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      The author’s husband has asked for her to say that no marriages were harmed in the making of this novel. Also, much to the author’s disappointment, nor do any of the situations reflect real-life experiences.

      To all the readers who like to be surprised in their books and do not require trigger warnings or cliff-hanger warnings, please skip the next page and continue to chapter one. To all the special snowflakes who need a heads up, continue onto the next page.

    

  


  
    
      
      

    

    
      
        
        Author’s Note (Snowflake Edition)

      

      

      This book is a Reverse Harem. The main female character will end up with more than one partner. There will be multiple sex scenes throughout the series that have more than two people participating. There will be MM, FF, MMF, MFM, and MMFMMMM. There may even be demon tails involved in the sex scenes. There is no dub-con or non-con in this book. Nor is there rape, sexual abuse, or emotional abuse. This book ends on a freaking massive cliff-hanger. Sorry not sorry, it’s a series, and that’s a great way to encourage you to read Book Two. I apologize for none of it.

      Now that I have given you this warning, if this is not your thing, read no further. But if this still interests you, read away, but please don’t then turn around and give me negative reviews because you don’t like any of the things I have mentioned. If you don’t like the story, that’s cool, but complaining about things I have warned you about isn’t.

      Saying that, I hope you all give the story a chance and just skip past the things you don’t like, because I really think it’s awesome.
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      Quiet, gentle snores drag me out of the darkness of sleep. Rolling over, I study the naked body of the man lying beside me. The long sleek lines and muscular backside of a golden Adonis who had done so many delicious things to me last night. He was a perfect distraction from the nervous energy filling my body in anticipation of the coming day, and found creative ways to use it. So much so that I was able to rest peacefully for a few hours.

      But that was then, and this is now, and the incessant sexual need, awakened not long after the loss of my virginity, is building in my body again. A never-ending line of no-strings-attached fuck buddies, male or female—I’m not fussy—has been able to keep the need at bay, but not for long periods of time. And although my body’s needs can be temporarily appeased, my heart and soul ache for more. Aches for love and acceptance. To be needed and wanted.

      Something I thought I’d found once. A group of boys I had formed a big attachment with. Boys who had promised to wait. Boys who had broken that promise and callously stomped all over it. Boys who had caused my heart to harden.

      Boys, I would never have been able to choose between anyway.

      A nagging, buzzing sound drags me from my thoughts. Pulling my naked body out of bed, I hunt for my communicator. Searching through our clothes, which we had dumped haphazardly in our pursuit of pleasure, I find it under my undies, now torn to shreds and useless. I throw them at a bin in the corner of the room before checking the messages on my screen. Across the screen scrolls a message from my roommate and best friend Olivia.

      Mina, where the fuck are you?

      Mina, we’ve got The Gauntlet run in two hours. Get your ass home and ready.

      Shit. My heart thumps hard in shock. I never expected to fall asleep and certainly not long enough that I would need to be reminded about today's challenge. Rushing quietly around the room, I throw on my clothes. Luckily, the man in the bed is also a student at the Academy and has an apartment in the same building as me, though he’s a year behind and not participating today. I leave him sleeping peacefully as I make my way quickly back to my apartment. Bursting through the door, my roommates’ surprised looks greet me as I rush in.

      “Thanks, Livie, I just need a quick shower,” I tell them both as I run past them, noticing James’ sly grin.

      He shouts after me, “Washing of the sex smell off are you, Mina?” I throw up a one-finger salute as I duck into the bathroom and hear an oomph. Livie must’ve smacked him for the comment.

      They both know about my problem. I’ve talked to them about it in the past. It’s not like I could hide the amount of sex I have from my roommates, and, well, I didn’t want them to think I had become careless with my body. They both suggested I speak to the Academy doctors about it, but I just wasn’t comfortable sharing it. What if there was something wrong with me?

      Shrugging all that off, I shower quickly and pull on my Academy uniform, focusing on the task today. The most critical challenge of the last four years. Today is the day I finally achieve my dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      “In this final test, all Division teams that need new members will be observing,” the instructor tells the gathered group as she struts back and forth in front of us all. “They will broadcast it to a viewing room at Division headquarters. This allows them to assess your abilities in the Gauntlet.” She gestures behind us, and in unison, we all turn to look.

      Stretched out before us and looming out of the surrounding darkness, with its mechanical clanks and groans of engines, is the Gauntlet. Jets of steam pulse from the entrance, looking like bursts of breath from a mechanical beast. Lamps intermittently stretch down its length, flames flickering within, lighting the way.

      The Gauntlet… a daunting, ever-changing test of skills and abilities.

      This is the final exam for all trainee collectors for the Division. Yesterday it was the outdoor fitness course for the Academy. Today it could be something from your worst nightmare. The magic pulsing from the land allows it to appear when it’s needed and disappears when it’s not. The magic will mold and shape it into a terrifying test of agility and wit.

      I turn my attention away from the Gauntlet to refocus on what Janet, the instructor, is saying.

      “The number of Guardian places is limited. Some of you will fail. Those that make it through within the time limit but aren’t selected for teams will be placed in other available positions within the Menagerie or in a pool for future teams, perhaps even as replacements members.”

      There is an awkward pause as we all accept the reality of the situation. Guardians live long lives. Our angel blood makes us hardy creatures. If a Guardian needs replacing on a team, there’s a good chance they are dead; though retirement is common once they get to a certain age, but it's usually older than the human equivalent.

      “If you are knocked out or don’t make it through under the time limit,” Janet continues, “you will not graduate or be considered for any position. You will need to repeat the training and run the Gauntlet with the next graduating class.”

      There are many gasps of shock and horror around the group. Morons, I think rolling my eyes. Did they think they would all get a holiday or a free pass if they failed?

      A loud droning sound draws my attention to the sky. Above us, passing slowly around the Academy, is a large, bus-like vehicle suspended below a zeppelin balloon, colored with red and blue stripes. The airbus was taking people to the various platform stops dotted throughout the city. A smile crosses my face. It’s nice to see something so ordinary on what promises to be an extraordinary day.

      Brace, one of the other instructors, takes over for Janet, his deep baritone dragging my attention back towards them.

      “Remember, your performance is being judged. They don’t know you from Adam. They don’t know the percentage of Angel Blood you have. You will be judged on your effort in the Gauntlet.”

      “Lucky for the orphan girl,” a voice somewhere behind me sneers. I stiffen when I hear snickering. “She might have a chance. Someone might actually pick her for a team.”

      I don’t bother turning around. It’s just another self-entitled asshole who thinks they’ll get by on the blood in their veins and not the skills they possess. Although I don’t know who my parents are, I have angel blood flowing through my veins, and I will not let some petty asshole comments psyche me out. While they’re out partying in the evenings and on weekends, I’m working my ass off in my downtime to hone my skills to a fine art.

      “Don’t pay any attention to them, Mina,” my friend James whispers in my ear, tickling it with how close he gets. I push him away.

      “They won't know what hits them when we kick ass in this thing,'' says my friend Olivia on the other side of me, giving my arm a squeeze.

      Both Livie and James have been my friends since the day they both enrolled in the Collector’s Division Academy at sixteen, and we were put in the same classes. They were a much-needed distraction at a time when I felt my life was falling apart. We’ve been a team ever since. They don’t care who my parents may or may not be.

      Brace continues, counting out on his fingers. “The Gauntlet comprises of three parts: the obstacle course, the artifacts puzzle, and the monster fight. The monster will be virtual, and only when you defeat it, will it disappear, ending the test. If anyone is incapacitated or hurt on the course and cannot continue, tough luck, you don't get a pass. Your skills weren't good enough and you will be disqualified.”

      There is a lot of scoffing from the peanut gallery behind me. It’s like they haven’t even considered the possibility

      Janet throws a glare in their direction. “This is not a joke. Guardians are always in danger. If you cannot finish, you aren’t ready.”

      There is an uncomfortable silence, but it’s no surprise. Only the best of the best make it through. Some Angel Bloods, or ABs as we call them, aren’t cut out for this and choose to become archivists, curators, or prison guards in the Menagerie. There is no shame in this; it’s still a prestigious position, one no human could ever do. But some ABs are douche bags and forget this, so joining a team then becomes an obsession.

      Janet is still talking, but she seems to have lost a few people.

      “You will take two weapons in with you. Choose carefully,” she says. “It could make or break your run. Remember, winners are not people who never fail, they are people who never give up. Good luck to you all. Take a seat and get comfortable." She gestures to the seating area that’s been set up behind us. “It’s going to be a long wait.”

      She and Brace walk away toward some of the other instructors that have gathered behind us, nearer to the entrance to the Academy. There are a few tents set up. One looks like a triage area for first aid, and I can see two Academy healers in there. Because of the magic of the Gauntlet, it exits and enters in the same place. We won’t know what happens on the inside, but we’ll know who makes it through and who doesn’t. No pressure or anything. There is also a weapons tent set up, allowing you to use the Academy weapons if you don’t have your own to carry.

      Groups of students are gathered around making quiet conversation. The occasional raised voice or loud laugh punctures the air, breaking up the feeling of anticipation. The hissing, clanking goliath behind us is an ever-present reminder of what is to come.

      James and Olivia drag me over to a patch of green grass in the shade of a large oak tree on the side of the seating area. Out of the way of everyone else, we sit down, James has a serious look on his face.

      “Don’t let them psych you out Mina,” he whispers. “You’ve got this in the bag.”

      Olivia adds in her two cents. “Yeah, if there were anyone more ready for this, it would have to be you. In fact, you were ready four years ago. This will be a breeze.”

      I reach up to push my white-blonde hair out of my eyes, then lean back on my hands. I study my two friends. Olivia has situated herself between James’ legs, his arms wrapped around her, the move so natural they don’t even realize they’re doing it anymore. I would give anything to have something or someone like that. The never-ending string of one night stands is becoming tiresome.  I would just like to have the chance to build something strong like these two.

      Olivia’s black pixie cut hair, green eyes, and short stature make her look like a fairy. That and James’ hulking six-four frame and body, make her look delicate, but don’t be fooled—she’s a force to be reckoned with.

      I smile at them. “Oh, I know. The only ones I’ve got to prove myself to are the people watching on the screens.” I look over to where the group of “popular kids” are, the ones from families with good reputations in the Division, or the “pure” bloods. They’ve been a thorn in my side for too many years.

      I am such a cliché. I was left on the steps of the orphanage when I was a baby. In the basket with me was a blanket, a weapon, and a note. The note said I was of angel blood and would need to be enrolled in the Division Academy when I turned sixteen, as was required.

      I made it to twelve before the nuns at the orphanage couldn’t handle me any longer. I was always a difficult child, with an insatiable curiosity and quick to anger. They struggled to control my aggression when my frustration and boredom got the best of me. They dumped me at the Academy and washed their hands of me.

      I watch now as the instructors break from their huddle over near the tents. Brace walks back over to the seating area, reading from a clipboard.

      “Mark Redsmith, you’re up first.”

      We all look around, waiting for someone to acknowledge Brace. I watch as a young man gets to his feet. I can see him swallow nervously. Around him, his friends are shouting out encouragement and well wishes to him.

      “Do you need a weapon?” Brace asks him.

      He is dressed in Academy standard dress; tight, black leather pants, and shit-kicker thick boots. He has on a black, long-sleeve turtleneck, with a leather vest with various places to stash weapons. From his vest he pulls out two daggers,

      “No,” he shakes his head. “I’m all set.”

      “Please move to the entrance,” Brace says to him and gestures toward the Gauntlet. He turns to everyone else. “If you need weapons, go and choose them now, please. We need to keep this moving as quickly as possible.”

      He turns and follows Mark to the entrance of the Gauntlet. I watch as quite a few students get up and move towards the weapons tent. I turn to James and Olivia to ask them about their weapons choice, when suddenly there is a large blast of sound. We all jump in fright and, as one, turn quickly towards the entrance. We watch in silence as Mark starts jogging into the opening of the Gauntlet and disappears. I blow out a long breath; I hadn’t realized I was holding.

      Brace looks up from his clipboard.

      “Silas Farrier, you’re next. Be ready to go when Mark exits.”

      There’s whooping and cheering from the popular group, and the number one douchebag of the lot jumps up, fists pumping in the air. He uses his brain and starts stretching out. Huh, a smart douchebag. I turn back towards Olivia and James.

      “So, are you guys ready for this?” I ask them both.

      Their faces light up like it’s Christmas, and they’ve just seen what Santa left under the tree. I laugh. They’re as crazy as I am—we live for this kind of thing. They both start to answer me, but the smiles turn to frowns. Suddenly, a dark shadow appears over me, and I look up to see what has caused it. Standing over me is the number one douchebag.

      “Don’t worry, orphan girl,” he says to me. “I'll kiss you better when you get injured and need to be carried out.”

      I clench my hands into fists and repeat in my head, don’t hit him, don’t hit him.

      “I’ll probably need a masseuse, he continues, “to ease my aches and pains when I get picked for a team, I’m sure a pretty girl like you is good with her hands.” He leers at me, trying to look down my top at the same time.

      I turn and look at Olivia. “Can you hear something? It sounds like…. I’m not sure, but I think it's the sound of hot wind blowing through the trees." She and James laugh, and I look back up at the douchebag. The look on his face is thunderous.

      "You better watch out, bitch,” he growls. "Not knowing who and where you came from can be dangerous.” With his fists clenched, he storms off towards the entrance.

      "Well, that was interesting,'' muses James, bringing my attention back towards them.

      "He really doesn't worry me,” I reply. “They’ve been like that from the start. I didn’t let it bother me then, and I won’t let it bother me now. They aren’t even a blip on my radar.”

      “I don’t know why you don’t flaunt your connection with Alpha Team to get them off your back,” Olivia says to me with a thoughtful look on her face. “If it were me, I would have used that as much as possible.”

      “That would have just given them more ammunition,” I say with a sigh. “I get enough flack for living with Peter and Maggie and being friends with Janet and Brace. The comments over the years about only getting where I am because of favoritism and not talent wear you down after a while. Could you imagine what that would have done if they knew I could access Alpha if I wanted to? Not that I want to,” I add on quickly.

      “Hmm,” says James, “But if Samuel—”

      “Stop,” I quickly interrupt him. “We’ve hashed this out enough times, and I really don’t want to get into it. What’s done is done, and I can’t change the past. Let’s not worry about it.” I decide to change the subject.

      “Olivia, what weapon are you taking with you?" I ask her, looking to see if I can see any. Like me, she is wearing the standard-issue, tight leather black pants, but unlike the short boots most of the male students wear, she is wearing long, laced-up riding boots with no heel. They offer the leg a little more protection against outside forces, and if we have to swim, they’re not as heavy as the thick-soled combat boots. She is also wearing a black, corset-style long-sleeve top, and on her back, she has her sword holsters. Olivia carries twin samurai swords, gifted to her from her family. Special swords with angel runes etched along the blades that imbue them with extra strength. She’s practically a ninja, with the way she can handle those swords.

      “The girls, of course.” She gestures to a pack leaning against the tree. Sitting next to it are her two swords; Gara, which means elegance, and Hia, which means bright in Japanese. Both handles are elegantly wrapped in red leather. Their scabbards are richly decorated with gold accents.

      “What about you, James?” I ask, turning to my bulky friend.

      “I’m taking my guns,” he says to me with a grin while lifting his huge arms and making muscles. He blows a kiss in their direction. Olivia and I double over in laughter.

      “No, seriously, what are you going to take?” I ask again.

      He gets a serious look on his face. “Unlike the two of you, I haven’t got anything special, so I’m going to grab one of the auto-load crossbows and grab a dagger, too. What about you?” he asks eagerly, “Did you bring the magic wand?”

      I laugh, reaching up to the back of my head to my ponytail and pull out what looks like a chopstick. I waggle it in front of his face. “Like I go anywhere without it.”

      The weapon that was left in my basket when I was dropped off at the orphanage. It, too, is a specialty angel weapon. It must have been gifted to me by whoever left me there. Unlike Olivia’s swords, the runes on mine are unreadable, but I assume they have to do with how, with a flick of my wrist and the thoughts in my head, it can change from a stiletto-style dagger, to a staff, whip, or sword.

      Technically, it's four weapons I’m taking in; but they can’t really stop me.

      He looks at it enviously. “Man, I hope to impress someone enough one day that I’m gifted an angel crafted weapon.” At this, he jumps up and strolls off towards the weapons tent. We watch him go. He’s stopped several times by people saying hello or slapping manly handshakes with him.

      I look over at Olivia, who has an indulgent grin on her face.

      “You two are so lucky,” I say wistfully.

      She looks back at me. “It will happen, Mina… one day when you least expect it.”

      I clear my throat. “Yes, well, now is not the time. One day, sure, but right now, I want to be one of the best guardians the Collectors Division has ever had.”

      James comes back and we speculate on what the Gauntlet will be like. After about half an hour, I start to worry, but before I can say anything, there’s a tremendous cheer. We all turn to look at the Gauntlet.

      Through a burst of smoke and grinding of gears, staggering and stumbling, comes Mark. He looks tired, but in general, he’s in one piece and has a shaky smile on his face.  Everyone starts clapping for him: the first person to make it through. He punches his hand in the air, and the instructors rush over to him, leading him towards the tents to check him over.

      I turn back to look at the entrance and watch as Silas enters. I can see a sword strapped to his back and a pistol tucked into the back of his pants. I roll my eyes. Idiot. I hope he doesn't lose it in the first half or shoot himself in the ass. I don’t hope too hard, though.
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      It’s been over six hours and there’s been a steady stream of both successful and not so successful participants. I waited and watched while both James and Olivia have gone in and come out victorious. Now, with the numbers slowly dwindling, there are only a couple of us left to go. Some of the successful ones have stayed around, but the popular group has thinned out considerably. I’ve enjoyed watching them come out looking quite shell shocked. Guess it didn’t matter what blood you had.

      “Jessamina Michaels!” I hear Brace call my name.

      I look up, and when I gaze around the seating area, I realize I’m the only one left. I jump up and walk over to where Janet and Brace are standing.

      Janet turns to me with a big smile on her face. “You ready?”

      Brace scoffs quietly, “If there was anyone really ready for this, it’s Mina.”

      Janet and Brace have been around for many years. They were both new and young when I was dumped on the Academy’s doorstep. The two of them have played a big part in molding me into what I am today and are two of my favorite people.

      “If she’d been allowed to, she would have run it when she was sixteen.” He looks at me shrewdly.

      “Hush, Brace,” I say to him, brushing the comment off, although I can feel my cheeks heating up. Did everyone know how I felt back then? Asshole!

      “Excuse me?” a prim and proper voice squeaks out from behind our huddle.

      We turn around. Standing there with a cut on her forehead and quite a bit of dirt covering her is Beatrice Lucke. If Silas is King of Douchebags, then Beatrice is Queen of Bitches.

      “Do you really think it’s fair that she gets to take in that thing?” She gestures to the weapon that I had shoved back into my ponytail. “It’s cheating. Its four weapons in one. How come she gets the advantage over all of us?” She looks me up and down with a sneer on her face. “I mean, she’s probably going to need it, but really she shouldn’t be allowed to take in anything else.”

      Janet and Brace look at each other, then Janet answers her. “The magic wand only counts as one weapon.  I’m sorry you feel that is unfair. Maybe you should speak to your family about the angel weapons they have available to you.”

      I snigger under my breath. Unfortunately for her, rumor has it, her family lost their angel weapon somewhere over the years, so she wasn’t able to go in with one. She had to use Academy weapons.

      At this, she gets an embarrassed look on her face and moves her feet uncomfortably. I decide to add to the discomfort because I can be petty like that. I look at her, squinting my eyes, moving my head side to side. She stops and looks at me.

      “What?” she snaps.

      “You’ve got a little something here,” I say to her, gesturing to the side of my nose. She really must have had trouble, as she has dirt smeared across her face.

      “Arghhh!” she shouts, turning around and stomping back to the popular group.

      Brace and Janet are trying very hard to keep straight faces, but the occasional snort sneaks out.

      Beatrice gets back to the group, where they huddle around whispering, occasionally looking over at us.

      Hmm… wonder what they’re scheming. I block them out.

      I turn around to look at the entrance again. From the pocket of my pants, I pull out my tech band and the wireless earbuds that go with it. Brace and Janet look at it and then at me.

      “Dammit, Mina, put that on quickly under your sleeve and in your ears!” Brace quietly growls at me.

      Tech bands are from one of our parallel planets and are somewhat contraband. Although technically not illegal, we really aren’t supposed to flaunt the technology. It’s a perk of the position when you can world jump and pick up toys from other worlds. Brace had gotten it for me when he was on Minzeon once. I am addicted to Earth movies and music. And hey, the films are good research; all Angel Bloods are required to watch the most popular and the classics.

      I quickly slip it under my sleeve and put the buds into my ears. I turn to face the entrance to the Gauntlet just as the person before me comes staggering out. They are limping, and their shoulder seem to be hanging at an odd angle. They didn’t make it within the time restrictions. The other instructors and a medic go running over to assist them to one of the tents. My heart rate increases.

      “Mina,” says Brace dragging my attention back to him. “It’s time.”

      I take a deep breath and slowly let it out. My heart is pumping at what feels like a thousand beats per minute, and my stomach feels like it’s sitting in my throat. Although I have no doubt I will make it through, the adrenaline and nerves are starting to kick in. I’ve been taught to channel my aggression and anger into something I can use to my advantage, and it will definitely be needed today.

      Olivia and James are both shouting encouragement, and I can hear the catcalls and shouts from the remaining people watching. There are various other responses from different groups, largely jeers from the popular group.

      Time to get into the zone. I turn to face the Gauntlet’s entrance. Lifting my hand to my mouth, I speak into my tech band, “Play ‘kick-ass playlist.’” Into my ears, Muse’s Uprising comes blasting through. I can’t hear the starting siren, but I feel the blast of air of its sound, so I start to jog through the entrance, ignoring all that is going on around me.

      The smell of oil and burning wood hits my nostrils, which is weird when you think about it. The Gauntlet appears because of the magic in the land but is powered by steam. Another blast of warm, wet air hits my face as I move further into the Gauntlet. Suddenly, a rock wall erupts out of the ground in front of me. Dirt spews out to either side of it, and the earth shakes, causing me to stumble.

      Glancing around, I realize there’s no way around it but up. With Muse still blaring in my ears, I look for the first handhold to allow me to scale this wall. I can see one up high and to my right. Stepping back a couple of steps, I run at the wall. The further up I can leap, the less I’ll need to pull myself.  I push up off the ground hard and make a grab at the ledge sticking out. With a grunt and a burst of air from my lungs, my body hits the wall. My legs scramble to find purchase, but I finally find a small ledge to support myself on.

      Finding the next spot to place my foot, I push off and grab another ledge further up. My hands are scratched up, and my leg muscles are burning with the effort. I repeat this until I get to the top, never once looking down or worrying how far I could fall.

      I make it to the top quickly. A sheen of sweat covers my brow, and my breathing is uneven, but I feel pleased. I look over the edge now in front of me and realize it will be a leap into a pool of water and a short swim. Luckily, my tech bands and earbuds are waterproof—wouldn’t want to lose my tunes. By now my playlist has moved on to Imagine Dragons, and the banging beat is keeping me motivated and pumped.

      Reaching up, I fiddle with my hair to make sure that my magic wand is secure. I shouldn’t need it until the last trial, but I wouldn’t want to lose it when I jump. Taking a deep breath, I step off the ledge, plunging down into the water below. Arms crossed over my chest, my legs scissor together as I hit the water to stop from going too deep.

      The icy cold envelopes my body, and I just about lose my breath from the shock. It takes me a couple of seconds to orient myself but when I do, I kick up, taking large gulps of air as my head breaches the surface. My teeth start to chatter, and my skin is covered in goosebumps. The tight feeling in my chest from the extreme temperature change worries me, and I immediately begin to swim. If I stay in one place too long, my body is going to shut down and I won’t be going anywhere.

      The swim is about two hundred feet across. The pool’s bottom slopes upward, the closer I get to the edge. Putting my feet down, I wade slowly through the water, my body heavy from the environmental change. The air on the other side is stifling, dry and hot. I’ve gone from extreme cold to extreme heat. I stand a moment, waiting for some of the water to drain off, shaking my arms and swiping as much water off me as possible.

      Ahead of me, I can see a large bridge made of logs, suspended over a vast depth I cannot see. Slowly my body is warming up and has stopped shaking, which I’m thankful for, as it looks like balancing is up next. So far, it’s been relatively easy.

      Just as I think this, the walls on either side of the bridge start to shake. They move inwards and the ceiling closes in creating a tunnel-like effect. Gaps every few feet open in the walls and from the roof. From these gaps, swinging saw blades appear. They swish back and forth across the bridge with silent and deadly precision, over the top of the logs.

      My mouth drops open in shock. Great, that’s going to be fun. If I’m not careful, I’ll be chopped to pieces. I study the timing—step, step, stop for five seconds. Step, step, stop for five seconds.

      Okay, I can do this. I just have to be very careful as I go. I like all of my limbs attached to my body.

      At five-foot-eight, I’m quite tall, with an athletic build. Even with all my working out and training, I still manage to retain a decent rack and ass, both of which I’ll have to keep tucked in if I don’t want to lose a few pounds. Stepping closer to the logs, I peer through the gaps on the bridge, I laugh at what I see. Down in the ditch is murky green water, and swimming through the water are what I think may be alligators. Or maybe caiman.

      Holy crap!  The Gauntlet must have heard me think how easy it was.

      I’ve stopped dripping water, so hopefully the logs won’t be too slippery. I climb up onto the bridge and then gingerly stand up.

      I pause to watch the timing, just to be sure, and then take the first two steps and then stop. Whoosh, the blade in front of me and the one behind both slice through the air on either side of me. My hair moves with the rush of wind. I wait and then take two more steps and again stop. Whoosh, wait. Then take two more steps. Just as I stop, my foot slips on a notch on the log and I lose my balance slightly, both arms going out to keep me stable.

      Whoosh, I pull my arms in tight as quickly as possible. Whoa, that was close. I feel a trickle down my arm but can’t look, as I need to move again. I wait an extra beat just to steady myself, and whoosh, the blades go again. At least they’re static and not moving.

      They go back up and I keep going. Three more stops and I make it to the other side, then jump down. I look at the trickle I had felt and find I wasn’t quite fast enough; there’s a cut running the length of my left forearm. It’s fairly shallow, so I’m not going to worry about it. I give it a wipe against my shirt and keep going.

      I need to get moving to stay within the time limit, so I start running toward the next obstacle.

      Again, the weather changes. It’s like someone turned on a tap, the skies have opened, and rain is pouring down. I roll my eyes as I get to the next obstacle, a nest of barbed wire placed low to the ground. It looks like I need to commando-crawl underneath. That’s easy, but what makes it annoying is the rain has turned the land into a sopping, soaking, muddy mess.

      Getting down on my stomach and using my elbows and knees, I drag myself under the wire and through the mud. It’s wet and slimy, sliding down my top and into my cleavage. It also feels like it might be getting under the waistband of my pants and quickly making its way into my panties.

      Urgh! My hair snags on the wire. Yanking it free, I reach to make sure my magic wand hasn’t been knocked out. Reassured it’s still there, I keep going. A gritty feeling between my teeth tells me I've gotten mud on my face. I must look like a creature from the swamps.

      Finally, I reach the end of the wire and slide out from underneath it, then stand up. Running my hands over my body, I try and clear some of the mud off my clothing before I continue. The rain helps, though. However, I'm starting to get tired; the constant change of temperature and environment is wearing on me.

      The next obstacle is another pit, with large circular poles in the ground reaching upward just wide enough to support a standing body. Lining the bottom of the hole around the base of the large poles are sharp needle-like spikes sticking up at awkward angles. I swallow nervously.

      Looking upwards, I see a monkey-bar type ladder hanging from the ceiling. It seems like I have two options: jump from pole to pole, or hang from the bars and go across that way.  I think I’ll stick closer to the ground and go with the poles. Steadying myself with a deep breath, I take a running leap and jump.

      My foot slips from the mud on my shoe—I’m not going to land cleanly. Bracing myself, I throw my whole body forward, landing with a thump. The air whooshes out of my lungs, my ribs burning from the impact. My chest is across the pole, my legs struggling to find purchase, and I’m hanging on for dear life with my arms. But the pole is not stable—of course—and starts to rock back and forth furiously from the impact, making the struggle to hang on even worse.

      Damn, should have gone across the top. I now have to try and stand up and leap to the next pole while it’s still swaying. Resting my head on the pole, just for a moment, I try to catch my breath. Then using my burning arm muscles, and trying to push with my feet, I drag myself up onto the pole, the wobbling increasing with each movement. Finally, I find myself on my hands and knees, waiting for the momentum to slow. Once it settles, I gingerly stand up, balancing precariously to limit the movement of the pole. I look to where I need to jump, but with the way the pole is swaying, along with the slippery mud I have smeared all over the pole from my clothes, I’m not sure I’ll make the next one.

      Crap! Think, Mina… you’re losing time. I look up to see if I can jump and reach the ladder. Not with me swaying, though. I stick my arms out to the side to see if I can slow or stop the pole’s erratic movements, but it doesn’t happen.

      What am I going to do? Reaching up, I scratch the side of my face. The leftover mud is starting to make my skin itch and it flakes off, falling elegantly into the pit. I push back the tendrils of hair that are stuck to my cheeks, and give my ponytail a yank to tighten it, feeling the magic wand. Yes, that’s it. I pull it out and flick my wrist. The pole sways more violently, but the wand renders itself into a staff. I flick it again, thinking about what I need, and it changes to the whip.

      I swing the whip around my head and aim it towards one of the bars further ahead of me. It flies out, and with a snap, wraps around one of the bars. Grabbing hold of the end of my whip with both hands, I take a giant leap. Swinging across the remaining poles, I land on the other side. With a flick of the whip handle, it unravels and comes back to me. Another flick and it goes back into the small stick it was before. I slide it back into my hair and look up. I’ve reached the end. In front of me, built into the wall, is a door.

      Glancing around, I shout out to the Gauntlet, “What, no large, rolling boulders or poisoned darts? I am disappointed.”  Taking out my earbuds, I tuck them into a pocket. I may need my hearing for what awaits me in the next room. The shuddering and clanking of machinery greet my ears, and I can feel the vibrations as the Gauntlet resets itself. Quickly, I run up to the door, just in case the Gauntlet throws something else at me. I put my hand to it, push hard against the wooden surface, and step through. One step closer to my dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      I step into a long corridor lit by what smells like kerosene lamps. It’s a little musty and damp, and I can hear water dripping. Little scurrying feet scuttling off in the shadows brings goosebumps to my skin and there are huge cobwebs in the corners of the ceiling. The Gauntlet mustn’t have liked my comment. It’s brought out the creepy décor.

      I walk forward quickly, ignoring my surroundings, until the corridor ends. The ceiling has opened up, and the room is like a giant yawning cave. There are stalagmites and stalactites littered throughout the cavern, all glistening in the light from some mysterious source.

      On various pedestals throughout the cavern are what looks like artifacts. I wander over to the first one. My heart rate picks up in excitement. The first one is quite obviously Excalibur plunged into a stone. I’m almost tempted to try and pull it out, but I push down the compulsion and move on to the next. Walking over to it, it looks like it could be the Club of Dagda. I thread my hands together to make sure not to reach out and pick it up. The compulsion is strong. I struggle to stand in one spot. Turning, I look around the room. I can see Gandalf’s Staff, Wonder Woman’s Lasso of Truth, Poseidon’s trident, and two arrows which, I’m assuming, belong to Apollos and Artemis.

      My body starts to physically shake. It wants so badly to touch or pick things up, but I realize this is part of the test. Most magical items have a compulsion in them—they want to be used and don’t care for the user’s nature. For example, Wonder Woman’s lasso could be used the wrong way in the hands of someone with no scruples. Bank account numbers or safe combinations would be easy prey for someone with the ability to wield it.

      I grit my teeth and force myself to walk away from the artifacts, my arms crossed, my hands gripping each arm so that I don’t reach out to touch. Something on the ground in front of me catches my eye and I stop. Looking down, I realize how tricky the Gauntlet is. Laying in front of me is what I think could be the magic carpet from Aladdin. I step around and move over to the other side of the cavern. The compulsion starts to ease the further away from the artifacts I get. Regaining control of my limbs again, I keep moving.

      At the other side of the cavern is an area that could be in the lair of any superhero. A desk sits in front of the console, with a rolling chair in front of it. On the console’s screen are the words Welcome, Jessamina Michaels.

      Well, I guess I’m taking a seat.

      I roll the chair out, it rumbles on the uneven floor, and sit down. Pulling myself back towards the desk, I can still feel a hum running through my body. The artifacts behind me are still talking to my soul, crying out for me to go to them, but now I find I can easily ignore them.

      I shake my head to clear it, watching as writing starts to scroll across the blank screen in front in front of me.

      A man walking along a railway track sees a train coming towards him at high speed. Instead of jumping off the track immediately, he runs forward as fast as he can, about ten feet, then leaps off the track.

      Why did he do this?

      I lean back in my chair. Why would someone run towards a speeding train? He’s not superman. He didn’t save anything. Why wouldn’t you jump straight off the track? Maybe there were cactuses on either side. I scoff and stretch my arms up and out, clasping my hands together and stretching my fingers. My body is tense. I roll my neck from side to side, trying to ease some of the tension. I need to get this done. I think back to the obstacle course… The log bridge over a lake of snapping, chomping reptiles. Oh, that’s it.

      I sit up and type my answer into the computer with the keyboard.

      He was on a bridge, so ran the length than jumped off.

      Pixelated balloons and streamers explode on the screen. One down. I wonder how many to go? The next riddle starts to stream across the screen

      David’s father has three sons: Snap, Crackle, and who?

      What the fuck? Seriously? I look around to see if someone is having a joke with me. Maybe it thinks I’m going to answer Pop. Many probably did, but I’m not that silly. I type the answer into the computer.

      David

      Clapping sounds out from around the cavern, echoing off the walls. I look around again, but there is no one to be seen. There on the screen, though, are some hands clapping.

      Again, words start flowing across the screen.

      There is a dead man in the middle of the field. There is nothing around, nor are there any footprints. There is an unopened package lying next to the body. How did he die?

      Okay then! I get up and start pacing back and forth. How did he die? Maybe they sprayed the field while he was standing in it. But that wouldn’t explain the lack of footprints. Maybe he was shot by a sniper, but that doesn’t explain the unopened package lying next to him. I keep pacing back and forth, my footsteps echoing throughout the cavern.

      Think, Mina, think! You’re wasting too much time.

      Okay, no footprints to show he walked, so that must mean he must have fallen. Fallen, okay. So what is the unopened package next to him? Oh, an unopened package, not a parcel. It’s like a cartoon lightbulb moment. Unopened package?

      I’ve got it. I run back to the computer, sit down and type in my answer:

      His parachute failed to open.

      There is a moment of silence, then a whooshing sound. To the side of the console, a door slides up into the wall. I jump up from the chair and dash towards it. I am not hanging around; my time must be about up, and I still need to get past the virtual reality monster.

      Again, I am in another corridor. Running down it, I reach up into my hair and pull out the magic wand. Giving it a flick, it forms into a metal staff. I reach another closed door, this one with a push-button. Pausing for a moment to catch my breath, I hear a roar through the door. It rattles and vibrates on its hinges from some unseen force. My eyebrows raise. Okay, I wasn’t expecting that. That’s one realistic hologram. The Gauntlet’s magic is amazing.

      Taking a deep breath, I hit the button. The door opens, and I step into the room. The smell hits me like a wall of putrid, rotting stench. I almost gag but manage to control it. There, standing in front of me, is a monster. It looks like its creator sneezed when it was made. It’s the size and body of a gigantic bull and has shaggy fur like a bison. Spindly, fragile-looking legs like a deer, and a horse-like head, with a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth. Its eyes are glowing red, and it has a fucking horn on its snout. It could be a mutant unicorn. But no, it’s an Indrik from Russian folklore.

      Legend says that the Indrik is the father of all beasts, said to live on the holy mountains and drink from the blue sea. It supposedly walks through the underworld like the sun through the sky. It uses its horn to pierce solid rock, digging underground tunnels and opening springs that fill lakes and rivers with water. Legend has it, when it skips, the whole world shakes, thus the cause of earthquakes. But the myth is also that the Indrik is a gentle, peaceful creature that doesn’t intentionally harm anyone.

      This one doesn’t look harmless. In fact, it seems pissed off, like it’s been poked in the ass with a hot poker. And since it’s said to be harmless, I have no idea how to defeat, no solid information on its weaknesses. I’m screwed.

      It snorts, shaking its head, snot flying. Then it prepares to charge, bowing low.

      Well here goes nothing.

      It grunts and starts running towards me, the ground undulating outward as it moves. I use the movement. As the ground thrusts up, I leap into the air, flip over the top of the monster and out of the way. Landing in a crouch, I turn quickly to face it again. It has skidded to a stop in a cloud of dirt. Turning back towards me, it lets out an ear-splitting bellow and charges again.

      I have to defeat it; avoiding it will only waste my time, and I won’t get through.

      I stand my ground and use my staff, thrusting it towards the Indrik. I get it right between the eyes, the sudden stop jarring through my arms, momentarily stunning and stopping it. I flick my hand, and the staff changes to a whip. The Indrik resumes its charge. The rolling ground throws me off balance, and the Indrik plunges its head towards me, the horn catching me in the side and tearing a hole through my flesh. I scream as the red-hot pain flows through my body. It’s caught me in the side, yes, but I don’t think it has pierced anything vital. I can feel the hot, wet blood dribbling down. I need to end this quickly or I’m not going to make it through.

      Using my whip, I flick it in the direction of those spindly legs, and as it wraps around them, I pull hard. The beast’s trapped and unbalanced, sending it crashing to the ground with a booming, thunderous noise. A cloud of dust floats up around it momentarily shielding it from view.  That should be enough to stop the hologram, but as the dust clears, the animal is still there, thrashing around, trying to get back up. Maybe we have to kill the beast to finish the program? But killing a peaceful, non-aggressive creature is against Division policy. I’m not sure what to do.

