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To the man that I’d go out after curfew for, and the adventures that
we’ve had together.

I only wish to write about a love like ours one day.
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Content Warning


Some content in this book may be triggering for readers. Please take note of the following triggers before reading: death, violence, adult language, themes of sexual assault. Please take note of triggers and look after your mental health first.






1


I never thought I’d live in a world where wearing a watch could mean the difference between life and death.

Most people have an alarm set every ten minutes from five o’clock onwards. Each one acts as a reminder of the impending curfew. It’s become near impossible to lose track of time. Between the hourly mass text alerts from the Angel Intelligence Agency and everyone’s personal alarms, if someone doesn’t make it home, it’s typically because they’re dead.

It was hard to adjust to at first, but now the nightly routine has become mundane, as if the song that sings when the mechanisms tick over isn’t something new to this world. As if the world before never existed at all.

The sound of locks ticking over and sealing shut every window and door in the building rings through our apartment.

I turn the dial on the radio to drown out the reality of the new world. Every night at six o’clock and not a second later, each residence in the city shuts off to the world for their own protection. It’s a necessary evil, the only way we could find some normality. Some feeling of safety, however misguided it may be.

As usual, I’m tucked away in the kitchen, listening to the reruns radio station, which is currently playing one of my favourite songs. The melody floats over me while I dance and sing, every thought of curfew quickly slipping away. The smell of marinara sauce fills the air, one of our weekly meals on rotation. There’s not a lot of choice when it comes to food any more. Things are better here in the city now that they’ve built hydro farms to keep producing natural foods, but humanity hasn’t had the taste of meat since we shut our borders.

I haven’t been past the border of the city in over two years. There’s been no need since the lockdowns were introduced and we stopped fighting. I’ve heard rumours of how bad it still is out there, but nobody has seen it and lived to tell the tale.

When the remaining world leaders established the Angel Intelligence Agency and introduced the lockdown laws two years ago, it took time to adjust. Eventually I stopped thinking about what it was like before. It began to feel as if it had always been this way. As long as I tune out the lockdown at six, it just feels normal.

I hardly remember what it used to be like to go out at night. To go to bars and restaurants, or even just for a walk by the water. It feels like a whole other lifetime.

As I scream-sing along to the song in what can only be described as a dying cat-like pitch, Jeremy leans against the kitchen doorway, smirking at me with amusement. I ignore the very obvious look of pain on his face and continue to sing.

“This is really good stuff,” he says. “We should record these moments so that we can remember the time before you became famous.”

Fighting off an eye-roll, I prowl towards him with a wooden spoon microphone in one hand, pointing at him with the other. “You’ll need that footage to remember me, because with that attitude, I’ll be leaving you behind.”

But I wouldn’t, couldn’t ever leave him behind. He’s become my rock over the past few years, the only thing that still makes sense to me in a world that no longer has any sense to it. Without him, I don’t know if I’d just crumble completely or simply cease to exist.

Standing in front of him now, I bring my finger up to his chest, tracing along his collarbone lightly. Jeremy inhales a sharp breath and shudders, but the expression on his face never wavers.

I drop my hand and pretend the spoon is now a guitar, strumming it to the beat.

His low giggle tugs at my heartstrings. My favourite sound, calming my mind like a melody. The music fades, and I stop dancing to instead fling my arms around his neck.

His golden hair falls in short curls over his forehead, casting a boyish look over his face. He stands in the shadows, looking down at me with a wide grin, his long, dark lashes making the blue in his eyes more vibrant. “You wouldn’t really leave this behind. You’d be so bored without me to make fun of.” He tucks a piece of hair behind my ear, but a golden strand falls in front of my eyes.

“You just make it so easy for me.” I move my hands from his neck to his chest, his muscles flexing beneath my touch. For a moment, I lose myself in the man.

I’m dragged back to reality almost instantly as the music on the radio is interrupted by a familiar voice. “In hopeful pursuit of those lost after dark,” the radio host begins, as he does every night at six-thirty.

