do my damnedest to choke out the asshole trying to flip me off of him. An arm comes around my chest as a hand pulls at my arm, and the pressure on my ribs has my breath sucking in. They're mostly healed but still hurt if they're pushed on.
"Riggs, be careful!" Ash snaps, rushing to the human dog pile. "She's still hurt."
Arm loosening slightly, Riggs growls into my ear, "Let him go, Sunshine." The old endearment makes me freeze long enough for him to break my hold on Blaise.
Head whipping around, I glare at Riggs while he drags me off the coughing man. "Don't fucking call me that. You have no right. Not after everything you've done." I struggle until he lets me go then back away, hunched over my own arm wrapped protectively around my middle. 
My feelings hurt far worse than my physical body at the reminder of their betrayal. They used to call me 'Sunshine.' Not only for my pale bright hair, but because I was a happy, bubbly girl. Until they left me to Damien's care at a party.
Jaeger barrels in, slamming the door behind him as Riggs helps Blaise to his feet. Ash just stands there glaring at everyone.
"I could hear you all the way from the elevator. What the hell is going on in here?" Jaeger takes in the palpable animosity between me and the others before he zeroes in on me. "What's wrong with you?" I shuffle carefully past everyone to get my purse from where I'd dropped it by the door, ignoring him. "Is anyone going to explain why the door was open, and Ash was yelling for me?"
"Ask your butt buddies, Jag." My finger jabs toward Blaise and Riggs. They've retreated to the kitchenette where Riggs is getting Blaise a bag of ice. "You all better remember some subjects are off limits."
As I do my best not to limp to my room, Ash starts explaining to Jaeger. My stepbrother's groan is cut off by my door closing, but his demand filters through when he raises his voice.
"Cora! Get your ass back in here." 
Yeah, that's likely. Not. Ignoring him, I strip my clothes off and turn the shower on as hot as I can stand it. With my entire body aching, I slide to the floor of the stall, wishing it were a bathtub instead.
Tears course down my face as the day’s frustrations and the guys’ awfulness culminate with over-exerting myself. Something has to give because, as it stands, hiding out indefinitely is sounding like a pretty good plan.
Admittedly, I probably shouldn't have baited Ash, but his high-handed demand and assumptions got on my nerves. It isn't anyone's business but my own if I decide to move on from Kael— which definitely isn't the case.




Chapter Eleven
My appointment excused me from classes all day, but the assignments still have to be done and turned in on time. I use them as an excuse when Jag knocks on my door.
"Cora, we still need to talk about what happened at your appointment. It doesn't only affect you, you know."
Confused about why that is yet not wanting to see any of them until I'm sure I won't flip out, I put him off. "Jaeger, I can't afford to get bad marks the first week of school. We can discuss it after dinner."
He doesn't reply, but the retreating footsteps indicate he's giving me a short reprieve. Frowning at my textbook, I let out a fatigued sigh-- everything for the last year has just been so freaking hard. Including this damn chapter that talks in circles about those in a position of power leading the masses. Having no clue why it's required reading, I dutifully take notes to write a summary.
By the time I finish with my algebra work, a stress headache is forming. Probably a hunger one as well since I skipped lunch again. With nothing left to do and my stomach gnawing a hole through my back, I put my school work away and brace myself to face the impending inquisition. If I'm careful about it, maybe I can slip in some questions of my own.
***
The empty living room is a brief but nerve-wracking respite. I'd prepared to face a bunch of grumpy men and...nothing. They couldn't have needed to talk too badly. Debating if it's worth knocking on doors for an escort to the cafeteria or finding something here, I settle for exploring the kitchenette. 
Noodles in a styrofoam cup takes care of the food situation, but while I was hunting, I found a cupboard full of odd implements. Now I'm wondering if the kitchenettes I thought to be over the top for a college actually have a dual purpose— and the classes are making more sense as well.
While the water heats in the microwave, I line up the contents from the lower corner cupboard on the counter. A beep signals the water is done, but I'm engrossed in the mortar and pestles, empty glass vials, beakers, measuring implements, and other various items that look like they're straight out of a science lab. Or a sorcerer's workshop. I attempt to shake off the outlandish thought, but something is definitely not within the realm of logical explanation. Unless that logic comes with weird glowing tattoos, a dead girl, and a husband in a coma with one of those tattoos. Not to mention the crazy, scary men in robes that run the school.
Realizing it's too quiet in the suite, I put everything back in its place as best I remember and reheat my water. As soon as it's done, I fill the cup, leaving it to sit, and go to find the guys. Knocks go unanswered, and none of the doors are unlocked. There's only one conclusion— they're not here.
***
Jaeger
"Is the girl showing any signs of ascension yet?" Dean Atwater's chin rests on his steepled fingers, blue eyes inquisitive, but his relaxed manner is deceiving— the man is a deviant. Even for one of the Order his pursuits are licentious. With his respectably styled blond hair just going gray at the temples and pale skin still mostly line free, he appears to be in his mid-thirties, but from what I've gathered he's closer to three times that.
Drake glances at me, silently asking if I want to answer, but I shake my head. We all need to get used to the new dynamic. In a twist none of us saw coming, Drake had taken Damien's place right there at the crash site. All of our marks had flared, but while Damien's had faded quickly, the rest crescendoed in a flash of blue light before one by one settling back into their tattooed appearance, Drake's being the last to go dim. The clearing of the dean's throat brings me back to the matter at hand, causing me to raise my brows expectantly at Drake.
Expression devoid of anything but a pleasant boredom, Drake answers the question. "Not that we've noticed. So far she prefers to stay in her room. She wasn't pleased to find we were her roommates, nor is she particularly interested in being in our presence."
That last bit would have been better being left off. Dean Atwater's brows beetle together in warning. "The Malbec girl may have taken the deal, she'd have been an idiot not to with what we offered, but in case you gentlemen didn't understand the first time— keeping her here is on you. The agreement has made it prudent for her to do well with her academics, the rest— pushing her to ascend prematurely, is on you. The board would have already dealt with your little anomaly if it weren't for who she is."
Holding a finger up and possibly signing my own death warrant, I interject. "We've attempted several different manners of approach. It's early yet, and Cora has voiced her opinions on making sure she does well. In time her grief will fade, and we'll be her best option. At this point she's still insisting on wearing her wedding rings and using her married name. Constant reminders of events and the part we played in it all aren't endearing us to her."
Silence reigns throughout the room. Feeling like a complete shit for pushing our failure off onto Cora, I ignore the almost tangible sensation of recrimination coming from the others. The dean hums speculatively in his throat, eyes focusing inward as he considers my explanation for Cora's dislike. Determined to look anywhere but at the guys, I study the room.
Not much has changed since I was here last. The dark paneling and built-in bookcases line the walls, interspersed with framed awards, accolades, and pictures of the dean with various important figures. Running out of things to look at, my gaze drifts to the beige carpeting. It's a bland neutral color, high-end, of course, for the dean, but it doesn't have anything interesting to hold my attention either. Until it does. 
My eyes are just tracking back to the oversized black marble-topped desk when I register what I saw. Two decent-sized indentations behind the dean near the wall, well away from the door and the rest of us. Being full-up from the last rite allows me to use an extra sense to feel out my surroundings. There's only the barest hint of malignant other before it disappears, as do the impressions of what I believe to have been footprints. It could have just been a fellow board member. But
I don't believe my own excuse; things haven't been right since Damien went crazy on Cora a year ago. With his obsession escalating, to the point that Cora was granted an order of protection against him, and then the wreck, I've suspected that something was done to him to cause it.  My bet is that the senior members of the Order were behind it, but so far I've been unable to find any proof of it. Finding out who was, or still is, in this room spying might be the lead that I need.
With the disappearance of the person or entity, the dean comes back to himself, seemingly having reached a decision. And now conspiracy theories run rampant in my head that there's someone else directing events behind the scenes. I'll have to talk to the others and hope like hell they keep it to themselves. Damien had been my counterpart, and adjusting to my new coterie is a work in progress.
"I expect weekly updates before the meetings. You're under a deadline, boys— if I suspect you're not doing your utmost to precipitate the awakening of the girl's abilities, the chairman will take matters into his own hands." We all remain frozen at the implications until the dean barks out a curt dismissal that has us giving short nods of respect and retreating to the hall. Cora had been in her room when we left— hopefully she hasn't had enough time to get up to anything that will have repercussions for all of us.
When I voice as much, the others pick up the pace to get back to the dorms.




Chapter Twelve
Cora
A herd of men nearly take out the door as they push in all at once. My last forkful of noodles plops back into their styrofoam cup, splashing broth up onto my hand.
"You're still here," Jag's declaration rushes out in a breath that sounds curiously like relief— which makes no sense to me. As far as I'm aware they'd prefer I throw the towel in and vacate the premises.
"Uh, yeah. Where else would I be?" My expression says it all— he's an idiot. While I wait for him to tell me where I could have possibly gone, my tongue catches the drops on the back of hand. Lifting my eyes at the prolonged silence, I find the idiot has multiplied by five, and they're all staring at me. "What the heck is wrong with you all? I won't eat on the couch if it's going to cause more problems. I'm sure it's seen worse than a ramen noodle or two… Oh, yuck, I sat on it." Lurching to my feet, I'm quickly reminded by my abused muscles to slow down.
"Wait, we just want to talk— clear the air." I pause next to the couch and eye Drake suspiciously, clutching my cup in front of my body. They try anything funny, and someone is getting forked.
As if he senses my thoughts— and that he'd be the first to get stabbed, Blaise extends a hand. "I can take that for you if you'd like."
I back away, not trusting his overture. "I'm not finished yet. And did you have a stroke? You're not nice."
Blaise's lips settle into a straight, firm line as his pupils flare in annoyance and something else I'm sure isn't meant for me. "I can be nice, Cora. I just rarely have reason to be." Nope, he has to be on something.
My feet shuffle backward, easing toward my bedroom door. Something has changed, and I'm not up to finding out what it is—there's zero chance we went from duking it out to… attraction? It's a prank. The thought makes my belly clench in trepidation as horror stories and movie plots about screwing with "the girl" run through my head. I should have expected a move like this.
Blunt and to the point, I ask, "What's your game, Blaise?"