      The Indrik tries to lunge at me, and I make a split-second decision. I quickly flick my wrist and the whip unwraps. I pull it back towards me, flicking it once more, and it changes to a sword, one that glows with a bright light, a ringing sounding out across the arena. Taking the sword with both hands, I lift it high above my head, and with as much force as I can, plunge it deep into the chest of the Indrik.

      This is when it’s supposed to disappear. This is when the test should be over. But it doesn’t disappear. It bellows and then starts to grunt and groan loudly. Blood is pumping out of the wound. The monster wriggles a few times, takes its last breath, and finally stills. Blood continues to pour out of the wound, staining the ground a deep red.

      The wound makes a squelching sound when I pull the sword out of the real flesh and blood creature. My stomach clenches and nausea rises. Oh my god, what have I done?

      A door slides open behind me. I turn away from the creature and, using the sword as a walking stick, walk towards the exit while holding one hand over the gouge in my side. The blood on my hands is wet and sticky. The shock seems to have numbed the pain, and I stumble towards the door to step outside into the bright, blinding light surrounding the start of the Gauntlet. I can see instructors and Olivia and James, all running towards me.

      “Um, I think something went wrong with the Virtual Reality,” I manage to gasp, and just as Brace reaches me, the darkness pulls me under.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the biting smell of antiseptic and the quiet sound of voices somewhere off to the side of me. Opening my eyes, the bright, sterile room is instantly recognizable. I’m lying in a bed in the infirmary of the Academy. My heart starts pounding.

      What happened? Did I make it?

      Sitting up quickly, I look around. Swinging my feet to the side, I try to get up but feel a pinch of pain in my side. “Oh, fucking ouch!” I say out loud. The people just outside my room must realize I am awake, as they come running in, gathering around me.

      “Mina, slow down,” admonishes Janet.

      “Oh, Mina you’re awake! I was so worried.” Livie’s wringing her hands in front of herself.

      Doctor Charles steps up and pushes everyone out of the way. “Let me just check her vitals.” He pulls out a little light, waving it and his finger in front of my eyes. Putting it back into his pants pocket, he then lifts my wrist and pulling a pocket watch out of his waistcoat, starts taking my pulse.

      “What happened in there, Mina?” asks Brace. “We wanted to go back in, but the Gauntlet closed the doors and then disappeared.”

      “What about the video?” asks James, looking at Brace and Janet. “Did anyone watch it?

      “Yes, of course, we have all watched it,” Brace says, scowling at James. He turns to me. “You were fighting a real monster, Mina. We’re not sure how it got there. We think it was spelled or drugged. Indriks don’t have glowing red eyes, and they’re usually peaceful creatures.” He pauses, looking thoughtful. “We discussed it with the headmaster and the Division Commander. It takes some pretty strong magic to trick the Gauntlet. It had to have been done somewhere between the last person coming out and you going in. The video showed that the Indrik was portalled into the last stage and left there. There is no sign of who or what did it. You were fighting a real monster and you beat it.”

      “Hang on, slow down, guys.” I wince, “First, most importantly, can someone tell me if I passed?”

      All five of them burst into laughter.

      “Of course you did!” Janet laughs.

      “Yes,” agrees Brace. “Pretty sure you’re going to be the number one pick. You made it through under time, answered all riddles correctly, and managed to defeat a real monster. You have nothing to worry about.” He smiles at me.

      “And with your accelerated healing, you’ll be ready for the selection process tomorrow. Right, Doc?” Janet asks hopefully.

      The doctor is busy examining the wound left by the Indrik. Looking down, I can see it’s healed on the surface, leaving behind a puckered pink scar about the size of a plum. Dry, flaky blood surrounds the wound and covers a great deal of the lower half of my body.

      I turn to him, waiting expectantly for his answer.

      He puts down my wrist, gives it a pat, and smiles indulgently. “Yes, Jessamina, you’ll be fine by tomorrow. It has healed on the surface, but it’s still knitting together underneath, hence the pain. As long as you rest tonight and let your angel blood do its job, you’ll be fine for Selections. You’ve always been my speediest healer.” He ruffles my hair and walks away. He’s been looking after me for so long, it’s like he forgets I’m twenty, not twelve.

      We watch him walk away, and James asks again, “Well, what happened, Mina?”

      Livie fluffs a few pillows and helps me lean against them. I settle back and think about the monster fight.

      “I remember thinking it strange when I stood on the other side of the door and heard roaring. The door had vibrated! And the monster… Well, I wasn’t expecting it to be so lifelike, much more than I thought a hologram would ever be. Then the smell was another clue, but it really didn’t click until after it gouged me. I could feel its breath. I knew we could be injured inside the Gauntlet, but I was expecting cuts or broken bones. When that amount of blood started pouring out, I knew I had to finish it. I didn’t have much time, but it was when it didn’t disappear, and the blood was staining the ground, that it struck me that I was defeating the real thing. I just kept going. I mean, what was I supposed to do? It’s part of being a Guardian.”

      The four of them look at me in amazement. However, my attention is captured by a commotion out in the hallway

      “Where is she, where is my girl?” I hear a woman shrieking

      “Oh no, gird your loins. Here comes the wrath of Margaret,” I groan while pulling a pillow over my head. “Tell her I am still sleeping.”

      When the orphanage wiped their hands of me, the Headmaster of the Academy took me in. They usually don’t take students younger than sixteen, so he asked one of the instructors who lived on campus to be my foster parents.

      Margaret and Peter Mason were overjoyed to have me live with them. Their other ward, Samuel, had just turned sixteen and was moving into the dorms of the Academy. It was nice to finally feel welcomed and wanted. They didn’t see my curiosity as a burden, and Peter allowed me to tag along to his classes when Margaret wasn’t homeschooling me, which channeled my aggression and kept me out of trouble. This would infuriate Margaret, as she didn't want me to learn to fight, but it quickly became my favorite thing to do. I was going to be the very best Guardian I could be.

      “Jessamina Michaels, when are you going to stop giving me heart attacks? Now really, why couldn’t you be a quiet, gentle librarian type and work in the Menagerie with me? Or even in the communication tech department? Somewhere that wouldn’t keep her poor mother constantly worried. I mean, it’s bad enough Samuel keeps me worried, but now you, too?”

      In rushes a woman who looks like she’s in her mid-thirties. In reality, she’s in her fifties, since in ABs, their age slows dramatically once they hit thirty. She has tight, curly black hair with a pill-box hat sitting on it at an odd angle. Her gray, layered skirt rustles as she walks quickly towards the bed, heels clicking on the vinyl floor. Her black velvet, military-style coat with gold buttons is firmly buttoned up from top to bottom. Clasped in her hand is a carpetbag purse large enough to hold the kitchen sink. In the other hand, she holds a hanky that she uses to dab at her eyes as she walks. The woman is a consummate actress, and the guilt trip is officially in process.

      I can hear James and Olivia chuckling under their breath.

      “Assholes,” I whisper to them.

      Brace walks towards her, holding his hands up. “Margaret, it is so lovely to see you. Don’t you look fetching! Here, why don’t you take a seat and calm down. You aren’t doing yourself any favors by being so stressed.” He pulls out a chair from against the wall, puts it close to the bed, and assists her into it. When she starts tittering and smiling at him, I roll my eyes. She does have a weakness for the handsome instructors at the Academy. She is the consummate flirt, and they indulge her when Peter isn’t with her.

      “Oh, thank you so much, Brace. It’s such a relief to have such a capable man around.” She smiles at him, patting his arm. Then she turns to me, grabbing my hand. “Mina, my dear, thank goodness you are okay. When Peter called me and told me you had been hurt, well, I was beside myself! I ran all the way here,” she says breathlessly.

      Brace has poured her a glass of water and hands it to her. The other three have slowly, with no sudden movements, backed out of the room, the chickenshits. They all wave goodbye through the window as they hurry off down the hallway.

      “I brought you a change of clothes from home,” she tells me. “Peter says yours were destroyed when they cut them off you while you were unconscious.” She reaches into the bottomless purse like Mary Poppins and pulls out some clothes for me, putting them on the bed. “I also thought you might like to have a shower before you come home.”

      “Hold up now,” I say confused. “Why would you expect me to go home with you, when I haven’t lived there in years?”

      “Well, you can’t possibly go back to your room at the Academy injured like that,” she says, looking at me like I’ve grown a second head, gesturing to my stomach.

      “Uh, yes, I can,” I say to her firmly. “I’ll be healed by tomorrow. We have Selections. Besides, if I need any help, Livie and James will be there to help me.”

      Her bottom lip begins to quiver, and tears well in her eyes. Damn, she’s good.

      I hold my hand up. “Maggie, cut the crap. That hasn’t worked on me in years. Just because you can manipulate Samuel and Peter like that doesn’t mean you can manipulate me,” I tell her firmly.

      Brace snorts out a laugh but quickly covers his mouth with his hand. Maggie huffs, and her bottom lip drops in a pout as she crosses her arms.

      I laugh at the ridiculousness of it all. “Stop that, Maggie. You look like a four-year-old that hasn’t got her way. Get over it.”

      She stands up. “Fine, be like that. Nobody ever listens to me, anyway.” She leans over and presses a kiss against my forehead. “Don’t come crying to me later.” With that, she turns and flounces out of the room. I laugh out loud, and Brace joins in.

      “Wow!” he exclaims. “She’s a piece of work.”

      “Yes, she is.” I laugh. “But I love her anyway. Now help me up. Maggie’s right, I need a shower.”

      I sit up slowly and swing my legs off the bed. Brace comes over, holding his hand out to me. Grabbing it, I allow him to help me stand. He carries the change of clothes into the bathroom and then steps back out.

      “You’ve got fifteen minutes and then I’m coming in,” he says, frowning at me. I just smile gratefully at him. He doesn’t even try to stop me; he knows me too well.

      Shuffling my way to the bathroom, I hold my hospital gown closed behind me so I don’t flash Brace the goodies. I close the door, shutting the lid on the toilet, and gingerly sit down. Phew, that was hard work. I take a breather and then stand up and walk over to the sink. I look at myself in the mirror above it. My long, blonde hair looks like I’ve stuck my finger in a socket. There are dark circles under my lavender eyes, and my skin is pale and fragile looking. I know by tomorrow I’ll feel one hundred percent, but right now I feel like death warmed over.

      Moving to the shower, I turn up the heat, strip off my hospital gown, letting it drop to the ground, and step into the wet, steamy heat. Ahhh, heaven. I stand there, the dull ache a constant reminder of today's drama, and watch as the remaining blood washes off me and circles down the drain.
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      After a blissful night's sleep thanks to some pain killers that Dr. Charles prescribed for me, I’m healed and raring to go in the morning. Dressed in our brand-new Guardian uniforms that were delivered to all successful graduates last night, Livie, James, and I walk up the steps of the Collectors Division head office.

      The dark, multi-story gothic-looking building has flying buttresses with intricate carvings, giving a sense of grandeur, importance, and grace. With an overabundance of arching stained windows and the gargoyles dotted here and there amongst the structure, the emphasis is on the ornate. In short, a Frankenstein of a monstrosity, smack dab in the middle of the city, seen from just about any point throughout. It houses both the realm portals and the Menagerie in its vast lower levels.

      “Rumor has it the Alphas will be there today,” James says quietly as he opens the door and allows Livie and I to walk in front. We’re stopped by a security checkpoint where we produce our Academy badges. Hopefully, by lunchtime, they will be swapped for official Division badges.

      Livie scoffs, “Please. The Alphas have passed over the last two graduating classes, even though they need a new member after the death of their last one. I’m sure they won’t be there.”

      “Shhh,” both James and I admonish her.

      “Wow, Livie. Way to be sensitive,” I tell her.

      She grunts. “I know it’s bad to speak ill of the dead, but that woman was a witch with a capital B. She had half of Alpha wrapped around her finger. And they stopped talking to you, Mina.” She's giving me a look of pity, and I flush with the memory. “Not to mention when they gave guest lectures at the Academy. She was always so uppity and aggressive towards us all. I can’t say there were many sad to see her go.”

      She’s actually right; the woman was a raging cow, but I felt guilty thinking that way. But she couldn’t have been all that bad. Alpha had picked her for their team, after all, even though they had promised to wait for me.

      I shake my head at the thought. It’s in the past and I have let it go. I would never wish anyone's death on them.

      “Well,” I say to them as we walk to the bank of elevators, “I’m just hoping I get on an exciting team. I don’t need to be an elite, I just want to be accepted for my skills and not necessarily my blood.”

      There are people milling about, coming and going. Some are gathered around, waiting in front of the four elevators. We press one of the buttons and stand and wait while the arrow displaying the floor numbers moves from side to side like hands on a clock.

      “I don’t want to be in an elite team,” Livie says quietly. “I want to still be able to live with James. I know there’s not much of a chance we’ll end up on the same team, but I would really like to come home to him each night.” She reaches out and gives his hand a quick squeeze.

      Elite teams live in huge fancy apartments in the upper levels of the Collectors Division building. Apparently, the apartments are mini-mansions. Since they are always on call, the elite team members must be available to go when needed. Members of the other teams are allowed to choose their own accommodation.

      The elevator dings, and the gorgeous birdcage-style metal doors open first. When the solid metal ones open as well, the people inside start pouring out. Only after all of them have exited, leaving just the lift attendant, do we enter. He’s wearing a formal morning suit with tails and a top hat. Only the most stylish staff at the Division.

      “Good morning,” he chirps happily. “Which floor?”

      “Fourth please,” I tell him.

      He pulls the handle to close the doors, then pulls another handle, and smoothly, the elevator starts to glide upwards, the magic quietly humming.

      “Looking forward to Selection Day?” he asks, standing with his hands clasped together. We all nod, not very vocal, each caught in our own thoughts of the following process.

      “Well, good luck,” he wishes us as the lift comes to a stop.

      Once out, we walk down a busy corridor to the bidding room and walk in. On one side is a large area with tables and chairs for all the teams. There are people scattered here and there. Some sitting looking over notes, some standing around talking. On the other side is a raised dais with an area for the supervising panel and space for the graduates to sit. There’s also a large screen mounted on one of the walls for anyone who needs to re-watch the runs from yesterday.

      We all walk over and find a seat. I notice Janet and Brace in the team area and wave to them.

      I can see that of the five panel seats, only three people are seated. Sitting on the left at the head is the Academy Headmaster, Gideon Norris. Tall and elegant with dark hair, he was a fiend in the field, rumor has it. He retired from active teams to run the Academy when his predecessor retired. Sitting and chatting quietly with him is Clementine Hopperton. She’s a short, curvy red-haired woman who oversees the Guardian teams for the Division and the general day-to-day running. She’s one of the Angel Bloods who inherited wings from her parents, which now are spread and on display—white wings like all angels, unlike Archangels whose wings are colored. She and Headmaster Norris seem to be having quite a conversation. I can see a blush cover her cheeks.

      One seat is free in the middle of the table, usually left for an Archangel or a lower angel, but most of the time, the running is left to the panel, and an angel doesn’t show up.

      On the right-hand side, with a tech tablet in his hand, is Hugh Elmstone. He is the Director of the Division. A gray-haired, uptight-looking man with a pretentious mustache styled within an inch of its life. There’s a frown on his face as he studies the tablet in front of him. A sound of bellowing comes from whatever he’s watching. His frown deepens, his finger hitting the screen. The sound ceases. Just as he does this, Emeline Betteridge, his blonde-haired elegant secretary, stalks into the room. She’s wearing impossibly high heels, with a fitted cap-sleeved, emerald green dress with a plunging neckline that draws everyone’s eyes to her boobs. Also holding a tablet to her side, she takes a seat next to Hugh, where they quietly converse.

      Looking around, I find the room has filled up. Hugh stands and clears his throat. “Yes, yes,” he says in a nasally voice. “Quiet please, then we’ll start.” The noise level diminishes and there’s an expectant hush throughout the room.

      I feel a kick to my chair and turn around. Silas is sitting there with a sleazy grin on his face. He leans forward.

      “Remember, orphan girl,” he whispers, “I’ve got a spot for you when you don’t get picked.”

      I flip him the bird and turn around.

      Just as Hugh goes to speak, there is a blinding flash of light. Standing behind the middle chair, when my eyes recover, is a being so brilliant it’s hard to see him without shielding my eyes from the glare. His wings are magnificent; the span is twice as large as Clementine’s. Emerald green veins that fade out to white in an ombre effect through each individual feather, creating a stunning, eye-catching pair of wings.

      He’s wearing a pair of worn blue jeans and an untucked, moss-green, button-down shirt—a surprisingly casual look. His hair is dirty blond, cut military style. Crystal blue eyes frame blond lashes. He looks around imperiously, and when he realizes that everyone is shielding their eyes, he frowns. Suddenly, his face clears and he laughs.

      “Sorry,” he says in a musical voice. The brightness dims until it’s like looking at an average person.

      “Oh, my… my… goodness,” I hear Emeline stutter.

      I look around and all the teams are standing at attention, focused on the newcomer.

      Hugh recovers quickly. “Archangel Raphael, welcome.” He bows deeply while clearing his throat. “We weren’t expecting you. Please, have a seat.” He gestures to the seat in the middle.

      Without warning, a flash of light fills the room, and another being appears. Again, we all shield our eyes.

      Raphael says with a laugh, “Tone it down, brother. Fragile eyes”

      When the light dims, we can see he is the dark to Raphael’s light. He has olive skin and a closely shaved head. Where Raphael is broad across the shoulders with a tapered waist, this being is built like a lumberjack. His wings are black with gold tips. He’s dressed in black cargo pants, with a plain black shirt stretched to its limits across his chest.

      Hugh does a double-take and swallows nervously. “Archangel Uriel. Welcome to you, too.”

      Uriel just sneers at him. “Where’s my seat?”

      Hugh jumps out of his and gestures to it. “Oh, please have mine! I’m sorry… we weren’t expecting either of you. What causes you to grace us with your glorious presence, sirs, if you don’t mind me asking?” Hugh’s looking more uncomfortable by the second.

      Kiss ass, I think, and from the look on Uriel’s face, he feels the same thing. But his wings disappear, as do Raphael’s, and they both take their seats.

      Raphael leans back in his chair, looking deceptively casual, and gestures to Headmaster Norris. “Gideon sent his Gauntlet report to us for the graduating class, then informed us that someone had breached it, putting a recruit in danger. After much deliberation between Gideon, Clementine, and ourselves, we thought it would be a good idea to pop in and supervise the Selection, just to make sure nothing else goes wrong.” He ends the words with a growl.

      Hugh gets a look of consternation on his face. He scowls at Headmaster Norris and Clementine. “Well, that wasn’t our fault. If anything, it must be yours, if the Gauntlet’s magic is failing. And why wasn’t I informed of this communication?” he whines to the Archangels, turning to throw an aggressive look at Norris and Clementine

      Holy shit! I cannot believe he just said that.

      There’s an awkward pause while everyone wonders if Hugh is going to be struck down where he stands.

      Clementine clears her throat. “Well, Hugh, you and Emeline were both out of the office yesterday when it happened, so we dealt with it.”

      Another awkward silence while everyone ponders the reality of this. Emeline’s cheeks light up with a blush and she looks down to hide her face.

      “Must have been having a really long lunch,” James whispers to me and winks.

      “I’m sorry, did you just accuse us of trying to murder one of the recruits?” Uriel’s voice is deceptively quiet, and a feeling of anticipated violence flows through the room.

      Hugh stutters and starts to backpedal. “Ah… no, what I meant to say—”

      “Quiet!” Raphael bellows in a heavenly voice that thunders across the room. “Enough speculation and unsubstantiated accusations. Let’s get on with it, shall we?” He turns his focus to the recruits. “Firstly, congratulations to all of you who made it through the Gauntlet. You are a true testament to the Academy’s success in training our Guardians. You should all be very proud.”

      The recruits all shuffle in their seats with this praise from the Archangel.

      “Furthermore, because of the success of the group, we have decided to implement a new team. The dragons have become a huge problem in Dikan Realm. Earth’s popularity with dragons in fiction and film have exploded, and we now have a realm overrun by dragons. Luckily, fiction makes it so that their species does not procreate prolifically. ‘True mates’ or some other fictional trope bullshit.”

      Huh. The Archangel is just a regular guy.

      “So,” he continues, “what we have decided to do is expand the realm and move the dragons into their own area where they can live in peace and not be a danger to the rest of the realms’ beings. The new team will be responsible for moving the dragons to where they need to be. Some dragons may be stubborn and may need to be captured and placed in the Menagerie until we can reason with them or until they fade.”

      Fading is when Earth’s people start to lose interest and move on to a new fad. The forgotten myth or creature will eventually fade from existence. Although they will have the ability to breed, most will disappear before being able to. It doesn’t hurt them, and they don’t even notice. This is the case of most of the beings in the realms.

      “Leading this team will be Janet and Brace,” growls Uriel—it must be his go-to voice. “They will take a leave of absence from the Academy. They both have enough experience to take a team of new recruits in to achieve this. Plus, these recruits are amongst the top in the class.”

      Raphael interrupts. “Furthermore, this team will also be enjoying the privilege of having an apartment in the building. It will be a long-ass job and at times, quite dangerous. They will be on call constantly and will need to be close to the permanent portals. Once this team has dealt with the dragons, they’ll continue to be a team, in case we have other outbreaks like this.” He turns to Uriel with a cheeky look on his face. “Remember the outbreak of Orcs in the nineties, or your favorite, the Smurfs in 2011?”

      Uriel puts his hands to his ears and groans. “All that singing and happiness. I wanted to smite the little blue suckers at the end of day one. I was not sad when they faded.”

      Everyone laughs.

      Raphael looks at his brother and rolls his eyes, then turns to us again. “The Archangels will be on hand to help, like we’ve always been. It keeps us in the field occasionally. As you can see, Uriel loves to get out in the field.” Again, everyone laughs, and the tension from before slowly drains out of the room.

      He turns to look at the waiting teams. “We’ll announce who will be on this team first, as this may require some of you to rethink your choices and bids. Brace, Janet, will you come and join us in welcoming your new team members?”

      Janet and Brace leave their table, which has another four chairs sitting around it. That gives us an idea of how many will be on the team. They walk with smiles up to the front while we all cheer loudly.

      I am so happy for them. Although they love their jobs as instructors, they have both mentioned needing a change.

      They step up to where the panel is sitting. Everyone stands up to shake their hands. Hugh, who has found a chair to put at the end of the table near Emeline and looking very sullen, is a beat behind everyone else and earns a scowl from Uriel. Emeline nudges him in the side and whispers in his ear, and an awkward half smile, half grimace comes to Hugh’s lips. He shakes their hands and then sits quickly back down.

      “Please welcome the first new member to Team Dragon, James Langridge,” announces Raphael.

      James stands up, looking a bit shocked. Glancing at Livie and me, a huge grin spreads across his face, and he pumps his fist in the air. “Woohoo! I’m going to be a dragon hunter.” He bounds across the platform to Janet and Brace, where he gets back slaps and hugs from both.

      “Next is Joshua Tremaine.”

      Behind me I can hear cheering from the popular group. Joshua, of course, is one of them, but one of the least obnoxious ones. He slides past people in his row and moves to the front where he also receives handshakes and backslaps.

      Livie reaches out and grabs hold of my hand. I look at her, see her chewing her lip, and when I look down, I can see the fingers of her other hand crossed, her foot tapping impatiently. I give her hand a squeeze and listen for the next person.

      “….Mark Woodhouse, and last but not least by any means, Olivia Larkin,” Raphael announces amongst more cheers and whoops.

      Livie and I grin at each other, and I give her a quick hug before she hastily gets up and hurries towards the others. I am so happy for them; they got their wish and get to stay together, but I’m also a little sad. I know we’ll remain friends, but if they live in the Division building, I probably won’t get to see them often.

      “Alright, settle down,” says Uriel, projecting his voice over the commotion. “We will now take a quick recess for the teams to be able to reassess their bids now that those four have been taken out of the line-up.” He rubs a hand across his forehead. “I need a coffee. You there.” He points to Emeline. “Get Raph and I some coffee. Lots of milk for him, and I’ll have mine black like my soul.” He grins at her evilly.

      Emeline jumps up, nodding her head with a rapturous smile on her face. “Of course, sir. Right away.”

      Well, that’s interesting. It looks like the right hand of the Division’s director is an angel junkie, I think while she skips out of the room. Quite a feat with those heels.
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      During recess, I turn around to observe what’s going on. The teams are having furious discussions and re-submitting their bids. My gaze continues to move around the room. Team Dragon have moved back to their table and are in what looks like a very serious discussion. James and Olivia are sitting close enough for their shoulders and knees to touch. I am so happy for them.

      My gaze continues around the room, and I find myself caught in the steely gaze of an Archangel. My eyes freeze on him. Uriel’s dark stare is penetrating and unnerving. Next to him, Raphael is talking with headmaster Norris and Clementine. Hugh is trying to engage Uriel in a conversation, but he just ignores him, gets up, and strides towards me with determination.

      Holy shit, what does he want?

      “Jessamina Michaels, you killed an Indrik yesterday!” he states as he comes to an abrupt stop in front of me.  “Did you know they were peaceful animals?” He’s frowning, but I think that’s his default face.

      I sit up straight. “Yes, sir, I was aware they are peaceful creatures.”

      “What made you kill it?” he asks curiously.

      “I was under the impression that incapacitating it would be enough to end the program. When this failed to happen, I was a little confused,” I say confidently to him. I’m not ashamed of my actions. “That, combined with the fact he had red eyes, was aggressive, and determined, even once I got it to the ground, led me to believe that I needed to kill it for the program to end. As it was already bleeding quite badly, I decided to finish it as quickly as possible, both for my own and its benefit. I was stunned when it didn’t disappear after I killed it.”

      He looks at me thoughtfully, arms crossed but stance relaxed, contemplating my actions. “Yes, you did well. Congratulations. Although that was in no way supposed to happen, you handled it with a degree of maturity not often shown by recruits.”

      Headmaster Norris walks up to us smiling. “Yes, Uriel, you’re correct. But then she has been with the Academy for longer than most of the students here,” he says, patting me on the back.  “Jessamina was handed over to our care when she reached the age of twelve. Peter and Maggie Mason were kind enough to take her in when Maggie's empty nest got too lonely, once Samuel joined the Academy. They raised her, and would you expect anything less than a student personally trained by Peter Mason? The man is a legendary fighter and Guardian."

      I smile at Headmaster Norris. I do like the man. “He and Maggie are the best thing that ever happened to me. Made an unwanted child feel very loved.”

      Uriel looks at me curiously. “Unwanted?”

      “Well, we don't know that for sure,” Norris says. “There could have been many reasons for you to be left at the orphanage, Mina.”

      I scoff at this. “Not according to the nuns. They used every opportunity to tell me my bad behavior and anger management issues were the reasons why my parents gave me up.”

      “Rubbish,” Norris replies. “You were a baby.”

      Uriel listens to the conversation intently. “Does this mean you don't know your bloodline?” He turns to me, eyebrow raised. “It can be tested when they activate your blood before your first mission.”

      “Why would I care, when they quite obviously didn’t want me?” I say. “I’m happy being me. I won't be having my blood activated.”

      “But maybe they had a good reason,” he says, playing devil’s advocate.

      “It’s funny…” I say to him. “When I was smaller, I would have daydreams about why they left me there. Maybe they got sick and couldn’t look after me. Or maybe they were very important people, and they put me there to hide me and protect me from bad people. But unfortunately, I had to grow up, and for whatever reason they had, it doesn't matter now.”

      “What about the extra powers you gain when you get your blood activated, not to mention the possibility of wings?” Uriel persists, arguing with me.

      “Well, the way I see it, I am pretty damn awesome the way I am. Pretty sure nobody could handle an even more awesome version of me.” I wink at him to ease the tension a little.

      He looks at me thoughtfully, and then a small grin crosses his face. He nods, then turns and strolls back to where Raphael seems to be finished talking to Clementine.

      They both wander into the corner where they have a hushed conversation, both occasionally glancing at me. It’s funny how they have a timeless quality about them, but with their casual dress and down-to-earth demeanor, they aren't what you would picture when you talk of Archangels.

      Emeline returns with two takeaway coffee cups for them. She hands them their coffees and then stands there hovering with a look of rapture on her face. They break off their conversation, and Uriel gives her a death stare. She turns and skitters towards Hugh, who is also giving her a death stare.

      After Raphael and Uriel walk back over to the panels table, Raphael claps his hands together. “Alright, times up,” he says, projecting his heavenly voice again. Just as everyone settles down and Hugh prepares to start the proceedings, the door to the room flies open with a crash, and in walk a group of men.

      Whispers start up around the room.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Is that Team Alpha?”

      “Holy shit, that’s Team Alpha?”

      ‘What are Team Alpha doing here, are they actually going to get a new member?”

      “Silas, it’s probably you,” I hear one of his flunkies behind me say. I roll my eyes at that.

      Sitting up a little straighter, I watch as the newcomers fan out as they enter the room, each one wearing a serious expression. Every single one of them as sinfully handsome as the next, too.

      Wow. I haven’t seen all of them up close for a couple of years. My heart beats faster as they file in.

      I was sixteen the year Samuel, Maggie’s and Peter’s ward, ran the Gauntlet. That was the year the Archangels decided they needed another elite team. Five of the top recruits from that year were so good, they decided to put them all together to make up this new team instead of pulling from other teams. It did lead to a bit of unrest and upset many of the other teams, but who questions the Archangels?  So, four elite teams became five. They started as Team Echo. Within twelve months, they had exceeded everyone's expectations and had leveled up to become Team Alpha. That year, they added another member to their team, a female by the name of Constance Miller.

      Team Alpha nailed every assignment they were sent on. They were great guys, as well as talented, and everyone wanted to be friends with them or date them. But they weren’t interested in dating others. Rumor had it they were all in a relationship with Constance, but the story also had Constance playing each of them against the others. It supposedly caused friction between the five men that were tighter than blood.

      I spent a lot of time training and working out with them when Samuel was kind enough to invite me along. Then when they realized I was talented and could keep up, they always promised me that I would join their team when I was old enough. I was crushing hard on them all when they finally graduated, leaving me behind.

      My dream was smashed to smithereens when they allowed Constance to take what I saw as my place the following year. Then to compound that, one night they were all at my foster parents’ house for a family dinner, and I found Samuel and Constance kissing in a bathroom when I walked past. I avoided family dinners as much as possible after that.

      It all came screaming to a halt when Constance was killed during a mission, her body never recovered. From then on, Team Alpha was all business, rarely seen at social occasions, never seen with the same date twice. ‘No distractions’ was the rumor given.

      The room continues to echo with the whispers of speculation, when Uriel stands up and gestures to the spare table. “Stop posing and sit down, you’re late,” he snaps at them.

      The man standing slightly in front of the other four shrugs casually and speaks up with a deep voice that brings goosebumps to my skin. “Sorry sir, we were on assignment.” Tall, dark, and hot, with an English accent. With that said, he and his team sit down, and the rest of the room breaks into noisy whisper again.

      The girl sitting two seats down fans her face and whispers under her breath, “Lysander’s voice always gives me wet panties.”

      I watch him sitting at the table. His clothes deceptively hide his long, lean muscled body that I know is hidden under there. His black hair, a little longer on top than on the sides, is artfully styled. Emerald green eyes are locked on mine, his plump lips, my favorite feature of his, are quirked in a knowing grin as he overhears what she says.

      “Shh. Team Alpha have enhanced senses,” I whisper back to wet-panties girl. Her cheeks blush bright red as her head shoots up and looks at Team Alpha.

      Lysander shoots her a cheeky wink that no one else sees. I laugh softly. Everyone settles down and Hugh starts the proceedings.

      They move through the first ten names quite quickly. All get passed over by Alpha and Echo, the only elite teams participating, but they do get assigned to a Division team. The next name called is Beatrice Lucke.

      Just then, one of the Echo elite team members stands up. “We wish to have her on our team,” he says.

      Hugh looks at Team Alpha. “Do you wish to oppose this?”

      Lysander just scoffs and says, “No.”

      Hugh smiles widely. “Congratulations, Beatrice, you just made Echo Elite.”

      I can hear her squeal behind me. Her friends cheer her on. My body jolts as she shoves into my chair from behind, moving down the row and skipping to the Echo table.

      I just roll my eyes and look at James and Livie. Both are frowning as they watch her skip. In tandem, they turn and look at me sympathetically. But I really don’t care. I just shrug my shoulders.

      Hugh moves on to two more names, and they, too, get assigned to teams. Then he calls, “Silas Farrier,” and again, the Echo team leader stands up.

      “Echo would like to have this recruit, too,” he states.

      Hugh is practically giddy with excitement. Raphael looks curiously at Echo leader.

      “You have seven members already; this will make eight. Is Echo in need of more training? Most elite teams have only six, maybe seven in extenuating circumstances.

      Looking uncomfortable, Echo team leader slides a quick look at Hugh, then responds to Raphael. “No, sir, but we would like this recruit.”

      Uriel adds his two cents. “You do realize if you take two recruits in this selection, you become ineligible for the next two, right? If you lose any members, it’s tough luck and you’ll be sidelined, possibly even lose your elite status.”

      “Yes, sir,” says Echo leader.

      “Done! Congratulations, Silas,” Hugh says quickly.

      Raphael and Uriel give each other a look I can’t comprehend.

      There aren’t many people left, most now having been assigned to teams, but they still cheer and whoop for Silas. I can feel hot breath on my ear from behind me, followed by a sour smell. I wrinkle my nose in disgust.

      “Last again, Jessamina! They’re probably waiting until everyone’s gone so they can let you down easily. Don’t worry, I’ve got a job for you”. He blows a kiss in my ear and rubs his crotch against my shoulder as he stands up and moves away.

      I clench my fists to stop myself from breaking his nose or punching him in the cock. I look up and see all of Team Alpha glaring at Silas as he walks away from me. Samuel has taken out a knife and is tossing it about in his hand. Everyone close to him moves away slightly.

      Standing rigidly next to Samuel, is the dirty-blond-haired, arctic blue-eyed sweetheart of the group, Patrick Longhurst. Not usually quick to anger, he throws his black-rimmed glasses on the table and starts to move towards Silas, but Samuel grabs him with his free hand.

      “He will keep, Trick. Sit back down,” Samuel says to him quietly. I guess they overheard what Silas had said to me, too.

      Trick sits back down, letting out a long breath of air, running his hands through his stylishly tousled hair, and nods.

      “Jessamina Michaels,” Hugh calls out, resuming Selection again. “Since Echo is full, we will move straight to bidding,” he gloats.

      Wow. Wonder what I did to him? I look down at the floor, surely this can't be happening to me?

      Hugh clears his throat. “So, let's look at the bids. Not sure if there are any left,” he says with mock sympathy.

      “Actually, Team Alpha wishes to use their right of first choice. We will take Jessamina Michaels,” a honey-melting Southern accent drawls out, interrupting Hugh.

      My eyes shoot up. Standing up at the Alpha table is their leader Zephaniah Aldridge. Zeph’s long, dark brown hair with blond highlights is currently tied up. His beard is short and well kept, and his broad shoulders are emphasized by the long, black duster he’s wearing. Although he has a serious look on his face, his whiskey brown eyes have a light in them I recognize—he likes stirring shit up.

      Moving away from the table, Zeph stands in front of the panel. “We want her on our team.”

      With that announcement, there are a variety of reactions. The room bursts into noise, and I can see Olivia, James, Brace, and Janet cheering widely. The mouths of Silas and Beatrice are open in shock. Raphael and Uriel exchange sly smiles, and Hugh? Well, Hugh drops his tablet. The screen shatters, and glass scatters across the floor

      Raphael looks to Hugh, but the latter is still standing in shock. Emeline is shaking Hugh to get a reaction, but it doesn’t seem to be working.

      So, Raphael takes over. “Jessamina Michaels, congratulations. You’ve made the Alpha Team. We haven’t seen such a performance like yours in the Gauntlet since Alpha was created. Actually, I think you broke all their records, too.”

      In shock, I look over at Samuel. Although he still seems very serious, he throws me a cheeky wink. With my heart beating a million miles an hour, I turn back to look at Raphael as he continues.

      “You had exceptional time through all three elements and managed to roll and adapt with the unexplained addition of a magically drugged Indrik in your monster test. Although injured, you were still able to defeat it and claim victory. Well done. Please join Alpha at their table."

      Zeph walks over, offering his arm and giving me a smile. Shaking slightly, I stand up and accept his arm, letting him escort me to Alpha’s table.

      Holy crap. Team Alpha.

      A guardian angel must have heard my prayers. As much as I said I didn’t care about where I went, Team Alpha really is a dream come true.

      I turn to Silas and Beatrice as we pass them. Both are still looking like they were smacked in the face with a wet fish.

      “Oh, for shame, that. I won't be needing that position after all, Silas.” I blow him a kiss as sit I down.

      Raphael holds up his hand to quieten the room.

      Clementine stands up, clearing her throat. “Alright. settle down. Selection is now done.  Recruits, please make arrangements for your belongings to be shipped out of the Academy accommodation and to where they need to be. Please hand in your Academy badges and get your new Division badges. This is to assure you can get to work on the day you start.” There are a few laughs throughout the room.

      “You will have many things to discuss with your teams,” she continued. “Please spend the next few days getting to know each other. You will not be included in the rotation for the first week. Also, you will need to do a realm jump. In the unfortunate case that your body has an adverse reaction, it’s best to practice during this time away. For those on elite teams, you’ll need to have the WP chip implanted. This is imperative: we don’t want you trapped on the wrong world. And again, we congratulate you all and wish you luck. Dismissed!”

      Noise explodes in the room as groups burst into conversation. People stand up and start making their way out of the room. Half of Team Dragon make their way over, all of them throwing their arms around me.