I tear myself from Jeremy and the second of normality, quickly walking over to the counter where the radio sits. I flip my pen around my hand again and again while I wait.

“Ben Mumford, Sadie Smith, James Cromwell, Alma Munroe, Jared Hayes, Damien Adair.” I scribble the names down quickly, jotting a number next to each of them.

I’ve always believed that a person’s name holds great meaning, that it’s like a window into the soul. Every night that I write down their names, I wonder if the people are worthy of them. I wonder if Damien is fierce, if he will be able to fight off the creatures of the night. I wonder if Alma is kind, if she has loved ones who will grieve her inevitable death.

I wonder if any of them have felt a moment of hope in the past five years, or if they somehow knew they’d end up lost to the dark.

I will never forget the day the war began. It’s inked into my mind like a tattoo, as it is for every survivor.

The ground tore open, leaving scars across the world and causing seismic events. Tsunamis, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions — you name it and I can guarantee that it happened. Out of the cracks in the earth crawled terrifying creatures straight from hell, and from the sky fell men and women who looked like gods. Angels.

We held hope, if only for a moment. We thought the angels were here to save us. But they weren’t our saviours, and they’re certainly not our guardians.

Death and destruction followed. Cities fell. Those who didn’t die in the arrival ran for their lives. Daemons began to feed on humans, taking out a large portion of the population. The angels didn’t actively hunt us at first, but they showed no care about collateral damage. As soon as we started to fight back, the winged gods started to kill us for sport. It was as if they were offended by our audacity to fight for survival, and in retaliation they killed any human who dared to enter their line of sight.

I can still see heads being ripped clean off bodies as a large, thistle-winged angel flew through the city, wreaking havoc. That’s when we knew we had no hope of winning this war.

After three years of enduring the destruction of our world, the remaining world leaders came to some sort of deal with the angels. The day would belong to the humans; the night would be left for the war between heaven and hell to continue. If a human was out after lockdown, they’d become fair game.

Luckily daemons are nocturnal, so there were no negotiations needed there. The angels reluctantly agreed — something about not wanting to have to restart the human population once the war was over. Essentially, they let us live due to laziness.

“If any of you are listening,” says the voice on the radio, “those who love you want you to know that they will never stop looking for you. Stay safe after dark, everyone.”

I scan the list as the music resumes and the radio host’s voice fades away. Damien Adair: number ten thousand, five hundred and six. Ten thousand, five hundred and six people have gone missing from our city in less than two years — though the hotline only started a year ago, which means that the real number is at least double.

I flick through the list, counting how many names have been crossed off as found. The ratio of lost to found is not in our favour, not even in the slightest.

“I don’t know why you do this every night.” Jeremy slips his arms around my waist. “You can’t find everyone.”

I turn in his hold to face him. “Should I just not try instead?”

He lets out a soft sigh and places a gentle kiss on my forehead. “You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t.” He gives me a soft smile. “Always so determined.”

My laugh is devoid of humour. “You mean stubborn?”

His thumb traces the line of my jaw. “You said it, not me.”

Jeremy has always had such a soft touch for a man who looks like a Viking. When we met, I thought he was going to be another egotistical douchebag who only cared about himself. The second he opened his mouth, I knew I was wrong. His selflessness is the reason I fell so quickly. He cares more about others than himself.

I know, with a certainty that I never thought possible, that Jeremy would do anything to protect me, to keep me safe. Even though he knows that I can protect myself, even though I’m the soldier and he’s the lawyer, he’d throw himself between danger and me without a second thought. He’d sacrifice himself in an instant.

My hands find their way to his face and hook around his neck, pulling him in until our mouths meet. His lips are soft, and the sensation is a fleeting whisper of tenderness. It’s a kiss filled with affection and an underlying current of love. My fingers intertwine with his, pulling him closer towards me.

I always feel guilty taking moments like this with him. When it feels like the world seems to pause around us, as if nothing else matters and everything else can wait. But it’s not true, and with every second we take for ourselves to be happy together, someone else out there is losing their lives to the creatures of the other worlds. We are the lucky ones; we found each other and happiness in a broken world full of violence and hatred, while some fight for their lives this very moment.