He shrugs, glancing at Jaeger before answering. "Maybe I had a change of heart? You seem to be more broken than I thought...I prefer my adversaries to be in working order. It's not as fun playing with broken toys."
A frisson of fear coasts down my spine— that sounds more in tune with his personality. Jag scowls at Blaise, shaking his head, and tries to smooth over the situation.
"Cora, you've had a shitty time for a year now, and despite the animosity between you and Blaise, we have a vested interest in making sure you do well and complete the contract.” Jag pinches the bridge of his nose, letting a groan escape. “You know, it’s impossible to talk to you with the recent history hovering over us, waiting to turn any conversation into a battleground. You know there’s a contract, and we know as well. Because of the part we played, the Board of Directors, Damien’s father, and the attorneys have decided the five of us will get you through school, and then we can all go back to our lives. You signed the papers saying you’d comply, so either work with us, or leave and take your chances starting over.” 
By now Jag has his arms crossed over his chest, and the others are staring at him like he’s lost his ever-loving mind. I know there’s more to it than what he said, me leaving the school has never been on the agenda for anyone, but if the board is holding something over them to make them my keepers, then I plan to use it to my advantage.
Surprising the hell out of them all, I nod. “Sure, whatever you say, big brother. But housekeeping needs to shampoo the furniture. I’m not sitting in God knows whose snail trail.” Ash chokes a bit, and I’m not sure if it’s at the ‘bro’ or the leavings from their cum dumpsters, but I decide to test my newfound power. “What’s wrong, Daddy? I thought you all were about keeping it in the family?”
Seriously, with the way the upper echelon of our community intermingles, I wouldn’t doubt there’s some incest going on. Just take Damien and Drake for example, rumors are that Damien Sr. is actually Drake’s father after having an affair with his half-sister that was a by-blow of his father by his mistress. But it didn’t come out until Drake was a little kid, and his mom still refused to say who the sperm donor was. Shortly after, she got some mysterious illness, and Drake went to live with Damien. Last I knew, his mom was in a facility-- comatose. And doesn't that sound familiar? It makes me wonder if I can find out if she had any marks on her like the guys and Kael have.
Ash and Jag interrupt my dot connecting revelation, bitching about my manner of address. While Ash mutters unintelligibly, Jag lays into me.
"Cora, you have to stop with the names. It's just too weird. If you remember correctly, before Damien, and even before you and Ash had a thing, our parents had hoped we might hit it off." My mouth gapes at Jag,not remembering things in quite that same manner. All thoughts of the similarities between Drake's mom and Kael flee from my mind.
"What in the actual fuck are you talking about Jag? That was never a thing."
A black brow raises above a deep blue eye. "I distinctly remember my father mentioning it when they married."
My incredulity is boundless. "You hear how fucked up that is coming out of your mouth, right? Our parents got together, so we would hook up? Who does that? I'm sure there's a name for that depth of depravity. Besides, they had a hissy when I wouldn't consider Damien as dating material. And what about Ash? You all knew we were together, granted, it wasn't very long, but no one kicked up a fuss over it."
I could definitely see my mom going along with something like that. She’d started acting odd, caring less and less about what I was doing as long as I behaved. Then a few months later, she had a quiet ceremony while I was at school, and I came home to Jag and his dad, Richard, carrying boxes into our house from a moving van. Aside from that, so much just doesn't add up. 
I stare from one to another of the bunch spread out in front of me— and none of them seem a bit surprised. Except Jag.
"Your mom really never discussed any of it with you?" His eyebrows dip together, the worry apparent in his gaze.
"No, she didn't. Mom never discussed much of anything with me. Even down to having to find out what to do for my period from the school nurse," I spit out, exasperated. "Then your dad happened, and you know the rest. I kept my grades up, did my chores, and stayed off her radar. The most interest I got was when she caught me puking my guts up before school one day." The memories are still raw enough that I desperately want to change the subject. "Can we pretend this conversation never happened and move on to dealing with whatever needs to be addressed so we annoy each other the least amount for the next few years?" Jag nods, but something feels really off with him.




Chapter Thirteen
Blaise
Holy fuck. She really knows nothing. Ash had said as much when we all became concerned about him asking her out. She'd been sweet and shy, something Ash has a major hard-on for. Not to mention he'd had a crush on her since grade school. Come highschool, we knew she was off-limits, but Cora had been just as enamored with Ash as he was with her, and he’d asked her out anyway. No one has ever explained why the ruling members suspected she and Damien would match, it was just stated one day, when it was apparent we were getting too close with her, that that's how it was going to be and the rest of us had to come to terms with it. Drake found out afterwards that Damien was aware as far back as he can remember knowing about the Order, so it had to be something that happened when we were too young to remember. 
Jaeger’s dad had even moved them closer to her after Jaeger matched with Damien at an introductory meeting in their teens. It was only going to be a matter of time before Damien and Jaeger claimed her upon her ascension, and we all dreaded losing her. It was a finality we couldn't fight against, and maybe that’s why Ash took the chance that he did.
The rest of us had kept it to friends only, or in my case— asshole territory. It was easier than letting her see the attraction I held for her, as we all did. Easier to keep her away, anyway. As for me, it's always been hell, but back then we weren't meant to be, and now— well, now it's safer for her stay away from all of us. The current situation is a temptation I’m having a hard time ignoring, and I know the others are as well. Ash nearly jumped on it, but she scorned him too, and he isn't taking it so well. Although it's funny as hell seeing her messing with him even if I have to pretend it's not. Getting her to leave would be the best thing for her, even if it will screw the rest of us, but her stubborn ass is taking it as a personal challenge. I’ve gotta give her props for taking me down; my throat still feels sore. It makes it hard to keep chasing her away when all I really want to do is keep pushing her to fight, to never back down, but that might get her killed in the long run.
Cora doesn't know it, but she saved our asses. That same meeting had matched me and Drake, and then Riggs and Ash to be pairs for a coterie, but we were never meant to be a larger group. It came out later what we had done, after all the shit went down with Damien. He'd tried to claim her in a frenzy induced by his ascension or by something the Order had orchestrated, and our own had all quickly followed. Cora had been holed up at home during that time, away from all of us after our betrayal. Not that I blame her for it. We had no recourse, even if we hated it. The days after that summer night were filled with induction ceremonies and evenings spent with specialized classes learning the basics of the craft and the magic behind it. 
Most children of Order members knew the gist of what went on by the time they were teenagers, but due to the covenants of silence and secrecy, we weren't allowed to discuss it until after our induction ceremonies. Not all family members are accepted into the Order— or they're marked as low-tier vessels, only good for consumption. Which makes me and the others think that maybe Cora never knew about any of it in the first place. She’d never directly brought anything up, so I’d assumed she was keeping her mouth shut about it like my dad had warned me to do before we moved in with her and her mom. The four of us had been breaking the rules when we played with things we didn’t understand after discovering what was in store for us. It's when us four received our marks that caused the problem. Drake was the only one that was supposed to get one that night, as we'd each have our own individual ceremonies, but when the rune was carved into his wrist, mine, Ash, and Riggs' arms lit up— without a mark on us. To say the members were pissed is an understatement and we had to reveal the unsanctioned blood bond we'd made.
I swallow hard, remembering the decree that came down after we’d fessed up. We were to be used as vessels for our punishment. If any of us survived, then so be it, but most likely we’d have ended up like Olivia. A shudder works its way through me at the reminder-- it was our first direct participation in that manner— and a stark example of the repercussions if we fail in our duties. Cora being tied to us through Drake gave us a reprieve. The council members of the Order still aren't happy with us, but they don't want to fuck up her ascension, and without her siphons, she'll burn out, especially if rumors of what the Axiom can do are true.
"Agreed, Blaise?" Jaeger saying my name brings me back to the present matters— and I have no clue what I'm supposed to agree to.
"Uh, sure, why not?" My agreeance is met by Cora's sniff of disbelief, and I know I'm going to regret answering blindly.
"You're just gonna let it go? All of it? No more rude shit?" She smirks at me, adding, "You weren't paying attention at all, were you?"
Obviously not. And of course no one would fill me in because that's what Jaeger wants. To refuse after I've just agreed will most likely end up with my ass kicked. The idiot is convinced we can save her from the council members’ machinations. Personally, I'd prefer if she ran away, but the knowledge that other sects will be salivating at the chance to snap her up means she wouldn't stay free for long— everyone knows it's only a matter of time before one of the chapters pops up with this generation's Axiom Host. It's a damned mess all around, and we're all unwilling participants.  The dean wasn't playing around. Maybe Jaeger's plan to use her after we're bound DOES have merit. It's not the most altruistic reason for going along, but it will have to do.
"You all prattling on hurts my head. Maybe you shouldn't injure people if you expect them to hang on your every word." Her face reddens in anger, and before anyone else can get on me, literally in Cora's case, I hold my hands up. "That wasn't even bad! I'll work on it, okay?"
Her irritation doesn't lessen, but she grits out "Fine" before sitting her now empty container on the coffee table and limping off the short distance to her room.
When she's gone, the guys start bitching at me, but I hold up my hand again, stalling them. "What's wrong with her leg?" They seem surprised at my concern, and I realize I may have played the asshole a bit too well, even around my friends. "Seriously, I was thinking about other shit, but I’ll try. What does she need?"
Ash starts before Jaeger can. "Cora said she needs to do less physically and sleep better. And keep her appointments— there's going to be a scan set up to make sure everything is okay, probably tomorrow if they can get her in. Otherwise, just don’t overexert herself. She is missing a kidney.” He leaves out the other organ she’s missing, but I wince internally at the reminder. 
It probably doesn’t matter what I do. After my comments, I doubt she’ll ever see me as more than the jerk that rubbed salt on her fresh wounds. At least Riggs hadn’t been quite as awful; honestly, him being a shit to her the first day was surprising considering he’s as hung up on her as Ash. It makes sense they'd be interested in the same female with them being paired as siphons for their coterie-- all they’d needed before was to find their vessel, but with all of us tied to Drake who took Damien's place with Cora, I guess that’s no longer an issue. He's been keeping quiet the last few days, and I wonder what’s going on with him. Usually he's not shy about voicing his opinions. 
Attempting to suss him, out I bring up the need for Cora's chaperoning, staring at him directly. "So, should we get a schedule figured out that fits around us all, or what?"