      “Holy shit, Mina! Team Alpha!” James says to me excitedly.

      Livie grabs me and starts jumping up and down, squealing. “God, they are hot but so serious. I’m not sure if I envy you or not.”

      “We always knew you were destined for greatness,” Brace says, turning to Janet, “didn’t we?”

      “Yes, we did,” she says fondly. Then a sly look comes to her face. “But good luck telling Maggie.”

      My stomach drops, and I feel a hand on my arm. I turn to see Samuel looking at me.

      “Dibs you’re telling Maggie,” I say quickly, laughing when I see the expression on his face.

      “Well fuck,” he says. The rest of Team Alpha stands behind him. He turns to Lysander. “You can tell Maggie. You have her wrapped around your little finger.” Lysander’s face pales and the rest of the Alphas crack grins.

      “Let’s go,” says Zephanier. “We’ve got shit to do.”

      “Come on, Mina,” Samuel says quietly to me. “We’ll take you to the apartment, show you around, and then organize a plan to grab your stuff.”

      I bite my lip nervously. I’m thrilled with my assignment, but these men who I used to know so well are practically strangers to me now. I’m not sure what to expect.

      “Don’t worry,” he says, recognizing my hesitation, “I’ve got you.” He squeezes my arm affectionately.

      I say my goodbyes to the others and tell them we’ll catch up later. I am so pleased we’ll all live in the same building. With a wave, I follow Team Alpha out to start my next adventure.
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      We make our way from the Selection room to their apartment, Samuel walking next to me, while the other four walk on ahead.

      Samuel is the worst and best thing that ever happened to me. I was a lonely twelve-year-old girl until he took the time to involve me in his life. Granted, I was helping him at the time, but the utterly selfish reason blossomed into a genuine friendship.

      When Samuel moved into the Academy, he would still come home for dinner or to get his clothes washed. On these occasions, he would often bring homework. I would hover when he was there, wanting to know this other child of Maggie’s and Peter’s who they always talked about. But having limited social interaction, I struggled with how to approach him. He, too, was fostered after his mother passed away. Maggie and Peter weren’t able to have any children, but they took joy in giving love and care to kids who needed it.

      One day when Samuel was sitting at the kitchen table while I hovered in the living room reading, I heard a shout and a crash and went running to investigate. As I reached the kitchen, I discovered Samuel with his head down on the table, buried in his arms, paper strewn across the room, and a coffee mug shattered on the floor, with brown liquid splashed across the tiles.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as I started gathering the papers together so that they weren’t stained with coffee. I could see that he was doing a complex mathematical sequence. I looked up at him, and even at twelve, I could recognize he was handsome. Dark hair and eyes, with an olive complexion, he had a mysterious air about him, or so it seemed to my twelve-year-old brain.

      “Oh, hi Mina,” he grumbled, getting up and making his way to the sink to grab some paper towels. He walked back and squatted down to clean the coffee up. “Can we maybe not tell Maggie about this?”

      I just nodded and kept picking up the paper.

      “I’m struggling with this math sequence,” he said. I looked at the paper and realized what he had done wrong.

      “It’s because you’re putting the y in the wrong spot,” I told him, pointing it out on the page.

      He grabbed them from me and had a look. He raised his head, looking at me in disbelief. “You’re right. How did you know?”

      I just blushed and looked at the ground

      Just then, Maggie bustled into the kitchen. “She has a genius intelligence. It's why she kept getting up to mischief at the orphanage. They weren’t able to keep her entertained, and that’s one of the reasons why she lives with us now. If you need help, Samuel, Mina is the one to ask.” She started pulling things out of the fridge for dinner but stopped and gave him a stern look. “And don’t think I don't know what you did. You’re just lucky you’re cleaning it up.”

      He looked at me curiously. “Thanks for your help, Mina. I hadn’t even noticed I put it in the wrong spot.”

      “No problem,” I replied as I went to help Maggie make dinner.

      From then on, Samuel and I started talking a lot more. He would come to me when he had trouble with his homework, which really wasn’t that often. We would study and have discussions about the artifacts and histories he needed to learn for the Academy. I found it all very fascinating. He said it was easier to learn when you had a conversation about them, as opposed to just reading about them. When finished, he would stay and watch a movie, or we would play a game of cards.

      When Peter took me along to his classes at the Academy, it was often Samuel’s class that I would join as they were the newest. Even though they were all four years older than me, I was able to keep up with them. I wasn’t as strong physically, so I struggled with the hand-to-hand classes, but when it came to weapons, I could match each and every one there.

      Samuel used to wonder what my bloodline was because of this and would encourage me to get the test, as I seem to excel at so many things, but I really didn’t care to know, just like I don’t care now.

      As we move towards their apartment, we pass a few people along the way. I can hear the whispers and speculation going on behind us, but Team Alpha are very stoic and single-minded in their purpose. They don’t stop to chat or respond to any of the people that try to talk to them.

      Jesus, what have I gotten into?

      Have they all turned into a bunch of stuck up, non-communicative assholes? I look sideways at Samuel; he seems just as determined and single-minded as the others. They’re nothing like they used to be.

      We finally make it to their place, and they open the door and walk in, me following slowly behind them wondering if I should just refuse the assignment.

      After I walk in and close the door behind me, it’s like a switch has been flipped—the guys turn from robotic soldier men to animated human beings. Voices sound out, one trying to outdo the other. Jackets are removed and hung on hooks near the entrance door. Same for shoelaces undone and boots toed off and placed in a nook below the jacket hooks. My attention turns away from the chaos in front of me to the scene beyond.

      The apartment is a huge open-plan living area. To my right, there is a spacious and homey looking kitchen area with a long, wooden island with seven stools. Straight ahead from me, opposite the entrance, are huge, arched windows that let bright light into the room. In front of these, a large seating area with sofas in black that look as comfy as a cloud. To the left of that area, a bookshelf to rival any library. It stretches over most of the left-hand wall and up to the ceiling. There’s even a ladder along a rail so you can reach the books.

      Just to the left from where I’m standing, I spot a doorway that must lead into the rest of the apartment. An explosion of greenery is on just about every surface, with potted plants everywhere. Up near the ceiling is a recessed area with vines and plants hanging down, lending a tropical feel to the room. A scent of vanilla and cinnamon lingers in the air, like someone has been baking cinnamon buns.

      Nothing is what I expected from these men. The place is homey and inviting, and I feel the tension slowly start to leave my body.

      While I’m looking around the apartment, the guys are making themselves comfortable. Three throw themselves onto the comfy looking sofas, where they seem to sink down just as I thought. Another is at the fridge in the kitchen, rummaging around inside, pulling out what looks like beers.

      Samuel grabs me by the hand and tugs me away from the entrance, his strong tattooed arm dragging me into the living area. There’s a twinkle in his eye, and a half-grin on his face. “You know we haven’t been to a Gauntlet run in years. Not since the year after we were formed, but when I found out you were running, I bullied them all into it. I couldn’t miss seeing my Mina run the Gauntlet.”

      I smile at him as he drags me further into the apartment.

      “Peter came and watched, too,” he says, “but we had to ban Maggie. Imagine the guys’ surprise when they saw you on the screen. Little Jessamina, all grown up and kicking ass. We haven’t really seen you in a couple of years. Every time we were home for dinner, you were busy.” He grabs me by my waist then and picks me up, turning in a circle. “I’ve missed you so much, I can’t believe you’re here.” He smacks a big kiss on my cheek and drops me back on my feet. His dark eyes sparkle as he runs his hands through his mahogany, short tousled hair, then throws himself down on one of the chairs. I’m really surprised at his light-heartedness

      “We always knew you were a badass squirt, but holy shit, you really showed them.”

      I hear a deep soothing voice to the right of us and turn. Standing there leaning against the breakfast bar, holding beers in both hands with a cheeky grin on his face is Mavromichali Atwater.

      His coal-black hair is a little longer than when I saw him last, sitting at his jawline in its shaggy style. The stubble on his face softens the sharpness of his cheekbones and gives his exotic Hawaiian and Japanese features an overall casual style. My eyes run up and down his body to his broad shoulders, where I can see his muscles ripple beneath his shirt as he pushes away from the breakfast bar to hand out beers to the others. His body tapers down into a slender form, and his ass from behind is spectacular.

      He turns around once he’s handed everyone a beer and wanders back to me with his arms wide open, pulling me into a huge hug. His body melds tightly to mine as he whispers, his breath tickling my ear, “Welcome to the club sweetheart, we’ve been waiting for you.”

      My arms have moved on their own volition, and I hug him back tightly. Goosebumps break out as a tingle runs through my body at his closeness and whispered words.

      He pulls away and moves us to the couch, pulling me down next to him and passes me a beer. I wrinkle my nose. I’m not much of a beer drinker—I prefer wine or cider—but I’ll drink it in a pinch.

      “Sorry, squirt, it’s all I’ve got. We’ll make sure to get some girly shit when we do the next grocery order.” He throws his arm along the back of the couch and pulls me in close to him. “So, here we are. Jessamina Michaels finally in our inner sanctum.” He sighs contentedly.

      “We knew if we were going to add another member to the team, the only person we’d be able to trust after everything that happened would be you,” says Zeph taking a sip of his beer.

      Well, that’s certainly an interesting statement, I think to myself raising an eyebrow at him.

      He shakes his head. “Not now, we’ll go over it during the week.”

      I let it go but store it in the back of my mind as I look at the five men who were such a big part of my motivation to train as hard as I did. After they chose Constance to join the team, I never thought I’d have a chance with these guys again. I’m blown away that I’m sitting here now, on their couch, drinking beers with them and part of the team. A feeling of complete serenity encompasses my body. I feel like I’m finally where I’m meant to be.

      “We need to get your shit from the Academy and organize our timetable for the rest of the week,” Zeph says. “But first, you want to see the rest of the apartment?”

      “I’ll show her,” Trick says, standing up and putting his beer on the coffee table, holding out his hand to me.

      I put my beer down too and grab his hand for assistance, but he pulls me a little harder than I was expecting. Suddenly, I’m reaching out to stop myself from falling forward and find my hands on his chest. Hmmm, his pecks are rock hard, and is that a nipple ring I feel? My thumbs rub back and forth involuntarily, trying to feel. I look up quickly and find him staring at me, his arctic blue eyes wide behind his black-rimmed glasses.

      “Sorry,” I say sheepishly, dropping my hands, “wasn’t expecting that.”

      He gives me a quick smile and leads me towards the door at the end of the bookshelves. “Through here is the rest of the living area, bathrooms, and bedrooms.”

      I follow Trick down the corridor as he explains the layout of the house. Here, doors on both sides line all the way down the long length.

      “The first door back there is the theatre room, and the one opposite is a guest bathroom. The next is an office on the left, and then on the right is the games room. There’s a pool table and a bar, as well as a virtual gaming console we got on Earth Three. The Elite have access to a gym and pool on the top level of the building for working out. That door there,” he says, pointing to a sliding door after the office, “is a private elevator. It goes to the gym level on top, and just below that are the Archangel offices. It’s thumbprint activated and only we can get back down to this level. All the other doors are bedrooms with their private bathrooms.”

      He reaches the last door on the right-hand side. “This is your room.” He opens it up and flicks the light switch as I step inside. A spacious, empty room with a large window that looks like it has shutters over it, making the room dark. I guess this is to allow for sleeping during the day. The walls are painted a neutral color, and there are two doors on the left-hand side.

      “Bathroom and wardrobe,” he says, gesturing to one, then the other. “The wardrobe has built-in shelving and hanging space.” He turns to me. “All you need to do is pick the furniture and decor. We weren’t sure what you would like, so you can place an order, and they will deliver it tomorrow.” Back in the hall now, he closes the door and leads me back to the second from the last door. “Until then, Sander said you can sleep in his room. He’s going to sleep elsewhere tonight.”

      A cheeky grin reaches his face, and he backs me up against the door. “Unless,” he says with a twinkle in his eye, “you want some company?”

      A rush of warmth covers my body. I’m unsure what to think. Trick has never been this forward or suggestive with me before. He’s usually the quiet, gentle one, so this comes as a bit of a surprise. My age may have been a factor, though. I’ve always had a crush on all five of them and would really like to say yes to Trick, but I don’t want to go upsetting the dynamics of the group.

      “Is that a spare room?” I ask him, changing the subject and gesturing to the last door on the left-hand side.

      He turns and looks. “That’s actually not a spare. That’s our intelligence operators’ room, they live with us, too.” He frowns and backs away, obviously taking the hint with the change of subject. “Don’t you remember? Lysander’s twin was doing the intelligence training instead of the active Guardian training. They’re part of our team, too.”

      I shake my head with the memory jolt. “Oh right. I don’t think we were ever introduced, not with the intelligence training being on a different campus.”

      “Why don’t you freshen up and then come back out? We’ll order your furniture and work on getting your stuff from the Academy.” He gives me a wink and walks back down the hallway. “And don’t think I didn’t notice you avoided the question,” he throws back over his shoulder, whistling as he walks away.

      I chuckle slightly, shaking my head at his out-of-character antics and open the door to Sander’s room.

      The first thing I notice is the huge-ass bed taking up most of the space. It’s big enough for four people, and I make a mental note to ask him where he got it from—I want one.

      The second thing I notice is the butt-naked female spread out seductively across the bed, a sheet draped enticingly across her body. I lean back against the door frame and check out the view.

      Her eyes are closed, and she simpers, “Oh Lysander, I’ve missed you so much. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Behind me, I hear a door open while I continue to look at the girl. She is quite lovely. Long blonde hair, with a pert nose and lush lips. Through the sheet, I can make out large breasts and long shapely legs leading from a well-rounded backside. She actually looks a lot like me. A twinge of jealousy stabs at my chest.

      Well, this is going to be awkward. But may as well have some fun with it.

      “Well, well. What do we have here?” I say out loud, leering at her. Her eyes pop open, and she sits bolt upright, holding the sheet over herself.

      “Who the fuck are you, and what are you doing in my boyfriend’s bedroom?” she snaps with a sneer on her face.

      I hear a door shut and footsteps walk up behind me, then see dark hair out of the corner of my eye.

      “I guess your boyfriend must be giving you to me as a surprise ‘welcome to the team’ gift. How thoughtful of him!” I let my eyes wander suggestively up and down her body. I feel a small hand on my back, and the person behind me steps up next to me.

      “Actually, I think my brother was leaving us both a little gift,” a light English accented voice says.

      A short and petite black-haired woman steps up to me and wraps herself around me. I jolt in shock but relax as she whispers in my ear, “Just go with this, and we should be able to get rid of the bitch. Permanently.”

      My arms go around her waist. I look over to the girl on the bed. She has a stunned look on her face and is squirming uncomfortably. So, I go with it.

      “Mmm,” I moan and look down into the emerald green eyes of the stunningly beautiful girl wrapped around me. “You’re right. He knows how we like to share, and he sure does have the best taste.”

      Her green eyes sparkle as she looks at me. “He does know how I prefer blondes,” she says as she runs her hair hands through my hair. She lifts on her tiptoes and presses her soft lips gently to mine.

      When I don’t push her away, her tongue swipes across the seam of my lips, encouraging me. I open my mouth and her tongue dives in, sending a wave of fire through my body. Pulling her closer, I deepen it, using my tongue to explore her, my hands reaching around, one going up into her hair and the other reaching down to grab her ass. I grab a handful of hair and angle her, and a moan escapes her lips.

      She’s wearing a short silky robe tied at the waist, and when her leg wraps around my thigh, I can feel her heat through my pants as she grinds against it. A tingling explodes throughout my body. I want to continue, but the spluttering outrage from the girl behind us forces us to break apart.

      The dark-haired vixen winks at me before turning in my arms to face the now half-dressed chick. “Oh no,” she exclaims with disappointment in her voice and a sad look on her face. “I think she is leaving.”

      We watch in amusement as she races around, pulling on clothes, muttering, “Never have I heard of something so disgusting. If this is how Sander treats his girlfriends, well, I have no desire to be with him.”

      It's an interesting comment; either she's not an Angel Blood or has a very small percentage with a lot of human influence. AB’s, in general, are sexually fluid, and any kind of relationship is usually accepted

      I fully commit to the charade.

      I grab the dark-haired vixen by the hand and pull her towards the other side of the bed, pushing her down on it, following closely behind. I climb up her body while turning to look at the blonde.

      “Are you sure you don’t wish to join in? She can do things with her tongue that no one else can.” I wink at her and lay my body on top of the raven-haired beauty. Who then proceeds to wrap her legs around mine? Huh. The throbbing in my core intensifies. I want her. A breathless sigh escapes her lips.

      “Argh,” the blonde screeches as she leaves the room. “You’re disgusting, unnatural…..” The voice trails off as she hurries down the corridor. Then I hear her screeching raise in volume. I’m assuming she must have gone out into the living area and saw Sander.

      We look at each other and both crack up laughing.

      “As much as I would like to continue this,” I say, giving her a quick kiss on the lips, “I’m sure we’re about to be interrupted.”  I roll away and lay down next to her.

      Both of us are still chuckling as the thundering of feet can be heard as five men arrive at the open doorway. The looks on their faces send us both into peals of laughter again.

      “Are there going to be any more naked women in your bed in the future?” I ask Sander with my eyebrows raised.

      He is the first to recover. “I'm so sorry. I'm not sure how Penelope got in. It shouldn’t be possible.”

      “Oh rubbish," spits out the girl beside me. “You’re delusional. She is a devious wench who works in Reception. I'm sure she has access to the apartment’s spare keys and thumbprint scanners. She probably just helped herself. You really do have a knack at attracting the psycho ones.”

      Sander looks a little sheepish at this. “I don’t encourage them," he says. “They know the deal. ‘No attachments.’"

      “Wow," she says sarcastically. “How do you look at yourself in the mirror every day?"

      He gets an annoyed look on his face. “I see you have met my twin sister, Drusilla.” Gesturing to the gorgeous girl beside me.

      I decide to mess with him a little more—he deserves to suffer slightly. “Hmm… yes, I sure have,” I say as I roll over and snuggle up to her, placing kisses along her neckline and down into her exposed cleavage. “If you could just close the door on your way out, we would appreciate it.” My hands slide up and down her body. I look up at her and her eyes are wide with surprise and her breath is coming faster.

      “But, but ….” Sanders stammers, stepping into the room. The others have stunned looks on their faces.

      This is way too much fun.

      I stop what I'm doing and look back at him. “Spit it out, Sander, and hurry up, I'm just getting started.” My hand starts to wander up and underneath the hem of her robe.

      “I thought you were into guys,” he says, looking worried. All the others look at me, anticipation in their eyes.

      “Not that it’s any of your business”—well, it might actually be, considering what happened between him and me—“but I don’t limit myself to one sex.”

      They look confused.

      I sit up, feeling exasperated. “Jesus, for smart men, you sure are incredibly dense. Let me spell it out. I swing both ways! Bat for both teams! I’m bisexual. I like hot pussy and hard cock. Is it really that hard to understand?” Their mouths drop open at my crudeness. “A lot has changed since I was sixteen. I've changed.”

      Drusilla sits up next to me. “Well, she really shouldn’t have had to spell it out to you, Sander,” she says mysteriously, rolling her eyes.

      I turn to look at her. She shakes her head at me.

      Trick steps into the room. Zeph, Samuel, and Mav have disappeared down the hallway, seemingly accepting what I had to say. I can hear them muttering to each other as they walk away.

      “And quite frankly,” I continue, “it started out with messing with the bimbo in the bed, but your sister is hot and sexy, Sander, and makes my blood run, so why not?” The sister in question winks at me.

      Trick grabs Sander by the shoulders and starts pushing him out the door. “What Jessamina does with her time is really none of our business.” He looks at me and mouths, sorry.

      I hear Sander muttering under his breath, “Girl-on-girl action is hot but not when it's your sister.” I can see him shudder. Trick seems to be trying hard to smother a grin.

      “I know, man. That must be quite traumatizing for you.” He pushes him all the way out and pulls the door closed behind him.

      Drusilla and I look at each other and flop onto our backs on the bed with deep exhales.

      “Shall we start over?" she asks. “Hi, I'm Drusilla Caldwell, Lysander's twin sister and intelligence tech for the Alpha Team.” She puts out her hand.

      I grab hold of it and shake it,

      “Hi, I’m Jessamina Michaels, Team Alpha’s newest recruit and an old friend.”

      Drusilla rolls onto her side and gives me a shrewd look. “Jessamina, you are not what I expected. The boys talked about you constantly when we were at the Academy.”

      I roll to face her, too. “They did?” I ask, feeling a little confused.

      “Yep. We didn’t get a chance to meet due to our conflicting schedules, but every time I saw them, they talked about how good Mina was, how dedicated and determined, a good girl. They only wished you were old enough to join the team.” She looks at me slyly. “You are so not a good girl. We’re going to have so much fun, and the possibilities are endless.”  She gets a thoughtful look on her face. “Ask them about Constance the Cunt.”

      Wow. I recoil at the venom in her voice.

      “Now that you’re a team member, you can be included in all the top-level secrets and talk things out with them, make some decisions.” She nods her head and then rolls off the bed. “Not that I haven't enjoyed this, it was hot. But I saw the way you looked at my brother and the others. You guys have some things to sort out before we take this any further.” She gestures to the two of us. “I don’t mind sharing you with the boys as long as I'm the only girl.”

      I wonder what she means by that. Surely, she isn't suggesting what I think she is?

      She bends down across the bed and plants a kiss on my lips. Then she straightens her hair and robe, which is gaping, showing me a view of delightfully rounded globes with dusky pink nipples, and saunters out of the room.

      I hear her walk across the hallway and close the door to her room. I reach my hand up to cover my eyes and rub my head. God, what just happened? That escalated quickly and was not how I intended on them finding that out. And what was that cryptic comment about Constance and top-secret information?

      I blow out another deep breath. I have so much to think about. It's going to be a long week.
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      After checking out the luxurious bathroom—which has a huge tub and a waterfall shower with jets built into the walls, big enough for an orgy—and washing my face, I head back the way I came. No point in freshening up if I'm just going to get dirty packing up my stuff. I find the boys huddled around the kitchen island, having a quiet conversation. They look up when I clear my throat to announce that I’m there.

      “Ready to go, Mina?” drawls Zeph casually like they just weren't having a private conversation. His long hair is hanging down around his shoulders, he pulls it back and wraps a hair tie, he had on his wrist, around it. “We weren’t sure how long you were going to be,” he says, winking at me.

      A blush appears on my cheeks, cheeky bastard. “Yep, I’m ready to go. I just needed a change of panties.” I wink back at him. Again, the boys' mouths drop open in shock. I burst out laughing at them, “I can give as good as I get. I’m not fragile or sheltered. Nor am I the sixteen-year-old you all remember.”

      Zeph, Trick, and Mav look amused.

      Samuel just laughs and walks towards the communication tablet on the wall by the door. “I’ll order the hover carriage to take us to the Academy. It’ll be quicker than a normal horse and carriage.”

      Lysander still looks uncomfortable and a little sad. I walk up to him and wrap my arms around him, whispering in his ear.

      “It's okay, Sander, your sister isn't the only one that is hot, sexy, and gets my blood running.” I lick the shell of his ear and I can see a shiver run down his back. I pull a stool out and sit down next to him at the counter. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a grin on his face, and he adjusts the front of his leather pants.

      Lysander and I have some extra history. One night, about two years ago, he and I ran into each other at a club. Olivia and James had been bugging me to go out with them for a while. I had been so focused on my training, we needed to let off some steam.

      We went to Underworld  - a  new club that had just opened. It was gothic-themed with lots of dark corners and booths and a huge dance floor. The drinking age on Reath starts at eighteen, so we had quite a few drinks and danced like maniacs for hours. Just as my buzz was wearing off and I was going in search of another drink, I felt two arms wrap around my waist and a hard body start to grind against me.

      I look at Olivia with a questioning raise of the eyebrow. She just nods, winks, and mouths “go for it,” so I lean back into the solid, lean body behind me and let go of my inhibitions. His hands caress up and down my body as my arm twines behind his neck and I run my fingers through his hair, grinding my ass against the prominent hardness I can feel.  A quiet moan slips out of the unknown male’s lips as he kisses my neck. The heat in my body has risen and the tingles running through me are like an electric current leading straight to my clit.  His breathing increases as his chest heaves against my back. My own breath is practically panting as it escapes my lungs.

      Our bodies move in complete sync to the music pounding through the room, and the smoke billowing around us creates an atmosphere of mystery and an illusion of privacy. His fingertips run circles over the skin of my stomach, bringing goosebumps to my skin.  When we’ve both worked ourselves into a frenzy, I decide to look. I need to see who is working me into such a puddle of desire. I quickly turn around in his arms. Imagine my surprise when I realize the hard body I have been enjoying is none other than Lysander Caldwell.   His emerald green eyes twinkle, and his pouty lips turned up in a smile.

      “Hello Mina, love,” he murmurs in his delicious English accent. Before I can respond, he leans down and fuses our mouths together in an explosion of pent-up desire. Our tongues tangle in a war for dominance. His thigh pushes between my legs and I grind my core against it, hoping to relieve some of the building pressure. My hands grab two handfuls of a sinfully delicious backside and drag him even closer. One of his hands has drifted down. He’s under my skirt, his fingers teasing the edge of my panties. I pull my lips away from his, my chest heaving, face flushed, and look into those beautiful eyes.

      “Sander, do you want to get out of here?” I call over the noise of the surrounding people and music.

      He looks carefully at me, probably checking how drunk I am. Realizing that I'm pretty sober, a smile creeps across his face. He leans into me and whispers in my ear. “Lead the way, Mina.”

      I grab his hand and practically drag him off the dance floor. I signal to Olivia and James, who are standing at the bar, that we are leaving. They wave goodbye with grins on their faces and thumbs-up signals. I'll send them a message on our communicators and tell them to give me the apartment for a couple of hours. They won't mind. I never do anything like this.

      Sander takes the lead and waves a carriage down. This one is horse-drawn, not one of the hover carriages. We jump in and he looks at me.

      “Your place or mine?” he questions with a raised eyebrow.

      “Do you all live together?” I ask him, not elaborating on who. He knows who I mean and gives me a quick nod.

      “Mine, definitely mine,” I reply and give my address to the carriage driver before grabbing him and bringing his lips back to mine. God, I love the feel of them; they are plump and juicy and I can't help myself. I grab the bottom one with my teeth, nipping it, and then soothing it with my tongue. The lust that shimmers in his eyes is overwhelming as he drags my body closer.

      The trip back to the apartment is over in what seems like a flash. I put the key in the door and open it up. His hands haven't stopped roaming body, as we stumble through the door. Grabbing me under the thighs, he pulls me up onto his body. I wrap my legs around his waist as he nudges the door closed behind us.

      He pulls away from our kiss and pants, “Bedroom?” I point him in the right direction while his mouth fuses back on mine. He stumbles in the right direction.

      I've messed around a lot with both boys and girls but never followed through all the way. I wanted it to be special and with someone who means something. This feels right. Sander has been in my life for a long time. He cares about me. Even if it’s one and done, like the rumors say he's all about, I won't regret a thing.

      He places me on my feet next to the bed and reluctantly drags his mouth away from mine.“Are you sure about this?” His expression makes it clear that it may kill him to stop, but he will if I want him to.

      “Hell yes,” I say as I grab the edges of the top I’m wearing. I pull it off, exposing my naked breasts to him; my nipples are pebbled with excitement.  He looks a little shocked, but the heat in his eyes intensifies. His mouth latches onto one of my nipples, his tongue running around the tip, and he nips it slightly. I gasp when he captures it fully, sucking hard, a deep pull, throbs in my core. He’s using his fingers to pinch the other nipple. The bites of pain just make the pleasure that much more exquisite.

      I moan loudly, my heart thudding in my chest. Reaching up to peel away his shirt, I send buttons flying in my haste. Finally, it drops to the floor and I can get my hands on his skin. His body is finely cut muscle and sinew, he has an eight pack and the delicious v leading into his pants is made of chiseled muscles. My mouth waters looking at him. I bend down and run my tongue along that v until I get to the waistband of his pants. The groan that leaves his mouth sounds almost painful. The shine of sweat on his body tells me his heart is racing as fast as mine.

      He doesn't let me get any further before he picks me up and throws me back onto the bed. My legs dangle over the edge.

      He sends me a wicked look and peels my skirt and panties down in one go.

      I'm comfortable with my body, but having him see it for the first time sends a blush to my cheeks as he looks his fill. The approval is evident on his face and echoed by the bulge in his pants.

      He slowly unbuckles them, reaches into his back pocket, pulls out a condom, and throws it at the top of the bed.

      I look at him with my eyebrows raised. He winks at me. “Always be prepared, Mina my love.”

      He allows them to drop to the floor, revealing that he’s naked underneath. His cock is large and erect. It pulses with his desire, a drop of precum glistening in the light. I lick my lips in anticipation. He gives it a couple of strokes and growls at me.

      “Not just yet, Mina, I need a taste first.”

      He kneels and spreads my legs, pulling me towards him so that my ass is hanging slightly off the bed. He places feather-light kisses from my ankle to my thigh on both legs. It has me writhing on the bed, the anticipation of what’s to come is almost too much to bear.

      Suddenly, his tongue slides between my lips, tasting me. The tremors in my body increase. I watch as he licks and sucks on my lips, feasting on my pussy, his tongue pulsing in and out my entrance, the juices covering his mouth. My head falls back; my neck is not strong enough to hold it up.

      His tongue finally swirls around my clit, driving my desire higher and higher. I can feel two fingers at my entrance. I’m slick and swollen when he pushes deep and I groan, biting my lip with the intense feeling. His tongue is on my clit and his fingers pump in and out of my pussy. He curls them slightly, allowing them to hit that spot inside. The feeling builds and builds, tremors shake my body and my pussy squeezes his fingers, clamping down hard. With one last, hard thrust, he sucks hard on my clit. I detonate.

      “Sander, god yes,” I scream as my orgasm thunders through my body, the flood of my desire coating his fingers. He continues to lightly flick his tongue on my clit, his fingers slowing as I come down from my high.

      I am panting loudly and slight tremors still wrack my body as he stands up. He licks the juices from his fingers with a cheeky grin before he crawls up my body onto the bed, pulling me higher as he goes.  His hands roam all the way.

      He kisses me hard as he eases down next to my body. His cock is weeping, and  I crawl down his body. Wrapping my hand around it, I bring my tongue to the tip to catch the moisture leaking from it. He growls out his enjoyment, head thrown back and a hand over his face. I run my tongue up and down the shaft of his cock, closing my mouth around the head and sucking hard. He curses and grabs me, turning me onto my back. Sitting back on his heels, he tears open the condom he grabbed from the top of the bed and rolls it over his hard length. His cock is poised at my soaked entrance as he hovers over me.

      His gaze captures mine as I wrap my legs around his waist.th one swift movement, he thrusts hard, seating himself to the hilt. I scream with the sharp bite of pain, tears leaking from my eyes and down my face. He waits, his cock pulsing, allowing me to adjust to the feeling of complete fullness. All the while, he whispers sweet words into my ear and wipes the tears from my cheeks.

      I'm breathing hard, waiting for the pain to ease. He places gentle kisses up and down my neck, moving down to suckle at one nipple and teasing the other with his fingers. The pain recedes and the pleasure starts to build again.

      I nod to him and he withdraws; the smooth slide of his cock is a balm for the receding pain. He thrusts back in. This time, my hips arch to meet his, groans leaving both our mouths with the movement. He pulls my leg up higher on his body, then slides his fingers over my clit. He starts to whisper in my ear as he sets an easy pace and pleasure spreads through my body. The English accent adds to the enjoyment.

      “Oh, Mina baby, your pussy, it's so hot and tight. It grips my cock so good.”

      He’s breathing heavier, and I can feel another orgasm starting to build deep inside.

      He flexes his ass and his hips snap harder, picking up in speed. My hands tightly grip the bedsheets.

      “God yes, Sander, just like that.” I rake my nails down his back. He growls and thrusts even harder and faster.

      Harsh breathing fills the room, the smell of sex and sweat surrounds us, the pleasure in my body climbs higher and higher. My pussy grips his cock and he pinches my clit hard.

      “Yes, Sander, oh yes I'm coming,” I gasp. With a shudder, my body ignites, the pleasure exploding throughout my body. He continues to thrust through my orgasm, and then shudders and shouts as he finds his release deep inside me. His form collapses slowly onto mine as our breathing slows down.

      He rolls off me, pulling me close to him. His arms wrap tightly around me as he gives me a kiss.

      “That was amazing, thank you,” he says, looking at me with affection in his eyes, before he pulls away to deal with the condom.

      He comes back with a cloth. Gently, he wipes my sensitive pussy and then drops the towel back next to the bed. He climbs back in and pulls me close. The silence between us is comfortable, no awkwardness at all. His arms wrap around me, delicious and warm. The languid feeling in my body causes me to feel heavy. Before I know it, I’m asleep.

      I wake the next morning, pleasurably sore and alone.

      “Mina,” I hear someone say. “Mina!”

      I look up in surprise.

      “You were deep in thought, you okay?” Mav asks, looking concerned.

      I squirm in my seat, trying to alleviate the arousal I’m feeling over the memories. Not to mention from Drusilla. I blush and assure him I’m fine,

      “Yeah, sorry, I was just remembering something.” I look up and find Sander staring at me, and he throws a sly wink my way. “Anyway, what were you saying, Mav?”

      He pushes his chin-length mahogany-colored hair back behind his ears with a wry smile, and holds up a tablet with the other hand. “Do you know what furniture you want? If we order it before we leave, it will be delivered first thing in the morning,” he says, sitting on the other side of me and putting the tablet in front of me.

      I pull the tablet in front of me and start flicking through pictures. There’s so many it’s overwhelming.

      “I'm not all that fussy. Though I do want the biggest bed you can get. Sander’s is amazing, and I figure, since we’re working hard, I want to be comfortable in my downtime. Maybe a couple of bedside tables and a desk. I don't need much else. Not fussy about color, either, but not pink. Surprise me.” I slide the tablet back to him.

      He gets a glint in his eye. “Ok then. I will.” He picks it up and wanders over to the couch and sits down. I guess he doesn't want me to see what he orders.

      “Let's get going,” Samuel says to everyone. We all get up and gather shoes and jackets to head out the door.

      “Coming, Mav?” asks Trick as we walk through the doorway.

      “Nah, I’m going to get this done so Mina has furniture tomorrow,” he says, looking up and gesturing to the tablet.

      I blow a kiss in his direction and he smiles at me.

      “Tell Dru where we've gone if she asks,” Zeph says. “Not sure how long we will be. We’ll message you when we’re on our way, and you can order some food.”

      Mav just waves his hand at us, deep in his task. I wonder what furniture I'll end up with.

      Zeph pulls the door behind him and we head off to the Academy to grab my stuff.

      We spend the whole afternoon at my apartment I shared with Olivia and James, who’ve already picked up their belongings, so it's just my stuff left. The guys fill boxes with my books and knick-knacks. I have a thing for mythical animals and have a collection of figurines that people have bought me over the years. I supervise the wrapping of these with the attention of a drill sergeant, making the guys chuckle frequently.

      I clear out my cupboards and the bathroom.  Once it's all done, we transport back to their apartment. As we get out of the carriage, Zeph grabs me by the arm and pulls me to the side.

      “Let the guys take that stuff up. We need to organize your thumbprint access.”

      I nod, and with a wave goodbye, we leave Trick, Sander, and Samuel to finish up.

      Zeph leads me to the Reception part of the building. It's quite busy, but the lines move quickly. The staff seem quite efficient. Zeph steps in front of me, blocking me from seeing who is serving us. We get to the front of the line, and I can hear the simpering sounds of a familiar voice.

      “Zeph, how nice to see you. Can I get you anything?”.

      I peer around his large body, and sure enough, batting her eyelids at Zeph, is Penelope. I step up next to him, and her flirty face suddenly looks like she swallowed a pickle, and her nose crinkles, lip turning up.

      “Ew, it’s you.”

      I just wink and blow her a kiss. She gets all flustered and looks to see if anyone is watching.

      “What do you want,” she hisses when she realizes no one is watching. Zeph clears his throat, and she startles. I think she forgot he was there.

      “We need to do the thumbprint access for Jessamina, please,” he says firmly. Her face smooths out and she pastes a fake smile on it.

      “If you just wait a moment, we need to confirm her identity with the Division.” Not waiting for a response, she turns and struts to an office behind the reception desk, her heels clicking loudly on the floor.

      Zeph sighs loudly. “That one is trouble. Sander got drunk one night and went home with her. Nothing came of it; in fact, he claims he doesn't remember it. Just waking up in her bed in the morning. I was suspicious, so I did some checking into her background. Her angel blood percentage is low. She was raised by her human mother; her father was absent. Her goal in life is to score a high-ranking angel as a partner. Rumor has it, she’s slept with quite a few Guardians in the elite teams. Alpha has never touched her, which is why I was suspicious. It takes a lot to roofie one of us. Unfortunately, with his healing, we couldn't prove anything when he woke up in the morning.”

      My eyes widen at this. Poor Sander, not quite the dog I thought he was.

      “After today's stunt, she has officially become a problem. She must have scanned her own thumbprint in to have accessed our apartment. I'll have to speak to Hugh. It's so not appropriate.”

      Through the doorway, I can see Penelope having a conversation with another young woman. Their heads are together, whispering to each other and looking up at me with scowls on their faces.

      I turn to look at Zeph and can see him losing his patience. I gesture to one of the other girls behind the desk, and she walks over to us.

      “Zeph here is the leader of Team Alpha, I’m sure you recognize him,” I tell her. She nods and blushes when he shoots a grin in her direction. “I'm the new addition to the team.”

      She looks at me with eyes wide. “Oh yes, Jessamina Michaels! We received the list earlier of who had made the elite teams so we could authorize their thumbprint access.” She reaches under the desk and pulls out a tablet. I shoot Zeph a look and we both look over to where Penelope is still gossiping and blatantly ignoring us.