I can’t help but savour the fleeting feeling of content, my mind spinning in a high. I let myself relax into him, pressing closer. It’s a vulnerable moment, a wordless exchange of feelings. His lips linger against mine, and I can’t help but smile against them. With every kiss we share, I give him a piece of myself. I let him in a little closer. The walls that barricaded me as a child chip away piece by piece with every moment like this.

As we eventually pull away, a soft smile plays on my lips, reflected by the large grin on his, and the love and trust that grips me the more I let him in.

The shrill ring of my phone fills the room, jolting us away from each other. Startled, I quickly fumble for it in my pocket. Its bright screen casts a pale glow against Jeremy’s face, shadowing his features as his brows knit together and his smile falls. An image of Xavier messily devouring a hot dog fills the screen. I consider ignoring it and staying in the moment with the man I love.

“Answer it.” Jeremy’s voice breaks through my thoughts. “Otherwise, you’ll never hear the end of it.” He gives me a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes before squeezing my shoulder gently and walking back towards the kitchen.

I let out a short sigh and wait until Jeremy is out of earshot before I answer. “This better be good.”

“Amara?” Xavier’s breaths are short and choppy as he pants into the phone.

I frown. Perhaps he didn’t call just to gossip about our day at work. “X? What’s going on?”

It sounds like he drops his phone, and for a moment all I can hear is a few muttered curses in the distance before the sound of fumbling. “You there, Mara?”

“Yeah, I’m here. What’s going on?”

He’s silent for so long that I worry I’ve lost him. As I start to ask if he’s still there, my words are cut off by his.

“They’re making us go back out in the field.”
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As Jeremy makes me coffee and toast for breakfast like he always does, I stand at our wardrobe, staring at the Angel Intelligence Agency field uniform gathering dust. The uniforms were issued to us years ago when the curfew was announced in case the AIA needed field agents sent out after dark. After a few trial nights and dozens of missing agents, the after-hours programme was quickly scrapped.

Every morning, I stare at this uniform and wonder if I’ll have to wear it again, but today, the knowledge that it’s coming out of retirement looms over me. Xavier couldn’t explain any further; he practically hung up on me two seconds after telling me that we’re going to be sent out after curfew again. That we’re essentially being sentenced to death. All he could say was that there have been some revelations and the world leaders have made their decision. That it’s out of his control.

Something has happened, I just don’t know what. They know that we can’t win this war — we can hardly even defend ourselves. So why else would they make this decision?

The patrol trial period led to a massacre of AIA agents, but there was one survivor. Archer Kilpatrick.

Archer was found in an alleyway by the border of the city, holding his gun to his chest like a teddy bear and rocking back and forth. He was covered in blood, but it wasn’t his own.

Archer’s unit had stumbled into the midst of an angel battle, and after the angels had slain the daemons, they’d killed every last one of his team. Except for Archer. They had left him alive as a message to the AIA: they are not our allies, and if we get in their way, we’re dead.

After that, we all became desk agents.

And Archer was found dead in his home, having taken his own life.

I’m not supposed to know any of this. I don’t have nearly enough clearance as an agent or even as a former specialist. The only reason I’ve been given a heads-up is because my best friend is the director of the AIA.

So instead of throwing on my field uniform and going straight into soldier mode, I pull out a pair of navy trousers and matching blazer. I pair it with a white button-up shirt and white heels.

It took me a while to get used to the corporate look. I was much more accustomed to heavy armour and military uniforms, but now there’s no need. Anyone would look at me on the street and think that I’m a lawyer, not a soldier.

I straighten my blazer and pull my chocolate-brown hair back into a sleek low bun. The dull golden streaks scattered through it shine brighter in the morning sun. Even though they match my eyes, I’ve been asked if they’re real so many times that I’ve lost count.

“Worlds, I’m a lucky man.” Jeremy leans against the bathroom doorway with a smile that spreads from ear to ear.