His scowl is immediate. "Why are you looking at me, Blaise? Seems Jaeger and Ash have it under control so far. We each keep an eye on her in classes. Isn't that enough for you?"
Jaeger intervenes before we can get into an argument, determined to keep the peace and save us from ourselves. "Is there a problem with escorting Cora that we should know about?” Jaeger’s stern countenance indicates that he’d better not.
Riggs’ jaw is set, obviously unhappy with something. “I’d hoped to have a personal life while I can, Jag,” he whisper shouts at us, knowing the walls aren’t thick enough to stop more than a quiet conversation from carrying to Cora. "This entire thing is doomed. We only got a stay of execution. When she ascends, we'll be the council's bitches more than we are now...at least until she's burnt out and of no further use to them, then who knows what will happen, but it won't end well."
"I thought you wanted Cora too, Riggs. What changed?" Ash's confusion mirrors my own, but has an added dose of betrayal mixed in. Maybe Riggs had meant it when he told Cora she’d caused our problems.
Riggs’ reply is angry, almost venomous. “That’s the point though, isn’t it, Ash? We won’t have her. What’s the point in getting our hopes up for the Order to just come in and crush them anyway?” His logic is probably correct, but he’s apparently not even going to bother trying. Fucking coward. I want to know when my friend became such a pussy and let others control him. Probably right about the same time you all fucked Cora over. I have to battle the shame over that bonehead move down to deal with the one in front of me.
Ash echoes my thoughts. “So what? You’re going to be the resident partying fuck-boy and bury your head in the sand until you can’t anymore? How’s that going to help matters?”
With a snarl marring the sharp features girls fawn over, Riggs is about to reply to Ash, but the opening of Cora’s bedroom forestalls it.
“One more thing…” She takes in the tense atmosphere as she steps out of her room. “Uh, am I interrupting?” Riggs' expression morphs into a mulish pout, while Jaeger shakes his head. “Okay, well, if we’re going to call a truce, your guests have to be nicer. I live here too and will for the foreseeable future. If I can’t ask for new housing and you have to be around me all the time, the least you can do is make sure your fangirls keep their mouths shut when they’re in here.” Cora’s back is straight, but I can see the tremble of what I think is nervousness in her hands. She’s never been big on confrontation unless it’s in the heat of the moment. She’ll defend herself just fine, but coming out and initiating a possible disagreement has always been rare.
Taking the opportunity to extend the olive branch even further, I answer for all of us, much to Riggs’ dismay. “We’ll make sure any company we have in here or that hangs out with us are polite.” Riggs opens his mouth again, but Ash, close enough to reach, swings out an arm to backhand his stomach.
Her forehead creases, nose wrinkling as if she’d expected an argument. And possibly before our meeting with the dean it would have gone that way, but we all have to protect our asses as a group now. “I think I’m going to have a nap. Uh, thanks?” She disappears, shutting her door before any of us can respond.
Riggs though, he’s pissed. “Thanks a lot, asshole. Next time, speak for yourself. The only way to get over that piece of ass in there,” he snarls, finger jutting toward Cora’s door, “is to put it in another one.” He storms out, snatching his keys off the wall as he goes. The slamming of the door punctuates his departure, and I worry that Cora will come back out to see what happened, but she doesn’t, and now I’m worrying that she heard what he said.
Drake is glaring at the door Riggs left through with his arms crossed. I glance between Jaeger and Ash, and the latter shrugs, but Jaeger cautions, “Just let him go. He needs to cool down, and we’ll only antagonize him more.” I nod, agreeing with him, but something is still bugging me about the way he’s acting. Only time will tell what he’s hiding.




Chapter Fourteen
Cora
It’s been two days and so far, so good. The guys haven't brought anyone around, and my scans came back mostly good with only moderate swelling directly around the injury sites. Time and rest with low-grade pain medication will eventually take care of it all. This time Jag took me, and since it was done in a different building, I couldn't visit Kael, which bummed me out, but I didn't have an excuse to go by there.
Now, my classes for the day are done, and I'm trying to decide if I should brave asking Blaise to take me to the library. I want to research past students for a genealogy project for my anthropology class, and weirdly enough, the online sites don't have much to go on, so my professor suggested trying the library as they have a dedicated section to alumni.
Blaise has been polite if mostly indifferent, but it's better than his previous asshole tendencies. Drake had to go meet with uncle, so I can't ask him, and Ash and Jag have been almost too attentive— hence the debate on who to get for a chaperone. I feel like a little distance will be a relief from them being up my ass. At least Blaise won't treat me like a china doll that needs to be tended to every minute we're together.
The matter is taken out of my hands as the door opens to two blond guys dragging in a half-conscious, battered Riggs.
"Jaeger! Drake!" the taller towhead yells once they're in with the door shut behind them. I'm standing frozen in the kitchenette with a glass of water in my hand.
They muscle him over to the couch as Jaeger, Ash, and Blaise burst from their rooms.
"You," the other blond snaps, pointing at me with one hand while wiping the sweat off of his forehead with the back of the other, “get water and towels to clean him up.” I hesitate, staring at the blood smeared across his face, assuming it’s Riggs’. “Now!” he snaps, making me jump and startling me out of the anxious flashbacks of the wreck.
The initial impact of the wreck may have rendered me unconscious quickly, but I’d seen the aftermath left on my body in a map of cuts, bruises, and abrasions. I shake my head, trying to dispel the panic attack the sight of Riggs is inducing. There isn’t time, Cora. Help now, freak later! Shakily, I get a bowl and turn the tap on to let the water get warm while I pull hand and paper towels out, carting them to the coffee table. My body automatically edges around the two newcomers. Something about them warns me off, and since I’m barely holding it together as it is, I don’t ignore my instincts. The guys are crowded around, asking what happened.
“We were following up on an errand for the chairman, and we split up. When we got back to the car, we found him like this laid out on the hood. There was a note left behind. Jaeger, we only brought him here first out of respect for you and Drake, but we’re going to have to report this." The man speaking is the one that initially yelled for Jag, and I'm completely lost as to what he's talking about.
Twisting my hands together and standing back, I try to interject, "Jag, he needs a hospital."
Jaeger is too busy looking Riggs over to pay me any attention, but the guy that was talking to him turns, brows wrinkling in confusion.
"He just needs to siphon and kickstart his—"
"That's enough, Tony," Jaeger sharply commands, turning from his kneeling position on the floor at Riggs' side to glare at Tony. "We'll handle it from here, thank you both. Ash, go with them and find out what you can and see if you can get Drake a message and get him back here."
Tony and his unnamed companion share a glance but begin to move toward the door without comment. I don't understand why they think Riggs doesn't need medical attention, but I suspect it has to do with what I saw the other night. Jag obviously doesn't want me to hear more than I already have, and now I'm torn between wanting to help, my own mental state, and considering following them to find out more.
My inquisitive gaze locks with Jaeger's, giving Ash time to lead the duo out without me. Decision taken out of my hands without being blatant, I hesitantly step toward the couch, stopping when I'm next to Jaeger-- Riggs is passed out, and my breathing picks up at the similarity to Kael.
"What can I do to help? Are we really not taking him to a hospital?" My panicked voice is loud in the quiet room as my eyes take in the cuts and swelling on Riggs’ handsome face. I can't lose him like this! We haven't had time to fix things. The very real prospect of him dying is tearing me up. As angry with him as I am, I'd thought he would just be there if, or when, I was ready to deal with our damaged friendship, and now the chance is slipping away with him. The instinct to do something has me reaching out to wet a cloth to start cleaning the worst of the blood off.
"Cora, can you please go to your room?" My hand pauses mid-swipe as Jaeger is on the receiving end of my astonished glare. Not that he notices as he's busy cutting off Riggs' sleeve with the scissors Blaise hands him. 
"You're kidding me, right? You want me to sit in my room while you let him die?"
Neither he nor Blaise answer me. Jag is frantically pulling the leather bracelet off of Riggs' wrist, revealing his tattoo, and I know I don't want to miss whatever they're about to do. If it doesn't work I'm calling an ambulance and they can go fuck themselves.
"He's not pulling from me, and he's not healing. Are you getting anything?" Blaise directs his question to Jag like I'm not even there, and he shakes his head. “Fuck, I’ll get a kit.”
I’m pretty sure the marks they share should be lighting up if I’m piecing things together correctly, remembering that they’re part of the same group of whatever thing they have going on. When my fingertips graze Riggs' face, my palm tingles, causing me to jerk it away. The move catches the attention of the guys, and Jag glares at me.
"I told you to go." His tone is cold and unyielding. He sounds just like his father. My step-father had never been outright inappropriate or mean, but he'd get the same look and tone Jaeger is directing at me now, and I'd never been interested in finding out what would happen if I didn't listen.
However, arguing with Jag is nothing new, and I don’t back down.
"What exactly do you think you can do to help him that I can't be present for?" I'm not sure how either of them would have answered because as I'm making my point, I grab Riggs' arm— directly over his mark.
I cry out as my hand burns and muted blue light escapes around the edges. My eyes widen on the pulsing glow, and I try to pull my hand away, but can't seem to break the contact.
Blaise starts swearing when he races back from the kitchenette in response to my pained yell. "Damn you, Jaeger. What did you do?"
"It wasn't me! She grabbed him." Panic fills Jaeger's dark eyes as I begin to sway, feeling light-headed. "Cora, let go! Blaise, help me!"
My head goes spacey, and I'm not sure what they do or how long it lasts, but when the room comes back into focus, the coffee table has been shoved back and Jag and Blaise have their hands in mine. I swear I can feel the energy pushing into them and up my arms. It's more of that tingling from before, but instead of burning out of my palms, this is almost cool and seems to sink into my skin where we touch before delving into my veins. My questioning eyes meet Jag's somber ones.
"Hey there, Sunshine." The finger on his free hand traces a line across my cheek. "You feeling better? You nearly scared the life out of us."
It's then that I notice a hand in my peripheral vision. Craning my neck so I can see better, I find Ash, a gray pallor to his skin, on the floor behind me. My efforts to sit up and reach for him are thwarted by Jag and Blaise.
"Don't touch him yet. He came in, saw what was happening, and wrapped around you. Somehow you managed to drain him in under a minute."