      “Definitely going to speak to Hugh, this behavior is unacceptable,” grumbles Zeph

      “If you could just place your thumbprint on the tablet please,” the woman says to me. “And if there is anything else you need, please don't hesitate to ask.”

      I do as she says. The machine beeps, and I remove my thumb. She looks at the tablet and says, “All done. It will be in the system within the next ten minutes.”

      I thank her for her help, and we both head back to the apartment where dinner is waiting for us. As we leave, I blow Penelope a kiss and motion a “call me” with my hand. I laugh when I see her spluttering excuses to her friend.

      Zeph cracks up laughing and throws his arm around my shoulders. “So glad you’ve joined us, Jessamina. You certainly are a lot of fun.”

      I shoot him a wink and throw my arm around his waist after giving him a squeeze on his butt that makes him jump. “You haven't seen nothing yet.”

      

      Dinner was a noisy affair. Not only had Mav ordered my furniture, he ordered Moroccan food for dinner and had some more alcohol delivered. Now there was some cider and a couple bottles of wine for me to choose from.

      The boys had placed my boxes in my room to be dealt with tomorrow and were busy dishing out food. We were eating family-style, with everyone having a little try of everything.

      When dinner was done, I helped Zeph and Mav clean up. Trick and Sander had disappeared somewhere, Drusilla was absent—out with friends for the evening—and Samuel was going over the daily Division report, reading it out loud for us all to hear.

      Mav and Zeph were throwing questions at him, and as I finished wiping down the counters and hanging up the tea towel, they both went and sat with him.

      “Guys, if you don't mind, I'm heading to bed, it's been a long day.”

      They look up from what they are doing, and all say goodnight, but whatever they are talking about must be fascinating, as they go right back to it.

      I wander off down the hallway. One of the bedroom doors is open just a crack, and I hear murmuring from inside. Must be Trick’s room.

      I go to pass by but hear my name and so slow my pace.

      “I am so glad she’s finally here,” I hear Sander say.

      “Yeah, it's been a long four years, especially when Constance was around,” agrees Trick.

      “And can you believe she is as open and as amazing as she is? We may be able to convince her to join us.”

      My eyebrows raise at this. Join them at what?

      “Still didn't like seeing her with my sister, though,” grumbles Sander.

      Trick laughs. “Poor baby, did that burn your eyeballs? Shall I make it all better?”

      I'm curious, so I sneak a little closer and peer through the door. They’re lying together on the bed. Trick has Sander pinned under him, both are naked from the waist up, and their hands are roaming all over their bodies as Trick devours Sander’s mouth.

      Whoa. Goosebumps break out all over my body and a tightening in my core returns.

      That's what Drusilla meant when she said Sander couldn't talk. And hopefully, that's what they meant by me joining them.

      I can feel my panties flood with desire as I continue to watch.

      Trick grabs Sander’s hands and forcefully yanks them above his head. “Hold them there and don't move unless I tell you,” he growls to Sander. Sander’s groaning response of “yes sir” makes me bite my own lip to stop from moaning out loud.

      Trick moves down Sander’s body, nibbling on his nipples as Sander moans in response. With his hands still fisted above his head, I can see the muscles in his arms flexing, his body tense, and both are breathing hard.

      He kisses further down Sander’s body, running his tongue around his belly button while unbuckling Sander’s belt and pants. Trick makes quick work pulling them down, and Sander’s thick, hard length juts out from his body.

      Trick fondles his balls and Sander moans again; I can see a grin on Trick’s face. “You like that Baby?” he asks.

      “God yes,” groans Sander.

      “Yes what?” Trick demands with a hard pinch to Sander’s nipple. Sander’s inhale of shock becomes an exhale of pleasure as Trick’s mouth slides towards Sander’s cock.

      “Yes, Sir,” Sander groans in response.

      A bang of a door from out in the central area has me jumping guiltily in surprise, and I move quickly away from the gap. Must be Drusilla coming home.

      I hightail it to my room, not wanting to be caught peeping and quickly shut the door behind me. Leaning against it, I’m panting hard. The bang and what the boys were doing have my heart rate racing a million miles an hour and my panties soaked.

      Hmm… wonder which box my vibrator is in. I'm not going to be able to get any sleep now without it. I push off the door and go in search of relief.
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      The furniture is delivered the next day. The bed comes in pieces, and I am not allowed to look until it has been put together. It takes them a little while to set it up, but when it’s finished, I’m blown away by Mav’s choice of furniture.

      It’s a huge, gothic-style, four-poster bed in black, with gray and gold brocade curtains that are tied back on each post. Decorative wrought iron rings have been drilled into the wood at certain places around the frame. The bed top is a solid piece of timber, and I can imagine that when the curtains are closed, it becomes quite the little cave inside.

      I love it so much. The mattress is Goldilocks’ right: not too hard, not too soft. I celebrate by bouncing on it and then rolling around like a mad thing. Mav laughs as Samuel decides to join me.

      At the end of the bed, and almost as tall as my waist, is a heavy trunk for storing extra blankets. Beside the bed are matching nightstands. Mav also purchased a roll-top desk in the same style as the bed.

      On the wall hangs a TV screen, and when Samuel and I finish messing around, he hands me a tablet.

      “That's the remote for the TV,” he explains. “It’s also a menu for viewing. We have access to Earth entertainment since it’s required and keeps us updated on current trends. It also operates the temperature control for your room.”

      “Awesome,” I say as I put it on the bedside table. “Do we get porn, too?”

      Both boys’ mouths drop open, and once again, I lose it laughing. “You guys are so easy to wind up.”

      Though I will be searching for porn later.
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      Drusilla pops her head through the door when we’re all hanging out in the games room. She’s been absent, busy working in the tech department. She doesn't get the same downtime as the active members.

      The past couple of days, the guys and I have been hanging out and getting acquainted with each other. Tomorrow we’re heading downstairs to the portal room so I can do my first jump. Then I need to have a chip implanted, so we’ll also be seeing the medical team.

      Sander and Samuel are playing pool as Zeph stands behind the bar, making us drinks, and Trick, Mav, and I are watching the pool game unfold.

      Drusilla’s long black hair is tied high in a ponytail, and she’s wearing a standard-issue Guardian uniform. Black and more black, the jumpsuit is tight-fitting and highlights her delightfully curvy body.

      “Hey, everyone's here. Good. Have you asked them about Constance yet?” she asks, getting right to the point.

      I squirm uncomfortably from where I am sitting next to Tick. I haven't really wanted to open that can of worms yet.

      Zeph sighs deeply, from behind the bar. “We’re going to tell you everything tomorrow, Mina, but I guess now's as good as time as any.” He comes forward with a drink in his hand, ice tinkling as he walks and sits down with us. He looks at me with curiosity on his face “What do you know about angels and how the Collectors Division came to be?”

      I think about it for a moment. “Standard stuff taught at the Academy.”

      “Right. Then so I might start at the beginning, if you’ll let me?”

      I nod for him to continue.

      “There are five benevolent Beings that oversee the five worlds. Gods, so to speak. Our world Reath has Mylea, Goddess of Magic. Earth has Eagi, God of Freewill. Minzeon has Matoz, God of Technology.” He stops to see that I still following, I nod again. “And the twin brothers Azeyr and Hammus, the Gods of the Angel and Demon realms, respectively.”

      “Wait, what?” I interrupt him, sitting up straight. “Angels and demons?” I look at the others, thinking they’re messing with me. Demons aren’t real, are they?

      Sander looks up from his game of pool. “Just listen, Mina. Let the man finish.”

      I relax back on the couch, taking another sip of my drink.

      “Yes, demons,” Zeph says. “The demon home world of Habbalea was destroyed many years ago… its nothing but a wasteland now. Demons are not what you would call evil, just as all Angels aren't good, though they are easily angered and can be highly mischievous and aggressive. Archdemons are the demon equivalent of Archangels. More powerful but, unfortunately, the less desirable traits are also amplified in some of them, too. Their penchant for violence caused their world to be destroyed, and their race just about wiped out. The remaining demons live scattered through the other four worlds, keeping their heads down trying to survive.”

      “Well, they certainly don’t teach that at the Academy,” I muse sarcastically.

      “No, they wouldn't,” says Trick. “Hammus asked for it to be removed from the curriculum out of respect for him. He wanted to sweep it under the rug. He’s, how should I put it?” he pauses.

      “Bitter,” offers Dru.

      “Jealous,” pipes in Mav.

      “An ass,” grumbles Samuel.

      Zeph looks exasperated. “Yes to all, I guess. I feel sorry for the guy. He lost everything.”

      “Bugger off,” says Sander. “He could have stepped in at any time, but he likes the violence. Gets off on it. No one to blame but himself.”

      “Anyway,” continues Zeph, “…once the five Beings established their own worlds and populated them, unexpected consequences came to be. Earth's creativity and freewill mixed with the magic from Reath, collided, and somehow, everything they created in Literature, Mythology, and Cinema started to become real and appear throughout the worlds. The unpredictability of Earth minds produced many wild and wonderful creations that led to uncontrollable behavior, and bedlam ensued. The five Beings decided to create a new race, using the angels and the humans from Reath to breed a new enhanced human to police the worlds. They also developed nine realms connected by portals to Reath for these beings to live.

      “Angel Bloods were born, and the Collectors Division started. ABs are superior beings to humans with not only a tolerance to magic and superior intellect, they also have superior physical capabilities. Heightened strength, speed, senses, agility. Angel blood makes you capable of handling mythical artifacts and weapons and makes you immune to many of the powers of these myths. This is all before you have your angel blood activated, as you know. If that happens, the chance of wings and other powers increases exponentially.” He pauses, and I nod again as he continues.

      “Archangels are the top of the hierarchy in Amilles. There aren’t many of them, but they are the leaders of the race. They are the most powerful and evolved of the angels. Only Archangels can open portals into realms and other worlds. Then there are your lower-level angels, who vary in levels of power. Lower level angels are always striving to level up. Trying to become Archangels.” He takes a sip of the drink he has in his hand.

      “It's truly exhausting watching them try to outdo each other. Quite ridiculous, really, because the leveling up happens spontaneously and can never be predicted, yet they train and compete. Plus, there are rival families and breeding plans and any number of schemes around trying to create better angels. You with me so far?”

      “Yes, yes,” I say, “that's what we learned at the Academy.” Angels are quite elitist, and most don't get involved with humans or ABs anymore, as there are enough ABs to continue procreation.

      “Good. Archangels are forbidden from having children together. These children would be born Archangels, and the lower angels decided that wasn’t fair, so insisted that it never happen, and the Supreme Beings agreed to keep the peace.”

      Mav scoffs out loud, “Fucking insecure assholes. Jessamina, let me tell you, most angels are arrogant assholes.”

      Zeph frowns at him but keeps going. I'm starting to lose interest and find myself yawning.

      Trick nudges me. “Pay attention, this is where the story gets interesting.”

      Samuel and Sander have finished their game and come join us, and Mav takes over the story as Zeph gets up to get some more drinks.

      “Archangels don't like being told no. And some of them are in relationships with each other. To be told they weren't allowed to have children broke their hearts, but for the sake of peace, they abided by it, or they did, until that very peace was threatened.

      “In the last thirty years or so, there’s been a lot of unrest stirred up throughout the four worlds and nine realms. The Guardians have been kept busy. The Archangels believe someone is deliberately destabilizing the status quo. A group called AOA, or Angels of Anarchy, believe they should oversee all four worlds, and humans, being the inferior beings, should bow down to them. Michael, head of the council of Archangels, wasn’t sure who to trust, but the fact that only Archangels can world jump, leads to the conclusion that at least one is involved, and he needed people in the Division to be able to rely on.”

      I start to argue, “But Janet and brace and Peter—”

      “Slow down,” Trick says, putting his hand on my knee. “He's not saying everyone is corrupt, but there is a good chance that some of the higher-ups and elites are.”

      “Which means,” Mav continues, “that an Archangel could drop someone or something in a world, which could cause havoc, and get back without the Archangel being suspected.

      “Michael then came up with a plan, which he shared with his trusted inner circle. His five most trusted friends and their partners secretly had children. These children were then hidden with foster families to protect them from the angels. The foster families were told these children were ABs and needed to go to the Academy when old enough.’

      My mind is racing, reeling with all these revelations. “What are you saying?” I ask slowly.

      “We are these children, Mina,” Samuel says quietly, gesturing to the others. A silence fills the room while I contemplate what was just said.

      “You six,” I gesture to them, “are the children of Archangels. Both parents are Archangels? But that makes you...”

      “Archangels,” Mav says, standing up and removing his shirt. With a flash of light, large shiny silver wings appear behind him. They open wide, as if stretching, before closing with a rustle of feathers. One drifts down from the sky to settle at my feet. I reach down and pick it up. It’s soft against the palm of my hand.

      I look up in amazement, reaching out, but realize I need to stand, so I do and move closer, circling him. Reaching out, I run my hands through the feathers. A shiver flows through them and they gently undulate under my hands. The downy softness is a contrast to the steel-hard supports I can feel running through them. Mesmerized, I walk back to the couch and sit down.

      “Wow. I don't know what to say,” I babble, still in shock. “How come you never said anything before?” I’m not sure if I want to hear the answer.

      Trick grabs hold of my hand, reassuringly. “Mina, we were under strict instructions not to tell anyone. Although in foster care for our safety, we all had relationships with our parents in secret, and they were really protective. As children, we would’ve been sentenced to death.”

      “Surely not,” I exclaim.

      “Remember what Sander said before? Angels are assholes, and they truly are out for themselves most of the time,” Drucilla says wryly. “To be honest, some of them make the demons look like angels.”

      “Okay. Well, what has all of that got to do with Constance, Dru?” I ask her, then look around the room. She, Trick, and Sander look smug, the other three not so much. Dare I say they look quite uncomfortable?

      “Ah. Constance.” Sander sighs. “I hated that B—” he breaks off when Samuel shoots him a glare, “—Witch.”

      Zeph takes a deep breath, “We were encouraged to find another member for the group. In fact, she was pushed at us. She, too, had an Archangel parent, although as far as we know, only one. It was decided that she would be a perfect fit. I think in some people's minds, we were going to be a breeding program after all our success, although they don’t know about our Archangel status, just thought we were strong ABs. So Constance was supposed to be superior to us. We were reluctant because the last spot was always supposed to be yours.” He stops, and I smile gratefully but gesture for him to continue.

      “Finally, we gave in. To start with, she was friendly to everyone, thoughtful and kind, and we really thought we’d hit the jackpot. Little by little, though, her true colors started to show. Dru had constant remarks thrown her way due to her like of the ladies, and it turns out Constance was extremely homophobic. Trick and Sander told us about six months in that they, too, didn't like her. At the time, we thought it was because of how she treated Dru, but she had also been abysmal to both of them.

      “Eventually, it came out during a mission that Samuel had started a relationship with her. He was heartbroken when he found out that not only was she with him, she was also sleeping with Mav and me. Not because she was sleeping with us, but she was lying and sneaking and playing us off each other. She would whisper things to him which would cause tension and drama. She put extra effort in with him, knowing he was falling in love with her. She was sneaky and secretive, and it caused dissension within the team.

      “Not long after, we went on another mission. The mission that went wrong. It was a disaster. We were distracted, sniping at one another, and our distraction got her killed. The guilt was heavy, and Samuel was a mess for a while. Even Dru, Trick, and Sander felt bad and they didn't even like her. That's when we came to the agreement that we would never let a woman come between us again.”

      I look around the room; the atmosphere is fairly heavy. Samuel has a look of devastation on his face. Even now, I can tell her death still upsets him, no matter what happened with the team. I guess he’s having trouble moving on.

      “We didn't tell her about the Archangel thing,” says Mav. “It had to be a unanimous decision, and we all couldn't agree.” The others are nodding their heads.

      “Because of our experience with Constance,” adds in Trick, “we decided that if we’re going to date someone, they would have to date all of us. And if Dru was going to date, we had to approve of her. The secret is too dangerous at the moment. Until we can defeat AOA and take down their leadership, it needs to remain a secret.”

      “So why tell me?” I ask curiously, wondering where this is going.

      “We’ve always trusted you, Mina, but now that you know the secret, the same rules apply. If you are in a relationship with someone, we need to be able to trust them. So, you’ll need approval from all of us. For now, you either go home with them or stick to one-night stands.”

      I start to feel annoyed at the words coming out of his mouth. How dare he tell me how to live my life? I look at them all. Surely, they can't all feel this way, but I can tell by the looks on their faces that they do.

      My temperature starts to rise, and the anger builds. Seriously, who the fuck do they think they are dictating to me?

      I open my mouth to argue but Sander interrupts me.

      “I know what you’re going to say, Mina, but look at it from our point of view. This is our home, and we don’t hide things here. If my wings are out, or if Dru portals in, we shouldn't have to worry about being caught,” says Sander seriously. “Things got so stressful and tense when Constance lived here, and we won't go back to those ways. The fact the Penelope got in was a sheer fluke. We don't have guests unless it’s a parent.”

      I take a deep breath but anger still courses through my body. “Okay, I understand, and I would never give up your secrets, but I'm not sure I can live here with these terms. I'm going to bed; I'll think about it overnight.”

      I jump up off the couch, avoiding Zeph’s hands reaching for me, and storm out. Better to leave now before I say something that I’ll regret. As I enter my bedroom door, I hear my name called and turn around to face Drusilla, who’s followed me.

      “Look, Mina,” she says, “they told you our big secret, one that could get us killed. They trust you; we trust you, think about that before you say or do something that everyone would regret.”

      I look at her curiously, wondering what she's trying to say.

      “Have a real think about what they said and the options that are available to you. I think once you calm down, you might see what is right in front of you.” She walks past me and opens the door to her room. “A solution for all of us.” With that she gives me a wink and closes the door leaving me more confused than ever.

      The anger starts to recede as I walk into my room and close the door behind me. I can feel a frown on my brow as I think about what she said. Is she implying what I think she is? I shake my head; I am too tired to think about it now, I’ll worry about it tomorrow.

      I pull my sheets back, strip, and climb in without brushing my teeth or washing up. Exhaustion has hit me, and with a jumble of thoughts running through my head, I drift off to sleep.
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      The next morning, I wake to another knock on the door. Images of demons and wings and multiple men in my bed fade from my mind. My dreams were a mass of confusion. I rub my eyes, and stretch my body, joints cracking as I ease the aches from sleep.

      “Move your ass, sleeping beauty. We’ve got a portal jump to do and the doctor to see for your chip,” Trick shouts through the door. “We’ve got to be there in half an hour, and breakfast will be ready in ten. So hurry up.”

      As his footsteps move away, I throw the sheets back and hurry into the shower. Turning the water on, I put my hair into a pony and under a shower cap—shampooing will have to wait. The water pressure feels fantastic as I quickly wash myself.

      Once out of the shower, I brush my teeth and put on the Division uniform. Similar to the Academy's, it’s fitted black leather but has the Division logo of wings circling around a sword in gold. Gold symbolizing an elite team. Strength, honor, wisdom, truth, and protection circle it in Latin. I smooth down the fabric with my hands; a feeling of pride flows through me, and I smile at myself in the mirror. I’ve accomplished what I set out to do and can't wait to get started.

      I shoot myself a kiss and a wink in the mirror and go to the bedside table. Opening the draw there, I pull out the magic wand and insert it in my hair. Now ready, I make my way to the kitchen.

      I find the guys, also dressed in the uniform, shoveling food into their mouths. A plate of bacon and scrambled eggs sit at one of the empty spaces. Sander is leaning against the counter next to the coffee machine and lifts a cup in question when I sit down. I nod my thanks, and he pours me a cup, placing it in front of me.

      Breakfast is a quiet affair, except for the sounds of eating, cutlery scraping over plates, and the occasional squeak as someone moves on their stools. The atmosphere is still a little tense after last night's conversation and my following reaction.

      “Where’s Dru?” I ask around a mouthful of toast, followed with a sip of coffee.

      Samuel gets up, taking his empty plate and cup to the dishwasher. “She’s gone to work already. She's going to set up a portal jump for us to one of the realms so we can have a stress-free practice.”

      The rest of them start to make a move and clean up, putting on jackets and lacing boots. All are wearing similar outfits—same gold symbols on them and tight-fitting, showcasing acres of muscles and long limbs. Although the uniforms are tight for safety reasons, I applaud those who designed them.

      They all strap a wrist brace to their left arms. Its black leather, wrapping around the forearm with straps that hold it in place, leaving the hand free.

      “ Oh are those the wrist guards that control portal jumps?” I ask, sipping at my coffee as I walk over to where Samuel is standing adjusting his. “I haven’t seen one up close before.” He holds it out and I examine it. It has an LED screen and various buttons, symbols, and numbers.

      Samuel drops his hand and grabs a jacket off the hook and slips it on. “ Yep, they work like a GPS. The realms are large, so we program in our destinations, and the portals align with the coordinates. Everyone can open realm portals, but these also activate the chip implanted in the elites, allowing us to world jump. It works both ways, allowing us to return here as well. Though being Archangels, we don't need them, nor do we have a chip implanted, but we need to keep up the charade. You will get yours before our first jump.” I nod my head. That confirms everything I learned at the academy.

      “You good to go?” asks Zeph, holding the door open. The others have already walked out. Samuel leaves as I walk over and put my coffee cup in the sink and head for the door, grabbing my jacket off the hooks. I brush past Zeph, and my ass rubs against his crotch as I squeeze out the door.

      I hear a grumble behind me as the door slams. I hurry after the others with a slight smile on my face.

      We take the lift down to the reception area; from there you need special access passes to get into the elevators that go down into the ground.

      The portal room is hundreds of feet underground. The Division Operations are on the levels between, and the Menagerie is located underneath the portal level.

      The Menagerie is a reinforced, no-magic prison and storage area for the creatures and artifacts from the realms that are causing problems. Punishment depends on the crime. The storage area can contain magical objects and is secure enough to keep average people out.

      The six of us step into the lift, then Mav swipes his arm brace across the access point, which swiftly closes the doors. Unlike the doors going up in this building, which are fancy and decorative, these are very sleek and functional. The slight feeling of the elevator moving tells me we’re going down. No one feels the need to disturb the silence with small talk, and I find the silence comforting. I look around the lift, my eye stopping on the roof and the inspection hatch. I think about what we are possibly going to come across.

      My world, Reath, is a world of magic, powered predominantly by steam. A place where advanced technology was once minimal until we learned to realm and world jump through magic. We now use a clean energy developed on Minzeon, in addition to a lot of tech available to us from other worlds.

      Minzeon is an advanced world where high IQs and clever thinking are prominent. Technology there is light years ahead of Earth and Reath. The vehicles don’t drive on roads, they hover and are flight capable. You don’t cook food—unless, of course, you want to—instead, machines replicate it when you program in what you want. Fresh food isn’t grown in fields, it's grown in warehouses hydroponically. Pollution is minimal, and people all live in high-rise buildings, keeping the environmental footprint minimal.

      In contrast, Earth doesn’t have magic and has minimal advance technology but does have incredibly creative minds. So imaginative that, somehow, everything they created in Literature, Mythology, and Cinema collided with Reath’s magic, and those beings started to become real, eventually appearing on Earth. Earth's citizens are mostly unaware of magic__ some of the people in major governments are awarded the knowledge__ and these beings created problems. The Collectors Division was designed specifically for these magical creations gone wild. The Supreme Beings created the nine realms to send these creations to.

      Five of the realms are devoted to the mythology of the gods of each continental region. Gods of the European continent, Africa and the Middle East, Asia, South and Mesoamerica, and the Gods of Australia and the Pacific islands. The beings in these five realms are reasonably constant, as there is always a believer out there. Though South and Mesoamerica is a lot smaller than they used to be, due to Christianity. A lot of the old gods have faded.

      The other Four realms are devoted to Fairy tales; mythological and Halloween monsters; mythical figures such as Santa Claus and the Easter bunny; and fictional, movie and literary characters. Depending on the popularity on Earth, depends on who exists in each of these realms.

      This is why Dikan__ the Literature and Movie realm__ is experiencing an outbreak of dragons due to the popularity of them in modern fiction and that damn TV show, Contest of Power, or whatever it is.

      The lift comes to a slow stop, and the doors whoosh open quickly, the boys exiting, but as I look up to follow, I stumble to an abrupt halt at the scene before me.

      Although in the Academy they talk about the portal room; the room that contains the portals to all nine realms: there are no photos, and the tales haven’t come close to describing what I’m seeing.

      A long cavernous room stretches out for what looks like miles. It’s oddly silent, with the slight hum of what I assume is the magic that powers the portals.

      Running down the right-hand side of the room are what looks like rune circles. They are huge sixty-five-foot rings made from Amillian, a precious metal found on the angel homeworld that is capable of conducting magic. It's a dull onyx color with shiny patches of purple, green, and gold, kind of like an oil slick. They have symbols carved into them around the edge with the name of the realm in the angel language. There is a ramp leading up to the front of each of the circles. The rune circles are either controlled remotely from the communications room, or from the wrist guard the agents wear.

      The lift doors try to shut, and I quickly jam my foot between them to stop, and when they slide open again, I step out, walking slowly towards the first giant ring, my boots silent on the floor. Down past the last ring, I see a large empty space.

      “Down there, is where we open our world portals. They’re not permanent, as we don’t want any random person jumping. It's also in case an unauthorized being comes through.”

      I spin around to see Deputy Director Clementine Hopper walking towards me from the other side of the room. Her heels click on the floor, and the sound echoes through the cavernous room.  The portals draw your eyes instantly, I hadn’t realized there were other people in the room. Looking past Clementine, I can see what looks like a platoon of armored warriors lining the other wall.

      I raise my eyebrows, and she smiles.

      “Sometimes, things get out.” She gestures to a circle further down, and we walk towards it. “How are you feeling, Mina?”

      I run my hands back and forth on my thighs as we walk, wiping away the slightly sweaty feeling I've got going on. “Uh, okay… I guess. I'm excited but nervous, too. They say the first step is a doozy.”

      A twinkling laugh sounds out from her. “Oh yes, it sure is, but you will be fine. Once you’ve done that and had your chip done, and blood activated, we’ll put Alpha back on the roster. It's been fairly quiet, just routine stuff. We’ve had quite a few teams on downtime.”

      I stop suddenly. “Blood activated? I’m not having my blood activated. I don't want it.”

      She looks at me curiously.

      “I already have heightened speed, strength, and senses,” I explain. “And my healing is already accelerated. What more do I need?”

      “Oh, Mina, yes, your senses are better than humans, but nowhere near where they can be. Once we work out your bloodline, we can tailor the activation to bring out the traits of your parents. The abilities you already possess will increase, and you may even gain new ones, possibly even wings.”

      I frown at her, crossing my arms as I look at her.

      “There’s also the possibility, Mina, of portal travel being rougher for you, too,” she adds.

      “Is this a deal-breaker?”

      She looks confused at my reaction. “Well, no, but no one has ever turned it down before. Even the few half-demons we have on the teams have their blood activated. We can filter out or temper the undesirable traits.”

      “Well, then I respectfully decline. I guess I’ll be the first.”

      We continue walking and reach the guys, who have stopped in front of the last portal. “Where are we going?” I ask, changing the subject, looking at the writings around the giant ring.

      She gives me one last look, frowning, and turns to the guys. “Drucilla has set up a visit to Dikan.  Team Dragon are already in there, liaising with some of the dragon shifters. They’re not the problem, though; it’s the real dragons that are causing the issue. Not only are they terrorizing the other beings living there, can you imagine a being the size of a dragon, pooping while flying through the sky? It’s creating a mess, not to mention if you get hit by it, it gives third-degree burns, and the smell doesn’t wash off for two weeks.”

      The guys get a horrified look on their faces.

      “I was hoping we would go to Ferijen,” Sander pouts.

      I raise my eyebrow in question. I always had trouble keeping the realm names straight. My theory was never as good as the practical.

      “The realm of Halloween and mythical monsters,” Trick explains to me, giving Sander a nudge.

      I frown at Sander, but he just shrugs his shoulders, looking guilty.

      “Well, seeing the Loch Ness Monster, or the Yeti, would certainly open your eyes.” Clementine rolls her own eyes at him and continues where she left off. “I would rather she gets her freak out over and done with, and what better way then coming face to face with dragons?” She turns to me. “Just about all our recruits have some kind of freak out, some even faint. It's why we've learned to do a practice jump. So go in, have a look around and get comfortable with the realm travel, Mina, because I want Alpha operational and ready to go as needed.” She grabs my hand. “Good luck.” She pats me on the shoulder and turns back towards the lifts, waving over her shoulder. “Look after her boys!”

      We watch her get into the lift and leave. I turn back to look at the guys surrounding me.

      “Well, are we doing this?” My tummy is queasy, my heart pumping, but I’m ready.

      Zeph hands me a wrist brace, much like the one I was admiring earlier and shows me how to strap it on properly.”Don’t lose this Mina, we don’t want to lose you after we have just found you.” Mav reaches into his pocket and pulls out earbuds for us. We all grab them, and Zeph points out the button to activate them.  I place mine in my ear and can hear Drusilla talking.

      “Sound off, Team Alpha.”

      One by one, they call out their names with her responding check. When they finish, they all look at me.

      “Jessamina,” I respond.

      “Check,” Drusilla calls. “Goodluck, Mina. I've put in the coordinates for where Team Dragon are. Standby for portal activation. Brace yourself… in three, two, one ….”

      The humming of the magic increases, the pressure building and pushing in on my body. The ring vibrates, slowly building in frequency until the pressure has grown to almost punishing levels. Then with a pop and a flash of light, a shimmering pink pool forms in the middle of the ring. Concentric circles flow outwards from the center, like someone has thrown a pebble into a pool of water, until the ring is filled. Shimmering like a pool filled with unicorn tears.

      “Okay, Mina. There’s really no advice we can give you to make this first jump any better,” Mav says to me, patting me on the back, “Goodluck.”

      And just like that, one by one, they go through the portal until only Trick remains.

      “Just take a deep breath and hold it,” he tells me. “It’s the easiest way. It may seem to be never-ending, it isn’t. Your body just needs to calibrate to the portal’s magic. It really does get easier, but this one is going to suck, sorry!” And with that, he walks up the ramp and disappears.

      Standing there, I wipe my hands again against my pants. They’re shaking slightly, and I feel a sheen of sweat across my face, and my breathing is fast. The nerves have really kicked in, but so has the excitement. With a deep breath, I exhale and walk towards the shimmery pink ripples.
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      The first step is difficult. I push through the barrier and it feels like falling into a bowl of jello. It’s squishy and soft, and so inviting. I’m not sure what the guys were talking about—this is easy!

      I float for what feels like several minutes, but probably is only a few seconds, surrounded by pale pink shimmery light.

      Suddenly, the temperature drops, and the pressure starts to build. The light solidifies, and it starts to surround my body, rivulets of shimmery pink liquid flow upwards from my feet. The pressure around my chest is suffocating, and the temperature keeps dropping. My body starts to shake and my teeth chatter. I can’t control any of it, though, as the liquid flows into my mouth and up my nose, and ice crystals build up on my arms. I flail around in panic, not able to draw a breath. I claw at my chest, trying to remove the substance.

      Suddenly, I’m thrust forward, flying at rapid speed, air rushing past me on all sides. Then as suddenly as it starts, it stops. The pressure leaves and the sensation of fresh air hits me. I have a chance to gasp in a massive breath before I fall like a rock, slamming into the ground, my bones rattling, the air rushing from my body again. I roll over and groan in pain, my whole body aching, heaving violently, but at least I manage to keep my stomach contents down.

      A hand appears in front of my face and I reach up to grab it as it yanks me to my feet. Trick wraps his arm around me and rubs my back. I look up, and the rest of them are handing money to Sander. My breath and stomach finally settle.

      “What the fuck?” I growl.

      Samuel looks at me sheepishly. “All the teams do it with newbies.”

      “Yeah, it's been so long since we’ve had one,” adds in Zeph, rubbing a hand through his long hair, pushing it back off his face.

      “So, who bet what?” I ask, my curiosity overtaking my annoyance.

      “They all bet that you would hurl at the end,” says Sander smugly. “I said that you wouldn’t; hence I win. Thank you, love.” Giving me a kiss on the forehead, he walks away towards a wide-open space.

      I look around at where the portal has left us. We’re standing in front of a vast dark forest. The clearing the boys are walking through is the length of two football stadiums. On the other side, I can see a group of people gathered around. The land must slope off past where they are standing, because I can’t see what lies beyond.

      “Come on Mina,” Trick says from behind me. “Let’s have a look around. You need to recover from the jump before we go back. You’ll be a bit shaky for half an hour or so while your body adjusts. We’ll jump back when you feel better. Don’t worry, it’s a lot easier the second time.” He grabs my hand and pulls me forward across the clearing.

      As we get closer, I can see Team Dragon standing there with Alpha and a couple of large hulking, blond men. Think Norse Viking, rippling muscles, beards, long unkempt hair. Olivia and James wave at me, and Janet and Brace just send me a nod while they continue to talk to the other men. I join Alpha and we listen in to the conversation.

      “Our brothers will join us momentarily, and we’ll travel into the village and speak to the elders about relocating the natural dragons. They really are causing a problem; thank goodness they don’t breed prolifically.” The growly blond man looks up into the sky and shudders. We all look up as well; nothing is overhead.

      James and Olivia sidle up to me.

      “Did you vomit?” Olivia asks me quietly while still listening to the conversation. They’re discussing the best process of luring the dragon to their own unpopulated area.

      “No, you?” I reply just as quietly.

      “No, but James did, so did the others. Janet and Brace had a good laugh.” Olivia chuckles

      “Not cool, not cool,” James grumbles, shaking his head.

      I look around the clearing. Down in the valley, I can see the softly spiraling trails of smoke from the houses dotted through the village. Turning back around to look at the forest, I see a black speck in an otherwise bright blue sky. As I lift my hand to shield my eyes from the sun, the speck starts to grow. It then splits into three specks with wings, which begin to increase in size as they get closer

      “Uh… guys?” I interrupt the conversation that is quietly taken place between the others. “Is that something we need to be worried about?” I ask, pointing out the large blobs with wings that are moving so swiftly I can now make out what they are.

      Flying towards us are three dragons. I can hear the beating of their wings on the wind. From where I stand, I watch as these magnificent beings come in for a landing. Their wings hover as they slowly descend, large muscled-legs taking their weight as they reach the ground, wings folding in to lay along their ridged backs. Their large serpentine heads bob with the landing, and puffs of smoke release from their noses. Sharp looking sparks rain down their backs and along to a barbed tail. The sun reflecting off their shiny scales makes them shimmer in colors of red, green, and blue. One of them opens their mouth wide and yawns, and I see a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth.

      Dragons. Real live dragons.

      I take a step forward, reaching out a hand when they don't move. I focus on the blue one. A sapphire blue, rich, deep, and shimmering like a precious gem, its head lowers towards me, the size of a small car. I reach out, giving it a scratch between its eyes. A quiet purring sound rumbles out of the dragon’s mouth. He arches his serpentine neck and leans into my hand. His scales are hard but smooth and cool, and the smell of bushfire surrounds me.

      “Enough, Loki. Change,” orders tall, blond, and hairy.

      The dragon winks one blue reptilian eye at me, and with a shimmer, a naked man with a familial resemblance to the others is standing before me. He grabs my hand and places a kiss to the back of it. “Thanks, Flicka. I had an itch, and you scratched it in just the right way.” His Swedish accent is strong. He starts to pull me closer, his eyes smoldering with seduction. “I've got another itch I'm sure you could scratch, too.”

      A hand reaches in and pushes him away. “Off-limits, Leif. She’s a Guardian. Come on, we’re running late, let's get a move on,” Brace sounds impatient.

      I back away from the dragons and watch as the shifters and  Team Dragon walk off towards the village. James and Liv wave goodbye, and Liv motions “call me.”

      I nod in return, then turn to the guys, who are all grinning at me like fools. “Wow... just, wow.”

      “Good job, Mina. You handled that like a pro,” Mav says. His deep brown eyes sparkle in the light, and dimples crease his cheeks.

      “Alright,” Zeph says, looking at his wrist. “Time to head back. You’ve got a doctor’s appointment, Mina.” He turns to face the field, holding up his left hand with the brace on it. Then he shakes his head looking around. “Normally, I’d pretend the arm guard was opening the portal, but since you are in the know and no one else is around…” He gestures towards the clearing, sketches a couple of symbols with his right hand, and with a whoosh, the sparkling pink, shimmering portal appears in front of us. The butterflies are again buzzing in my stomach. The guys all step through except Trick.

      He looks at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “I really don’t want to step in there again, it just about killed me last time. That liquid entered my body and I couldn’t breathe.”

      He frowns at me in confusion. “Really? That’s not how it normally is. It’s usually just the cold and speed that makes people vomit. Nobody has mentioned anything about liquid or being suffocated.” He looks quite worried now. “Let's go together.” He grabs my hand and drags me towards the portal. I reluctantly follow him until we are directly in front.

      “On three. One, two, three,” he says, and together we step into the portal.

      There isn't any resistance this time, but the jelly feeling anchoring us is still there. I watch him as a look of confusion crosses his face. We float horizontally but not as long this time; the liquid still feels like it’s assessing me as it runs across my body. It doesn’t seem to be affecting him, so he floats, waiting with a tight grip on my hand and a frown on his face. The temperature dives again and we are flung forward. I flail my one arm not being held by Trick, trying to bring us vertical again as he seems to struggle to do the same. Again, we exit the portal with a rush of fresh air, and as we fly through the open-air, Trick wraps his arms around me and brings my body on top of his. We crash down with a grunt, him taking most of the impact and cushioning my fall. My head rests on his chest; we both breathe deeply; he groans slightly.

      “Fuck, I don't know how you didn't vomit the first time.” I scramble to get off him, but his arms tighten around me.