My eyes roll and I turn back to fuss with my hair in the mirror. “Someone hand me a bucket, I’m gonna puke.” Despite my constant rejection of his compliments, they still fill me with warmth. It’s a love that I’ve never experienced, a man who has devoted himself to me completely. A man who makes me feel completely at ease.

After Xavier ruined our moment of romance last night, I lied to Jeremy that I was exhausted and headed to bed. I can’t tell him what Xavier said, not until I know more. It will only make him worry.

Jeremy’s hands rest on either side of my waist and he tugs me in for a kiss. As he pulls away, he brings his hands up to trace the lines of my face. “What do you think things would be like for us if we weren’t living in this world?”

I flinch away from his touch, his question both surprising me and sending a twang of guilt through me. Jeremy and I never talk about things like that. We don’t dwell on the world before. And now that I’m being sent out into the field, there’s not likely to ever be a future.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

He tilts his head, his hands hovering next to my face before he drops them. “Do you think we’d get married?”

I straighten, stepping out of his hold and glance at my watch. Something deep inside me churns, causing my heartbeat to quicken. I’m going to be late for work. Usually I wouldn’t care, but today is different. Today I need every second of extra training I can get, but I can’t say that to him.

I walk over to the bed and begin to throw items into my bag as if I’m in a rush. I smile at him, but it comes out strained. “Where’s this coming from?”

Jeremy moves to stand behind me, but stops a few inches away. “It’s not a new thought, Amara. Putting a ring on your finger is the first thing I’d do if we weren’t in the midst of a war.” He reaches out and places a hand on my shoulder.

I freeze, everything inside of me starting to shut down. My heart thumps and my skin grows cold.

I distance myself from him, skirting around to the other side of the bed. I can see a frown forming on his face, but I ignore it. “But we are in the midst of a war. One that’s not going to end anytime soon.”

“That doesn’t mean we can’t imagine what it would be like if it did. That doesn’t mean I don’t wish things could be different for us.”

I shake my head. “I just don’t see the point in fantasising over something that will never happen.”

I love Jeremy, I do, but I’ve never thought about anything more than today. The word marriage coming from his lips doesn’t feel like a promise of eternal love, but rather a cage. I’ve never imagined our future and what it would look like, and now it fills me with an anxiety like no other. I just don’t know why.

Shadows cast over his eyes, making him appear tortured. “Because it can’t, or because you don’t want it to?” The shadows seem to shift as he does, following his every move. His expression is sombre now, the realisation dawning on him at the same time that it does me.

Even if this wasn’t our reality, I wouldn’t marry him.
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I’ve never been more grateful to have Xavier in my life. He called at the perfect time to pull me out of the hole I was digging myself into. Apparently, training was moved forward and I needed to haul my ass to work or I’d have to run laps for the entire session. Jeremy gave me a smile as if to say he understood, but there was nothing but heartbreak behind it.

He still holds my hand as we walk to work, moving his thumb back and forth on mine reassuringly. I’ve never really been an affectionate person, and typically public displays of affection make me want to gouge my eyes out, but with Jeremy it’s always brought me comfort. Reassurance that we’re okay, even in the moments when doubt creeps in.

Though despite his small gesture of hand-holding, the silence between us grows and our usual banter is replaced with the occasional sideways glance.

I wish I could tell him that he brought up marriage at the absolute worst time — that my reaction wasn’t necessarily out of uncertainty about him, but about my own fate. My heart races at the thought of returning to the field, but not just in fear; in anticipation.

Though even as I think it, a soft voice in my head tells me that there’s more to it than death looming. That the uncertainty about Jeremy’s question spreads deeper than I think it does.

It’s an oddly warm day for the start of autumn. The sun tingles along my skin as we walk through the remnants of the old city. Despite the fact that we cross these streets every day, this part of the city never fails to startle me. It’s as beautiful as it is haunting. The condemned buildings that couldn’t be rescued after the war have become something of a work of art.