Drain him? What the hell is happening? "Uh, someone want to explain that statement? And why I feel like I'm hooked up to a battery?" Both guys just stare at me grim-faced until I tug on my hands.
Blaise shoots a wary glance at Jag before wincing and explaining, "You sort of are." In a sigh, he finishes, "There's a lot you need to be filled in on, but first we need to get Ash and Riggs settled and find Drake and… I'm sorry, Cora. We need to find out how much we're allowed to share. I— we would explain everything, except we're not the final authority on the subject."
Annoyed but having suspected that magic, glowing, energy-sucking people are a secretive bunch, I nod. I am surprised to hear that they actually want to share in the first place— even with the truce, we aren't bosom buddies. It's better to go along with them and pretend to be a good little girl. I figure there's always the option to eavesdrop later if they think they've got me under control.
"Can you let me go? I feel better now than I did before Riggs came in looking like the loser of an MMA match."
A snort behind me draws my attention to a smiling Ash. His eyes are still closed, but his color is looking better. Voice a bit slurry, it's still clear enough to understand when he says, "I'm telling him you said that when he wakes up."
"Be my guest! I want to know what he was doing to get so messed up. How are you doing, anyway? Apparently I zapped you— like a bug," I can't resist adding and then let out a peal of hysterical laughter. When the guys look at me like I'm nuts, I share. "The blue glowy stuff? Bug-zapper?"
Riggs chooses that point to wake up, or at least lets us know he's awake, adding his groan to the chorus of them around me. He takes it one step further and comments on it. "Leave it to you to relegate divine light to a glowy bug killer."
I briefly feel guilty that I haven't tried to check on him yet, and this time the two holding my hands help pull me to a sitting position and let me go.
"Whoa." The cuts appear to be days old, as does the bruising that's turned a mottled yellowish-green. "Yeah, you guys have some serious shit to explain."
As if he's just now noticing, which is possible considering the state he was previously in, Riggs takes in all of our positions and Ash's prone form. His eyes widen, eyebrows shooting up near his hairline. "Did you let her— what did you all do? We're going to be in so much shit." Another groan escapes him as he flops his head back onto the couch.
Ash's retort is quick and grumpy. "From what I could tell with these two panicking when I came in, they didn't let her do shit."
Jag echoes him. "No, we didn't. Grabby hands was trying to help clean you up although I'm not sure why she'd bother after you've stayed as far away as possible. Blaise and I were kind of distracted trying to help your dumb ass, and she accidentally grabbed you right over your…" He buttons up, probably realizing he's about to spill more than he'd intended.
I'm only halfway paying attention though, still stuck on the 'why she'd bother' comment. Shifting to get up on my knees, my finger pokes Jag in the chest. "Why I'd bother? Maybe because I'm not a heartless bitch? I tried to get you to take him to a hospital, which you refused. Was I just supposed to let him lay there and die? He passed out, and you were doing nothing!" My voice rises as my tangent goes on until I choke out the last bit  through a throat clogged with tears. "Just like Kael."
Jaeger blanches, instantly contrite, and tries to reach out for me, but I smack his hand away, leaning back into the couch as I do.
Riggs, who up until now has avoided me as if I have a contagious rash, takes the opportunity to snake an arm around my shoulders, murmuring in my ear, "I'm not him, but I'm glad you wanted to help anyway. Thanks, Cora-Bora." My head twitches away from his breath tickling my ear, and I try to twist in his hold. For recently being a half-dead dude, he sure has a grip.
"Knock it off. We're not in third grade with you pulling on my hair and making fun of my name, Calvin." His scowl is immediate, but I ignore it and try to get up. Only to promptly be pushed back down, and now he isn't the only one scowling.
"If you two are done, we have things to figure out and a missing roommate to track down." Blaise's words are nice enough until they're paired with whatever crawled up his ass and died.
An inkling of what they're doing worms its way in my head— normally I'd be completely flipping my shit and twisting my fingers off because I never know what to do with my hands when I'm anxious, but instead I'm just...okay with everything. Well, mostly okay. "Who is it? Whichever one of you is fucking with me, knock it off. I'm not playing the 'whammy Cora with the mojo to keep her happy' game." My bet is on the one with current skin contact— until Jag can't control the two dusky red spots that appear high on his cheeks.
Further damning himself, he runs a hand through his inky hair, refusing to meet my eyes. "It was only to relax you and Ash enough to get you off Riggs and Ash off you. It may have lasted longer than intended with the prolonged contact."
He's being awful forthcoming, which means he's hiding something. More than just not telling me what they are.
"Uh huh, right. Where did Drake actually go?" I cross my arms over my chest, determined to ignore the arm that's slipped up around my neck even if it's kinda nice to have a peek into the old Riggs.
"Look, Cora, we need you to go hang in your room. You're just going to have to trust us for now." Blaise is matter of fact, and I have to restrain myself from rolling my eyes at him. 
Right. Not. I go along with it anyway, and since I really do feel great, even my lingering injuries seem a lot better, my brain goes directly to some unchaperoned time outside of this suite. 
"I would, but there's this thing called a contract, and my grades have to stay up past a certain average. I have a big project for my anthropology class, and I need to go to the library for the info— it's not online." Mentally crossing my fingers, I broach my request. "If you all need to go find Drake, and I can't go, you can leave me at the library, then we can all discuss this over dinner when you're done."
Jag stares at me, indecision written all over him from the stiff set of his shoulders to the crease between his eyes. Worried that he’s about to refuse, I add on, “Physical therapy in the city is going to take up most of tomorrow with the trip there and back, and my professors still expect my work to be done on time. If I don’t get some of the materials tonight, I won’t be able to go until after my next anthro class, and we’re supposed to turn in our research subject then. What am I supposed to say when I don’t have my assignment?”
“Just let her go, Jaeger. It’s going to draw more attention to make her miss an assignment than it will to leave her in the library.” Ash pushes to his feet as he backs my request and reasoning. “I’m going to shower. Don’t leave without me.”
I think he’s talking to the guys, but when he doesn’t leave, I crane my head back awkwardly in Riggs’ embrace to find Ash looking directly at me. He raises his brows expectantly, apparently wanting a concrete signal of my agreeance. Nodding in this position is difficult, so I just give him a thumbs up instead. That seems to satisfy him, and he walks off to his bedroom. More than ready for Riggs to let go, I pull back, only to have him draw me in further until his lips are once again against my ear.
“I don’t know what you’re up to, Cora-Bora, but I’m onto your innocent act-- watch your ass. These people aren’t fucking around.” I think he’s done and am about to demand to be released when he says something I haven’t heard since Kael said it to me last. “Proud of you for not backing down.” I swear the lightest of kisses grazes the shell of my ear as his arm finally loosens.
Uncertainty fills me when I’ve scooted far enough back to be out of arm's reach before I get to my feet, shaking the odd tingling out of my hands left over from the burning sensation before I’d spaced out. Riggs’ eyes narrow on the move before his expression smooths into that same indifferent aloofness he’s carried for most of the time I’ve been here. He knows what’s going on with the tingles, but he isn’t sharing. My nostrils flare as my ire mounts. I’ll figure it out for my damn self. The others seem oblivious to our little exchange, or maybe they’re just used to our antics by now and are turning them out. With their myriad of reactions they have at any given time, it’s hard to decide if they’re trying to rekindle our friendship or if they’re using me for their own agenda. Unfortunately for me, it’s probably a mix of the two.
“I’ll just clean up and meet you all back out here. Ten minutes, promise.” I retreat to my room and rinse off as quickly as possible. There’s no way I want to give them the opportunity to leave me behind.




Chapter Fifteen
Riggs
As soon as Cora closes her door, I turn on my two friends. “Whose genius idea was it to let her touch me? And how the fuck did she do this?” I wave an arm at myself. Even without a mirror, I know my injuries are superficial at most. “There was no healing what they did without possibly draining all four of you, let alone just you three and Cora. And where is Drake? He should have beat me back here.” I’m pissed off and stunned that Cora healed me without killing everyone in the process-- and worried about where Drake has gotten off to. It’s not like him to stray far from Cora if he can help it. The guy badly wants to make amends for his brother and earn her trust back. If I had the balls to believe everything will work out in the end, I'd be right there with him.
"Back up," Jag says, confused. "Where did you go with Tony and Todd? And Drake— he was supposed to be with his uncle, something about a family meeting. If it had to do with us or Cora, I should have at least been notified."
While Jaeger is worried, Blaise is downright pissed, a muscle ticking on his clenched jaw. Injuries happen in the pursuit of the Order's agenda, but today was over the top for a straightforward mission. Or at least it should have been straightforward. Knowing I have to come clean and there isn't much time before Cora comes back out, I sum up the situation as quickly as possible.
"Drake called me as he was leaving his uncle's office. We were supposed to meet up with a couple guys from the Oregon chapter to pick up a packet of information. We were glorified couriers, and Tony and Todd were supposed to follow us, just in case. You know things are still tense with them since their chairman and ours got into it at the last big regional meeting we had?" Jaeger nods, motioning me to continue. 
"Anyway, Drake pulls over halfway there and tells me to go on with the others, that he just got information and wants the chance to check it out while we already have a pass to be off school grounds. I agree to cover for him and tell the guys that he’s needed back here. No one fucks with Damien Sr., so they didn't question it. We split ways and continued on to the meeting point— a dumpy ass motel of the freeway. The instructions were simple-- go to a room, meet up with the dudes, and get the packet.
“Except when we get there, it’s one of those places you have to go inside for the rooms. All three of us headed in, but something made me turn right before we did, and there was this man with a camera. I’d have let it go, but when he saw me notice him, he took off around the side of the building. I told Tony and Todd to go ahead because I sure as fuck wasn’t coming back without the package, not after Drake took off and the meeting with the dean the other day. The one where you thought someone was hiding in the office?” Jag nods again, and even Blaise is more worried than pissed now. 
“Well, if we were being watched, and Drake didn’t show, I couldn’t take the chance that whoever was taking pictures wasn’t going to try to fuck us over with them. I get around the side, and no one is there. No vehicle, nothing but a dumpster corral and an employee entrance that’s locked. Figuring the guy will be inside, I double back only to have two others catch me as I come around the corner on the side. There wasn't a chance to do anything— one of them had what looked like red ink, and he swiped my face twice with it. I hit the ground in seconds, unable to move, and they curb stomped my ass. One of the guys was pissed Drake wasn't the one that had shown up, so it was definitely planned."