      “If I'm dying, at least let me go out with a beautiful girl in my arms,” he groans quietly, eyes closed, a look of pain on his face. I brush his hair off his forehead and press a kiss to his cheek. His eyes open, a look of desire in them.

      “Thank you for breaking my fall,” I say quietly. His lush lips turn up in a sexy smile. He looks down at my breasts that are pushing into him.

      “Well, apart from that landing, it was quite a ride.”

      We both untangle ourselves and get to our feet, brushing ourselves down. We look up to see the others looking at us. Surrounding us are the armed portal guards, guns drawn.

      “What the hell, Trick?” Samuel exclaims. “That was the worst landing I’ve seen you do since we started. What happened? We thought a monster was coming through with the noise you were making.”

      Mav waves the guards down; they holster their weapons and return to their positions.

      Trick runs a hand through his dirty-blond hair, seemingly at a loss. He turns to look at me again. “Was it like the first time?”

      “It was worse. The liquid entered my body before I was flung forward, and it was so cold I had icicles form all over me.”

      He shakes his head “That’s nothing like what I feel traveling a portal. Normally, it's a really cold step through and straight out the other side. It's been explained like that by most agents.” He turns to the guys. “It was weird. I've never felt anything like that before. It's like the portal was feeling out her magic, and because it’s not activated, it wasn't happy.”

      The guys all look surprised.

      Zeph scratches the side of his face. “We may have to ask around and do some research, see if anyone has reported the same sort of reaction. If no one knows anything, we can ask the parents.” The guys nod their heads in agreement.

      Zander reaches up and keys his earbud, “Drusilla, did you get all of that?”

      “Yeah, sure did.” Her sexy tone comes through my earbud. “It was weird. When Mina went through the portal, she didn't register as traveling like everyone else does. She disappeared, and I thought we lost her, but then she popped out on the other side, so I thought it must have been a glitch and didn't worry about it. But it happened the return trip, too. I'm going to do some research here and maybe go to the library, see if there are any cases recorded in the archives.”

      “Okay. We’ll leave you to it. Let us know if you find anything,” Zander replies.

      “Let's get you to the doctor,” Mav says. “They can run a full health check, make sure the portal hasn't damaged you, and we’ll get the chip implanted, too.”

      As a group, we all turn and walk towards the lifts. Trick is rubbing his ribs and Zeph notices, a sly look crossing his face,

      “We might get you checked, too. That was quite a landing.”

      Trick tries to argue with him. “I'll just do it myself, I’ll be fine.” He brings his hands up to his ribs, but Mav grabs both his hands to stop him.

      “Hang on. We don’t know if the weird portal did anything to you either, we’ll just get you checked over.”

      Trick lets out a breath but nods his head in agreement. The snickers and snorts can be heard from the peanut gallery.

      I wrap my arm around Trick’s waist and place another kiss on his cheek. “Ignore these assholes. You’re my hero.” Together we walk towards the lifts, my head resting on his shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      The hospital wing is on the same floor as Operations. The sharp smell of disinfectant is the first thing that tells me we’re getting close. Sander opens the door and ushers Trick and me inside. We left the others in the Operations room to talk to some of the teams that have been operational while Alpha have been off. We all will meet back at the apartment after I've seen the doctor.

      The bright lights are a direct contrast to the portal room. My eyes take a moment to adjust before I realize we’re in a relatively standard medical center, much like the one at the Academy. There are a few beds, all empty, each separated by drawn-back curtains. Each cubicle has a shelf for equipment and a large, moveable light above the bed. At the reception style desk to the left of the door, a woman looks up with a smile as we walk in.

      “Hi, Sally,” Sander says to the dark-haired girl. “Mina is here for her world chip and medical, and Trick needs to be checked over, too.”

      Sally gestures to the beds. “Just go through to the second one and wait there, Dr. Minchin will be there shortly” She picks up the phone, I guess to let the doctor know we’re here.

      We walk past the first bed, and I jump up on the second one, laying back and closing my eyes, the exhaustion from the jumps catching up with me. I hear a chair sliding over the floor and crack one eye open to watch Sander try to get Trick to sit down. Trick refuses, so I slide over on the bed and pat the space next to me.

      “Come on, tough guy. I know you’ve got to be as tired as I am, and I'm no lightweight, so you’ve got to be sore as well. Just come and keep me company until the doctor gets here. We’ll just rest our eyes.” I smile at him before closing my eyes again.

      I feel him sit down gingerly and gently slide into the spot I’ve left him. I roll onto my side against his back and throw an arm around him. It’s a tight squeeze but we manage it. The sounds of the hospital surround us; gentle background beeps and quiet voices. My body relaxes into Trick’s and I can feel the tension leave his.

      A hand touches me on my thigh, and I look up to see Sander observing us. A small smile crosses his face and he winks at me. I just smile back and close my eyes again. I feel very comfortable around these guys; I always have, and it's nice to know the feelings are still the same four years later.

      I reach out and grab hold of Trick’s hand, its warmth in mine reassuring.

      I'm not sure how long we’ve been waiting, as I seemed to have drifted slightly, but the sound of voices, raises me from my dream state, and I realize the doctor has arrived. Trick and Sander are filling him in with what happened.

      “It’s weird, Doc,” Trick says quietly. “It felt like the portal was feeling her out. It didn’t do anything to me but hold me suspended, which is unusual, but I wasn’t letting go of her hand. It had a sentient feel to it, like it was assessing her to see if she was… real?”

      I watch as the tall, dark-haired man runs a finger through his bushy black mustache, intent on what Trick is saying. He gestures for Trick to get off the bed and walk closer. None of them have noticed I’m awake. I watch as the doctor holds his hands over Trick’s ribcage and chest area. His hands glow slightly with white light. The doctor must be an angel with healing powers.

      He runs his hands slowly up and down, stopping once or twice on the right-hand side. “You had a couple of cracked ribs, but I fixed them. Reach up to the ceiling for me please.”

      Trick reaches high slowly and then moves his arms back down.

      “Good?” asks the doctor.

      Trick nods. “Yes, thanks.”

      “As for what happened in the portal, I’m stumped,” the doctor says. “I'll run a full body check to make sure she's okay and take some blood so we can run some tests, see what her family tree tells us. Maybe there’s a clue there.”

      I quickly sit upright, ignoring the aches and pains, my heart racing. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen, no way.” I move my legs to dangle on the side of the bed and go to leave.

      Sander jumps out of the chair he was sitting in, hands up to steady me. “Mina love, just wait and hear what the doctor says. You need to be cleared to be on active duty, plus you need the world chip,” he pleads with me.”

      Trick comes back to me. “Mina, this is Dr. Minchin, he's the head angel for the Medical Department of the Division, he's just going to check you over and implant the chip. Just take a seat and relax, no one will do anything you don't want.”

      I stay where I am and watch as the doctor walks towards me, holding up glowing hands, studying me like a specimen under a microscope.

      “Hello Jessamina. If you lie back again, I will run a full scan, make sure the jump through the portal had no negative effects, and then we’ll grab the implant and inject it under your skin. I’ll need you to take off your wrist guard, however, since it will interfere with my scan.” He has a gentle deep voice, which is soothing, and his manner is calming. I relax back onto the bed, a sensation of heaviness crossing my body.

      “Are you doing something to me?” I ask the words slurring as they leave my mouth, my head heavy against the pillow.

      “Just something to keep you calm and still through the scan. Your adrenaline was through the roof, and your heart was racing. I'll finish the scan and ease up on the sedation.” He runs his hands slowly up and down my limbs. First the legs and then the arms, then onto my head and down my body. His eyes are closed, and it looks like he is muttering under his breath.

      When he finishes his examination, his eyes pop open. Again, he’s looking at me like I am fascinating. “Well, there’s absolutely nothing wrong, just a few aches and pains, but I’m pretty sure that’s from landing on Trick. In fact, she has one of the healthiest bodies I’ve ever come across.  It's strange, really. Portal traveling is taxing on the body and does damage to cells during travel. Although ABs with activated blood have healing abilities that trigger cell regeneration, it takes a few hours for it to happen. Mina here, with her inactivated angel blood, is, for all intents and purposes, human, as far as healing abilities go, yet there is absolutely no damage.”

      “Dr. Charles always said I had incredible healing abilities. I never really got sick, and the few times I was injured, it healed very quickly and left no scar,” I tell him, reassuring him it's normal for me.

      He purses his lips and shakes his head before walking away. “I’ll go get the chip out of the safe,” he says over his shoulder as he walks towards another doorway and through a door marked Drugs.

      “They keep the chips in the safe because we don't want just anyone being able to jump worlds,” Trick says as I watch the doctor go.

      I ask him to come closer to me. As he leans in, I look around to make sure no one is close by. “You guys don’t need chips, do you? Archangels can open world portals,” I whisper, gesturing to the brace on his arm.

      He smiles and shakes his head ruefully. “No, we don't need the chips, we didn't even have them implanted. Mav just compelled the doctor to think he had done it for us all. He's the only one authorized to do it, and he reports directly to Michael and the others. Of course, some of them realize we didn't need them but others on the council have no clue, so we needed to pretend like we did.”

      “The council, right. That's made up of Michael and ten other angels. An odd number so there are never any tied votes. So, who’s your dad?” I continue to ask him quietly.

      He looks around again and then whispers, “Raphael.”

      My eyes open wide. “Well, that would explain the healing hands.” I hold my hands out like jazz hands, wiggling them at him. Trick laughs, and I put my hands down just as the doctor returns, carrying a metal tray with a cloth over it. He sets it down on the cabinet next to the bed.

      “Alright, Miss Michaels, I’ll just numb the section. Hold out your left wrist.” I do, and he holds his hand over the inside, about a hand’s width up from the wrist, and it glows. He then grabs a pen and pokes at it.

      “All numb?’ he asks, and I nod my reassurance. He then reaches onto the tray and pulls out a large hypodermic needle with a wider-than-normal needle on the end.

      “I’m just going to implant the chip just under your skin. You’ll need to be careful that you don't get hurt on this section as it can damage the chip.” He inserts it slowly into my skin and depresses the plunger. I can see the chip slide under my skin, where he uses his finger to flatten it out, then withdraws the needle. He holds his hand above the injection site, and again, his hand glows slightly. When he moves it away, the skin is smooth.

      “All done, now, if you just hold still, I’ll just take some blood samples, so we can run a test to discover your activation needs,” he says quickly, taking out a tourniquet and another needle he has hidden under the cloth on the metal tray and holds it out for me.

      “Fuck no,” I shout, jumping off the bed and knocking Dr. Minchin out of the way. “I told you all I wasn't getting my blood activated! It's not happening, ever. I don’t want any more of their blood running through my veins.” Activation requires a direct injection of blood from the parent. As soon as ABs find out they’re expecting, both parents donate a vial of blood, which is held on hand by the division in case it’s needed in the future to activate AB powers.

      “Miss Michaels, there’s no need to be like this,” he says, trying to pacify me, holding out his hands, trying to soothe me like before. I shove past him before the compulsion can take place, though thankfully, this time, it doesn't seem to work on me.

      “Fuck yes, there is, when you assholes won't listen to me. How do you think it feels, to know you’re unwanted?” I look at Trick and Sander, breathing hard. A look of surprise crosses their features. They obviously weren’t expecting him to do that.

      “To be put down and berated for the first twelve years of your life. To be told the reason you were given up was because you were a naughty child with a foul temper and nobody likes a child like that.” Tears well up in my eyes, and both guys look more surprised as I am. “Until Peter and Maggie took me in, I had no friends, no family, I didn't even know what a hug was until Maggie wrapped her arms around me and held me tight, telling me I was wanted and loved.” The tears overflow and stream down my face.

      “You guys were my first friends, and I loved you all, and then you all moved on, too, graduated and found Constance. I survived and grew strong, the best I could. But my heart can’t take any more rejection. I can’t let you take blood and then find out they didn’t bother leaving any for me for activation. I will break,” the words stumble out between sobs.

      Trick and Sander are looking at me with so much sympathy. The doctor tries to get a word in, and I hold up my hand.

      “No! I'm out of here, and don't expect a thank you after the stunt you just tried to pull. You’re lucky your balls are still intact.”

      He crosses his hands in front of his crotch. Trick tries to say something, but I stop him before he can get a word out.

      “Don’t, just don't. Just give me an hour, I… need to breathe.”

      And with that, I run out of the medical wing, leaving a stunned Sander and Trick in my wake.
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      Somehow, I manage to get myself to the lift and back up to the reception area of the building. I stumble out of the big glass doors and am hit with fresh air and noise. It's a big change from the sterile recycled air and relative quiet of inside the building, and it’s able to shake me out of my despair. The hum of hover cars and the clip-clop of horse’s hooves, the rattle of carriages as they rush down the street all help to bring my emotions under control. Taking a deep breath, the smell of horse sweat enters my nose.

      I brush the tears away from my face and look around the area; it’s not one I’m familiar with. Surrounding the Division are businesses, banking and finance predominantly. I don't have a destination in mind, so I go left and wander slowly, not really looking at anything, just trying to clear out the anger and upset from my mind.

      How dare that doctor. Who does he think he is? I should put in a complaint.

      Trick and Sander, the looks on their faces, also run through my mind. They looked devastated, ready to jump in and support me. But they don’t know what it’s like. They were always wanted. Even though their real parents hid them, they were with families who loved them from the start.

      I think back to the nuns at the orphanage. Women who really had no business raising children, but then again, most of the other children were good kids. I was the only one who struggled to regulate my actions and emotions, no matter how many times I was reprimanded or punished. Kneeling on the floor covered in rice grains was just one of the many devious ways the nuns tried to get me to behave. But boredom led to mischievousness. Possibly the fact that I was the only AB in the orphanage surrounded by human children didn't help the situation. I was basically set up to fail from the start. Is it no wonder I am so bitter?

      I look up to see where I’m going and find myself in front of a building, unlike the others around it. Much like the Collectors Division, this too has a Gothic feel to it but looks to be only three stories tall. A sign above the entrance says Eternal Damnation, and underneath, in smaller writing, Sinners welcomed and enjoyed. I watch as a man stumbles out of the doorway and onto the street. He wobbles off down the road, singing off-tune.

      A bar. Just what I need. I walk through the entrance into a dark, dimly lit room. There is a bar running the length of the right-hand side with a few people sitting at stools, nursing drinks. On the opposite side is a polished wood dance floor, absent of people at the moment, the lights from the lighting rig above randomly lighting up areas with color and patterns. A smoke machine must be hidden somewhere, as tendrils of smoke drift lazily across the floor undisturbed. Towards the back of the room, I see booths with velvet curtains surrounding them. Some are pulled back, allowing a view of the occupants, and some are closed, allowing an illusion of privacy. Music plays softly in the background, and I wonder briefly what this place looks like filled with people, supple bodies writhing en masse on the dance floor

      I make my way over to the bar and hop up on one of the unoccupied stools further away from the other patrons. A menu sits in front of me, so I open it up. There’s a range of the usual beers and wines, both red and white. The cocktail list has some unusual names and descriptions like Shut the Hell up, a drink with enough alcohol to guarantee its name. Well that's...interesting. Hellfire Cocktail, Gates of Hell, Seven Deadly Sins, all rate mention as well. I guess they are sticking with the theme.

      Then there is a section titled Angels and Demons, not for human or AB consumption. Side Effects could kill.

      There's that mention of demons again. Not having heard about them all my life but hearing about them twice in as many days, blows my mind.

      I continue to peruse the menu. Turning the page, a list describing acts of bondage and other sexual desires are also offered. My brows raise in surprise. I’m guessing this place may not be just a dance club. Thinking I'll try that menu another time, I turn back to the food and beverage options, but I quickly realize that's as far as I am going to get—I don't have any form of money on me.

      A shadow crosses the page, and a sultry voice asks, “What will it be love?”

      I look up to a vision of loveliness.

      I watched a cartoon when I was younger, when I first arrived at Maggie's, called Who Framed Roger Rabbit. This woman standing in front of me is Roger’s wife Jessica brought to life. Long, bright red hair, plaited into a braid, hangs over one shoulder, draping over a voluptuous set of breasts and tapering down to a slender waist covered by a bright red, skin-tight corset. I can't see further than that due to the bar, so my eyes slide back up to the face. Purple eyes framed by black-as-night lashes so long they must be enhanced. Plump red lips set into a gentle smile; a perfectly groomed eyebrow raised in question.

      “Just water, please. I have no money with me, walked out without any, sorry,” I apologize, feeling embarrassed.

      She looks at me shrewdly. Her eyes feel like they are boring into my soul. “You know what? The first one is on me. You look like you can do with a drink.”

      I nod appreciatively to her, and she reaches around, grabbing a glass from behind her. As she bends down over the ice well, I notice two delicate horns nestled in her hair. They are a slightly different shade of red than her hair, and the length and width of possibly my thumb, with concentric ridges running around horizontally to the top.

      My mouth drops open in surprise but quickly shuts as she looks back up.

      “Never seen a demon before?” she asks conversationally while pouring various liquors into a shaker filled with ice, topping it with cranberry juice. She places the lid on the shaker and, holding it with both hands, gives it a vigorous shake. She puts the shaker back down on the counter and walks slightly down the bar to grab a decorative glass. I now see she’s wearing skin-tight black leather pants with sky-high heels adding to her height. As she turns her back to me, I see something poking out from the top of her pants: a thin, elegant tail, also the same red as her horns, waving back and forth lazily behind her. There is an arrow point at the end. This time my mouth drops open and stays open.

      She turns back towards me with a wink. “Demon got your tongue?” She laughs, a light, musical sound that seems to echo through the bar. She seems unconcerned with my scrutiny.

      “Ah um, uh….” I stammer, trying to get my shock under control. “Until just recently, I didn't know demons existed.”

      A look of such anger crosses her face, and I think about how quickly I can get the magic wand out of my hair to defend myself, but then her expression smooths over once more. She takes a deep breath and pours the contents of the shaker into the glass, throws a maraschino cherry on top, and with a flourish, places it in front of me.

      “A Red-headed Slut,” she announces, giving me another wink. “Appropriate yes? Well, some would think so, anyway. Drink up and I'll tell you a little story to go along with your drink, seems we have time.” She picks up a cloth and a glass and starts rubbing the water marks off.

      “That asshole Hammus decided that he was bored,” she begins her tale. “Wasn't happy being the god worshipped by an entire race, needed extra entertainment. He encouraged his archdemons to fight for supremacy. Those that came out on top, who raised the biggest number of supporters, would reign supreme over the world. Demons aren’t evil, so much as easily angered and mischievous. A lot of them fell for his bullshit, and yes, a lot were wiped out and the world turned into a wasteland. It basically looks like what the humans on Earth think Hell looks like. It wasn't originally. Originally it was a paradise, somewhere to raise a family in peace.”

      A wistful look crosses her face. Then it turns thoughtful. “There isn't much difference between demons and angels, you know.” She shrugs her shoulders, hitching a hip on the bar. “Same power structure. Like Archangels, there are also Archdemons, the leaders, but so many of them turned greedy and lost sight of their morals. Encouraged and exploited by that being who calls himself our god. Benevolent, my ass,” she scoffs, rolling her eyes.

      “Demons give in to their base desires a lot quicker than those prudish, snobbish angels,” she continues. “They also feed on emotions, so if they can manipulate the situation to cause some kind of emotional reaction, then that’s just a bonus. The whole reason I own a bar! A wide range of emotions can be found on a nightly basis, but I feed predominantly on lust, so the bottom levels are a smorgasbord for me. Some feed on anger, some on greed, some even pride. They all taste different to a demon. Then there are some of us who need blood too.” She flashes a fang at me. “It's not all we eat, but when you put blood and sex together, I’m a very happy demon.”

      My eyes widen in surprise.

      She laughs and sticks her hand out. “The Academy really needs to stop the whole swept-under-the-rug attitude they have regarding demons. It really isn't helpful to their recruits at all. I’m Siffa, owner of this delightful establishment. What brings you here today smelling of despair?”

      I look at her in surprise.

      She taps her finger against her nose. “Demons can smell emotions, helps with the feeding.”

      I reach out and shake her hand. “Jessamina Michaels,” I say to her. Her hand tightens briefly in mine, and a tick in her eye betrays some emotion as we shake. I tip my head to study her, but she quickly let’s go and grabs a cloth to continue polishing glasses.

      I take a sip of my drink, strong but tasty. “Someone just tried to take away a choice of mine, and it bought some old unresolved feelings to the surface.” I down the rest of the drink quickly, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand as I place the glass on the bar.

      She looks interested. “Oh, do tell!”

      “Thanks, I needed that.” I gesture to the glass and shrug my shoulders. “I'm an unwanted AB, left in an orphanage by parents who didn't want me. I guess I have more issues than I thought, and the doctor at the Division tried to take my blood, so he could do some research on me, an anomaly for him to decipher for his amusement. I took offense to this.”

      She stops polishing a glass and watches me intently, a look of astonishment on her face. “You never knew your parents, were never given any reason as to why you were left at the orphanage, no note, nothing?” The curiosity in her voice is apparent. I shake my head, and a quick look of fury crosses her face, but slowly smooths out. “You poor girl. Children of any kind are a precious gift and should be cherished. I’m sure there is a perfectly good reason.”

      I scoff and stand up. “Not enough for me to go through what I did every day. Well, Siffa, it was a pleasure to meet you. Thank you so much for the drink, but I should get going. My team is probably concerned, and I should let them know I'm okay.”

      “No problem, Jessamina. Hope to see you here some other time. Bring your team, first rounds on me,” she says with a smile, but then a wicked gleam enters her eye. “Or leave them behind and maybe avail yourself to our other menu choices instead.”

      I lean in towards her. “I may just do that Siffa, thanks.”

      With one last nod to the demoness, I leave the bar and enter back into the real world, the sounds and smells of the street again bringing clarity to my thoughts.

      I turn right and start the walk back to the Division building, thinking about what I’m going to say to the guys and Dru when I get back. My behavior isn’t really justifiable, but neither is what the doctor did, even after I had expressly told everyone that the blood activation was not going to happen.

      Resolved with my actions, I walk quickly down the street, the grand entrance to the Division appearing before me. I enter the front, and as I walk past the reception desk towards the bank of elevators, I see Penelope out of the corner of my eye.

      So, feeling a little wicked and ready to stir some shit, I detour back to the desk and sidle up to the spot where she is speaking with a man wearing a fancy suit. I can’t see what he looks like, as his back is too me, but I can see her batting her eyelids prettily at him.

      I clear my throat and catch her attention. Her brow wrinkles in a frown but just as quickly clears. I blow her a kiss and flash a bit of tongue at her before running it over my lips like I'm licking something off them. I wink and waggle my eyebrows at her. While this is happening, she valiantly tries to keep a straight face but finally succumbs with a look of horror, which causes the man to turn to see what she's looking at. I quickly smooth out my face and it is with some surprise that I realize it’s the Director of the division, Hugh Elmstone, standing there.

      Hmmm. Wonder what they’re discussing? It seemed a little more than just work-related. Penelope has some high standards.

      I smile at him. “Good afternoon, Director,” I say genuinely.

      He looks surprised to see me standing behind him but quickly recovers. “Miss Michaels, I trust you are well?”

      “Yes,” I answer, surprised at his question. “I’m perfectly fine, thanks. Just waiting to get my mail, but I can come back later.” I wave a couple of fingers at Penelope and turn back towards the lifts.

      “Good luck tomorrow, Miss Michaels. I hear Alpha is back in rotation and will be sent off. Hopefully nothing bad happens.”

      I turn back towards him, frowning, preparing to question this, but he continues shaking his head, a smarmy look on his face.

      “But what am I saying? Alphas are the best of the best. Of course nothing will happen.”

      I school my face to show nothing and just nod my head at him and move away. Was that a warning or a threat? Or is my over-emotional mind making shit up?

      I walk to the bank of elevators and push the button. I wonder if there is a way to get to the top floor and then use the private lift to go back down. Then I don't have to face the guys immediately.

      Slightly ashamed with my behavior, but not sorry—I’m just not ready to have a conversation—the lift doors open and I step in. I hit the button for the gym, and the doors close quietly. This one has no attendant, so I’m on my own. Leaning back against the wall, eyes closed, my thoughts swirl in my brain. The jump today and the emotions have made me feel so tired. I really need to get into the gym; I haven’t had a chance all week to work out.

      Suddenly, the lift jolts to a stop. I stand upright, waiting to see if it starts again. A slight change in temperature is all the warning I get before Drusilla pops up in front of me, out of thin air.

      Her wings are out on full display. They are a beautiful shade of pale gold, with black striations through some of the feathers towards the bottom of the wings. She stretches them out and then back in.

      “There you are,” she exclaims.

      I look around the lift in fear, my heart pounding, there must be cameras in here somewhere. “Where did you come from, and what’s with the wings, Dru? You’re going to get caught?”

      “Oh, honey, I’ve stopped the cameras in the lift. No one will see us. The wings come out when we teleport. We only use the portals if someone's watching; we don't actually need them.” She looks at me closely. “How are you? Where have you been? The guys are worried about you, Mina. I heard about what happened with the doctor. What an asshole.”

      “I just went for a walk, had to clear my head. I’m okay now.” I give her a reassuring smile, not liking the worried look on her face. “I even found this club, Eternal Damnation. It looked wicked,” I say with a wink.  “Even met my first demon. She seemed nice.”

      Her face clears, and she looks excited. “That place is fantastic. Good drinks, great music, and then there is the wild side. We should totally go together one day. I love dancing, it’s such a great way to wind down.” She steps closer towards me, backing me against the wall again. “Great for blowing off steam and just relax.” Her voice drops, and the feathers on her wings ruffle as they come out and around to box me in, cocooning us.

      Her hand reaches up and pushes a strand of hair away from my face. “You and I could have a lot of fun.” She places a light kiss on my lips and then backs away. “Do you want me to take you to your room? You can avoid all the guys for another couple of hours, get some sleep and start fresh tomorrow.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Would you mind? I really don't want to get back into it today.”

      She smiles and steps closer again, wrapping her arms around my waist. The soft mounds of her breasts are pressed against my chest as she pulls us closer together. My heartbeat picks up and I bite my lip.

      “Hang on tight,” she says softly.

      I wrap my arms around her neck, making sure not to catch a feather. I feel a distortion in the air, and we suddenly appear in my bedroom. “Wow, that was so much easier than portal travel.”

      “It is when you stay in the same realm. Realm and world travel are slightly longer but still easy. But then most people don’t experience it like you do. Don't worry, we’ll get to the bottom of why it was like that,” she says reassuringly.

      I realize we’re still wrapped around each other, so I drop my hands and step back. The smile on her face dims a little. “Thanks again, Dru.”

      She just nods her head and walks to the door, her wings pulled in tight to her back, and leaves, pulling the door closed behind her.

      I sit down on my bed, unzipping one boot and then the other, throwing both into the corner of the room and out of the way. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice my wrist guard sitting on my bedside table. I must remember to thank Trick or Sander.

      I get up and walk to the wardrobe, stripping off the rest of my clothes, and dig around for a tank top in one of the drawers. I put one on and walk to my bed, flopping down on my back and exhaling loudly.

      I hope I didn't upset her, but I have so much going on in my head. While I find myself extremely attracted to her, I'm also drawn to her brother, and well, all of them, if I'm honest. I've always had a high sex drive, but to be attracted to six individuals is something new. Also, the thought of causing any issues in the group makes me shy away from starting anything.

      I think back to the conversation we had when they told me about Constance. Where they serious about sharing? Was Dru suggesting I could be involved with all of them? I saw Trick and Sander together, heard them saying they would like me to join them. Would the other guys get jealous? Would Dru? How would it all work? It would certainly fix my revolving door of sex partners.

      I rub my eyes and climb under the blankets, a million thoughts running through my head, but eventually, I drift off to sleep.
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      A piercing alarm echoing through the apartment wakes me up suddenly. I stumble out of bed, disorientated, and fumble with the door handle, getting it open to find the guys and Dru leaving their rooms, fully dressed and ready for action.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, rubbing the crap out of my eyes.

      Samuel looks up as the others run down the hallway into the living area. “Get changed, Mina. That's the emergency alarm, it hardly ever rings. Something bad’s happened.”

      I snap out of my sleep-induced fog and race back into my room to change. Remembering to grab the magic wand and shove it into my ponytail, I run out into the living room. By the time I get there, the place is empty, and the front door is wide open. I run out, pulling the door closed behind me and find them all waiting, holding the lift open for me.

      Once inside the lift, I finally catch my breath and notice that Zeph is missing. “Where’s Zeph?”

      “He’s gone ahead to call the other lift up, so we’re not waiting around. We can't port in because there will be too many people around, so we have to catch the other lift.”

      My foot is tapping impatiently on the ground, and I’m nervously biting one of my nails as the lift seems to be taking forever.

      Samuel reaches over and pulls my finger out of my mouth, giving me a kind smile. “Don't be nervous, you’ll be great.” Just then the lift comes to a stop. When the doors open, we cross to the other lift where Zeph has it held waiting for us.

      “Great timing,” he says.

      “That was an emergency alarm?” I ask as we start to descend. “Is that something that happens regularly?”

      They all look at each other, and Dru shakes her head.

      “No, it's actually never happened before,” she replies, looking worried. ”I mean, we knew it was a possibility, but it’s never happened before.” I look at the others and see the tension in their bodies. They, too, are worried.

      The lift arrives at the Operations level, and we exit and head towards the main operations room. The noise level is extreme, people running around everywhere. There’s a large table in the middle of the room with a holographic projection hovering above it. I can’t see what it’s showing from where we’re standing. Mav moves towards the table and we all follow. I can see Hugh and Clementine standing in front, watching the hologram. Hugh reaches out a hand and the movement pauses. He turns to speak to us, his face a thunder cloud of emotions

      “About time you showed up. The Menagerie has been breached. Echo and Bravo are already down there.”

      “I'm sorry, did you say breached?” Trick interrupts incredulously. “It’s supposed to be impenetrable. Only an Archangel can portal in or out.”

      Hugh’s frown deepens as he sends a dirty look at Trick. “Yes, that's exactly what I said. If you had been here on time, like Echo, you would have heard the details.”

      We look at each other, confused.

      “How long ago did this happen?’ Sander asks, looking at Clementine for clarification.

      She replies with a look of disappointment. “About thirty minutes ago. I know you have a new team member, but what took you so long? I expect more from Team Alpha.”

      A look of surprise appears on the guys’ faces.

      “No, it couldn’t have been thirty minutes ago. The alarm just sounded in our room,” replies Dru, going over to another console and sitting down, tapping furiously at the keyboard in front of her. The screen flashes and information scrolls across it. She bites her lip and starts muttering to herself, then points to the screen. “See here? There was a time delay on the alarm to our apartment. It shows that it only rang five minutes ago.”

      Clementine leans over to read the information on the screen with a frown on her face. “I apologize, it does have a delay. Can you fix that, Dru? And find out how that happened.”

      Hugh comes over to look at the screen. “Never mind that now, we need Alpha down in the Menagerie. Artifacts have been stolen. We need an inventory and we need leads. Go now.” Just like that, he dismisses us.

      Clementine nods her head in agreement. “There’s nothing on the camera feed,” she says, gesturing to the image above the table, “and only an Archangel could have created a portal in. Find us some answers.” She dismisses us.

      We leave Dru at the console and return to the elevator. Zeph places his thumb on the biometric scanner to go down to the Menagerie. Not just anyone can access the bottom two levels.

      “What is with that delay?” I ask, looking at the guys, “and the way Hugh just blew it off. That doesn't seem right.” They look at each other and Samuel answers.

      “Someone has been actively working against us for a while now. Not big things, but little things to make us seem incompetent. And Team Echo always seems to be one or two steps ahead. We can't prove anything, but we’re sure at least one of them has inside information or has someone helping them along.” He runs his hands through his hair in frustration. “Hopefully they’ll screw up somehow, and we can nail them.”

      The lift comes to a halt and the doors slide open to reveal a vast warehouse-like room. From where I’m standing, I can’t see the end.  We all step out of the lift and quietly observe what is happening in front of us.

      People seem to be swarming. There are smashed display cabinets and debris strewn throughout the front of the room.

      “The division doesn’t confiscate an artifact or object from a realm unless they are being misused or deemed too dangerous to be just lying around,” Mav explains to me as we watch the goings-on. “Just like we don’t lock a creature up unless they do something terrible. No being in the realms are inherently evil, even if they are depicted that way in a story or movie on Earth. They still have a choice.”

      “That's right, we even had to lock up Santa Clause for a few days after Christmas one year,” says Sander with a laugh. “He went on a bender and was driving the sleigh drunk, using the reindeer to divebomb. We threw him in there to sober up. Everyone makes mistakes, some are just worse than others.”

      “This front half is where the Division stores the artifacts. The prison is accessed from a lift down towards the back,” Mav explains, waving his hand in that direction. “The display cases are supposed to be warded against theft. They hold the more dangerous artifacts, and the shelves hold all the others that we don’t want getting out into the general population of the realms.”

      “Mina, since this is your first time down here, have a look around, familiarize yourself with the layout,” Zeph instructs. “Then find a librarian and get an inventory of what was stolen. Make a list. Sander, Trick, go down to the prison and make sure all the inmates are still there. Samuel, I can see Brock over there.”

      The guys all groan, and I lift an eyebrow.

      “Leader of Team Bravo and a complete asshole,” Zeph explains to me. “In fact, they all are except Jagger.” He then turns to Samuel. “Go and see what the situation is. If he won’t tell you, find Jagger and ask him. Mav, maybe hang with Mina in case she has any questions. I'm going to find Jophial.”

      At my look of curiosity, Zeph explains, “She’s the Archangel in charge of the Menagerie…” He looks around, leans in, and whispers, “and my mom.”

      The guys wander away to start investigating, leaving me with Mav. My gaze drifts around the room, taking in everything until it comes to a dead stop. On the far-left hand wall, behind all the display cabinets and shelves, are the letters AOA, written in large flaming letters.

      Mav and I wander over to it. The letters flicker with yellow, orange, and blue flame, and a gentle heat emanates from them, but the fire isn't spreading.

      I look at Mav. “How is that not burning everything around it?”

      “Magic,” a deep growly voice says from behind me.

      Spinning, I notice an intact display cabinet housing a sword. Stepping out from behind, is a very tall, broad-shouldered man. As he leaves the shadows and walks towards us, I see his eyes are a bright teal color, and his hair and trimmed facial hair is snow white. He has the same ethereal beauty that angels possess.  As he walks, his body flickers. His appearance changes so quickly, I can’t keep track until it abruptly stops.

      His gaze locks on mine, his tongue darting out to lick his lips. He inhales deeply and stops right in front of me.

      “Who are you?” he growls. I'm trapped in that gaze, his look of hunger drawing me in.

      “Whoa, Whoa, Jagger, slow down. Your glamour is slipping, man. What's going on?” Mav asks as holding a hand out to him. They do a bro hand slap, and Jagger shakes his head, stepping back.

      “Mav, man, I’m sorry. Bravo won’t let me feed. They keep me contained to our apartment if we’re not working, and I am so hungry.” He groans, bending over in pain. “She smells so good.”

      A wave of magic flows through me, making my body shake with need. My breath comes out in short bursts. I am suddenly so aroused I can't see straight.

      “Those assholes,” Maverick growls. “Prejudice runs deep, but that's barbaric. Mina, this is Jagger, he needs to feed. Can you help him out?” Mav asks me in an urgent voice. “You can trust him. I'll explain it to you after.”

      “Feed?” I question, looking at the tall, beautiful man. As I ask, his body flickers again, and he changes. His skin tone turns an icy shade of blue. His hair lengthens and darkens to cobalt, his facial hair has disappeared, and from the top of his head, he has two ridged horns curling backward. His eyes are now like cat eyes. Huh. Second demon in as many days.

      I hold up my hand. “What exactly does Jagger feed on?” I ask Mav cautiously, looking between both of them and thinking about what Siffa told me.

      Mav shrugs his shoulders. “Lust, blood, a bit of both. Look, his pheromones are already revving your body. I feel it, too. It's a defense mechanism for them, so that they don’t starve, but he needs to touch you to absorb it. He could probably do with some blood too, if you don't mind.”

      “And how would he get that, cut my wrist and dribble it into a cup? I’m sure there’s one here somewhere,” I say sarcastically, gesturing to the surrounding artifacts.

      Mav shakes his head, and I look at Jagger. He has a wry grin on his face, flashing me some fang.

      “Ahh, oh… okay.” Mav grabs me by the hand and pulls me close. “Mina, I wouldn't normally ask this, but Jagger is a friend. He was in the class after us, and we were going to pick him for our team, but we got sent out on an assignment during the selections. We weren't back in time, so Bravo snapped him up. They knew we wanted him, and they were bitter because we had knocked them out of top spot. That’s how we ended up with Constance. The problem is, they are racist pricks, and demons are a lower life form to them. Not sure why. I mean, there are some elitist angels who consider all life forms below them, but demons and angels come from the same bloodline. Twin brothers created them, there aren't many differences except for temperament and appetites.  Anyway, he’s our ears with the other teams. No one pays any attention to him, especially if he wears his glamour.  Please, Mina, they treat him like shit.”

      The worried look on his face makes up my mind and I nod.

      A sigh of relief escapes Jagger’s plump, luscious lips as a wave of pheromones reaches me again, sending tingles throughout my body. A groan escapes my mouth. Mav grabs me by the hand and shoves me into the dark shadows, Jagger following quickly behind.

      “I'll keep an eye out for the assholes.” He shoots a look at Jagger. “Just a top off. We can sort something out later. I'll speak to one of the parents about getting you something else.”

      I turn quickly, looking at Mav in surprise.

      He shakes his head. “It’s okay, he knows. He's the child of two Archdemons. He can do what we can. He’s also able to sense powers. He knew we were Archangels, same as we knew he was an Archdemon. We kept each other's secrets.”