Layers of bright green moss grow over the bones of the broken buildings. Every sharp edge is softened by it. Creeper vines hold what’s left of the city together. Sand flows through the cracks of the doors, and as we walk past each structure, I peer through the windows to see it piled within them. Trees grow where fire hydrants used to be, curling up and over the edges of the old world.

It’s my favourite part of our morning walk, but its beauty is a painful reminder of what the world almost became. What is likely to be our future.

After three years of brutal war, we had room to breathe. The deal that was struck with the angels gave us a chance to rebuild and prepare. We spent our days not only repairing the cracks within humanity and creating a safe haven for ourselves, but better arming ourselves against the creatures of the other worlds.

When the major cities were revived, so were the means of transportation. Mechanics were in high demand, repairing cars that had been idle for years, wiring trains to operate without drivers. We needed a way to transport supplies between the cities, and we needed to do so without endangering our own.

Jeremy and I prefer to walk to work. He claims that it’s good cardio, and I agree without argument. My reasoning, however, is that I enjoy the daily reminder.

When we reach the AIA, Jeremy places a soft kiss on my cheek that causes me to shiver. “I’ll see you at five.”

I offer him a small smile. “Don’t be late.”

It’s the same goodbye we’ve said every day for nearly two years. Every day has been the same. He walks me to work, kisses me on the cheek and tells me not to be late. Every evening, I cook dinner, he cleans dishes and I take note of those who didn’t make it home before curfew. Sleep, rinse, repeat.

If you’d told me five years ago that this is what my life would be, that I’d have a daily routine and a steady relationship, I’d have thought you were insane. I’ve always lived more in chaos; thrived in it. No two days the same, never knowing what the next would hold. I suppose there’s not a lot of choice but to become accustomed to spontaneity when you’re a foster child. One of the perks was that I got to learn a lot about relationships, how much they vary depending on the couple.

One couple had decided to foster me to figure out if they actually wanted children or not. They fought all the time, threw things in anger and screamed at each other in sadness: they had absolutely no idea what the term “healthy communication” meant. I was too hard work for them, apparently, because after only three weeks they decided to stop fostering. If anyone had asked me whether I thought they should ever procreate, I’d have laughed and told them that they should be put on opposite sides of the planet, never to be allowed to even share so much as air again let alone DNA.

The next couple who took me in, Adam and Jack, were as much of a polarising opposite as they could have been. They never fought, never raised their voices, never showed any emotion at all. That was the problem: they didn’t love each other enough. They’d been swept into this whirlwind romance and over time became best friends and soulmates, but eventually they fell out of love. Out of fear of losing each other completely they stayed together, frozen in time as two people who could tolerate each other for the rest of their lives.

As foster parents they were decent enough, but that lack of love and emotion they showed each other extended to me. I suppose they thought fostering could help them fill the void, add some noise into the quiet empty space between them, something to spark some feeling. It didn’t help, and although they were pleasant and they were supportive, the silence only spread, and I was too loud, too much for it.

Ten more wildly different experiences of “love” and I’d decided by eighteen that I didn’t think relationships were for me.

None of them could ever just be truly honest with each other; they always had a wall built between them, never fully letting the other in no matter how “in love” they seemed. I couldn’t picture myself doing that, being with someone and never being able to truly be myself. Never letting them see the raw and unfiltered version of me. I’m not great at biting my tongue, at toning myself down, and so I never longed for it. Never planned for this sort of life.

Before Jeremy, I’d dated a little, but this is my first real relationship. My first love.

I hadn’t pictured myself ever living the kind of life where I start and end every day the same, in a small apartment with nothing but me and a partner who never sees all the messy parts of me. I certainly never pictured myself learning how to cook. But Jeremy made me want that, from the moment I met him I felt like I could want that. I felt safe. He saw the chaos and thought it would complement his calm. Together we became the best versions of ourselves.

Walking into the AIA office is always the same, too. People nod and smile, but it never reaches their eyes. Each one of us feels the same thing: discontentment.