Jaeger interrupts me, instantly spitting out his denial. "Drake didn't set you up! He wouldn't do that."
I hold my hands up to stop him, not wanting. "Not what I meant. Think about it. How many people know what happened to us when Damien died? What if they know about Cora? Do we even know what would happen to the rest of us if the link with Drake is broken?"
Blaise pales, sitting down hard on the other end of the couch. "We have to bind her to us. As soon as possible. They can't have her."
"No, they can't." Ash's arrival startles us all. We'd been waiting on Cora's door to open, the one nearest us, not Ash emerging from the other direction. "Fill me in on the rest later, after we don't have to worry about scaring her off. Her being willing is the key, remember? The Axiom failsafe, thank-fucking-Christ." He must have flown through a shower as his hair is still sopping in places and wet patches show through his white shirt. "Get cleaned up and dressed, we can't go see Damien Sr. looking less than proper. And I have the note that was left on you— they definitely know what Cora is."
Jaeger and Blaise start cursing, but a quick point at Cora's door reminds them to keep it down.
"We'll deal with it later; they can't get to her on campus." I get to my feet, still marveling at the lack of pain after the beating my body took. I had been sure I was going to die after the assholes explained they'd bound my ability to siphon. Tony and Todd had tried to help, but siphoning isn't very effective between males of the Order unless a coterie bond is shared. Making a mental note to tell the others about the block, I head for my room.
The snick of the lock disengaging halts my steps. I’m instantly on the defensive because it’s not housekeeping day, and no one else should have access. Not unless an administrator approved it. When I recognize Drake coming in, worry plastered all over his face, I’m first relieved and then pissed.
“Do you know what the fuck you left me to walk in on?” I don’t leave him or the others a chance to speak, jabbing my finger at him. “You have some serious explaining to do, and so you know...Cora saved my ass. She knows, and she wants answers.”
Drake pales slightly but stands his ground. “I got back here as soon as I could. The message didn’t come in until I was already on my way back.” He looks me up and down, taking stock of the mostly healed injuries. “Is she okay? I’m assuming those aren’t all of them? Ash’s message said you were bad off and unable to siphon.”
“It’s kind of a long story, and Cora is going to be out any second. We were about to head out to find you and go talk to your uncle before the Ts get to him first. What was so damned important anyway that you had to take off?”
Drake lowers his voice, eyeing Cora’s door as he explains his behavior. “You guys aren’t going to believe me, but I think I found Mikhail.” The name doesn’t mean anything to me, and I turn to the others. Ash shrugs, just as baffled as I am, and Blaise is much the same-- but Jaeger seems to know exactly who it is.
“He’s dead.” The disbelief in Jaeger’s eyes reflects in his voice.
Drake, though, he’s shaking his head. “I’m nearly positive he’s not. I think he’s lurking and following us. You know that shake setting that activates your phone camera? I’d set it off waiting on my uncle and was trying to close it and hit the video button instead. When I stopped it and went to close it down, there was a man in the thumbnail. Thinking I was seeing shit, I opened it back up, and there’s this grainy image of a dude standing against the wall in front of me. Except nothing is there. Well, almost nothing-- there was an energy when I searched for it, faint but there. I sent it to our resident yearbook stalker, figuring the way he memorizes names and faces, he’d know who it is. His response was to ask me how I got it since there aren’t many surviving photos of the Malbec twins.” He pauses, waiting for the rest of us to catch up. As soon as I recognize the connection, my eyes widen.
”Yeah, those Malbecs. I think he’s watching us. If Cora is who I think she is, can you blame him?”
The guys start to talk over each other, but I silence them with an abrupt wave of my arm. “Not here. She’ll hear us. Seriously, she had to have fallen in or something to be taking this long. I’m going to shower; we’ll talk about this when we have more time. Also, before we go anywhere, you need to know that
the fuckers that roughed me up thought you would be the one there, not me.”
Concern etches lines in Drake’s face, warring with the confusion in his blue eyes. “Go shower, and then fill me in after we leave. Hold up, why are we waiting on Cora?”
***
Cora
The shower helps a lot to clear my head of whatever mojo Jag whammied me with to keep me from freaking out— but now I'm tired. If I let on even a little that I'm not up to doing anything but taking a nap, they'll leave me behind, and that's not happening. From the muffled voices, they at least haven't left yet.
I catch the end of Drake’s question as I open my bedroom door, and relief and annoyance simultaneously wash through me. “You’re waiting on me because I have to go to the library, and you all need to go get clearance to spill your guts.” Drake’s eyes widen as I stomp over to him, getting right up in his face. “Don’t think for one second you won’t be telling me anything I want to know, buddy. I’ve had it with everyone around me hiding shit. Especially after I left it all behind.” He swallows roughly, nodding wide-eyed at my vehemence, and then I notice it. Gripping his face in both hands, I twist it this way and that, looking over his too-perfect skin. “Where is it?”
As Drake mumbles “Where’s what?” through his squished lips, Ash cracks up. He shuts up quickly when I release Drake, moving to him to jerk his shirt up.
Riggs grunts near his bedroom door, taking the opportunity to escape. “Have fun dealing with whatever that is.” I shoot a scowl at his back, but his door is already closing behind him as I go back to strip searching Ash.
“Cora, if you wanted me naked, you just needed to say so. Normally, I’m not shy, but we do have an audience.” Ash lets out an ‘oof’ when I smack his trim stomach.
Don’t look at them, Cora. Think of Kael. NO boys, not even Ash. Dragging my gaze up from the toned abs, I meet his, blushing at my distraction but determined to finish my hunt. “Shut up, Ash. Turn around.” Amusement lighting his storm-colored eyes, he complies. “It’s gone. I thought I was crazy, but it’s really not there. You had a scar, Ash. From a nail on a dock when we were kids. Remember? I thought your mom was going to pass out when you came out of the water bleeding.” 
Ash turns back to me, understanding and compassion softening his features. “Cora, we’ll explain as soon as we can, but…” His hands drift up to cup my face, tilting it up to him. "The blue glowy stuff? It changes you— some things are good, and some things aren't."
Uncomfortable at the fact that I'm not uncomfortable with his big hands on my skin, I step back, but he doesn't lower them until the last fingertip loses its purchase. Needing to dispel the odd, lingering feeling of affection, I go back to Drake. 
“Your chicken pox scar is really gone?” He nods, remaining silent while I examine his complexion. “Guess I’m not crazy then. After I got out of the shower, I noticed my skin seemed different, where my chin was starting to break out was clear. With my mood swings from...everything-- well, breakouts and the bloating are usually the only way I notice that I’m still having a cycle."
Drake freezes, forehead puckered in concern. "Uh, Cora. You feeling okay?"
While I'm trying to figure out why he's asking, Blaise stage-whispers to Jag, "I thought she decided she isn't crazy?"
Even Jag is looking at me like I'm a few screws loose. "Cora, are you talking about your period? Not to be insensitive, but I'm nearly positive that's no longer possible."
I smirk at them all. Even though the reminder is painful, I finally have the barest edge of a silver-lining to exploit. "You all thought you were going to have a PMS-free roommate? Don't get me wrong, I was surprised and hesitant to bring it up to my doctor the first time, but as long as I have my ovaries, I'll still have the hormones, just not all of the stuff that comes with them." Even revealing that tidbit doesn't completely overshadow the sadness of the rest of it though. "The surgeons left what they could. If they'd taken my ovaries, it would have put me into early menopause. They thought the strain on my body while it recovered, if it recovered, would be too much." The guys look almost scared, and I don't get it. "What's wrong?"
"What's wrong is that we needed to know you can still have children." Riggs' curt reply comes from his open door where he stands, lips tight together in disapproval, making me feel like a kid that left the milk out then put it away after it spoiled without telling anyone.
"Well, I can't have them, but technically I could get a surrogate if I decide that's something I want to pursue. It's not exactly been on the agenda, but thanks for making me spell it out. Let me remind you, it's my body and I don't have to share a damn thing if I don't want to— especially after Blaise's barren remark, doesn't exactly make one want to broach the subject again."
"Cora, I'm sorry, again. I shouldn't have said that." I won't tell Blaise it's okay, but do nod at him. His head tips forward, hiding his features as his shoulders sag forward. Steeling myself from saying anything further, because he deserves to feel ashamed, I focus on Riggs.
He briefly looks contrite, and as if he wants to say something, but his attention is diverted by Jag. "You don't think they would?" Jag's lips are pinched tight at the corners where he clamped them shut at the question. It's Drake that answers.
"They certainly would, if they thought they could get away with it and succeed." Their double-speak is pissing me off, but Drake starts asking his own questions. "Cora, how well do you trust your doctors? Have they done any tests or exams you thought were odd?"
Bewildered, I shake my head. "Not that I've noticed, but what's fucking normal in my situation, Drake? Why does it matter that I actually got to keep part of my reproductive organs? For fuck's sake, I'm missing a goddamn kidney, and you're all stuck on my ovaries." Feeling the pins and needles along with the shortness of breath that herald a panic attack, I try to take deep, even breaths and change the subject. "Library. Please." Drake tries to reach out in what I imagine to be comfort, but I shy away. A hug right now might keep them from letting me go, and fresh air, even if it's only for the short walk to the library, sounds divine.




Chapter Sixteen
By the time we've walked to my destination I've managed to calm down, but it still takes multiple promises not to leave the building without one of them before they'll leave.
"Guys, it's a library. I'll be fine. Please go so I can interrogate you sooner."
"Sshh, Cora. Not out here," Jag admonishes me. I roll my eyes but mime zipping my lips.
"I'm going. Goodbye." I slip in through one of the double doors on the old, stately two-story building, shutting it firmly behind me.
Inside, the scent of ink and paper permeate the air, and I inhale deeply, relaxing even more. I love the smell of books.
"Mistress Cordelia! How nice to see you again." The guy from the student store... Kent, my brain finally prompts, comes at me from around the service desk with his arms extended as if he's going to hug me like some long-lost friend. Creepy Kent, I remind myself, flipping my backpack around into a makeshift shield and quickly pulling out a notebook to cover the move. His steps falter a bit, and he almost bashfully lowers his arms, no longer holding eye contact.