      “If he is an Archdemon, how come he can't just portal in and out of his apartment to feed?” I ask curiously, my body shaking badly now.

      “All apartments but ours are warded. Look, I’ll answer any other questions you have later. He looks like he’s ready to devour you whole.” He shoves me at Jagger, my body slamming against his hard chest, and disappears back behind the shelves. Leaving me all alone with a hungry, horny demon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      The heat in Jagger's eyes is burning as I look up from where I have landed against his hard chest. My hands run involuntarily over his pecks to grip onto his biceps. My body is still shaking with need, and I can feel the dampness leaking between my legs.

      Jagger’s nostrils flare and he drags in a deep breath, eyes closing as he steadies himself. They open and his tongue flicks out to lick his lips, his fangs poking over the top of the bottom one.

      “How.. how do we do this?” the question stammers out of my mouth.

      “Two choices,” he replies. “I need both blood and lust. The lust you are giving off now in reaction to my pheromones is a snack. I can take this and just bite you, taking blood as well. But the bite will hurt, and the lust will probably fade with the pain.”

      “And the other way?”

      “The other way is to bite you and release some venom into your bloodstream. This venom will turn the bite to pleasure, and I can feed on the blood and lust at the same time. It’s a bigger, more complete meal.”

      “Pleasure?” I ask.

      “You will orgasm. Hard,” he says, looking me dead in the eye. A small flame flickers in his eyes.

      “Ah. Well, okay then. Let's go Option Two. I could always do with a good orgasm,” I say, winking at him, trying to lighten the mood, but he just grabs my hand and pulls me close. He wraps his arms around me and runs his nose up and down the vein in my neck, his breathing fast and shallow. Mine matches it instantly. My heart feels like it's trying to escape my chest. He straightens up, and I notice how much taller he is than me.

      “I’m sorry, Mina, I’m so hungry, it's been too long…” And with that, he leans over and strikes, his fangs popping through my skin like its tissue paper.

      The prick of pain is brief, and before I know it, he’s taking long pulls of my blood, suckling on my neck like a newborn baby. The sensations that shoot straight to my clit are incredible. With each pull of blood, the pressure increases; my nipples are rock hard, my pussy dripping. My hands start to roam down his biceps and around to his ass. I grab hold and pull him tight against me. Something catches my hand and wraps around my arm. I try to pull away, but it holds fast. I struggle, and it lets go, wrapping around his body to rub against my front. I stop fighting when I realize it’s his tail.

      The hard outline of his cock pushes against my stomach. My whole body is on fire, and I’m rubbing against him like a cat in heat, moaning and gasping. He licks his tongue against the wound and pulls away. I groan in disappointment, and grab his head, pushing it towards my neck.

      “Please,” I beg, “Take more. I heal quickly.” I'm sobbing with frustration and need. “Please.”

      That's all it takes, and again he strikes, that last bite of pain enough to throw me over the cliff and my body detonates. I scream and Jagger grunts, falling back against the cabinet, his eyes dilated and blood dripping down from his mouth.

      I writhe and wriggle in his hold, rubbing my pussy on his thigh to extend the orgasm. He grabs me and holds me still. He has the look of a well-sated male on his face. He leans down and places a gentle kiss on my lips, pulling me close, holding me as my body starts to settle. The blood dripping from his mouth dribbles into mine with the kiss. A sweet-spicy taste explodes against my taste buds, and I lick his face to clean up the rest. He lets out a loud groan, and with a gasp, I pull back in shock.

      Crap, what am I doing?

      I pull away from him and awkwardly pat at my hair to make sure it wasn't too disturbed. When I hear Mom's voice telling us to hurry up, I stumble away from Jagger, a bit unsteady on my feet after the mind-blowing orgasm and loss of blood.

      Mav steadies me and shoots a deadly look at Jagger, who I can feel behind me. “What the fuck, man? I told you not too much.”

      Jagger pants behind me, and he groans in response, “I tried to stop, but she hung on to me, told me to take more. I’ve never tasted anything like her, it was amazing.”

      Mav then aims the frown at me.

      I shrug. “I’m not sure how, but I could feel how hungry he was. I encouraged him to take more,” I tell Maverick, feeling a little guilty. I don’t want to tell him how good it felt, nor that I licked up his blood.

      Now he's giving us both dirty looks. “Well, hurry up. People are going to start looking for us if they aren't already. Jagger, you shouldn’t be seen with us. Bravo doesn’t need to know we’re still good friends. Not yet, anyway. I'll speak to Zeph, and we’ll organize something for your feedings.”

      Jagger nods his head gratefully. His body then shimmers, and the beautiful blue demon disappears and his other appearance takes its place. He turns to me with a solemn look on his face. “Thank you, Mina.” Then he wanders away.

      Mav grabs me by the hand and pulls me further into the shelves. He stops, pulling me into his arms, hugging me tight. “Yes, thank you, it really means the world to me, and I'm sure the others, that you helped him out.” He pulls back and looks at me closely. “Are you sure you are okay? He didn't hurt you, did he?” At this, I shake my head and start to blush.

      Mav gets a sly look on his face. “Ahh, maybe the opposite then.” He steps closer, backing me up against a shelf, closing me in. “Did it feel good, Mina? Did you like it when he bit you?” He grabs my hands and pushes them above my head, trapping them there. He nuzzles his face against my ear, whispering, “Did you like his bite? The sharp sting of pain that blossomed into pleasure?”

      He runs his nose down my neckline to the spot where Jagger bit. Although healed, he instinctively finds the right spot. He places a brief kiss on it, inhaling deeply. “Oh, Mina, the things we could do.” He steps back, dropping my hands, and with another brief heated look, he walks away. “Come on, we need to get that inventory list. Zeph will be looking for us soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Mav and I find a librarian who proceeds to get a full list of what is missing. By the time we make our way back to the front part of the warehouse, the others are standing around waiting for us.

      The room has cleared of black-clad Division teams, apart from my guys, and there are a few librarians sweeping and picking up destroyed display boxes and pushed-over shelves, replacing displaced items that were left behind. The guys look up as we walk over, and Zeph looks annoyed.

      “Where have you been?” he snaps, “Everyone is meeting back in the conference room to discuss findings. We need to go.” He starts walking towards the lift. Trick and Sander follow, but Samuel looks at us with a raised eyebrow.

      Mav just shakes his head. “Later.”

      Sam nods and we follow the others. The lift starts to close when a musical voice calls out.

      “Hold the lift please.” Zeph sighs. Shaking his head, he looks at me. “Let me just say I’m sorry now.” I frown at this, not knowing what he means.

      Into the lift enters a tall statuesque woman with chestnut brown hair. She looks to be in her late thirties, and beautiful, with high cheekbones and the same whiskey brown eyes as the man who just apologized to me.

      The lift closes behind her and she turns, giving me a warm look. She sticks out her hand. “You must be Mina. I've heard a lot about you.”

      I shake her hand and return her smile.

      “Mina, this is my mother, Jophial. Be nice, Mom,” Zeph mutters. She frowns at him slightly, but the expression clears.

      “I wish I could say the same, but I don't know anything about any of their parents, real or otherwise,” I reply, hoping she doesn't smite me.

      Keeping that serene smile, she tells me, “Of course, and that is how it was supposed to be. Don't be upset with them, it could have been deadly.” The smile leaves her face. “They were protecting all of us.” The smile returns and she continues pulling me close, threading her arm through mine. “I am looking forward to getting to know you. Poor Dru must be thrilled to have you join them.”

      Sander scoffs. “In more ways than you know.”

      I shoot a dirty look at him.

      She continues, ignoring him, “She has been outnumbered all her life, and Constance was certainly not her friend. Oh, Mina, we can do shopping days and have facials! I must ring the other moms for tea.” The Archangel beside me is practically giddy with excitement. She makes me laugh and it feels good.

      “Sounds fun, “I reply, “but you have to let me invite Maggie; otherwise I’ll never hear the end of it.” As one, everyone inside the lift shudders.

      Jophial replies, “Good god, we would not want that.”

      She drops my arm as the lift comes to a stop and everyone puts on their game faces again. Jophial shakes her shoulders slightly and her wings spring out, jostling us all. She pulls them in tight behind her back.

      She turns to me then. “It's all about the look. If I walk out there with no wings, the men forget to listen to me.” I look at the guys, and she shakes her head. “No, not them… the rest out there, and Hugh is the worst. With wings out, there isn’t a chance of them forgetting my status, and I’m not just a woman who runs the Menagerie.” She's practically growling by the end. They must have really upset her at some stage.

      “Just smite someone,” I tell her. “They won't forget then.”

      She looks at me in surprise, and I just shrug my shoulders unapologetically. She turns to Zeph. “This one. I like. You can keep her.” With that she strides out, the very picture of Archangel power.

      The guys look at each other in surprise. Samuel squeezed my hand as we follow and join everyone seated around the conference table. Jophial strides up to where Hugh is sitting at the head and looks down at him imperiously. He quickly moves out of the chair, holding it out for her.

      She settles herself in it, not waiting for him to find another seat. “Talk to me. What do we know?”

      I look around the table and recognize the team leader for Echo, who's name I don't know, also the team leader for Bravo, Brock. There are a couple more team members at the table, the rest are standing around the room against the wall.

      My heart drops as my eyes meet Silas and Beatrice. Standing against the wall, both have lovely white wings at their backs and smug looks in their eyes. They must have had their blood activated. How did assholes like them both get wings?

      Silas shoots me a slimy wink.

      Ignoring him, Zeph and Mav sit down, and Samuel drags me over to stand against the wall with Trick and Sander. Hugh has kicked someone out of the chair between Jophial and Clementine.

      “Come on,” Jophial snaps, “Michael is waiting on a report, we can't make plans without knowing the details.”

      Brock stands up. “There was a break-in at the Menagerie at approximately 0200 hours. No alarm sounded, no sign of how they got in. The log on the biometric scanner says only approved personal had access, and they are all accounted for. There is evidence that the video footage has been tampered with. The timestamp doesn’t change for twenty minutes.” For some reason, he looks at me. “The same type of glitch occurred in the residential lift yesterday, but no sign of these two things being connected.” He looks back at Jophial. “As everyone saw, AOA left their calling card on the walls of the Menagerie.” He sits back down.

      “Okay, any thoughts on how they got in?” Jophial asks.

      “Could have only been by a portal,” says Echo leader, looking around the group. Everyone nods their heads.

      Jophial looks thoughtful. “I didn't pick up a residual Archangel signature, though, and I was on the scene quick enough that I should have been able to. There aren't that many of us, I would’ve been able to recognize it.” The table erupts in chatter. Brock jumps up,

      “What about demon scum,” he suggests, scowling at Jagger across the room.

      Jophial frowns back at him. “Archdemons can portal, but none of the remaining ones have issues with us. They are content to live their lives in peace and quiet. In fact, they are grateful to us for allowing them to. Don't let your personal prejudices cloud your judgment, Brock,” she admonishes.

      He mutters under his breath but sits back down. Now everyone is trying to talk over each other, no one really paying attention to anyone else.

      Projecting her divine voice, Jophial yells, “Silence, everyone!” The silence is instantaneous. Jophial’s whiskey brown eyes catch mine. “Mina, what is running through your head,” she asks me, gesturing me forward.

      “What about through the elevator shaft? They might not have gone down or used the biometric scanner. There’s an escape hatch in the top I noticed the other day. When I was at the Academy, the lift got stuck and we had to exit through the roof and climb up the ladder on the side of the shaft until we reached the next floor, where the door was crow-barred open.” I shrug my shoulders. “It was fairly easy. Not everything requires magic.”

      I look around the table. The silence following my statement is nerve-wracking. I see mouths dropped open in shock.

      One of the Bravo team members stands up. “I’ll check for a camera glitch in the lift, it would at least tell you that's how they got in.” He leaves the conference room in a hurry.

      Jophial nods her head and throws a wink at Zeph. “What I said before stands doubly now.”

      Zeph just runs his hands through his hair, looking uncomfortable.

      “Okay, so we know who, sort of, and how. What do we know about what was taken? Do we even know how they were taken? The display cases are warded.”

      “Zeph stands up. “When examining the remains of the cases, it was noticed that this symbol was carved into one or two of the intact pieces.” He flicks his wrist guard, and above the table, a holo projection appears. It looks like the letter H, but the horizontal line is on an angle. Not as much to make it look like an N, though.

      “This is the rune for destruction,” Zeph explains. “It obviously overrides the protection runes, allowing access to the artifacts.” Again, he swipes his finger across the wrist guard screen and another holo projection appears. “Here is a list of the missing artifacts.” The list is quite extensive, with over ten items missing.

      Circes staff

      Indiana Jones’ whip

      Ring of Dispel

      Ring of Gyges

      Draupnir

      Loki's scepter

      Ruyi Jingu Bang

      Magic Carpet

      Club of Dagda

      Gandalf's staff

      Hell Boy’s gun

      Cintamani stone

      Ghostbusters’ Proton pack x4

      

      The room again erupts in random chatter.

      “But why?” muses Jophial, “the list is so eclectic, to say the least. Not really useful to anyone. Especially the proton packs.”

      “What’s Ruyi Jingu Bang?” Beatrice asks Silas none too quietly. He shrugs his shoulders.

      Jophial shoots them both a look of disgust. “Mina, can you tell the other two new Guardians in the room what it is?”

      Phew, I know this one.

      “It’s the magical staff wielded by the monkey king in Chinese mythology,” I reply quietly.

      Jophial nods her head. “Glad some of the students paid attention. Now, any theories?”

      Zeph and Mav look at each other, and Sander steps forward, clearing his throat.

      Jophial turns to look at him. “Well?”

      “While everyone was running about being distracted by the artifact theft, Trick and I checked out the prison. Did no one think to go down there?” he asks, looking at the other teams in the room.

      Echo leader shakes his head. “No, the alarm didn't sound, nor did any of the guards advise any trouble.”

      “That's because they’re all dead,” Trick says quietly after exchanging a look with Sander.

      The room erupts. Accusations are thrown left and right about whose fault it is, that nobody checked, and all I can hear is blah blah blah.

      A chill crosses my body. I’ve always been fully aware that this is a dangerous position at times, but never did I think the prison guards or librarians would be in danger, too.

      A flash of light catches my eye and, in the doorway appears Uriel and another angel I haven't seen before. Both have their wings out, having just teleported in. The other angel has wings with mottled brown feathers very much like a hawk. Tall like all Archangels, he’s broad, with shoulder-length brown hair that looks like it needs a brush.

      Nobody else has noticed their arrival, and instead, continue to sling mud back and forth at each other. Jophial has, though, and she nods to them, standing up.

      Both angels stride into the room, and silence ensues.

      “Why were they all dead?” Uriel demands of Sander. “What haven't you told us yet?” Sander and Trick exchange glances.

      Trick clears his throat. “There are prisoners missing.”

      “Who?” demands the angel next to Uriel.

      “The Five.” This time the room is shocked into silence again.
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      The room explodes into chaos, voices shouting accusations, people running out of the room, others entering. The Archangels have drawn Trick and Sander into a huddle, where a quiet conversation is being held. The angel I don't recognize looks up and gestures to Mav and Zeph to join the group as well. Samuel and I are still standing against the wall. I nudge him in the side with my elbow.

      “Which one is that,” I ask, nodding towards the angel in question.

      “Zadkiel, Zeph’s dad,” he whispers quietly back to me.

      “And who are the five everyone is so worked up about?” I whisper back, “Nothing was mentioned about them at the Academy.”

      Zadkiel’s head shoots up. Crap. I forgot Archangel hearing is extraordinary.

      “Who are the five, you ask?” he bellows across the room, silencing everyone in the process. “Put them up on the screen, Zeph.” Zadkiel gestures imperiously at him. “Show the little girl what she needs to know.”

      “Damn. Zeph’s dad’s an a-hole,” I whisper even quieter to Sam, who nods slightly.

      Up on the screen, five faces appear with their bios underneath. The first, a male of what looks like African origins, dark skin with a bald head and black eyes.

      “Anansi, also known as The Spider. A West African trickster god who often appears as a spider with a man’s head or a man with eight legs. He can also appear as other animals,” says Zeph, gesturing to the first male.

      Next is a woman. Blonde and beautiful, with a come-hither look on her face.

      “Eris, Greek goddess of chaos. Eris can often be found in times of discord and strife. She amuses herself by stirring up trouble. The Trojan War is one example of Eris amusing herself,” Zeph says sarcastically, sitting back down in a chair. Mav takes over and gestures to the next floating face.

      “Laverna, Roman goddess of thieves, cheats, liars, and fraudsters. She has the ability to appear as just a head or body.” He shudders. “She’s a little creepy. Has a cackle that brings goosebumps to the surface of your skin. Darkness and secrecy surround her. She's probably the evillest of the five.”

      Her picture shows a dark, curly-haired woman with a mean glint in her eyes and a sneer across her lips.

      “The next two are probably the ones we need to worry about the most, though,” Clementine says to the room. “Fabled for their deeds, we need to know why they were freed.”

      “Yes,” agrees Uriel. “Someone had to have freed them. Maybe that was the deal, work for them for their freedom. But why? They didn't have long to go on their sentences.”

      From where I stand, I can't see the last two faces well, so I move to see who they are talking about. The first is a picture of a handsome man with shoulder-length, dark hair. His nose is a little crooked like it’s been broken before, his eyes are sparkling green, and his mouth is tipped up in a cheeky grin. The other is an Asian man with a gold signet around his shaggy dark hair. He has a solemn look on his face but a twinkle in his dark eyes. I draw in a gasp of breath. Loki and Sun Wukong, the Monkey King. Two of the most renowned trickster gods in mythology

      “What were five trickster gods doing locked up together for, anyway?” I ask the room in general.

      The assembled crowd look a little uncomfortable

      “That involved a poker game and too much nectar of the gods. They went on a spree through the realms, causing mischief and mayhem that required every Division team and, I think, at least seven Archangels to clean up,” Zadkiel grumbles.

      Jophial laughs musically, looking at Zadkiel with an amused look on her face. “Didn’t you end up pink for a few days, Zad?” she muses. “In fact, I think the Archangels that helped out ended up a different color. You were yellow, if I remember correctly, Uriel.” She raises an eyebrow.

      He just throws her a dirty look and ignores her. “So, we have five trickster gods out on the loose. Not only that, but Loki has his scepter, which was one of the artifacts stolen. And the Monkey King has his staff. Why them? And who is controlling them?” Uriel muses out loud.

      Hugh raises his hand and starts speaking. “We know it’s the work of AOA. They left their calling card.”

      Uriel rolls his eyes. “Yes, Hugh, we know that, but who is pulling the strings?” He gestures to the five. “They aren’t pulling the strings; they’re fictional characters stuck with their character traits. They’re not responsible. They can be unmade, but we choose not to. In reality, we could destroy all the beings in all the realms, but we allow them to exist because Earth creates faster than we can destroy, and once contained within the realms, they aren't causing any problems.”

      “Yes, it's only when they are teleported into the worlds that we need to contain them. The beings are just constructs of fertile and creative minds. A trickster god is not going to stop causing chaos because they think it might be wrong. They just are,” Jophial explains.

      Zadkiel looks around the room. “For now, we wait and see. Until someone makes a move, we can't do anything. All teams need to be on standby. Ready to go at a moment’s notice. Make sure Charlie and Delta are advised of the situation when they return from their current missions,” Zadkiel says to Clementine. He pauses, and I can practically see the thoughts rolling around in his head. “Actually, recall them. We need all world jumping teams ready to go. I have a bad feeling about this,” he predicts ominously.  “You’re dismissed.” He and the other two Archangels stride out of the room.

      Jophial throws me a wink and a small wave as she goes.

      Everyone else around the room starts to leave, including us. Heading past the communications room, I can see Dru over at a console, so I walk over to see how she's doing. I put my hand on her shoulder, and she jumps at the contact, swiveling in her chair.

      She turns to face me, putting her hand against her chest. “Mina, you scared me.” She shakes her head. “This break-in has made me jumpy.” I smile at her. “Hey Zeph,” she says over my shoulder, as I feel the rest of Alpha arrive behind me, “I just got a bizarre call come in requesting a Division team to investigate.”

      He raises an eyebrow, “Who and why?”

      “It was the fire chief from Precinct Five. He said they responded to a suspicious fire at the All That is Holy Children’s Orphanage.”

      His head turns quickly to look at me. “Isn't that where you were left?’ he asks me.

      My heartbeat has risen at the mention of the orphanage. I have no good memories of the place at all. I nod my head, afraid to respond.

      “Anyway,” Mina informs us, “the children where all relocated to a temporary home the other day. The orphanage was in terrible repair, and a generous benefactor stepped in to help them out, so there weren’t any children in the building when it went up in flames. But the head nun, I guess, was. She didn't make it.”

      A shiver crosses my body as I think of Sister Mary Louise, who used to punish me in cruel and unusual ways. “Couldn't have happened to a nicer woman,” the sarcasm rolls off my tongue.

      “What has that got to do with the Division,” asks Samuel.

      “Apparently, they found a sealed room in the basement,” Dru tells him. “It has protective runes on it, and they can’t access it. They asked if we could send a team to help.”

      Zeph nods his head. “We’ll go, it's not far, and we can get back quickly if they need us. Send me the address to my wrist com.”

      I swallow my irrational fear and say to him. “No need, I know how to get there.”

      He looks at me. “You don't need to come if you would rather not.”

      I shake my head at him. “No, I'll deal with it.” With that, I squeeze Dru on the shoulder in goodbye. She shoots me a sympathetic smile, and I walk towards the lift.

      Taking a deep breath and squaring my shoulders, I step through the open doors. I can do this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seated in the hover vehicle between Trick and Sander, I'm not surprised when Mav brings up the subject of Jagger.

      “Mina and I ran into Jagger in the Menagerie. He was just about on empty. His glamour kept flickering in and out.”

      “What do you mean?” asks Zeph, a frown on his face. “He was fine in the conference room. In fact, he was at full power, more than I've felt from him in a long time.”

      Mav shoots me a little sideways look. “Well… that's because I asked Mina to feed him, and she got a bit carried away. He was supposed to only take a sip, but he got a full buffet.”

      My cheeks heat up as a blush crosses my face, and I squirm in my seat with the reminder. Sander grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze. When I turn to look at him, he gives me a wink.

      “Feels good, doesn't it? Trick and I have often helped Jagger out.”

      I look between them. Trick just shrugs and grins. I shoot a frown at Sander. “And you had a grumble about your sister and me.”

      The cheeky grin fades and he wrinkles his nose. “Yeah, but it’s my sister.” He shudders, and everyone in the vehicle cracks up laughing.

      “Anyway,” Mav continues, “I told him we would figure something out. Team Bravo have warded his room so he can’t teleport in and out, but I think it's demon specific. Those assholes really have an issue with him. He has to hold his glamour at all times. They don't like to be seen with a demon on their team."

      “So why recruit him in the first place, and why hasn't Hugh done anything about it?” I ask them.

      “They recruited him to get back at us for taking their top spot. They knew we wanted him, but we were conveniently sent off-world during his Selection,” explains Samuel.

      “And who do you think has the ability to send us off-world?” Zeph asks quietly. “The director issued those orders. We were sent to Habbalea, the demon homeworld, with the task that more demon survivors had been found and needed to be relocated. When we got there, there was no one to be found on that desolate wasteland but a huge ionic storm. We were trapped in a cave for two days since the atmosphere made creating a portal impossible.”

      “Hugh fought against demons being allowed at the Academy and then the Division. He thought they were not to be trusted, but the Archangels overruled him,” Samuel adds, running his hands through his hair. “He's been bitter about Jagger ever since. No way would he do anything to help Jagger.”

      “I thought we could talk to one of the dads. If the runes only stop a demon from teleporting, nothing is stopping one of us going to him, is there?” Mav asks, looking at Zeph.

      Zeph runs a hand along his facial hair, tugging on the end a little, in thought. I smile. It’s cute and makes me want to pull on it with my teeth. Again, I squirm. I’m not a massive fan of facial hair, but he doesn't have all that much. I bet it would feel good scratching against the inside of my thigh. My panties get damp with that thought, and Zeph nostrils flare. He gives me a look loaded with heat, but his eyes clear quickly as he turns to respond to Mav.

      “I'll speak to Dad when we get back and get confirmation. I also want to be able to give Jagger a timeline. Poor bastard has done this long enough. The Archangels are going to have to step in. Jagger hasn't found anything out, though. Team Bravo seem to be just douchebags, nothing nefarious going on.”

      “Good, then he can join our team,” says Sander. “He can share mine or Trick’s room until we can set him up with his own.” Zeph laughs.

      “Slow down, Romeo. The office has an attached bathroom, and none of us use the office. We’ll clear it out and he can use that. The only thing it doesn't have is a lot of wardrobe space. He can just get some drawers and shit if he needs them.”

      Sander looks a little shocked at this suggestion.

      “Dude, not everyone is a show pony like you.” Trick laughs at his friend affectionately.
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        * * *

      

      A short time later, our hover vehicle pulls up outside the still-smoldering wreckage of the orphanage. A once proud Victorian-style mansion is now a broken wreck. The mainly timber structure has been decimated. The few walls that remain are sagging, the roof non-existent. On one side, the remains of a fireplace and its chimney lean precariously to the side. As we step out of the vehicle, the smell of smoke and wet timber drift into my nostrils. The sounds of the firemen cleaning up nearby are a muted background sound as the blood rushing through my ears blocks out everything else. The scene of such childhood torment is but a shell of its former self.

      I'm frozen, watching the ruins, as a man in a fire chief's helmet approaches us, shaking hands with Zeph.

      “Thank you for coming. The building is scheduled to be demolished in a few days, nothing can be saved, but the room we did find is sealed and possibly intact. We thought it should be cleared before it’s destroyed, in case there’s anything of value in there.”

      “I'm sure we can help with that,” Zeph assures the fire chief, and we follow him towards the wreckage.

      “Just mind your step, we secured everything between here and the basement,” he says, gesturing to the remaining front door lying awkwardly half off its hinges.

      A voice from inside calls out just before we enter, “Coroner coming through!”

      With that, the fire chief stops and moves us off to the side. My body seizes with the sight that greets my eyes. A gurney containing a body bag floats through the door, with a man standing on each end guiding it. My heart skips a beat and my breathing increases. I startle when I feel a hand grab mine. The warm heat of it brings me back to my senses. I turn to smile at Sander and mouth, thank you.

      The coroner and his assistant disappear with the body, and we enter the house. Thankfully, the staircase to the basement is still intact.

      “Mind your step, the stairs are stable but they’re slippery as the water drained down into the basement.” We all follow the fire chief down, and my nose wrinkles at the musty, damp smell. The floor has about an inch of water lying on it, and we slosh through. Thankfully, my boots are high and waterproof.

      The fire chief has pulled out a flashlight, and the beam illuminates a small room at the back of the basement. “Sorry, the electricity has been turned off.” He pulls out another light and hands it to Mav. “We can probably find a couple more up there if you need them.”

      “Not to worry.” Trick reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out some glow sticks. He cracks them, gives them a shake, and passes them around. The yellow-green light gives the room an even more eerie feel, but it does give us enough light to see.

      “Probably best if you head back up,” Zeph says to the fire chief. “Not sure what we will find behind these doors. May be safer for you top side.”

      The chief gives him a nod, and with a salute to us all, disappears back up the stairs.

      When the sound of the chief’s footsteps recedes, Trick collects all the glow sticks.

      “What are you doing, we won't be able to see?” I ask him.

      He just smiles and shakes his head at me. “Oh, Mina, you have so much to learn.” His eyes turn to a smolder. “In more ways than one.” With that, he makes a gesture, and a ball of light appears in his hand. He then throws it up into the air where it hovers. He does it again, three more times, and by the time he’s finished, it's as bright as day in the basement.

      I ruefully shake my head. I forget they are Archangels and all the powers that implies.

      “Would you look at that!” exclaims Samuel.

      As one, we all turn to look at the room. Now that it’s lit up, we can see the protection rune written all over the walls. I notice a door with a palm print scanner on it.

      Sander does as well. “I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that takes the palm print of the very dead, charcoaled corpse upstairs,” he says sarcastically, pointing at the scanner.

      “Yep,” agrees Zeph, “but I’m going to take a leaf out of AOA’s playbook.” He pulls out a knife, and across the palm print scanner, he carves the symbol for destruction. With a flash of light and a sizzle, the scanner pops and sparks, the sharp tang of burning electricity reaches my nostrils and smoke is pouring from the circuit board.

      “Did that do anything but make a mess?” asks Mav with a chuckle, fanning the smoke away from us all. We all lean in as one, and as the smoke clears, a loud click disturbs the silence of the room. The door swings open slightly. Mav reaches for it, as Trick grabs for one of the light globes. The others all reach for their weapons. I follow suit and grab the magic wand from my hair, leaving it small for now.

      Mav swings the door open quickly, and Trick pitches the globe of light into the room. What feels like minutes later, but is in reality seconds, the globe illuminates an enemy-free room. I slide the magic wand back into my hair and step into the now bright room. It looks like an archive, with shelves filled with boxes. I turn my head slightly to read some of the labels.

      Witch Grimoires

      Shifter bullets

      Iron weapons to use against the fey

      Vampire stakes.

      Holy water for demons and vampires

      The labels continue in the same fashion. All kinds of weapons to destroy mythical creatures.

      “What were they doing here?” I ask. “It’s like they were stockpiling weapons. But why? Realm beings can only be destroyed permanently by angel blessed weapons. This is all fictional, all you would get is a very pissed off Vampire or shifter, not to mention any of the other races.”

      “They must have been given false information,” Mav says as he opens the box labeled Vampire stakes. He holds up a wooden stake with an extremely pointy end. “They have all kinds of wood and metal in here.” He shakes the box, causing them to bang together.

      “Or… what about if this was a misdirection as well?” questions Trick. “AOA have used the tactic often. What better place to hide something then under a house of nuns?”

      “We’ll search all the boxes just to be sure,” decides Zeph. “Once you've confirmed what's in the box, take it upstairs and place it in the front yard. We’ll transport it back to the Division when we’ve finished here. Can't leave it lying around for anyone to find.” We all nod our heads and get to work.

      

      We 've been at it for more than two hours. Dirt covers my skin, and the dampness has caused my hair to stick to the side of my face. The sun started creeping over the horizon about an hour ago, and I really want a shower and a nap before anything else happens, especially if another damn alarm sounds again.

      I blow out a deep breath and open another box. This one is labeled Hexes. I look inside, not willing to stick my hand in—just in case. It’s full of what looks like little hex bags. I put the lid back on and go to take it outside, when Samuel calls me over. Putting down the box, I go see what he wants.

      “Mina, look at this. It was hidden behind all the other boxes and has your name on it.” He holds up a dusty, faded red shoebox. On the end in black writing is Jessamina Michaels in cursive. I grab the box from him and drop down onto the floor, Samuel dropping next to me. I blow away all the accumulated dust and open the lid. Inside, is a pretty pink teddy bear and a gorgeous silver chain with a Tree of Life pendant on it. It’s shaped like a cage and wrapped around a stone that looks like an opal, but the colors glow and move. Sitting at the bottom of the box is a yellowed piece of folded paper. I carefully open it up and read the words.

      My dearest Jessamina,

      It is with great sadness and extreme heartbreak that I write this letter. Your daddy is holding you in his arms one last time as the tears roll down our faces. It is no longer safe for us to be together. People are suspicious, and accusations have been leveraged. It is only for your safety that we do this, for you are our love and light, and we would never forgive ourselves or each other if you were punished for our actions. Just know that you are loved and wanted. Be safe, our princess.

      Love always, Mommy and Daddy

      I look at Samuel in shock. Tears flow down my face, my heart beating in anger.

      “That fucking bitch!” I scream. “All that time I was wanted and loved? She told me she had no idea where I came from. Just another unwanted child.” I jump up, the letter clutched in my hand, the rest of the stuff tumbling to the ground. “How could she? The hypocritical vindictive cow! Preaching honesty and trust, and the whole time hiding this from me?” My breath is coming too fast and I'm starting to hyperventilate. Just as I begin to feel woozy, a pair of arms wrap themselves around my waist and hold me tight.

      “Calm down, Mina. Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth, that's it. Nice and slow.” His calm, soothing tones ease the vise-like pressure wrapped around my chest. I follow his instructions, and before I know it, my breathing calms.

      I turn to face him and wrap my arms around him, the tears flowing. “I was wanted, Sam. They did love me.” I sob into his chest, and he runs a hand through my hair, pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      “Of course, you were, love. Who wouldn't love you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      We arrive home a couple of hours later. The only other thing of importance in the secret room was a couple of angel blessed weapons. Well, weapons that can't be handled by an everyday human, anyway. Unless they were wielded by an AB or an actual angel, they are useless against realm beings.

      No closer to working out what is going, I stumble down the corridor towards my room, where a steaming hot shower is on the cards and then a nap. I've had an emotional rollercoaster of a day, and although I’m hungry and horny, I’m also so tired I feel like I'm about to drop.

      Just before I open my door, Dru pokes her head out of her room. Her black hair is damp around her shoulders, and I see a towel wrapped around her body. Her arms have drops of water glistening in the light.

      “I thought I heard you guys get home. You look exhausted.” She smiles at me sympathetically.

      “Dru, I can't even begin to tell you about the day I’ve had,” I reply, leaning against my bedroom door. “I need a shower and then bed for at least six hours before I can even think about being rational.”

      “How about drinks tonight?” she suggests. “We’ll go out, have a few drinks, blow off some steam, and you can tell me all about it.”

      I nod. “That will be great. Can we go to Eternal Damnation? I want to see what it’s like at night when it's packed with people.”

      We agree to a time, and she goes back into her room with a wave.

      I push open my door and start to strip the moment I enter the room. Leaving my clothes strewn between the door and the bathroom, and by the time I open the shower door to turn on the taps, I’m naked. Hot steamy water flows out of the waterfall head, and a groan of pleasure escapes my mouth as I step under it. I pull the elastic out of my hair and separate the strands, pushing my hair back and letting the water cascade over my tired, sweaty body.

      I just stand there watching the water flow down the drain, too tired to pick the loofah up or to wash my hair. It's just what I need, not to think about anything for ten minutes.  Eventually, I decide to wash and reach out for the loofah, soaping it up. Running it up and down my body, I shake out of mindlessness when it runs across my pussy, sparking a small shot of the desire I felt today. Suddenly all sorts of thoughts are crowding my brain.

      I’m attracted to all the guys, plus Dru, and now Jagger. How would that ever work? I either need to find a one-night stand to take care of my needs, or face the reality of having a relationship with six, possibly seven, people.

      My sex drive has always been incredibly high, but would I be able to take care of their needs? I mean, Sander, Trick, and Jagger can always help each other out, but still. And what is the reality of jealousy? And how would it work, one night for each person, maybe….?

      Washing my hair, I watch as the dust and dirt flow down my body and down the drain. I'm going to let all those thoughts flow down there too and think about it some more when I get up. Maybe talk to Dru about it this evening. She might be able to help me get my thoughts straight.

      Turning off the taps and opening the door, I grab the fluffy pink towel that is sitting on the vanity. Vigorously rubbing it across my body, I leave the bathroom. Hearing a beep, I grab my wrist guard off the floor where I dropped it. I can see I’ve got a couple of messages from Liv and James. I send them one back, inviting them to join us tonight. It feels like weeks since I’ve seen them, even though it was only yesterday. So much has happened since then. I guess not living together anymore doesn't help. I put the wrist guard on my bedside table. Dropping the towel to the floor, I climb into my bed naked, and close my eyes.

      I think I'm asleep before my head hits the pillow.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, I wake up feeling refreshed, but my stomach feels like it's eating itself. I get up and throw on a fluffy robe and go in search of sustenance.

      The corridor is cool and quiet as I walk towards the door to the living room. It must be well insulated, because as I walk through, soft music is playing, and the sounds of food sizzling on the stove reach my ears. At the same time, the smells hit my nose, causing my stomach to grumble even more loudly.

      Dru looks up from the breakfast bar,

      “Was that your stomach?” she asks incredulously.

      Running my hand across it, I nod. “I could eat a horse and its rider.” I sit down at the bar. “I don't ever remember being this hungry before.”

      Mav is standing at the stove, tossing some food around in a wok. The smells of ginger and garlic are amazing, and I wipe at my mouth to make sure no drool has escaped. He turns around and places some in two bowls, then slides them across the table to Dru and me. It looks like a chicken stir fry of some kind. I start shoveling the food into my mouth, groaning when the flavor hits my taste buds.

      “So good,” I mumble around a mouthful. Dru just rolls her eyes and eats hers with more manners.

      Mav grins. “Probably because you fed Jagger.” He placed the wok and the rest of the food back on the stove, then made his way over to us.

      Dru quickly looks at me. “You fed Jagger?”

      I shrug my shoulders in response. “Yeah, why wouldn't I? He was hungry and I was available.” I give her a wink. “Don’t think I didn’t get anything out of it.”

      “Blood and lust?” she asks, looking at Mav who nods in response. “Was it good?” she asks me curiously. I look at her, raising my eyebrow. She shrugs with a grin. “Hey, I’ve never done it before. I don't swing that way, but I've always wondered, you know?”

      “I wouldn't mind feeding him again,” I reply with a grin back. “A girl could get used to orgasms that good. One of them every night before bed would be one hell of a way to end the day.”

      They both look at me with smoldering heat in their eyes, and I just continue to shovel my food in.

      “Where are the others?” I question.

      “Zeph’s gone to see his dad about Jagger. Samuel’s gone to have dinner with Maggie and Peter.” When my heart starts to race anxiously, Dru adds, “Don't worry, he was going to tell them you were tired from the emergency and explain the letter and how emotional you were. He said he’ll get Maggie to hold off for a couple of days, but I would give it twenty-four hours, tops.” I sigh in relief. “And the others are still in bed.”