Most agents come from a military background, which means that we aren’t trained to sit at a desk and look through security footage all day.

If I’m completely honest with myself, I miss the action. It feels as if we’ve just rolled over and given up. Fighting has always given me a purpose in a life where I’ve never had one. Now that we’re being sent back into the field, I can’t tell if I feel more afraid or excited.

We start every morning with daemon combat training, despite none of us having seen a daemon in years. This is exactly what we’ve been preparing for, told that we need to keep our skills sharp in case the agreement with the angels goes south. Maybe that’s what has happened. Maybe the angels decided they don’t want to cooperate with us any longer.

For once, I’m the first one in the training room — a massive, dimly lit space with a high ceiling and concrete walls. It’s a dull room with no paint or colour to be found. I sit down on the mat and begin to stretch, something I usually miss out on due to my “poor time management skills”.

The room is filled with an extensive range of weapons and equipment scattered about in a seemingly haphazard fashion. However, each item has a purpose and is carefully placed for maximum utilisation in training exercises. The room is designed for intense realistic simulations with technology that recreates the conditions of the world outside the border of the city. The walls are fitted with projectors, creating a virtual reality where we can practise battling daemons and fighting in the chaos.

At the front of the room is a raised platform where instructors observe and direct the training exercises. Our instructors are all ex-military officers who were first on the battlefield once the war began. Those who survived against the daemonic horde came here to teach and prepare us for the worst-case scenario.

Over the years, the AIA has worked on perfecting new weapons, designed especially for killing daemons. We’re taught how to efficiently use each one and devise tactics to take down daemons in any situation. Having fought them in the real world, I know how different it is when you know for sure that your life is on the line and a starved creature from hell is draining your body of warmth.

Each unit is made up of ten members, each with their own specialisation and ranking. Xavier is my unit’s lead and, as of recently, the director of the AIA. Much to my dismay, as the last director met a very bleak end.

We stopped training to fight angels when the military dissolved and became the AIA, at the same time the lockdowns commenced. We quickly realised that, as a race, there is no way for us to win a fight with an angel and live to tell the tale. We went into the war with guns blazing, and the bullets couldn’t even pierce the creatures’ skins. Then we moved on to C-4 — that’s when we realised we were well and truly not equipped to win this war. We watched as towering wings spread out in fury, angels stepping out of the smoke.

“Well, don’t you look deep in thought this morning?” Xavier’s chirpy voice snaps me out of my trance. “The boy-toy getting too much for you?”

His dark hair sits in tight curls on his head. Yesterday he told me that he’s going to grow it long so that he can have a braid, to which I responded that he just wants to look more like me. A cheeky smirk is planted firmly on his face as he sits down next to me on the warm-up mat. I don’t remember the last time he didn’t have that look on his face. Sometimes I’d just love to punch the smile right off him. But Xavier’s smile has always had a hold on me: boyish, charming and cheeky all at once. He could make anyone melt. His forest-green eyes that are shielded by heavy lashes, and contrasted so beautifully by his brandy skin, have won the hearts of many.

Chuckling, I shove him in the side hard enough to make him sway and almost fall over. “Not yet, but we’re thinking about introducing a third — you know, to spice things up a bit. You interested?” I wiggle my eyebrows at him.

Xavier scoffs in disbelief. “You two couldn’t handle me, and I know that for a fact.”

He’s right. I know a small percentage of what he gets up to behind closed doors, and I don’t think either of us could keep up with that.

I’ve known Xavier longer than anyone else in my life. We met on our first day of training for the army. He made an inappropriate joke about our commanding officer that landed him a thousand push-ups. I knew in that moment that he and I were going to get on very well. Having grown up in foster homes since the age of two, he’s the closest thing I have to family.

I was with him when this all started. We were at his mother’s house having lunch. The ground split in two right down the street. Daemons began to crawl from the depths of hell. Xavier and I went into soldier mode immediately, prepared to run straight into battle.

Then the angels landed and we thought we were saved. Countless depictions of angels show them as saviours and guardians, and that’s what we thought they were. Then one of them ripped out Xavier’s mother’s throat without flinching.