"Kent, hello," I greet him with a pleasant smile to take the sting out of my actions. "I didn't know you worked here too."
He immediately perks back up at my familiarity, megawatt smile reappearing, and I have to wonder if he has a condition. "Yes, if I'm not at the store, I'm generally in here anyway, so they gave me the internship. One day, I'll be the Master Librarian." His eyes shine with a fervent light that worries me a bit in its intensity, but barring any mental illness he may be harboring, he's probably a good place to start my research.
"Maybe you can help me then since you know the library well?"
"Oh, yes, anything you need, Mistress Cordelia." He nods, head bobbing on his skinny neck hard enough to make me wince and worry he might hurt himself.
"Just Cora is fine, Kent," I try to correct him, much to his horror.
"Oh no, Mistress, I couldn't do that. It wouldn't be proper." Yep, he's definitely nuttier than squirrel shit. Fuck my life.
Looking around the cavernous space filled with shelves, tables, and sitting areas, I spy an alcove that’s away from the handful of now staring students. "Of course, Kent. How about I just go set my things down and bring you a list of what I'm researching? Then you can check it out and give me your opinion on where I should start." 
At this point I'm nearly ready to call one of the guys, regardless of what they're doing, to get me out of here. Kent just rubs me the wrong way— in all directions.
Thankfully, he takes the hint, or maybe he's used to backhanded dismissals. Whatever the case may be, he goes back to his desk while I slowly make my way to the little secluded sitting area. It's hard not to get lost in the age and mystery of the contents. There are so many books. This very well could be my new favorite place— if I can get rid of its intern.
The center of the main room extends straight up to a curved ceiling bordered by a wrap-around balcony. The images of angels and demons bleed into one another, covering the entire thing, and I can't wait to have more time to explore it.
Grudgingly, I abandon my perusal to continue to my chosen space. I already made up a list of what's needed for my assignment and pull it out after dropping my bag onto one of the two easy chairs at the table.
When I get up to the desk, there's a short line of students ahead of me, so I use the time to study them, looking for imperfections. A couple of the men have that same pristine, otherworldly glow to their complexions, but the two women ahead of me don't. Their skin is nice and appears well cared for, but one has a couple small, obvious blemishes under her make-up, and the other just doesn't have the luminescence. It lends credence to my suspicions that females are more of a commodity to whatever juju these people practice. Or I guess they could just be regular students.
Nearly forgetting, and feeling kinda dumb that I did, I start surreptitiously looking for the tell-tale tattoo. Again, I come to the same conclusion; the guys have the mark peeking out from under the cuffs of their jackets, but as far as I can tell, the ladies do not.
Worried that I'll draw attention to myself for blatantly checking all of them out, I focus on my list while keeping watch out of my peripherals. It's then that I notice the abbreviated gestures and staring, accompanied by inaudible whispering. Just ignore them. They might not even be talking about you. But I know my pep talk is wishful thinking— I've already been warned that Damien was the golden boy at Blackbriar Academy.
Finally, it's my turn, and I show Kent what I'm planning for my project. He gives me a funny look, surreal coming from him, and nods along as I explain.
"So, you're wanting to trace a family or two far enough back to show how they helped shape the current community? Any specific thing you're looking for?" At my head shake he continues, "In that case, I know of a few options. Why don't you check out some books, and I'll go hunt down what you're after."
"Thank you, Kent, I really appreciate it." My smile is more genuine this time, research seems to agree with Kent, making him act almost normal. He returns the grin, pulling a little stand out that reads, ‘Will be back soon’, he sits it on the counter and comes out from behind it.
“Not a problem,” he hesitates for a breath, then adds, “Miss Cordelia.” His smile is shy and just a bit shifty, as if it’s our little secret that he didn’t use the full address. I’d been pleased it wasn’t the subservient ‘Mistress’ until his reaction about it. "Actually, why don't you come with me. That way you'll know where everything is in case I'm not here." I'd rather not, but I need the information.
I offer a shaky smile, hoping he just hurries the hell up and shows me the books. Thankfully, he starts off right away, and I let him get a step ahead of me to forestall any small talk he might try to initiate. We wind through the shelves until we reach the stacks in the far side of the building. The silence is almost unnerving and I find myself wishing we weren’t alone-- I don’t trust anyone at this school.
“Hmm,” Kent starts, with his head cocked and mouth twisted up, “I thought they were in this section. They must have been moved to the closed stacks downstairs. I’ll go check, but students aren’t supposed to go down there without a pass. Although, since I’m the one on duty tonight, I could provide one. Maybe.”
My head is shaking before he even finishes. No fucking way am I going into a basement with him alone. “That’s okay, thank you for the offer, but I actually need to use the facilities.” I turn slightly to the side, pointing back the way we came. “I’m guessing they’re up by the entrance?”
While his mouth briefly droops in disappointment, he doesn’t push the issue. “There’s the one for students up front and the faculty one back here. Feel free to use either one, I’m going to go see if I can find the materials you need. It could take me a bit, so don’t leave please.”
Grateful for the reprieve from his presence, I nod and start to back away, I just can’t quite make myself turn my back on him. Kent waves as he moves away, finally disappearing around the corner of the shelving. A puff of pent up air I hadn’t realized I’d been holding in, escapes in a rush.
My excuse of needing the bathroom gives me time to check out the contents of the shelves on my own, but nothing really stands out. Not that I recognize anyway, so I move on, dragging a finger across the titles as I read them. The lack of attention to my surroundings nearly has me walking into a man, I barely stop, inches from stepping on his boot-clad foot.
I look up, and then up some more, before I reach his face. For a brief moment I swear recognition flits through me, and that it’s echoed in the man’s cerulean gaze. Shaking off the nonsensical notion-- he resembles one of the guys and that must be what I’m picking up on, I glance away from him, trying to figure out how he’s managed to sneak up on me. There isn’t a hidden alcove, so I must have just been spacing out. Embarrassing considering the near mishap, but likely not nefarious on his part. Figuring my weird, silent, deductions need to come to an end, I introduce myself.
“Hello, I’m Cora, uh, do you work here? Oh, and umm... sorry about almost running you over, I wasn’t really paying attention.” I shut my mouth at the amused curve of his lips wincing in embarrassment. Could I be any more awkward?
The man doesn’t seem to think anything of it and sketches a short bow. “I do, after a fashion. Work here, that is. Were you looking for something in particular?” He doesn’t give me his name, and I don’t want to be rude by asking him, but if he does actually work for the school he should have identified himself. Since he’s not making me uncomfortable in the least, quite the opposite actually, I let it go.
“Not really, no. Kent, the person on duty tonight, has gone to find some research materials for one of my classes. I’m just browsing while I wait.” Why am I volunteering that I’m alone for chrissake? The first frisson of concern breaks through my happy little bubble. I know that feeling. “I think I’ll just go wait up front. Kent should be back any second now.”
I begin to edge away from the tall man, hopefully in the direction that leads to the few people in the library. Hoping like hell that I’m wrong, my gaze darts from one wrist to the other. There’s not a blue mark-- it’s silver. I blanch at the sight so fast, my head feels light. Refusing to stay near him for another second, my feet pick up the pace as I keep one eye on him and try to watch where I’m going out of the corner of the other.
“Wait, please!” The man holds his hands up in an attempt to appear non-threatening. “I didn’t mean to scare you, I only wanted to help. I should probably have led with that. Here,” he tips a slim, leatherbound book partially back so that it protrudes from the others around it. “Read it. Please.”
As if sensing that I’m not going anywhere near him, curious about the book or not, he backs away. He comes up against the wall at the end of the row-- and continues right though it, disappearing into dark wood paneling like it isn’t even there. “What the fuck, dude. Seriously. What. The. Fuck.” I’m shaking and talking to myself in the deserted stacks of a library on the grounds run by a freaky ass cult...where I just watched a man sink into a wall. I want to go home. It isn’t even that I want my mom. I want Kael, and I want to have never come to this place.
The panic attack is swift and grips my chest in a vise until I can’t breathe. I know what it is, and that it will pass. I just have to try to make my lungs work and calm down. You can do it Cora. Or Kent will find your unconscious body. The latter thought sends a spiral of disgust and fear through me strong enough to distract me from my freakout. It takes a few minutes, and a lot of measured breathing, but I finally get myself under control.
Kent isn’t back, and I don’t want to have to explain why I’ve barely moved, or have him think I’m waiting for him, so I start to backtrack to my nook. At the last second, before I round the corner, I dart back to grab the book. Something tells me if I deliberately leave it behind that I’ll never find it again. I keep it tucked under my arm all the way back to where I left my backpack, only taking one wrong turn before I find it.
I take my seat, but before I can tuck the book into my bag, Kent appears, arms full of books. He must have taken a different route back from the basement or he would have seen me. At least I know there’s more than one exit down there.
“Here you go. These cover quite a few years of classes.” He fans out a pile of yearbooks on the small table. “And these are memoirs from some of the founding members of the academy. Back before they changed it to a university.” So that’s why they call it Blackbrian Academy. I’d kinda thought they were just stuck up elitists.
“Are you sure it’s okay to check these out? They don’t have any barcodes on them.” The books are old by appearance alone, and I can’t imagine that the administration wants them leaving the library.
“There’s a special catalog for these kinds of checkouts. I’ll note them down and then you’ll be good to go.” Kent actually checks his watch, right there in front of me. It makes me wonder what happened while he was gone. His distinct lack of enthusiasm is a one-eighty that I’m perfectly fine with, but paired with his blatant glance at the timepiece on his wrist, it’s pining on my bullshit radar. Then I notice what I haven’t before. I can only attribute it to the longer way he wears his sleeves and my inattention, but when he pushes his sleeve back down I catch the barest edge of blue before it’s covered up. Of course he’s in on it too. His brand of creepy, paired with the tattoo, has me vowing never to end up alone with him again, period.
“Thanks, Kent. I appreciate it. Would you mind taking them up for me? I’m sorry to be a pain, but I’m not supposed to carry anything too heavy yet. One of the guys should be here shortly to get me.” Even if he scares the crap out of me, I don’t want him to think I’m diva. But I don’t want him to think I’m weak or alone either.