      Going to the fridge, I grab a soda and gesture to Dru and Mav. They both nod, so I grab two more, sliding them across the counter before going back to my seat. I pull the tab on my soda and take a long drink before wiping my hand across my mouth. Mav’s laughing so hard he can hardly breathe.

      Dru just shakes her head. “God, I thought having you here would be different, but it's just like having another guy.”

      I wince at her accusation. “Sorry, seriously, I've never been so hungry or thirsty before. Even when they wouldn't give me food in the orphanage, I never felt so hungry. Hey, at least I didn’t fart or burp. I will do better,” I say a bit defensively.

      She wraps her arm around me and gives me a squeeze. “It’s okay, Mina. I’m just joking. I love having you here. Even if we haven't spent much time together yet. But we’re about to change that!” She gets up, taking her bowl to the dishwasher.

      I eye the leftovers in the pot, looking towards Mav in hope. He gets up, taking my bowl, and heaps it high again before returning to the breakfast bar. I go to grab it out of his hands, but he pulls it away.

      “Payment first, especially if I’m going to get grief from Sander and Trick.” He scrunches his eyes closed and puckers his lips for a kiss.

      I look at Dru, and she just shoots me a wink, so I grab hold of him and pull him in close, my legs wrapping around his body. His eyes pop open in surprise, and I place a soft, gentle kiss on his lips. Licking along the seam, I then bite his bottom lip with my teeth, pulling at it and suck gently.  I move away, dropping my legs and grabbing the bowl out of his hand while he is dazed and confused.

      “Completely worth the grief,” he mumbles before sitting back down and continuing to eat.

      “Right. I’m off to get dressed, I’ve got a carriage ordered for ten.” I look at the clock on the wall and realize it’s only eight-thirty. Plenty of time to get ready.

      I finish up my food and put away the dish, then give Mav a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you so much, Mav. I feel almost human again.”

      “You’re welcome, babe. Have fun tonight with Dru. Maybe next time you and I can go out?” He looks hopeful, and I nod enthusiastically.

      “Sounds awesome. I’ll see you later.”

      “Make sure you wear your wrist guard, Mina, so we can alert you if we are needed,” he reminds me.

      Scrunching up my nose, I reluctantly agree. “Okay, I need to think about what I can wear with it.” I walk towards the door to the bedroom area, but it opens before I get to it. Trick walks out, followed by a sleepy Sander.  I give them both a kiss on the cheek and pinch Sander on his ass as I pass them.

      “Hey!” he complains, “that’s not how I want your hands on my ass.”

      I walk past and wave goodbye. “Have a good night, boys.”

      “Where’s she going?” I hear Sander ask Mav as I close my door. I confirm that the door does block out sounds since I don’t hear Mav’s reply.

      Back in my room, I sit down on the side of my bed, grabbing my wrist guard to check if James or Livie replied. There’s one saying they will be there. I leave the guard on my bed while I have another quick shower, just to wake up. I tie my hair up, not wanting to have to dry it.

      A short time later, I’m standing in front of my wardrobe trying to decide what to wear. I don’t remember the last time I wasn’t in a uniform, so I choose to get really girly tonight.

      I grab out a white cotton shift and pull it over my head. I don’t bother with a bra; the corset I’m putting on over the top has enough lift and support. I shimmy my arms into the armholes and then up my arms until it’s sitting behind my neck. I then grab the side and pull it together under my bust. It’s brown leather and laces up the front, allowing me to lace it myself with no help needed.  As I pull tight on the laces, my breasts pull together and upwards, giving me quite the rack. I turn to either side to make sure it’s all sitting nicely before grabbing the skirt off its hanger. The skirt is a patchwork of different shades of blues, browns, and greens in a collage of different materials and textures. It is a full skirt with no need for a petticoat underneath, lined with satin so that it’s not scratchy. I forgo underwear. To top it off, I add some brown, knee-high leather boots that lace up.

      Going back into my bathroom, I run the brush through my hair and then throw it up in a messy bun. I apply some black mascara to my blonde lashes and accent my eyes with liquid eyeliner, making them pop. A bit of lip gloss and I’m ready to go. Walking over to my bedside table, I grab my wrist guard and put it on snapping the buckles in place. Pressing a few buttons, I can see there are about a thousand messages from Maggie. Rolling my eyes, I type her a quick note telling her I’m fine and will ring her soon. Once done, I check the time and realize the carriage will arrive shortly.

      After one more look in the mirror, I leave my bedroom and just about walk straight into Drusilla. My mouth drops open when I see what she’s wearing.

      She too is wearing a white cotton shift plunged low. A ruffle along the v draws your eyes to the luscious globes, pushed up by a black leather corset. The corset is boned, accentuating her slim waist. There are chains running front to back on each side, five on either side. She has three decorative silver buttons running down the front of the corset. Under the corset, she wears a bustled black satin skirt that is pinned up in the front and long in the back. Over the skirt is a black belt with rivets running all the way around it. Under the skirt she is wearing boy leg black shorts, long black stockings with high heeled knee-high leather boots.  Her hair has a well sexed, tousled look to it. Her makeup is all smoky eyes and blood-red lips. Her tongue comes out and licks across those red lips slightly. I inhale, and an exotic, sensual scent teases my nostrils. I shake my head to remove the fog and look up into amused green eyes.

      Striking a pose, she asks, “See something you like?” Not able to form words yet, I just nod and smile. She seems happy enough with my reaction and grabs my hand, dragging me down the corridor. “Come on, I just got the message the carriage is here.”

      In a whirlwind of fabric, we tear through the living area. I can hear whistles and appreciative comments from the guys, but she doesn’t give me a chance to stop. I’m just able to wave a hand over my shoulder before we are out the door and into the waiting lift.

      “Whoa, what’s the rush?” I ask, smoothing down my skirt as the doors close behind us.

      “Look at you,” she says, gesturing to the mirror on the wall. “If they got a good look at you, they would never let you out the door, and we could have kissed our girl’s night goodbye.” I laugh at her suggestion, but I guess she’s right.

      The lift reaches the lobby, and she grabs my hand again, pulling me along behind her. Our heels clatter across the shiny surface of the floor. Waiting outside is a horse-drawn carriage. Attached to the front, tossing their heads in impatience, are two gorgeous gray horses with black dapples up their legs and black manes blowing in the slight breeze.

      The driver opens the door to the black, hard-topped carriage allowing Dru to drag me into a cozy seated area. He closes the door behind us as we collapse against the comfy padded seats. Dru grabs a blanket from the seat across from us and drapes it over our legs. Although enclosed, it’s still a chilly night out and the blanket adds some warmth, especially for Dru and her exposed legs.

      With a shout, the driver gets his horses moving, the carriage jolting to a start, but smoothing out as we get going. We snuggle in close together and watch the scenery go by.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      The carriage arrives in front of the Gothic-designed club. The sign Eternal Damnation is lit up bright with a holographic gate of hell revolving above it. The line of eclectically dressed people is down the street. I start to head towards the end of the line when, once again, Dru grabs my hand and drags me towards the door.

      Standing guard, like Cerberus in front of Hades’ domain, is a large, almost seven-foot man. His crossed arms look like they could snap me in two with just a flick of his wrist. He has two large black horns sticking out of the top of his head, and he is wearing nothing but a loincloth. His body must be slicked down with oil, as it glistens in the artificial light shining from above. He eyes the crowd with a look of disdain, but Dru just continues to march toward him. I tug on her hand and gesture to the end of the line. She just laughs and shakes her head.

      “Don't worry, I'm a member, darling.” We approach the corded rope separating the wannabes from the cool kids. ‘Cerberus’ just grunts and lifts the barrier for us. I feel his eyes on us all the way through the door, and when I turn around to check, he throws a wink in my direction, his eyes morphing so that the pupil is vertical like a dragon, with greens and golds glistening in them. With a lift of his lips—his  version of a smile?—he turns back, his face stone again.

      My attention is drawn back towards the club as I get jostled by someone leaving through the same inner door we’re entering. Dru’s hand is clasped tightly in mine and before I know it, we join all the other writhing bodies on the dance floor. My body is taken by the music, my head shaking and limbs grooving in time to the hypnotic beat that pulses through the club.

      Through the lights and drifting smoke, I can see flashes of people entwined within each other's embrace. Barely dressed, they grind against each other in a mass of movement and motion. I see leather and lace, skin-tight and floating. A few white wings can be seen, angels joining the mere mortals for a night of indulgence. There also seems to be quite a few colorful bodies, demons shedding their human glamour for the evening and embracing their uniqueness.

      When the heat becomes unbearable and the dryness of my mouth is distracting from the joy of dancing, I signal to Dru that I’m going to the bar. She nods her head, her face glistening with sweat from dancing, yet her makeup looks as good as when we started. I wonder what it would take to mess her up a bit. I lick my lips at the thought as we both make our way to the crowded bar.

      It takes a few minutes to make it to the front but when we do, I find Siffa standing in front of me. I blink in surprise. Although she had her horns, tail, and flash of fang on display last time I was here, today she’s red from head to toe, with a giant pair of red wings shimmering behind her. As large as Archangel wings, they are an interesting combination of feather and what looks like soft, velvety fur. I wouldn’t be able to tell without touching them.

      “Hey, Jessamina Michaels. Good to see you again,” she shouts over the throbbing beat of the music. “What can I get you to drink?”

      I look to Dru, drawing her in close, so I don’t have to yell,

      “What do you want to drink?” I ask her, she shrugs her shoulders and replies, “surprise me.”

      So, I shout back, “We’ll take two of that thing you made me the other day, and it’s just Mina. Only my foster mum calls me Jessamina, and only when I’m in trouble.”

      A slight frown crosses her face, but she quickly nods her head. “No problem. I’ll get them for you. Why don’t you go and find a booth, I’m sure there are some free and I’ll come and join you when they’re ready. I’m due for a break.” I nod my head gratefully and offer my wrist to pay for them, but she just waves me off.

      This time it’s me that grabs Dru’s hand and drags her through the club. We find a conveniently empty booth and throw ourselves down in the plush leather seats. The curtains start to close automatically around the booth and the noise drops off.

      “Phew!” Dru says, pushing her tendrils of her black hair back of her damp face. “That was fun, I really needed that.”

      “You and me both,” I agree with her. “It’s been a long couple of days, and my emotions have bounced all over the place. Not to mention I haven’t been doing anything to blow off any steam or relieve the tension. I really need to get to the gym soon.” I turn to her with a cheeky grin. “Though the orgasm with Jagger last night helped heaps.” I wave my hand at my face trying to cool down.

      Dru looks at me with a serious look on her face. “Mina you could be having orgasms every day if you finally pulled your head out of your ass. I want you, the guys want you, say yes, and I promise you’ll be a bowl of jello when everyone has finished with you.”

      I study her face. Not an ounce of playfulness to be seen.

      I guess we’re having this conversation.

      “I just don’t see how it can work, Dru. With no jealousy or bitterness? And there is only one of me, what if someone feels left out?”

      “Communication is the key, Mina. We are all sensible adults.” I raise an eyebrow at her, and she adds, “Okay, most of the time they are sensible adults, some more than others. If we keep an open dialogue with our desires and worries, we should be able to manage. Did you know that the five original gods are a polyamorous group? That many angel relationships are with multiple people, as were many demon families? In fact, it’s common practice through all the worlds.”

      I ruefully shake my head. “It’s not that I’m worried about. I heard what you said about Constance, and how she wasn’t good for the group. I don’t think I could live with myself if I caused a rift between you all.”

      She grabs my hand and holds tight, an earnest look on her face her, eyebrows crinkled in determination. “You aren’t Constance, Mina. You’re a completely different person. Am I correct in assuming you have an interest in all of us? Or am I being presumptuous?”

      I shake my head. “No, you are right,” I confirm.

      “And would it go too far to say you would include Jagger, too, if he joined the team?”

      I squirm in my seat, remembering the feel of his fangs in my neck.

      A gleam enters Dru’s eye. "I’m going to take that as a yes." She laughs. "See, I really think we don’t have anything to worry about."

      Just as she says that, Siffa arrives with a tray of drinks in her hands.

      "What doesn’t she have to worry about?" she asks, putting the tray down on the table and passing them out. The red drinks from the other day are there, as well as a couple of bottles of water and what looks like a neat whiskey which she places in front of herself before handing the tray to a waiting waitress and then elegantly joining us in the booth.

      I introduce her to Drusilla and grab a bottle of water, prying off the top and gulping down a couple of mouthfuls. My thirst is extreme, and the water doesn’t do much to ease it. My tummy has started to rumble again, too; not loud enough to be heard yet, though.

      "I was just trying to convince Mina here that following her heart isn’t the worst thing she could do," Drusilla tells Siffa, waving her hands around before grabbing her cocktail and taking a sip. "Mmmm this is good, thank you."

      "No, following your heart isn’t the worst thing you can do," Siffa agrees and gets a dreamy look in her eye. "I did once. Best decision I ever made. It didn’t last, we had so much against us, but I wouldn’t change it for the world." She shakes her head and focuses back on us. "So, what brings you girls here?"

      "Blowing off some steam, letting our hair down. It’s been a busy couple of days," I reply.

      "Yes, weird portal jumps, ignorant doctors, and burnt down orphanages included," adds in Dru.

      Siffa’s attention perks up at that. "Wow, ladies. That does sound like you’ve had a busy couple of days'"

      "Oh, that was all Mina, mine was a lot tamer," Dru tells her.

      Siffa looks me in the eye. “Oh, do tell!"

      But before I can answer, the booth is surrounded by five extremely good-looking men, and Dru groans.

      "Really? You couldn’t let me have her to myself for one night?"

      I look at her with concern. This is the kind of thing I was worried about. But she’s smiling.

      "Fine, you can join us, but I was going to take her to the downstairs club. Mav, you can take her next time," she growls at him.

      He nods his head and they all pile into the booth while I introduce them to Siffa.

      "Siffa, this is my Division team. Mavromichali, Patrick, Lysander, Samuel, and Zephaniah.” Gesturing to each as I name them. “Guys, this is Siffa, she owns this place and was kind enough to talk to me and buy me a drink after I stormed out of the doctor’s yesterday.” The guys all say hello. Sander kisses her on the hand, giving her a cheeky wink.

      She stands up, brushing her hands down her pants. "Well, I’m done for my break, how about I get you guys some drinks and send them back over?” The guys smile their thanks and tell her what they want. While they do that, I chug down my cocktail so I can add another to the order.

      Dru looks at me, a little worried. "You okay, Mina?"

      "I’m just so thirsty," I gasp.

      Siffa shoots me a side look while taking the drink orders. I gesture to her with my glass to let her know I would like another, and she nods her head. She finishes taking the guys’ order and waves goodbye, strutting back to the bar in impossibly high shoes, her tail swaying elegantly between her wings behind her.

      I’m opening my bottle of water, taking another couple of mouthfuls, when I feel a warm hand in mine. I turn to see Sander watching me, a gleam in his eye.

      "You want to dance with me, beautiful?"

      My core throbs when I think about the last time we danced together. I’m about to agree, when Drusilla leans across me, growling at her brother.

      “Don't you dare. I was going to take her downstairs to show her the club after drinks."

      I look between them, my head moving back and forth, but Sander and Drusilla just stare at each other like they’re communicating.

      Sander just smiles with a shrug and says, "Okay, maybe I’ll come with you."

      She agrees and relaxes against me while we wait for the drinks, and Sander’s warm hand stays in mine. Huh. Well that wasn’t too bad. First squabble out of the way. I see Dru looking at me and she mouths communication.

      I lean back against the smooth leather of the booth, feeling a bit bemused. The guys are talking to one another, so I lean in and whisper to Sander, "What are you all doing here?"

      "Babe, as quickly as Dru rushed you through the living area, we all saw what you were wearing, and there was no way we weren’t going to come and enjoy seeing you have fun. We didn’t interrupt when you guys were dancing. Only when we thought you’d take a break for a while did we come over."

      "You've been here that long?" I ask in surprise, and he nods his head.

      "Yeah, but you girls were having so much fun, we didn’t want to interfere."

      I place a kiss on his cheek and whisper in his ear, "Thank you."

      He winks at me just as a waitress arrives with our drinks. She thrusts her chest out when she realizes with a double-take how good looking the guys are, but none of them even stop their conversation to look. I smile at her while she hands out the drinks, grabbing my cocktail, downing half of it in one go.

      Dru sees me, and with a frown, she stands up. "Right before you end up too plastered to walk, let’s check out the club downstairs.” She grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet. "Are you coming brother?" she asks, looking at Sander, who takes a swig of his beer and places it back on the table before standing up and stretching.

      My mouth waters when I get a good look at him. I didn’t really pay attention when they first arrived, but I certainly can’t miss it now. Sander is wearing black leather pants that lace up the front, and over his top half, he’s wearing a black, mesh, see-through shirt. I can see his rippling abdominal muscles as he stretches and the tattoo of a fierce roaring lion that sits over his shoulder down onto his pecs. I can also see nipple rings glistening in each nipple. He has on chunky black boots with lots of buckles, silver rings adorning every finger, and some leather bands on his wrist.

      I feel a finger push on my chin to close my mouth. The cheeky bastard shoots me another wink. He knows exactly what he’s doing,

      Drusilla leaves the booth, pushes aside the curtains and starts to walk towards the back of the club. Sander follows me out and walks next to me as we both follow her.

      "Where is it we are going exactly?” I shout in Sander’s ear, the music louder now that we’ve left the booth.

      He sees me frowning in confusion at where we were and he shouts back, “It’s a spell. The music is not as loud around the booths because the curtains are spelled. We’re heading to the angel and demon’s favorite spot in the club. Did Siffa explain about demons?"

      I nod to let him know she did. We reach a lift that Dru is holding open and enter with the doors closing behind us.

      "You know that demons feed off emotions?” he asks. “But did you know that angels, or more specifically, Archangels, can do the same?"

      My eyes widen at what I am hearing. To say I’m surprised is an understatement.

      Dru scoffs. “Of course she doesn’t. It’s a dirty little secret that normal angels try and hide, so no one knows, in their bid to be better than everyone else. Heaven forbid that they allow their emotions to affect how they act. Though they are all striving to reach Archangel status, anyway.” Her eyes roll so far, they just about disappear.

      Sander just shakes his head at her. "Anyway, we can. We don’t need it to survive like a demon does, but a big hit of a certain type of emotion works like a drug for us, kind of like the human’s ecstasy, it feels good and heightens the experience."

      "Let me get this straight, you get high on sex?"

      "Kind of,” Dru answers. “We can choose whether we let an emotion affect us or not, and it’s not just sex; pain and anger can trigger the high, too. It also gives us a boost of energy.  It’s part of the reason not many angels are turned into Archangels. They need to have absolute control of their emotions first; otherwise they can easily become addicts and need to be destroyed. It actually doesn’t affect those born Archangels as badly. But that’s not the only reason we like this club."

      The lift comes to a stop and the door opens to a jaw-dropping scene. "It’s fun too!" She strolls out to join the barely dressed people gathered in the large room. Sander and I follow her out, and I think my mouth may have dropped open again.

      So, this is what that other menu meant. I may have been open to trying new things sexually in the past, but I have never been to a sex club before.

      The smell of musk and sweat tickles my nose, and goosebumps break out across my skin. I can see collars and leashes, leather and straps, and all sorts of body parts on display. In one corner of the room, there’s a seating area, and I can see one woman kneeling with head down at her master’s feet while he has a conversation with another man next to him. The man next to him has his cock buried deep down a collared man’s throat. The young man's head bobs up and down with enthusiasm while his head is stroked fondly by his master.

      In another corner, I see what looks like a large bedded area, where a pretty intense orgy is being held. There are limbs everywhere, thrusting and grinding body parts, with moans and screams of passion frequently emitted from the participants.

      I can feel my desire start to trickle down the inside of my leg. Damn it, why didn’t I wear panties?

      We move further into the room, Dru and Sander holding one of my hands. We walk past writhing bodies and chatting couples and move towards the back of the club.

      A small crowd is gathered around an open area, where a man is tied spread-eagle, exposed to the room. Standing behind him is a woman with a leather flogger in her hand. I hear her giving a lecture on the best way to use it so that you’re not hurting your sub in ways they won’t enjoy. Men and women watch on with the look of intense concentration on their faces. Further past them, another scene is set up with two women in the throes of passion surrounded by a group of voyeurs. My thighs start to glide against each other with every step.

      "Come on," Dru says, pulling me towards a corridor with closed, numbered doors.

      Sander drops my hand, and when I turn back to see what he’s doing, he gestures to a bar back in the larger area. "I’m going to get some drinks; I'll catch up with you." Brother and sister stare at each other again like they are having a conversation, when a wicked grin crosses Dru’s face. She drags me even faster towards a door further down the corridor.

      “Dru, can you and Sander talk telepathically?”

      She nods her head but doesn't turn around. “Yeah, we all can if we want, it’s an Archangel thing.”

      My heart drops a little at the thought. I’m never going to have that, but I push it away.

      When we get to the door, it has a pin pad on the frame. She enters a code, and the door opens with a click.  She pushes it open and pulls me into the dimly lit room.
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      The room surprises me; it looks like a luxury Bedouin tent. The floor is covered with mattresses and pillows of all sizes. There’s a small table off to one side and a distressed chest of drawers sitting against one of the walls. Looking up, I see fabric draped from the center of the ceiling to each side of the walls, flowing down. One wall remains uncovered and is a large glass panel, allowing me to see exactly what’s going on in the room beyond.

      I step further into the room. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Drusilla taking off her shoes and throwing herself onto the plush pillows. Her black hair spreads out across a pale white pillow. She looks like a seductive Arabian harem girl trying to tempt her sultan to join her, but as sexy as that is, it’s not enough to drag my eye away from the view in front of me.

      Walking closer, I put my hand to the glass. It’s cool and smooth against my fingertips, but even that sensation cannot distract me from the view. Another scene is going on in front of me. A gorgeous blonde-haired woman is being restrained by a harness that has her hanging horizontally, stomach down. She is surrounded by six men. One has his cock buried deep in her throat. One is sitting underneath her and has his tongue buried in her pussy. I can’t see that very clearly, as I’m at the wrong angle, but another man is pounding into her from behind. I think he may be having his balls fondled by the same man whose mouth is on her pussy. The other three are standing around with their cocks in their hands. I watch as two of them move over to her and place them into her hands for her to jerk off.

      “Mina, come join me down here,” Drusilla suggests. “You’ll have a better view.” I step away from the glass and remove my shoes before lowering my body onto the expanse of pillows.

      “Why are we here?’ I ask her.

      “This is my room in the club, the guys have another one. I thought you might like to see what it would be like to be worshipped by so many men, encourage you to choose us, all of us,” she says looking straight at me.

      She pulls a remote out from behind a pillow and switches a button. Immediately, the room floods with the sounds of passion. Grunts and groans from the men and the occasional slurping sound from the woman.

      “Can they see us?” I ask her curiously, the thought of being watched while we watch on, strangely titillating. My nipples throb at the idea.

      She puts the remote back where she finds it and moves closer to me, prowling across the pillows. She settles down, pulling me back to lay with her. We’re propped against a pile of pillows, still able to view the action. In fact, I can see much better now. The man going to town on her pussy is also slurping at the cock pounding in and out.

      The inside of my legs is soaked. My pulse is beating furiously and my core throbs in time. The stimulation of both the sounds and the views is almost too much. My skin is overheating, and I feel like tearing my clothes off.

      “Do you care if they see us?” she asks.

      “Not really,” I reply truthfully.

      She shrugs her shoulders. “It’s two-way glass, but at the moment that side is mirrored. I can change it, but I’ll leave it for now.”

      “Do they know we’re here?”

      Again, she shrugs. “They know there is a possibility. There are other rooms that look in on that one. People don't go in there unless they’re willing to perform for others.” She pulls the hair tie out of my hair and starts running her hands through my long locks. “Relax, Mina. Enjoy. Think of the possibilities.” Her fingernails tingle across my scalp, and I can’t sit still any longer. I roll towards her and attack her mouth. A surprised breath of air escapes her, the fruity cocktail lingering on her tongue, before she responds with just as much enthusiasm. Our tongues are waging a battle for dominance, hands roaming each other’s bodies when I hear voices from the room next door.

      “Flip her. It's my turn. I want in that lush ass.”

      I look up to watch as everyone who was pleasuring the woman steps away. They pull levers, and the harness takes her from a lying down position, to a sitting position. One of the guys who was getting a handjob, thrusts back into her pussy, and she wraps her legs around his waist. The man who hadn’t been involved yet steps up to her backside and reaches a hand down. I can’t see what he does, but she gasps loudly. He hands a decent size butt plug to one of his friends, who throws it in a sink against one of the walls. Then the man grabs his cock, but before he does anything, he looks up at the window. It’s like he knows we’re watching, and he moves so we can see better. I watch as he feeds his big fat cock into her ass. She moans in pleasure. I’m not sure if she is capable of anything else at this stage. I watch as the two men double team her. The woman’s head is thrown back on one man's shoulder, her cries of pleasure echo through our room.

      I am now so incredibly horny, I’m ready to explode. I throw myself back at Drusilla. Her corset is strapless, so I push it down under her breasts and then, while I’m struggling to pull up at her undershirt, my arm guard screen lights up with a message. I ignore it. I’m pawing at her now, trying to get her undershirt up so I can get my mouth on her nipples. I can’t wait to see what color they are. Are they a dusky pink or a slightly darker red? It doesn’t really matter, I just want them. My arm guard lights up again with another message

      “Mina you better check; you’re still on call.”

      “Fuck!” I shout over the noises next door and flop back onto the pillow. What a buzz kill.

      Drusilla laughs as she eyes me lying there panting. Her hair is sexily mussed, and her shirt is so close to where I wanted it to be, I move back towards her, but she holds her hand up.

      “Check it. I don’t think it’s the Division, as mine hasn’t gone off, but better safe than sorry.”

      I sit up and look at the screen. The message is from Livie. Just as I’m about to swear again, the door opens, and Sander walks in with a tray of drinks. He stops abruptly, a frown on his face when he sees us lying there.

      “What’s going on?’ he asks.

      “I just got clam jammed by my best friend,” I grumble at him. I turn to Drusilla, “I am so sorry! I forgot they were joining us.”

      She just smiles sweetly and starts to straighten herself up. “See, Mina? Another reason to take us up on our offer,” she teases, gesturing to her body. “All of this is always available at home.” She winks at me, and Sander’s face looks hopeful when she says this.

      “I'm starting to see the benefits indeed,” I say to her. “Is there a bathroom somewhere? I can’t go back there like this.”

      She stands up and walks over to a wall. She pulls back one of the cloth panels and there is a door behind it. I walk over to her and reach up with both of my hands to cup her face.

      “To be continued, I swear.” I place a gentle kiss on her lips.

      Skipping past her, I enter the bathroom. It's a gorgeous room with a shower in one corner that looks like the water falls from the ceiling, surrounded by glass, big enough for five people. A soaking tub on the other side looks big enough for two. I approach the basin and look at myself in the mirror. My face is flushed, and there’s a wild feral look in my eye at being denied that lush lady, but I’m not in too rough shape. Pulling my hair back into a bun, I wipe the smeared lipstick off my face. Once that looks acceptable, I grab a small face towel from under the sink and run it under some warm water. I hike my skirt up and tuck the edges into the waistband. It’s at this stage, Sander decides to walk in to check on me.

      “You okay, Mina?” he questions but stops abruptly when he sees my skirt hiked up and my bare pussy on display. His eyebrows wiggle on his face, and his grin widens. “Need some help there, love?”

      I laugh at the leering grin, shake my head, and grab the cloth. “Stop that! You look like a perv.” The fabric is warm as I wipe my pussy lips, cleaning up the mess my pent-up lust has caused.

      He continues to waggle his eyebrows and licks his lips. “But I am a perv, and I would have cleaned you up with my lips, all you had to do was ask.”

      I straighten up as he gets close and throw the cloth back into the sink—someone will clean it up, I’m sure. I give him a serious look as he reaches out and helps me with my skirts, dropping them to the ground,

      “Sander, are you on board with Drusilla’s suggestion?” I ask him, a little unsure if I want him to answer or not. “I know you and Trick are a thing, I saw you together.”

      He gets a serious look on his face and steps even closer, pulling me in tight to whisper in my ear. “Did you like what you saw, Mina? Did you imagine yourself pinned between our bodies?” His words spark up the desire burning in my belly again. I push him away

      “Stop it. I’m serious.”

      He holds me at arm’s length and looks me dead in the eye. “Mina, nothing would make us happier than to have you join our family, permanently. We all talked about it regularly once we left the Academy, we were just waiting for you to be old enough. Unfortunately, a stone was thrown into the plan when Constance joined us. Sammy was affected the most because he missed you, and she took advantage of that. Mav and Zeph weren’t anywhere near as involved as she hoped, and well, you know how she felt about me, Trick, and Dru.”

      “I wouldn't want to come between you all like that.”

      He shakes his head with a wry smile. “Babe, we know you never would, just remember, though, it's all of us or none.” With that, he places a kiss on my forehead and goes to leave the bathroom.

      I grab hold of his hand and yank him back towards me. I wind my hands around his neck and smash my mouth into his, he reacts instantly and returns my kiss with enthusiasm. It's a lip biting, tongue licking fight for dominance, with both parties coming out the winner. We break apart, both gasping for breath. Without another word, I push past him and leave the bathroom. I can feel him follow close behind. When we get back out into the room, Drusilla has pulled herself together, muted the sounds from next door, and is holding out my boots to me.

      I pause to put them on, and with another disappointed last glance at the scene beyond, we leave the room.

      The three of us wander back through the sex club towards the lift, when we are waylaid by a tall statuesque, brunette woman dressed in what basically consists of a few strategically placed leather straps to preserve her modesty and not much else. Her hair is pulled back in a tight, high ponytail and her makeup is severe. Drusilla stops abruptly. The woman plasters an insincere smile on her face and places air kisses on both of Dru’s cheeks. Dru seems a bit like a deer in headlights, not moving a muscle.

      “Drusilla, darling.” The woman’s severe European accent makes the G sound like a K. “I haven't seen you for so long. Why didn't you come and visit me?”

      I nudge Dru in the side and she comes to her senses, pulling me in close.

      “I have a partner now, Inga, I’m sorry,” Dru says.

      Inga looks down her long nose at me and dismisses me as insignificant. “Oh, come now, surely this insignificant nobody, can’t pleasure you as well as I can.”

      My temper kicks in, my jealousy rearing its ugly head. I see red. I start towards her, but before I can say or do anything, Sander grabs me by the waist and halls me back.

      “Settle, tiger. Dru needs to handle it herself.”

      Dru gets her shit together and looks at the woman with such disdain. “Inga, this one has given me more pleasure since I’ve met her than you did in the whole time we were together, and we haven’t even had sex yet. You’re a selfish bitch and it showed. Why do you think we only were together for such a short time?” With that, she steps around the woman and continues head held high.

      I whisper to Sander. “Wow, she is hot when she is feisty.” He grimaces, and I laugh.

      “Why I never,” says Inga.

      I get in close as we walk by, following Dru

      “Yes, exactly. That's why she left you.” I leave the bewildered woman pondering what I meant, and with Sanders hand still firmly on my arm, we walk onward.

      My temper is still at exploding point. My lack of orgasms and that pathetic excuse for a woman are playing havoc on my emotions, not to mention my extreme thirst and hunger that has returned. I am a volcano waiting to explode.

      We enter the lift, and Sander and Drusilla take one look at me before they both surround me. Drusilla at my front, Sander at my back. Drusilla quickly pushes her lush mouth against mine, and that, coupled with Sander’s hands reaching over my shoulders and down into my top, his fingers finding my nipples rolling and pinching, very easily distracts me, and before I know it, we have reached the main floor again. They both move away from me, leaving me horny, thirsty, and hungry but the anger has dissipated. Oh well, beggars can't be choosers.

      I spend the rest of the evening dancing drinking and catching up with Livie and James. They have us all in stitches with tales of dragon relocations. They seem to be enjoying their assignments and are thrilled with the apartment they live in with the rest of Team Dragon. Janet and Brace are both enjoying not teaching for a while and being back in.

      Siffa keeps the drinks flowing, and I move between the dance floor and the booth we’ve commandeered. I take turns dancing with all the guys and Drusilla. It’s almost three in the morning when we all stumble into our apartment, having had a blast.
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      Climbing out of bed the next day was one of the hardest things I had to do. Denied an orgasm, I drank entirely too much once we got back to the booth. The dancing has caused a bone-deep ache in my feet. The thought of getting up makes me want to vomit. Hang on… that might be the alcohol.

      Gingerly swinging my feet to the floor, I sit upright. The world tips and swirls. I fight down the nausea. Slowly standing and taking tiny little steps. I edge my way to the bathroom. Fuck, walking hurts! Running the shower, I slowly step under, allowing the steamy water to warm my sore and tired muscles, easing the aches and pains. Groaning, I set about washing myself and my hair.

      Thirty minutes later—I was sore, okay?—I’m dressed in workout pants and a sports crop top, heading out to the gym in the private elevator. The apartment is eerily quiet. Usually someone is about, but I haven’t seen a soul. We still have no assignment. Maybe everyone is having a sleep in and I’m the only glutton for punishment. The gym is also surprisingly vacant.

      Hopping up onto a treadmill, I stick my earbuds in, pulling up my favorite workout playlist. I need every bit of motivation I can get. Hitting a program that has me doing lots of up and down hills, I press start on the machine. The first mile is a struggle. I almost pack it in and go back to bed, but by the end of the second, I’m in the groove. Before I know it, I’ve done five miles. I change to a cool down program.

      The lift doors open as I’m using a towel to wipe the sweat from my face. Zeph struts in. He leans against a weight bench with a grin on his face and watches me wind down, not saying anything until the program shuts off.

      “Hello, dancing queen,” he says with a laugh. “I went looking for you in bed. I thought I was going to get to wake you up Sleeping Beauty style but found myself making out with your pillow instead. Imagine my disappointment.” He goes over to a fridge against a wall and pulls out a bottle of water, handing it to me. “I can’t believe you not only got out of bed but got in a workout.”

      Taking the bottle of water, I open and guzzle it down. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I throw it in the bin. “Thanks! Can’t let a big night slow me down. I have to work hard to keep up with you all.”

      Zeph’s smile turns serious. “Actually, now that you bring it up, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” He takes a seat against a wall and I follow him down, grateful to rest my tired muscles.

      “Mina, since you won’t have you angel blood activated—”

      I start to argue and interrupt, but he holds his hand up.

      “That’s your choice and we respect it, but you are going to be at a disadvantage. Yes, you are faster and stronger, but not to the extent you would be once activated.”  Nodding my head, I continue to listen.

      “The guys and I have been talking, and we’d like you to do some time on the gun range.” I’m shocked at the suggestion but listen to his reasons.

      “Look, we know you have the magic wand, but it’s a close combat weapon, and anything you are up against is just going to be faster. With a gun, you have the choice to use it at a distance and not engage closer. We all believe you will be safer this way.”

      I go to speak, and again he stops me. I growl in frustration, he raises an eyebrow.

      “It is non-negotiable, Mina. No gun, no fieldwork. I think you need to be reasonable. We’re being understanding about the blood activation. Even though there really is no reason to be stubborn about it anymore.”

      “If you will let me talk…” I snap at him, “I’m fine with the gun thing. It is reasonable, and I do appreciate the concession you are all making. Look, even though I know my parents wanted me now, I still don't agree with the whole elitist ideals about whose blood is better.”

      He stands up and stretches, his shirt sliding up, exposing his ripped body slightly with the movement. Catching me looking, he winks and holds out a hand for me. Grabbing hold, he helps me to my feet, not letting go of my hand, he tugs me towards our private elevator.

      “Thank you, Mina, for not arguing. Have a shower, get changed, and I'll meet you downstairs in half an hour. Sound good?

      Nodding my head, I agree.
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        * * *

      

      The Division gun range is located at the Academy. It feels strange to be back there. Students are milling around; it must be in between class time. Zeph gets quite a few appreciative looks from the girls. I wave to a few I know.

      The range is on the northside of campus. There is an outdoor one as well, but today, we’ll use the indoor one. I don’t like it as much… it feels claustrophobic, all cooped up in those little booths.

      The range lanes are self-contained and soundproof, making it easier to concentrate without all the noise around you.

      Zeph gets us registered and signs out guns for our use. These are not standard guns, which need bullet clips. These are a unique hybrid guns developed on Minzeon. Instead of bullets, these use a laser-like light. They can be set to stun or kill. I’ve used guns before in Academy training, but they don’t let you use the Division light guns. This will be my first time.

      Zeph walks me through the basics.

      “Okay, Mina, it works the same way as a regular semi-automatic handgun. There’s a clip that goes in, containing the light impulse. And unlike a regular pistol clip that only contains between ten to eighteen rounds in a clip, a light clip has over one hundred rounds. Depending on whether it’s set to stun or kill.”

      Zeph grabs the gun, faces it away, and pulls the slide back to check the chamber.

      “Why are you checking the chamber, if they don’t use cartridges like a normal gun?” I ask him.

      He locks the slide open, then slams the clip into place before releasing the slide. He grabs the spare clip and shows it to me. Similar to one that holds cartridges, he flicks one of the rounds out, a round like a paintball but smaller, like a bubble tea crystal, with a green light inside. It rolls around on his hand.

      “The striking pin inside hits the ball that allows the light to be admitted, which by itself has its own propulsion and goes where the gun is pointed. To be honest, although they explained the mechanics to us, the tech from Minzeon is incredibly advanced and it went over my head. Aim and shoot is what I remember. We buy the guns and clips from them. There is one person at the Division who is an immigrant from Minzeon whose sole job is to look after these guns and to refill the clips.” He throws the ball at the target. It explodes on impact. “They are fine in the clip but quite volatile out.”

      Swallowing nervously, I nod my head. He hands me the gun; it feels nice and light in my hand. I guess when the ammunition is not metal, it makes a big difference.