From that moment, we were at war.

“I can’t believe they’re sending us back into the field,” I whisper as the image of the murderous angel fills my mind. It’s a moment I’ve replayed time and time again, reminding myself that despite their cooperation, they’re not our guardians. They’re nothing but murderers.

Xavier looks around to check if anyone is within earshot. “Remember, you’re not supposed to know. I had a meeting with the leaders yesterday.” He pauses, a shadow casting over his face. “They don’t want to send us back out, but . . . the angels are no longer cooperating.”

I go still as it sinks in. I expected this. I knew the only reason they’d send us back out would be because the deal fell through. But hearing Xavier say it makes the reality all the more terrifying. Not because we have to fight again, not because we’re being put back in the field, but because this means that small sense of normality is gone for ever.

We will never win this war.

This is the start of the end of our world.
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Jones, Williams. In the ring.” Captain Moore’s voice echoes through the room, pulling me away from the bleak pit my mind drifted off to. Xavier’s face says that his train of thought was not dissimilar.

When it comes to sparring sessions, Xavier and I always fight each other first. We like to get extra aggressive before switching to other partners and toning it down a little. We find great amusement in the looks on our colleagues’ faces when we both walk away from the ring salivating blood.

“Are you ready to get your ass kicked?” My lips curve and my brows rise, a feeble attempt to lighten the heaviness that’s settled over our conversation.

We square up in the ring, Xavier standing tall as always to “assert his dominance” or something equally ridiculous. At six foot three inches, he’s nearly a foot taller than me, and worlds, does he love to remind me of it.

Being as vertically challenged as I am means that my opponent is almost always larger and stronger than me, but that’s how I’ve always trained to fight. I’ve had to invest more time into every aspect of training: lifting weights, making sure my technique is perfect, and, most importantly, increasing my speed. Though most think my size puts me at a disadvantage, that’s ironically what makes it the opposite. People underestimate me; they always have. I’m quicker than most, but the best weapon I have is that fighting is all I know.

Without another word, we both lunge forwards, our bodies synchronising perfectly as we throw punches and kicks. We’ve fought together a thousand times before, so much so that it’s hard to surprise one another and gain the upper hand. We move quickly, with a grace and force meant to test each other’s defences. We look for flaws in each other’s movements, predictability. We use our sparring time to force ourselves to fight differently and use techniques we normally wouldn’t.

Xavier feints to the left, swinging with a powerful right hook. I’m ready for it, blocking the blow and counter-attacking with several punches to his abdomen. Xavier staggers back, but quickly regains his balance and lunges forward again.

We continue to exchange brutal blows, both struggling to gain the upper hand. Xavier lands a swift kick to my side, causing me to stumble and sending a shooting pain through my ribcage. I growl in frustration and launch myself at him with a roundhouse kick. He manages to duck with just a moment to spare and drives his elbow into my ribs as he passes by.

I groan in pain, but I don’t let my step falter. I launch a series of quick jabs at his face. He manages to block most, but I move relentlessly, driving him backwards.

I switch between punches and driving my knee with brute force into his abdomen. For a second, Xavier wavers, and I take that opportunity to sweep my leg under his feet, knocking him to the ground.

I don’t give him even a second to recover. I drop to my knees, straddling him. Simultaneously, I draw my blade from my belt, holding it at his throat and declaring victory to all of the horrified onlookers.

Xavier groans and raises his hands above his head in surrender. A feral smile tugs at my lips as I stare down at him. I’ve always loved to win.

“You two are fucking insane,” I hear Captain Moore mutter behind us. “How you haven’t accidentally killed each other is beyond me.”

I tuck my blade back into my belt and roll off my friend. Blood drips from Xavier’s nose and my mouth. We look like we’re at death’s door.

I push up to my feet and hold my hand out. “Better luck next time, champ.” I wink at him as he takes it.

Xavier shoves me to the side and shoots me a death glare. “Piss off or I’ll fire you.”