He nods, friendly enough, and gathers the books back up--including the one I’d pilfered. My teeth clamp down on my lip in an effort not to protest him picking it up. He’ll know right away that it’s not one he picked out. But either he doesn’t notice, or he thinks I’m flirting with him, because his dark stare zeroes in mouth, prompting me to quickly let my lip go. Through sheer force of will, I withhold my urge to shudder. Gathering the last book, he picks up the towering stack and leaves me to follow.
Needing to make sure one of the guys comes to get me ASAP, I pull out my phone to message them in a group thread that I'm ready to go. I’d turned it on silent and stuck it in my bag before the guys dropped me off. Now, pulling it out of the pocket, my notifications bar is full--and the numbers are from the facility Kael is in. My heart plummets to my feet as I load the voicemails, library rules be damned. The first is Debbie, explaining that someone the files got mixed up or I’d have been called earlier and that Kael is stable for now. What the hell does she mean, for now?
I have to find out what's happened, but I'm afraid to get caught making the call. After what I saw tonight, and the guys refusal to explain things without permission, keeping Kael a secret is paramount. Acting as normal as possible, I keep my pace restrained on the way up to the desk.
Kent only has one book left besides the one I'd picked up to mark down in his register, but instead of writing it in, he picks it up with the other on top of it and places them both on the pile. I'm too worried to ponder the peculiarity of it and thank him again for his help.
"Anytime, Mistress Cordelia. If you could have them back in a week, I'd appreciate it. I personally vouched for you taking them out of the library in the notes." His stiff, formal address is yet another clue that something happened while he was gone.
"I'll get them back as soon as possible, thank you again." I slide them all into my backpack, but pause when he tilts his head with his eyes narrowed in confusion. Remembering I'd just had him Carey them because I shouldn't, I explain, "I'm only going to sit them outside while I wait for my escort. It will be fine for that long." And it's true, the desk isn't far from the entrance.
He nods, silently accepting my explanation and I don't waste any time shouldering the bag and booking it out of there. Even though I'm still tired, my body does still feel better.




Chapter Seventeen
I only have to wait a few minutes on the steps of the library until Jaeger shows up-- alone. He immediately takes my bag from me without a greeting.
“Where are the others?” I don’t bother greeting him either, I only want to get back to the dorms and get into my bathroom behind two closed doors so that I can call Debbie back.
“They got food and went on ahead, I volunteered to come get you.” He pauses for a moment as we continue walking. “Cora, we still can’t tell you anything. By the time we got to the office to see… um, anyway it was too late. I’m sorry, we’ll try again tomorrow.” He deliberately leaves out the name of the person they went to and I’m guessing he means his uncle.
“It’s okay, I’m pretty tired after everything today and just want to go to bed.” The excuse is flimsy, but he lets it slide with only a brief questioning glance. Thankfully, we’re already back to the dorm and I can escape in just a couple minutes.
When we enter the living room the rest of the guys are piled on the couch, food laid on in to-go containers on the coffee table. Ash starts to get up, to greet me or let me have his seat, I’m not sure which, but I wave him back down.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I’m beat and would like to take my dinner to my room if you all don’t mind.” I’m being polite, but it’s not really a request. "I have physical therapy tomorrow if you guys want to work out who has room in their schedule to go with me. Let me know in the morning please." Avoiding their concerned stares, I pick up a box Ash points out and go to my room.
Jaeger is waiting on me, having taken my bag to my room for me. "You sure you're okay?" At my nod he makes to leave, then pauses with his back to me. "I'll take you tomorrow, but it'll postpone us getting a meeting for another day." He doesn't turn so I have to verbally answer him.
"It's fine, Jag. I do want to make a visit at the facility above the PT department tomorrow, so if you have something to do in the city, I'll be a couple of hours."
Softly, he answers, "That's fine," and opens the door. He pauses again, partially turning this time, with his mouth turned down. "You know you can't say anything, right?" He seems almost ashamed to have to bring it up.
"I know, no worries, Jaeger. No one would believe me anyway." I shrug at the pity he directs at me. "Is what it is, goodnight, Jag." He leaves but he drags his feet doing it. 
It isn't a secret that Damien's family, and mine, had tried to say I was making things up when Damien wouldn't leave me alone. Then after the wreck his attorneys had tried to use my PTSD against me. Admittedly I've had several bad days, but who wouldn't in my shoes?
When Jaeger finally closes my door, I snatch my phone out of my bag and lock myself in the bathroom, dialing the number as I sit on the closed toilet lid. It rings twice before a woman answers it.
"Centennial Care Center, how may I direct your call?"
"This is Cordelia Shultz and I'm returning a call to Debbie Higgins, she left a message about my husband."
"Just one moment, please." Jazzy elevator music pipes through the line as I'm out on hold and I will Debbie to hurry and pick up.
It's probably less than a minute, but thoughts of every worst-case scenario runs through my head until the line is picked back up.
"Cordelia?" comes the familiar tones of Debbie's voice.
"Yes, it is. You called about, Kael? Is he okay?" I suck my bottom lip in, worrying at it with my teeth until she answers.
"He is now, yes. He gave us a scare earlier this afternoon, his blood pressure bottomed out and he had a mild seizure. The doctor on-call couldn't find any reason for it and has sent for tests to be completed." Tears well in my eyes that I hadn't been there, and that I'm still stuck here now. "Neither symptom lasted long and we're taking his vitals continuously, and will continue to do so over the next few days. Do you want me to clear you with the security guard downstairs?"
Voice raspy with emotion, I have to decline, and it kills me. "I'm too far out to make it tonight, but I'll be there tomorrow, early. Will you call me if anything else happens? No matter the time."
"Yes, of course dear. Like I said in the message there was a mix up. We have several new day staff and they must have updated your number in the computer by accident. I had to get it out of his physical chart when I got in tonight."
"Thank you, I appreciate it. And it's all fixed now?" It's not her fault and I'm trying hard not to take it out on her, but still want to make sure they have the correct information on hand.
"I did it myself and have personally spoken with the staff who were on shift about charting accurately. We'll take good care of him until you get here." She doesn't sound impatient, but I'm sure I'm not her only priority— and I definitely don't want to take her away from checking on Kael.
"Thanks again, Debbie." I hang up after she says goodbye, feeling like the worst wife in history that I won't attempt to leave tonight. I know if I do, I risk the chance of being followed.
***
Unable to sleep after eating, I pull out the book the man in the stacks wanted me to read. The brown leather cover looks to be a good quality to my inexperienced eye, but there's not a title on it and it's too thin for much more than a notebook's worth of pages. Flipping it open I find a "Property of" stamp and realize it's a fancy composition book. And it belongs, or belonged, to a woman named Sophia. 
Curious about the contents, I flip to the next page, but it's blank. I try a couple more, and they're also empty. Why did that guy want me to take a blank notebook? Annoyed, I fan through the pages just to be sure. Nada. But the front one had said Sophia. Maybe he'd just been some weird fuck who likes to mess with new students. It's not like I went and checked that the wall was solid.
Leaving it open on my lap, I absentmindedly run my index finger over the edge of the paper as I go over what Debbie had said earlier, yet again. I’m really hoping today’s events aren’t from anything serious, but know with my luck that my wish won’t be granted. My depressing thoughts are interrupted by a sting on the pad of my finger. My smart self should know better than to tempt fate. I stick the papercut digit into my mouth to soothe it-- and watch the notebook page absorb the drop of blood that fell before I could stop it. Now I’ve gone and ruined school property.
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” Wide-eyed, I continue to watch as the drop begins to disappear. “I’ve released a vampire book and now it’s going to eat me. Please, don’t eat me.” I don’t think I can take any more freaky shit today. But then something really fucking cool happens… the pages start to fill in. Flipping back to the first page, I find it’s just as full as the others now.
Not wanting to question the ‘how’ part, I start to read before it decides to disappear again.
If you’re reading this, then then you’ve been found to be pure of heart and blood. I’m not positive how long it will be before the new Axiom Host will be born, but I’ve made sure this history and guide will stay hidden until the next arises.
The Axiom thing is what Damien Sr. had been talking about the other night. Quicky, I skip through a few pages. The entries are marked with dates and it appears to be more of a journal or diary than anything formal. Still curious, but oddly tired after the book’s magic trick, I decide to wait to read it until I can comprehend it properly. It really has been a long day. This afternoon with Riggs and the Kael, and-- Motherfucker. Riggs. I’ll bet just about anything that Riggs getting hurt has something to do with Kael’s issues with them being right around the same time.
I try to concentrate on what they’d said ‘pulling’, but the urge to sleep is desperate and I suddenly can no longer find it. My last thought is that someone whammied me again and this time I’m blaming a diary.




Chapter Eighteen
I’m fully out until seven the next morning. When I wake up, I scowl at the notebook, I wasn’t tired until it cut me and did it’s magic writing schtick. Putting it on the back burner and hurrying through a shower, I go in search of Jag, more than ready to get to see Kael in person.
Jag is sitting on the couch, drinking coffee in just a pair of lounge pants when I walk into the living room.I'm momentarily distracted from my mission with a half-naked man in front of me. A very attractive half-naked man. My eyes follow the patch of hair on his chest that tapers into a thin line, before disappearing under the low waistband of the pants. They leave his hipbones exposed and I get hung up on those until I realize what I'm doing.
My gaze flies to Jag's in horror as my fingers seek each other out. My palms are tingling with that itchy heat and my cheeks are blazing in embarrassment. Jag seems to find it amusing though with a grin curving his full lips. When I start to think how cute his messy black hair is I mentally smack myself. It has to be a side effect from yesterday. I do not want Jag.  Maybe if I repeat it enough it'll be true. And now I want to cry at my betrayal to Kael.
"Whoa, hold up, what happened? Why are you crying?" Maybe scratch the 'want to cry', it's already happening.
"I just, um, can you get ready to go. I'm just a little emotional today." His deep blue eyes, full of understanding, meet mine.
"Yeah, sure, give me ten minutes?" I nod and he doesn't waste any time dumping out the rest of his coffee, making me feel guilty for rushing him.
***
We're nearly to my PT building before Jag attempts to speak. "You sure you're going to be okay today? I don't want you to overdo it."