      I line up the sight with the target. Taking aim, I squeeze the trigger, mentally bracing for the kick and noise. Shooting off a few rounds, I can see I've hit the target at the end of the range, but neither noise nor kickback happens. I look at Zeph in surprise.

      He smiles. “No point in warning you, easier to experience it. These have a silent mode for stealth missions. But saying that…” He takes the gun and flicks a switch, hands it back to me. “Try again.”

      I shoot off another couple of rounds. This time, there’s still no kickback, but it admits a loud popping sound. Like a standard pistol with a silencer attached.

      “We work in this mode mostly so we can hear each other if we need it.”

      “We?” I ask him. He turns me back around and faces me at the target. I take aim again.

      “Yes, Mina,” he whispers in my ear. My shot goes wide, he laughs and steps back. “We all carry them as well. It’s just sensible not to engage a lot of the creatures we come up against too closely. But it does differ from team to team. Some are old-school. They don't like to try new things.” He flicks a switch, and a new target pops up. “Have a few more shots, get comfortable with it. We’ll issue you one when we get back to the Division”.

      “What happens to the realm beings that get hit?” I ask him.

      “The only thing that can kill a realm being is a direct hit with an angel blessed weapon, as you know already. Head or heart, and it will cease to exist. Any other hit, or if they get hit by one of these, they’ll dissipate and reform in the right realm. These guns will kill non-realm beings if set on kill. So be careful when we are up against non-realm beings. Keep it set to stun. Stun will slow a realm being down, give you a chance to get away, or just switch to kill.”

      Nodding my head, I shoot off some more rounds, Zeph watching in silence.

      I’m in the zone, hitting the bullseye nine times out of ten, when I feel a pair of hands on my hips, startling me and sending another shot wide. A piece of the wall explodes behind the target. Oops

      “So, Mina, have you thought any more about our proposal?” Zeph asks, nuzzling the back of my neck. I put the safety on and place the gun on the counter in front of me. Turning to face him, I find myself boxed in by his arms on either side. I have to tilt my head to look at him. His brown eyes have a spark of light in them, and his lips are quirked in a grin

      “What proposal is that?” I question. I’m not playing hard to get. I really want to hear it from him again to be sure.

      “To be with us. To become a family unit. Drusilla included, maybe Jagger. You with all of us.” he states firmly, no hesitation. My heart skips a beat at the determination in his voice. “What’s holding you back, Mina?”

      “Truthfully?” I ask him, he nods. “The story you told me about Constance. I really don’t want to be the person who breaks you. Constance came close. Also, I’m not one hundred percent sure that Samuel is all in. He didn’t seem keen on sharing.”

      He steps back slightly, giving me some space. “Constance was a selfish, vile woman. When Mav and I realized how badly she treated the others, we stopped seeing her.” He tips his head to the side. “Unfortunately, Samuel was smitten, and you couldn’t tell him otherwise. He was devastated when she died. But have hope, I’m sure he’ll come around.” He steps back into my space, heat in his eyes. “Maybe you just need to give us a trial.” He gets in close. I reach my arms up to hold him back a bit. His pecs ripple under his shirt at my touch.

      “Oh, yeah? And what would this test drive involve?” I ask, raising my eyebrows. His hand grabs my hip and pulls me, so my body is now flush with his.

      “Well, you don’t buy a horse without taking it for a test ride,” he replies, his southern accent thickening. His mouth is suddenly on mine. His scent of brown sugar and cinnamon invade my senses, hands roam up and down my spine, caressing me. His tongue slips into my mouth, tasting, sampling. He nibbles on my lips before pulling away and placing kisses along my jaw, down my throat towards my cleavage.

      His hands grab onto my waist and lifts me onto the counter, my legs parting allowing him to slip between them and move closer. His thick hard erection pushed against my needy pussy, the friction creating a slight reprieve to the ache he has created deep in my core. I moan in delight. A rumble sounds out of his mouth. I wrap my legs around his waist and pull us even closer, grinding against him. Our hands get frantic, me pulling at his shirt, lifting it up. He reaches his hands up so I can remove it, but before I can get very far, an ear-piercing screech admits from his wrist com.

      He jumps back, startled, but gets himself together. Reading the LCD screen, he looks at me in shock. “We have an emergency world jump. The Five have been spotted in Minzeon.”

      I jump down from the counter straightening my clothes out. “Ok well let's go,” I tell him, heading for the door, but he grabs my hand, stopping me before I can open it.

      “No time for that.” When I turn back around, his wings are on display. A Kaleidoscope of colors, blues, browns, gold, and silver, patterned like a bird of prey, ruffle as he pulls me in. “Hold tight, Mina.”

      And in a flash, we jump.
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      We pop out in a lift filled with the rest of Alpha. Most looking a little worse for wear. Zeph retracts his wings quickly.

      “Damn it, Zeph.” Dru waves her hand at the camera, erasing the footage of us arriving. “Glamour you and Mina so they can’t see you, so I don’t have to change too much of the video,” she snaps, rubbing her head with one hand. She has dark circles under her eyes.

      I feel a tingle over my body. Looking around, I don’t see any difference.

      Samuel smiles at me. “We can see each other, but no one else can, especially not the cameras.”

      “Where were you?” grumbles Mav. His Division uniform looks wrinkled and is only halfway zipped.

      Stepping up to him, I pull the zipper all the way up before placing a kiss on his cheek. A stunned look crosses his face, but he recovers quickly and pulls me in close to snuggle against me.

      “Mmm, Mina, you smell like sunshine and rainbows, missed you this morning.” He whispers in my ear, “and a whole heap of desire. Did Zeph rev your engines, and you got interrupted again, Mina?”

      Everyone in the lift must hear his whispered words, because they all laugh at me.

      Stepping back, I slap a hand against his chest. “Yes, he did, asshole, and if you don’t shut it, you won’t ever get a chance to rev them,” I threaten, even though they all know I’m lying. “And no more false start revving. I swear, I’m ready to cut someone.”

      Heat smolders in everyone's eyes.

      Zeph clears his throat. “Right. Enough. What’s going on? Dru, you got any details?” he asks, becoming all business.

      “I only know what you do. The Five have been spotted on Minzeon. We’ve been called in, so have Bravo and Echo, because they have so many in their teams.”

      “Yeah, that was a sneaky strategy. They will always be called for extra manpower,” gripes Samuel.

      “Charlie and Delta are on standby,” Dru finishes.

      “Okay,” Zeph says. “When we stop, Dru, take Mina to the armory and get her a light gun. Then we’ll meet you in the briefing room.”

      “What about our uniforms?” I ask him, gesturing at our casual clothes.

      He waves a hand, and instantly my jeans and T-shirt leave my body, replaced with my Guardian uniform. Looking up I notice Zeph, too, is properly attired

      “Well, that’s... handy!” And just in time, too. The lift doors open, and everyone piles out.

      “Zeph, de-glamour,” hisses Dru before dragging me to the armory. The tingle covers my body again.

      Standing in front of the gun cages are Silas and Beatrice.

      “Orphan girl, here on time, finally.” Silas sneers at me, ruffling his wings in a peacock display.

      “Oh, Mina, I see you didn’t get wings. Just like the rest of your team,” Beatrice says, then turns to Drusilla batting her eyelids. “Not that you need them, Drusilla. You’re gorgeous enough without them.”

      Drusilla blinks in surprise, and my jealousy starts to rumble in my chest, a growl escaping my mouth. Dru steps between Beatrice and me.

      “Uh… thank you?” she says. “If you could move so I can grab a gun, that would be great.” Beatrice moves slowly past, brushing her on the way, and another growl escapes my mouth. Drusilla looks at me in shock.

      “Always knew you were a bit of a dog,” Silas says as he, too, moves out of the way, his wings moving wide, brushing against my breast on the way past.

      Something catches my eye and distracts me from my jealousy.

      “What's that?” I ask, pointing to a stain that is a mottled collection of colors, red, brown, and green, on the bottom edge of his wings. The spot is glaringly obvious amongst the white.

      Dru laughs, waving it off. “Happens to the new recruits who get wings. They don’t remember to lift them and end up dragging them through all sorts of things.”

      “Well, at least I have wings. Shows how strong my blood is and how weak Alphas must be that none of you have them,” Silas barks at us, a pink tinge to his cheeks showing how he really feels. He stomps out of the room. Beatrice waves goodbye to Drusilla and follows him.

      “I don’t like them,” I snarl, my jealousy waning slightly as they leave. Rubbing my hand over my face, I blow out a breath. God, my moods are getting out of control! Horny, jealousy, anger, they are all over the place.

      Dru grabs my face with both hands, drawing my attention. “Mina, I didn’t even see her,” she reassures me. Dropping her hands, she grabs a gun and three clips, passing them to me. “Come on, we need to go.”

      We don’t even make it to the briefing room before we see the guys.

      “Dru, head to communications. Mina, with us,” Zeph demands. I run after them

      “So?” I ask, shoving my spare clips into a holder on my uniform and putting one into the gun before holstering that, too. “What’s happened?”

      “One of Minions produce farms has been attacked and destroyed,” Mav says as we make our way to the portal room. “We think it’s another distraction technique, because Minzeon really is no threat to AOA, but we have to go and check it out, see if any of The Five remain on the scene.”

      As the doors to the lift open, the portal room is nothing like it was the last time I was here. People running around, all the armed guards on alert status, fanned out around each of the realm portals. I look at Samuel.

      “Why are they like this? Nothing’s coming through the realms, are they?’ I ask him.

      ‘We’re on high alert, Mina. The Five can’t world jump, no realm beings can, they have to be taken by someone. It’s why we have always suspected an Archangel or Archdemon is involved. Only elite teams and Archangels can world jump. Either an Archangel has gone rogue, or the Collectors Division has a traitor. You never know what else could happen, so everyone is ready for anything.”

      Walking quickly past all the portals, we come to the big open space at the end of the room. Teams Bravo and Echo are both here, as are the Director and Clementine. I can also see Uriel, Zadkiel, and Raphael. All three angels have their wings out and are wearing Division uniform. They are all also carrying shiny glowing swords strapped to their backs.

      “Damn, Dad’s here too. Must be serious,” Sander mutters under his breath.

      I think about it quickly. “Uriel's your dad?” I ask, whispering. He grins at me, nodding. “Huh! You must take after your mom. You’re nothing like that grumpy bear.” He laughs out loud, and I turn to see where he is looking. Shit, that hearing again. Uriel is staring at me, eyebrow cocked in amusement. The face smooths out as Zadkiel says something to him.

      “You’d be surprised,” Sander says.

      We join the rest of the group waiting. Raphael looks up as we arrive.

      “Good, we’re just waiting on two more.” As he says this, two more Archangels arrive in a flash of light. Their radiance blinding us all, including the other three Archangels

      “Fuck, put it away,” grumbles Uriel shielding his eyes.

      When the light dims, two more men with colored wings stand there. The first has blue wings like an overcast sky, with brown hair with red highlights, very similar to Samuel. The other has steel gray wings with black tips. He has deep brown skin and tribal tattoos up his neck and looks like he could bench press a truck.

      Samuel leans over. “That’s my dad, Chamuel,” he says very quietly in my ear, nodding to the one with blue wings. “And the big brawny bastard who looks like he would eat you for a snack is Azrael, Mav’s dad. That’s half of the Archangel council, they really mean business.”

      “About fucking time you got here, you pussies,” Uriel continues to grumble. The room is oddly quiet, so much divinity in one place must be unsettling.

      Raphael steps forward. “Alpha, you will go in first with us, Bravo and Echo, give us ten minutes, then you’ll be the next wave. Charlie and Delta are on standby in case.”

      “Yeah, in case this goes balls up,” Uriel grumbles again.

      “That’s my favorite way to roll.” Azrael’s musical, islander accent is surprising. “Stop being such a sour puss, Uriel. How about we make a wager?”

      Uriel's expression changes to one of glee.

      “Cut it out, assholes.” Zadkiel steps forward. Holding his hand out, he starts to draw ruins in the air. Much like Zeph did on Dikan. These light up and are pink as well, but there are more. With a slash of his hand, the floating runes explode in a ball of light, and a wormhole appears. He steps through, followed by the Archangels. I can see Uriel and Azrael still whispering—they must be working out their wager. Zeph follows close behind with the others, leaving Trick and me last.

      “What's wrong, orphan girl? Scared?” teases Silas from the side. I shoot him the finger.

      Looking at Bravo, I can see Jagger standing off to the side of them, his glamour holding tight. He nods at me.

      “Let’s go, Mina.” Trick tugs on my hand. We walk towards it.

      “Good luck, Mina,” Dru says in my ear.

      Trick disappears. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, stepping through.

      This time it doesn't feel like jello. It feels like I dived underwater. It is neither hot nor cold, but I am suspended again. Floating through the cosmos. Flashes of light and snippets of sound surround me. Indistinguishable voices, laughter, and joy, screaming, and sorrow. A thousand emotions hit me. Love, lust, despair, and hatred. It’s the last one that burns deep into my soul. That kind of hate is breath-stealing. But I don’t think it’s aimed specifically at me, but at the world around us.

      The feeling fades away, like I was being watched, but the attention was then moved. The sense that surrounds me now is one of joy and happiness. A feeling of contentment surrounds me, and again, I’m thrust forward. Stumbling, I exit the portal to a storm of fire and ash.

      In Minzeon, they grow their crops and produce in high rise buildings. Water and energy efficiency at their best, technology far more advanced than on Reath. But the structure we portaled directly into is reminiscent of an apocalyptic nightmare. Only the advanced tech is stopping it from falling down on us.

      Voices surround me. Raphael issues orders, and everyone jumps to follow them.

      “Fan out, check the other levels. Set guns to stun. We’re not sure who or how many are involved. This seems like a much bigger job than AOA has done in the past. Mina, can you check for surviving Minzeons, and make sure they get safely out?”

      Nodding, I head back further into the building. The heat is suffocating, and the ash and smoke are making my eyes tear up. Keying my earpiece, I ask, “Why is there no sprinkler system? It seems like an advanced civilization would have at least one.”

      “They do,” growls Samuel in my ear. “The whole place is run on some hydroponic system that should be pumping in plenty of water. We’re checking the valves on the levels now. Sometimes good old-fashioned mechanical knowledge is needed.”

      I keep searching for survivors, but so far, I haven't found any bodies, so I’m hoping they all got out. I see a patch of debris, that looks like it’s sitting in a pool of blood. Squatting down, I swipe my finger through it. It comes out covered in a greenish-red sludge. Rubbing it between my fingers, I think about where I saw something like this. Then it comes to me. It was on Silas’ wings. Wiping it on my pants, I stand back up. Surely, Silas wasn't here? He was in the armory with us. Shaking my head, I move on.

      “Where is Matoz?” I ask into my ear pierce. “Hopefully he cares enough about his world to step in and help?” This time, it’s an angelic voice who answers.

      “It seems The God of Minzeon is missing. Azeyr just informed me telepathically when I asked for some divine intervention,” Raphael's voice comes through. “Apparently, they have their own issues and we are on our own for now.”

      A sound to the left of me draws my attention. Following my instinct, I walk towards it, stepping carefully over destroyed seedling trays, careful not to slip on the spilled dirt.

      Stepping into another room, I find a huddle of people wearing what looks like silver spacesuits. Behind them are large water tanks. Maybe I can check the valves. They flinch as I approach them, so I hold my hands up in reassurance.

      “Are you guys workers? Can you tell me what happened?” I ask gently.

      They divide their attention between me and something up higher. Looking up at the roof where they seem to be staring, my heart plummets to my stomach. The roof is covered in spiders, and amongst the spiders, are human-sized, silk-wrapped bundles. Holy crap. What is big enough to do that?

      Stepping closer to the workers, I put my back to them and survey the room. “Where is it?” I ask them, but they just whimper in response. Keeping an eye out for movement, I gesture for them to head in the direction I came from.

      “If you head that way, I didn’t see any other creatures, and there are angels down there to help you get out.” I move slowly, and they follow behind until they get to the doorway.

      “Now run!” I tell them, moving out of the way, and they take my advice.

      The spiders covering the roof ripple in agitation but stay in one place. Carefully moving back to the tanks, I bend down to look at the valves. They were right. They are manually shut. I squat and put some muscle into it, straining against the wheel, pushing hard. It doesn't budge. Damn it. Keying my earpiece, I sigh before saying.

      “I need some help, guys. I found some valves, but I can't get them to budge.” Taking my finger off the earpiece, I try again. A crackle sounds before Samuel’s voice comes through.

      “I'll be there in a minute, Mina.”

      “Thanks, Samuel.” A sound behind the tank draws my attention. A scuttling, and then a click-clack of something walking across the tiled floor. Out from behind the tanks and the shadows, crawls a creature from my worst nightmares. Surely it must be from the realm of Halloween nightmare creatures.
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      It’s similar looking to how Anansi was described, but this spider creature is undoubtedly female. A large black body with a red stripe on her back, eight freakishly long legs scrambling to keep her upright, her face is all female. Long chestnut hair and red eyes that glow, the grin on her face is creepy.

      Pulling out my gun, I aim it at her.

      “Samuel, did you say?” she asks with a cackle. “How is my darling, still so sad?”

      “How do you know Samuel? Who are you?” I demand of the creature.

      She ignores the questions, seemingly in her own world, muttering, “No touch the valves, burn, let it burn, he will reward me.”

      I keep my gun aimed at the creature and move away from the tanks back towards the doorway. “What are you? I know of a few creatures like you from human literature, but—”

      “Not a realm being,” she screeches, her voice echoing around the room. “AB, special AB. First kind of AB, better than all. He promised… better than all Guardians.”

      “You’re an AB? A Guardian?” The words from her mouth shock me. “How? Who did this to you?” I ask the creature, pity in my voice. This seems to infuriate her, though.

      Her mouth morphs into the enormous gaping jaws of a black widow, her fangs dripping venom, and a hundred red eyes are now watching me ease towards the door. “No pity.” It hisses. “Going to rule all!”

      She lunges towards me; my shot goes wild as she latches onto my arm with a fang. The suits are supposed to be impenetrable, but I feel it slice straight through and down to the bone. The venom burning as it enters my bloodstream. Screaming in pain, I shake her off. Scuttling backward, she huddles in the corner of the room, her body shaking.

      I’m now leaning against the wall, and blood is dripping furiously on the floor from my wound. I watch as her body shakes and contorts, until she slowly morphs into a young woman, the spider body completely disappearing. Moving away from the wall, I walk over until I’m standing above her. My arm shakes as I lift it up to take a shot. Set to stun, it should knock her out until we can get someone to look at her. Sweat is starting to cover my brow, and I know I only have one chance at this. Taking aim, I go to fire, but a shout draws my attention.

      Standing in the doorway is Samuel, his face white with shock and fury. I fire.

      “No, Mina… No!” He leaps, pushing me out of the way, my shot going wild.

      Gathering the girl in his arms, he pulls her close. “Connie? Connie, can you hear me?”

      Connie? This is Constance, who just tried to kill me? I Stumble backward until I hit a wall and slide down it. Voices are chattering on the radio in my ear, but it’s a bit fuzzy. Sander and Trick run into the room.

      Sander runs to me, checking my pulse and running his hands over my body to check for wounds. “What the fuck, man? Mina, are you okay.”

      “Not how… I thought I’d get your hands… on my body again,” I slur to him with a breath of laughter. He frowns, and his skin pales as he reaches the wound in my arm.

      “What's this, Mina? What did this?” He looks around the room. Over his shoulder, I can see Trick dazed with shock as he takes in Samuel and Constance.

      Pulling Sander close, I whisper in his ear. “Spider, big ass, mother fucking spider.” My eyes start to blur, and my tongue feels thick in my mouth. “Don’t. Trust. Spider.” Swallowing becomes difficult, and I feel like I’m being roasted alive. The pain is flowing through my body, a tidal wave of pressure.  A keening sound rings in my ears, and I wish it would shut up. Blackness surrounds me and the silence is blissful.

      

      SANDER

      Mina whispers to me something about spiders and trust. Her voice is slurred, and her pulse is thready. She's clammy, her gaze unfocused. Something other than a flesh wound is wrong with her.

      “Trick, snap out of it. Something is wrong with Mina!” I shout at him.

      He jolts, pointing at the other two. “But that’s Constance, and she’s alive,” he stammers.

      “I don’t give a fuck. Mina won’t be for long if we don’t do something.” A high-pitched keening sound leaves her mouth, jolting Trick out of his shock, before she goes worryingly silent.

      “Mina. Mina!” I shake her, but she’s unconscious, her head rolling back on her shoulders, body going limp in my arms. My heartbeat races in my chest.

      Suddenly, I hear a scuttling sound. Looking up, I see the roof is covered in spiders, and something has agitated them. They start to crawl towards the walls, then speed up and pour down them at an alarming rate.

      “Fuck.” I scoop up Mina in my arms, and running past them, we exit the room. “Hurry! I don’t like the looks of them.”

      Not looking behind me, I trust the others to get out and run for the exit. I could portal but I’m not sure if Constance is conscious or not, and I can’t risk being seen. Just as we leave the room and enter the main warehouse, the sprinkler system comes on. Running as fast as I can, the water pours down over us, soaking us in cold, chilling rainfall. Trying hard not to slip with Mina in my arms, I yell back to Trick, hoping he's still behind me.

      “Trick, call the guys… tell them we are coming in hot. Get Dru to notify medical and make sure one of those damn Archangels has a portal open and waiting.”

      I can hear him relaying my instructions through his earpiece. The spiders have caught up, but they aren't doing much to hinder our moment; we just crunch over them.

      We reach back where we arrived, and the portal is waiting. I don't stop to explain anything, racing straight through. Expecting to step out into medical, I’m shocked into a standstill. It's like we’re floating through space, flashes of solar systems pass by, voices, and feelings bombard us. A sense of annoyance reaches me that morphs into fright, before disappearing altogether. Looking around in wonder, I jolt as we exit the portal.

      The bright light of the medical wing greets my eyes. Standing, I’m holding Mina, who’s dripping blood all over their pristine white floor. Instantly, I'm surrounded by medical personnel who direct me to a bed. Lying Mina down, I move away to give them room to work. I look back at the still open portal, breathing hard, and see Samuel arrive with Constance. He gets directed to another bed. He joins me after he puts her down.

      We watch as both girls get assessed. While we’re waiting, the rest of Alpha arrives.

      Zeph is tugging at his beard in agitation. “What happened?” he asks us.

      Samuel starts to pace back and forth. “I don't know, I got there, and Mina was about to shoot Constance.”

      Zeph and Mav turn quickly in shock towards Samuel.

      “Constance?” Mav asks, and they both turn to look at the other bed.  Surprise covers both their faces.

      “Where did she come from?” asks Zeph.

      Samuel shakes his head in agitation, tugging at his hair. “I don't know, but Mina was going to shoot her.” He points his finger aggressively in Mina’s direction.

      Trick holds his hands up to calm him. “I’m sure she had a good reason to, Sam,” he says.

      Sam growls, “She better,” and stalks back towards Constance's bed.

      We exchange worried glances before turning back towards Mina.

      There seem to be fewer medical people around her now. Her uniform has been removed and she is lying peacefully in bed, machines beeping around her. Dr. Minchin comes over to where we are, a grave look on his face

      “What's going on, what's wrong with Mina?’ I ask him.

      He takes a deep sigh. “Mina has been bitten by a black widow spider. One that seems to be mutated. We’ve done all we can and have purged the poison from her system. Unfortunately, for now, she’s in a coma. I’m not sure what we can do to fix it. I’m sorry.”

      My heart drops with dismay, and I stumble to a chair, falling into it in despair. The others follow suit.

      No, it can't be, not when she had only just decided to join our family. Not now, when things were starting to go right.

      Mina. No. Not her.

      A tear runs down my face, but I let it, no energy to wipe it away. There is no point.

      

      The End…...for now.
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      Five Worlds

      Reath  Homeworld to the Collectors Division. A mish-mash world of steampunk, magic, and some advanced technology. This world is surrounded by nine realms.  Mylea, goddess of Magic, is their god.

      Earth                No Magic, no advanced technology but incredibly creative minds and talents. Earth’s creativity clashed the Reath’s magic and created the beings that inhabit the nine realms. Eagi, god of Freewill, is their god

      Minzeon           An advanced civilization of high IQs and innovative minds.  Matoz, god of Technology, is their god.

      Amilles            Angel homeworld.  Azeyr is their god

      Habbalea        Destroyed Demon realm. Hammus is their god
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      Nine Realms

      
        	Zeli Gods of the European continent

        	Lyneon  Gods of Africa, India, and the Middle East

        	Kolekin Gods of Asia

        	Resnea          Gods of South and Mesoamerica

        	Neadna Gods of Australia and the Pacific Islands

        	Elkly               Mythical figures realm, e.g., Santa, Tooth Fairy, Easter          Bunny

        	Ferijen Halloween and mythical monster realm

        	Glieh         · Fairy-tale realm

        	Dikan       Fictional character realm                                                                          ·
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      Characters

      Jessamina Michaels    Daughter of ……………..

      Zephanier AldridgeSon of Archangels Jophial and Zadkiel

      Lysander Caldwell Son of Archangels Uriel and Haniel and twin brother to Drusilla

      Drusilla CaldwellDaughter of Archangels Uriel and Haniel and twin sister to

      Lysander

      Samual MasonSon of Archangels Chamuel and Sofiel

      Mavromichali AtwaterSon of Archangels Azrael and Gadriel

      Patrick LonghurstSon of Archangels Raphael and Ariel

      Jagger Archdemon
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      When not writing books, Lexie is a mother of two gorgeous teenagers and the wife to a patient and understanding man. They live in Western Australia and are lorded over by a black toy poodle.  She loves camping, reading, and if her iPad were stolen, her world would explode. (It has the kindle app on.)
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      Leaving Eden - A Seven Sins Reverse Harem Anthology

      https://books2read.com/u/4NQl6N

      

      Candy Conniption Book One in the Arbor Vitae Coven Series

      https://books2read.com/u/3GelXL
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      In the artisan's town of Morbank Island, live the Arbour Vitae Coven. This coven of witches is charged with the protection and running of the North American portal to the supernatural realms. The portal depends on the energy generated by the tourists who visit the town and their popular artisan shops, but recently, this has been waning. Follow this group of witches as they try to discover why this is happening and who is responsible.  Each book follows a different witch and can be read as stand alones, but to really appreciate the twists and turns, reading them in order is advised.

      Book One is Candy Conniption.

      Ruby's dream has abruptly come to a screeching halt, giving her the nudge she needs to return to her hometown and to resurrect her parent's candy store. When she arrives, she discovers much is amiss. The town is floundering as young adults reach their majority and leave in droves, requiring new blood to come in to keep it afloat. A magical force is wreaking havoc on the town, affecting her brother's best friend, Maddock, who is enveloped in an unnatural fog of negativity.

      Now, only the return of the Tempting Ten can unravel the mystery in Morbank Island.

      Join Ruby on her quest to gather them to rescue her community!

      Read on for a sneak preview.
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      “This meeting of the Matrons of Morbank Island may come to order,” Prudence Miller announces as she bangs her gravel on the podium in front of her. She peers out at the rest of the ladies in the large room of the town hall.“Come now, settle down.” The noise of the room slowly quietens, and the other nine women look up with curiosity.

      “Prudence, what’s this meeting about?” Victoria Digby questions. “You know I love meeting with you ladies, but usually drinks and nibbles are involved.”

      “Yes, town affairs are better solved with a Mojito in hand,” Glenda La Croix adds with a laugh and a wave of her hand. A tittering of giggles explodes from the ladies, but when they see that Prudence is not laughing and has a very somber look on her face, they all quickly quieten down.

      “Ladies, I think we all know why we are meeting here. The portal is fading, and there’s not enough power generation to hold it open anymore. We are failing the realms. Action needs to be taken. If not, the council could very well appoint another coven in charge of Morbank, and we’ll get kicked off our ancestral island,” Prudence says with a look of sadness on her face. “It’s time for the next generation to step up and take their rightful place at the head of the family businesses. We’re all ready to retire, and the creative ideas just aren’t flowing like they used to.” 

      The woman all nod their heads in agreement. Prudence continues with a hitch in her voice. “Not only that, there’s something else that I have to tell you.”

      “Oh, Prudence dear, what’s wrong?” Lucille Crane asks as she gets up and puts her arm around Prudence. “What’s making you so sad?” 

      “Don’t you think it’s strange that all of our oldest daughters have left town? Even though every single one of them is following in the family business?” She asks, looking at the ladies. The ladies start talking amongst themselves.

      “I did think it strange that they all decided to leave town and learn from other artists, but they’re young and independent,” Laura Woods exclaims, shrugging.

      “Yes,” adds in Fiona Blackwood, looking down at her hands. “I understand why Tia went to China. But I always thought she’d come back when she finished learning what he wanted. Instead, she stays.” Fiona's face is covered in sadness. “I keep trying to get her to come home, but she avoids the topic.”

      “I have similar conversations with Tatiana,” Lucille adds. “She’s so busy with that boyfriend of hers.” The sneer on her face when she says this makes it visible she isn’t too keen on him.

      “Ladies. Ladies,” Prudence says, hugging Lucille and encouraging her to sit back down. She straightens her shoulders and takes a big breath.“When Susan the slut ran off and left Regan,” she starts, looking very sad.

      “May she suffer pox on her pussy.” The other nine ladies chime in unison — one of them spitting to the side.

      A small smile appears on Prudence’s face. “Amen, my loyal ladies. When this happened, and Ruby didn’t come home to help her brother and his babies out, I knew there was something very wrong. Not only that. When I hired someone else to run the shop, she didn’t even bat an eyelid. Once upon a time, that would have bought her home on the warpath. Nobody was allowed to run her shop except her. So, I conducted some research. What I have discovered may surprise you.”

      The women look on eagerly, waiting for her to continue.

      “Well, don’t make us wait. What have you found out?” questions Laura

      “The girls are under a powerful repulsion spell,” Prudence announces. Gasps and shocked chatter erupt. She talks over them, and they calm down to listen.“The signs were all there; we didn't acknowledge them. One, they all suddenly left town around the same time. Two, none have shown any interest in coming home. I know for sure it was Ruby’s dream to take over the candy store. For her to up and leave all of a sudden was suspicious. She's been gone for eighteen months now and has shown no interest in coming home,” she says, wringing her hands together.  

      “I think part of the dwindling power problem is we all getting older, and the businesses need a new influx of power. With the lack of new creative inspiration, the tourists have lost interest. All of us are looking to retire, and if the girls don’t come home and takeover, we will have to sell the businesses or close them down. An artisan village with no artisans has no draw. So, with my suspicions, I cast a detection spell. I have discovered that this town and specifically our place of business and homes have a repelling spell on them specifically aimed at the girls.”

      More gasps and outrageous cries fill the hall.

      “But, who could have done such a thing, and why?” Marie Payne questions out loud. A look of sadness haunts her eyes, her skin is sallow, and she looks like she has lost weight. Prue makes a note to visit her soon. 

      “Well, that’s the all-important question, isn’t it?” Prudence says with a glare in her grey eyes and steel in her voice. “I will be informing Sheriff Crimson of my findings, but that is not going to solve our problem.”

      “I can see by the look on your face you have a plan,” Victoria says with a smile on her face. “Don’t be coy. Share” 

      “You bet your ass I have a plan,” Prudence says with a determined look on her face. “I have found a spell to counteract it, but there may be some negative side effects. I need all of you ladies to think about this quite carefully because once done, there’s no going back. The negative impacts could affect you directly.”

      “I don’t know about everyone else, but if someone is messing with my girl and that’s why she won’t come home to visit her mama, then I’m in,” shouts Beatrix Shadowsoul getting to her feet.

      “That’s right,” agrees Marie, also getting to her feet. “Nobody messes with our kids or town and gets away with it.”

      By this time, all the ladies are on their feet and agreeing to the spell. A tear appears in the corner of Prudence’s eye. She smiles, looking around at the other women in the room. “My sisters, I knew I could count on you, just as we have been counting on each other since we first formed this coven so many years ago.”

      “That’s right! witches for life,” shouts Denise.

      “Or, bitches as the case may be, hey, Denise,” Lucille says cheekily, bumping her hip against Denise’s.

      “Well, you would know,” Denise says back with a grin.

      “Ok ladies, settle down. We will meet in the clearing behind the Manor at midnight tomorrow night. It is a full moon and the best time to fulfill the spell. Please bring something from your girls with you to go into the spell. It must be something that means a lot to them, Prudence announces with a satisfied smile. “I don’t know who did this, but the backlash when we break the spell will let them know we are onto them. We must prepare to ward off a takeover.”

      “We will have to be more vigilant. We have grown complacent. Although we know most people in town, there are always people coming and going,” Minerva Crowe muses out loud. “Someone is trying to start trouble, maybe a coven from another town.”

      “Let’s keep this to ourselves for now, or at least until I can speak to Sheriff Crimson. Now go, and don’t forget to perform your purification rituals, and I will see you all tomorrow night.” Prudence shoos the ladies away.

      The ladies all make their way out of the hall, go back to their business’s or go on with their daily routines. Prudence collapses in a chair. She rubs her head to ward off the pounding behind her eyes. The counterspell could have some far-flung and dire consequences, but it is needed to break such a strong aversion. But saying that, there isn’t much these ladies wouldn’t do for their oldest daughters. Picking up her handbag, she places it over her shoulder. She straightens her shirt and smooths down her skirt before reaching to do the same with her hair. Then, with a deep breath and head held high, she strides out of the hall towards the Sheriff's office to have a quiet and confidential conversation with Sheriff Crimson. 
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        * * *

      

      The moon is high and round in the sky, the night has a bite of cold to it, with that sharp smell of the coming autumn. The trees are losing their leaves, and the leaf litter is scattered all over the floor of the clearing. Back through the trees, a single light in the manor can be seen. Left on for late-night visitors and portal users.

      The Manor bed and breakfast is the location of the supernatural portal, linking all the realms to earth for the US region. All kinds of creatures pass through. That being said, it doesn’t mean you won’t find humans staying there. The supernatural world is a new curiosity. 

      One by one, the ladies drift out from amongst the trees from different directions. All ten of them are wearing their coven robes. Scarlett red with gold thread woven throughout in intricate designs. Hoods pulled up to cover their heads, hands clasping lit white candles, they make a circle in the clearing. Prudence reaches under her robe and pulls out a satchel from over her shoulder. The other ladies all follow suit.

      Out of the bag, she pulls an athame and her spellbook. She places them next to her, then walks to the center of the clearing. There is a fire pit with a cauldron, filled with salt and water, sitting over the top. With one word and gesture from Pru, the fire burst to life and starts crackling. The blue and red flames flicker, casting an eerie light around the clearing. The ladies blow out their candles and place them into their bags, putting them to the side. Prudence grabs the athame and moves back to the cauldron.

      “Please move forward. Bring the object precious to your daughter, and place it into the cauldron. We will need a few drops of your blood as well. Then let us join hands for the incantation.”

      Each lady places the object into the cauldron. Using the athame, they drip a couple of drops of their blood into the water. The steam drifting off the top takes on a red hue. They all step back and join hands. Prudence adds a handful of bay and sage leaves to the water then moves back to join hands and begins the chant

      “Oh, Hecate, hear us now. I call upon thee to hear our pleas. Come forth and cleanse our first-born daughters of all evil and alien magics intending harm, and restore them to balance, health, and home. We thank you and by our wills combined, so mote it be.”

      “So mote it be,” repeats the rest of the coven.

      With a loud boom, a flash of purple bursts outwards from the cauldron, flowing through all the women in the circle and continuing outward. When the light has disappeared, the flame has gone out of the fire, and the spell is complete. 

      “Now, all we can do is wait,” announces Prudence.

      “Well, I don’t know about anyone else, but that was thirsty work. Who’s up for a drink?” asks Marie as she walks back to where she has left her bag. Pulling out a couple of bottles of wine, she hands them out before opening one and taking a swig. 

      Once the tense atmosphere brakes, the ladies laugh. They all take seats around the cauldron, more bottles of wine appear, as do a couple of joints. Smoke drifts on the breeze, pungent and pervasive. They are all talking quite loudly and joyously when a rustle through the trees causes them to drop into silence. 

      “What was that?” asks Lucille.

      Victoria jumps, grabbing the athame from near the cauldron and brandishing it in front of herself.” I don’t know, but they are going to have to go through me to get to you,” she says ferociously.

      The ladies all look at each other and burst into laughter. Out of the trees walks Regan, Prudence’s son, the man who lives and runs the Manor bed and breakfast and polices the beings that come and go.

      He has a wry look on his face. “Evening, ladies, mother,” he nods his head at them all. “I could hear you all from inside and felt the pressure wave from the spell.” He raises an eyebrow at Victoria.“Did you forget you could use magic to defend yourself?” He laughs, gesturing to the athame. 

      She blushes and puts the athame back where she grabbed it from before retaking a seat, as he continues. “That’s what you get for addling your brains with wine and herbs. Aren’t you all a little old for partying hard?” He chuckles, as they all squirm like teenagers being caught out. Looking around he asks, “I notice there are no men from the coven at this little ceremony? You certainly didn’t send me the invite.” 

      Prue sputters at the question.“This spell needed a purely maternal energy to it.” 

      He raises his eyebrow skeptically. “Did it, mom? Or did you ladies want to have a little full moon party without the old ball and chains? Keys are to go into bowl.” He gestures to them, holding out a fruit bowl. “Your loved ones will thank me in the morning. Beds are all made up for you in the manor. Try to not wake my children or guests when you come in. And make sure you magic those rooms clean. I don’t have enough staff at the moment to be picking up after grown-ass women.”

      The ladies sheepishly pull their keys out and drop them in the bowl. 

      Regan begins to walk back towards the manor. “Have a good evening ladies, and I really hope the spell worked.”

      “So do we, Regan, So do we,” his mother says as he walks away.
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