"Yeah, I'm fine, thanks though." I tug my hoodie sleeves over my hands, tucking them in to keep them warm, and from clutching each other. 
Since we're not at the academy we can wear street clothes and it's a comforting relief. I direct Jaeger to pull up to drop me off, rather than park to escort me in. He's hesitant, but does give in. I wave as he pulls away after securing his promise for two hours. It's not enough, not amount of time will be, but it's what I feel I can safely cover for.
When I get inside, I head straight for my PT appointment and ask if we can skip today since I'm not feeling up to it.
"Is anything hurting, Cora? Or are you just having an off day?" Jake, my therapist is concerned. I've had a few bad days, but usually I cancel by phone.
"No, I'm fine physically, just some personal things. I'm sorry to cancel at the last minute." I hunch further into my sweatshirt, not having to try to appear anxious— I'm a ball of nerves wanting to get upstairs.
"If you're sure, that's fine. Take a day and we'll meet for our next session." His kind smile reaches all the way up into his tawny eyes. He's pretty laid back and I'm grateful for it.
"I'll be here, thanks, Jake." I give him a short wave and make my way back to the central lobby to take the elevator up.
When I get to the care center I don't recognize the man at the desk and have to show my identification to get in to see Kael— at least they're vigilant about that much. I'm still not too happy that they messed up his contact information.
"How's he doing today? Any changes?" I haven't gotten a call, but double-check anyway.
"No, Mrs. Shultz, same as last night."
“Thanks, I’ll head on in then.”
As soon as I get into Kael’s room something feels off. He looks okay, but I can’t shake the odd feeling. “Hey, baby,” I greet his sleeping form, as I bend down to kiss his forehead, avoiding the monitoring wires.
Of course he doesn’t return the greeting, but I hope he can hear me anyway. Taking my customary seat next to his hospital bed, I slip my hand into his, relief coursing through me at the warmth and familiar shape of it.
I'm just sitting there, enjoying being able to keep my eyes on him, when I don't feel like I'm alone in the room anymore. "Kael?" It's silly, but he's the only other one in here. Or so I think until the curtain flutters over the window. A window that doesn't open. "What the fuck?" My hand tightens on his as fear crawls up my back.
"What do you want?" I'm not even questioning it after the crap I've seen in the last week. Something is in here. Where Kael can't move from. Panic sets in with the very real danger. This is what happened to him. Instinct has me believing it and that Riggs was either a coincidence or it was the catalyst for whatever is here now. "Get out of here!" I grit out, anger beginning to replace the fear.
A hissing laughter oozes up the walls and across the ceiling. "Mine."
The gravelly whisper is suddenly in my ear, nearly making me shriek and flee the room, but I won't leave Kael unprotected. I'm not positive, but I think the thing is talking about him and respond accordingly.
"No, you need to get out." A sensation like my ears popping encompasses the room entirely and I have a feeling it's just done something to isolate us in here. "You're not welcome here!"
My hands tingle, and then it happens. Kael's hand twitches in mine and his machines start sounding off alarms. The tremors move over his body causing him to jerk around in the bed. It's causing seizures. I don't know what to do, but I know I'm not letting it have my husband without a fight.
The dark energy seems to coalesce into a concentrated ball above the bed before it disappears. My sigh of relief is short-lived when Kael opens pitch black eyes. I'm not sure I could have stopped it if I wanted to, but the tingles turn into an inferno and push into Kael's hand. I slap the other onto his chest and push with my entire being.
His entire body lights up blue as he slumps back down, eyes closing again. The room seems less, dirty somehow, as if the entity had tainted it. I don't let up though, I can actually see the color and vitality returning to Kael. I can fix him!
And then Kael appears in front of me. Or his spirit does anyway since I'm still very attached to his body.
"Cora, no! You can't baby girl, let go please." His heartfelt entreaty is about the only thing I would let go for. Reluctantly, I pull back and immediately slump over his chest, exhausted from whatever it is I did. The strong, steady thump of his heart helps ground me, but…
"Am I delirious? Or am I really talking to your ghost?" Kael laughs, that deep, from the belly, laugh. It's really him.
"I'm not a ghost, Cora, promise. Not yet anyway." His smile dissolves into sorrow. "You can't bring me back darlin', it's not what's supposed to happen." I snort at that comment.
"Like hell it isn't. You think I give two shits about what's 'supposed' to happen?" My incredulity has him shaking his beautiful head at me.
"My body isn't strong enough, not with the drain on it every day. If you hadn't been here today I think it would have managed to completely take over this time." He gazes wistfully at his body.
"This time? Kael how long have you been in here?" Betrayal colors my tone, loud and clear. Has he been watching me and not even trying to tell me?
"Baby, there's so much you don't understand." My eyes narrow on him, some of my energy coming back.
"Let me guess, you can't tell me?" He nods and I want to shriek. "Fine, then I'll just see about waking you up." 
I make a move to grip his body in my hands and he lunges for me. And wraps around me, in full on contact. I'm not sure which one of us is more surprised, but I don't waste a second and kiss the daylights out of him, pushing my energy into him  without trying.
Kael shimmers and then tries to pull back "None of that now. We need to talk," he says as we come up for air. Well I need air anyway, I'm not positive about Kael's needs.
He steps back, continuing until he's by the window. "We're not supposed to be touching either, I take it?" He shakes his head, lips set in a grim line. "Okay, so what can you tell me? I'm assuming as long as you have energy that that thing can't come back?" He nods, but doesn't elaborate. "I'll figure out a way to make that happen. Are the guys the one causing the drain on you?" Reluctantly he nods again. "Kael you're going to have to help me out here. This is bizarre enough already."
With a sigh he comes to stand near the foot of the bed. "There's so much more going on than I can even attempt to explain, even if I were allowed to. Essentially you have two choices. One I stay like this and can keep my knowledge and help you out, or two— I can wake up, but lose all knowledge and we take our chances that way."
Well that's a lot to go on. Not. "You're going to have to spell it out a bit more, because I think you know how I'd prefer you." That at least gets a small cocksure grin out of him.
"I'd love nothing more, baby girl." The smile fades from eyes. "If I stay like this and guide you when I can, there are repercussions. I can't leave my body unattended for too long no matter what. Waking up isn't going to help you in the long run, I'll be a hindrance in this war."
"War? What the hell, babe? Whose war?"
He shakes his head at me again. "You'll figure that out soon enough. Now, we're on a time limit, one of your group is on his way back. What I can tell you is that there are more players than even they know in this game and you're the lynchpin. When they healed you they somehow tied me to them, but the energy share is only working one way which keeps draining me. And I couldn't come to you before, something has happened to start your awakening, more than just being near your siphons."
"Wait, what? Is that what they are?" He nods and waves for me to continue. "Riggs got hurt yesterday and he wasn't healing. It just kind of came out of me to fix him."
Kael stares pensively at the floor. "That would explain the big pull, then why it stopped. That thing that was in here had been waiting for it's chance, I was hoping I'd get to see you first. But you're gonna have to make a choice darlin'. It's me with you, when I can be, to help. Or with you now, and no help. Regardless, you're going to have to make up with your roommates." He grimaces and I wonder what could be that bad. "You're something special, Cora, but your fight isn't meant to be done alone. Nor can it be. To succeed, you're going to need them all, in all ways." He swallows hard when I shake my head.
"Yes, Cora. I know you've noticed it. I can see you sometimes when I have enough energy. Your spirit is going to call to theirs, it can't help it. And to let you know… one of those things took over Damien. They tried for Jaeger too, but his close proximity to your light kept them at bay. When Damien came into his own he'd been exposed for too long to the dark, through no fault of his own. I'm not condoning what he did," he grimaces again, "and baby girl don't take this the wrong way, but I know you couldn't help yourself either. You weren't meant to. It was just too early, and that mother of yours left you in the dark."
"He didn't give me something?" Kael is shaking his head before I finish. "I can't forgive him, not now. He caused so much…"
"Cora," he steps forward, close enough to touch, and then he threads his fingers in my hair, rubbing.my scalp in soothing circles. "It wasn't his fault, he was trapped in there with it. When it," he pauses eyes wet and shimmering. "He thought getting drunk would stop it. It went ballistic when it found out we were getting married and that's on me. I just wanted you to have someone from your family there." He takes a moment for both of us to gain our composure.
"Anyway, he ditched Jaeger, hoping the alcohol would work, but it didn't, and it got the upper hand. Damien sacrificed himself to save you. You couldn't have helped him without bonding, and you can't bond until you ascend. If you did it while that entity was in control, well that would be bad. When it was too busy trying to fix his body after the wreck he took his chance and split his soul to link the others to you."
"Damien's in them?" I ask in horror. Kael makes a chastising grunt at me with his lips pursed.
"Cora, listen. We're running out of time and you still have to make a choice. You'll burn up without them to take the overflow. I can explain everything better later if you choose for me to be your guardian. I know you're confused, I was too, but then I got the chance to see so much. And— and our little one? She's waiting. She…" He shrugs, eyes going unfocused as if he's talking to someone I can't see. It takes a minute, but when he comes back to himself, he's grinning. "Apparently I wasn't supposed to share that, but we know I don't always follow the rules. And that isn't something I'm going to hold back."
I feel like a semi truck of emotions has hit me and then backed up only to do it again. My mind is reeling from everything Kael has said, and all the things he didn't quite spell out. I don't know what to do. 
"Cora, I need your answer, one or the other darlin'." I don't understand why I have to choose right now, but Kael is getting nervous. His eyes are tight at the corners and so is his jaw.
"What's going on? Why now? Why can't I think about it?" I want to protest more, but the fear is stark in his blue eyes now.
"Because I wasn't supposed to tell you any of that. Interferes with your free will to tell you what the consequences are." He gives me a facsimile of his usual grin. "If you don't decide now, the decision will be made for you. I didn't know you'd be punished for my part. I'm sorry, baby girl.
There's only one choice. Really it's all there ever was the minute Kael gave me his preference. I do and always will, trust him with everything I am.
"Fine, but don't ask me not to protect your body. I'm quite attached to it and would like you back inside it at some point in the near future." He grins at me, but doesn't quite reassure me, and I wonder what else he's held back. Only time will tell.
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