I chuckle and follow him off the mat. “Ahh, the high road.”

Just as he opens his mouth to rebut — with something entirely inappropriate, I’m sure — Captain Moore steps between us. “Jones, I want you in the simulator.”

My eyebrows shoot high. Typically, we don’t go near the simulator until we’ve had a chance to spar with everyone in our team. “I haven’t trained with the rest of our unit yet.”

Moore crosses his arms and his brow furrows. “Training structure has changed. Only one sparring session each. We’re focusing more on simulation training.”

I know exactly why we’re being thrown into the simulator. I know exactly why they want us to focus on real-world situations, but he doesn’t know that. “Why would they change the training structure if we’re still not being deployed into the field?”

Xavier nudges me in the side as if to say, Knock it off.

Moore sighs heavily, a sound I have become very accustomed to over the years. A sound he reserves just for me. He has previously labelled me as “annoyingly inquisitive with a mouth that needs to be sewn shut”.

“Just do what you’re told for once, Jones. If you have concerns, take it up with your sparring partner.” He nods towards Xavier, who is preoccupied with wiping the blood off his face.

If they want to send us out into the field, they should be giving us as much time to prepare as possible. How can we prepare if we don’t even know it’s happening?

A couple of people from my unit stand around us, looking as if they’re contemplating my question. They don’t know what I know, but they should. They should have a choice.

Layla stands still as a statue, frowning. She joined the AIA a year ago. She was previously a medic, but has grown to become a great fighter. Layla’s taller than me by several inches, and she has a determination and drive that constantly surprises me, but her kindness is her weakness.

This job can’t afford any weakness.

I reach out and squeeze her arm, snapping her back to reality and locking my gaze with hers. I think for a moment that I see tears glistening in her hazel eyes, but she pulls herself together quickly. I flash her a reassuring smile. I will always have her back. She wipes a strand of copper hair off her face and tucks it behind her ear before returning my smile.

Xavier joins me as I head towards the simulator. I look up at him every couple of seconds, unsettled, my mouth opening to speak before shutting again.

“If you have something to say, we both know you’ll say it eventually, so just spit it out already.” He doesn’t look at me as he says the words.

I shoot him another sideways glance. “Why don’t they just tell us what’s going on?”

Xavier grabs my arm and pulls me towards the changing rooms, checking each stall to make sure we’re alone before slumping against one and rubbing his face. “We’ve received reports that there is an angel who has been breaching the agreement.”

My brows pull tightly together. “They’ve been coming to the city during the day?” The one thing that has let us live a somewhat normal life for the past two years, the one thing that has given us comfort, is knowing that we have the day. During the day, we’re safe.

“Yes. But that’s not all.” He pauses and runs a hand through his hair. “This angel — he’s been taking humans. We don’t know where, but one by one, he’s plucking us off. We can’t find any trace of where he takes them.”

I watch my friend closely, noticing the dark circles under his eyes and the long breaths he takes when he thinks no one is watching. He’s exhausted, and he’s . . . afraid.

I shudder, my arms tightening around my body. “Are they planning on giving us any warning whatsoever, or just throwing everyone straight back into the field?”

“They think that if they give people notice, it’ll cause panic and agents will flee.”

I narrow a look at him that says people have the right to flee.

“I know, Amara, I know. I’m trying as hard as I can to change their minds, but you know what the leaders are like. None of them are in power because they’re qualified — they’re in power because they wanted power. They took advantage of the fact that no remaining politicians wanted to lead. They don’t care about our right to choose to go into battle.”

I shake my head softly, my fists balling at my sides. I want to know how bad it is and ask how many have been taken, but I’m silenced as the changing room doors swing open and quiet conversation follows. Xavier and I straighten and turn to watch Sam and Kate saunter in, towels flung over their shoulders.

“What a surprise to find you two in here talking, not training.” Sam’s tone reeks of disdain as he stops at his locker in front of us, smiling smugly and running a hand casually through his dark hair. He’s never respected either of us. Even with Xavier as his boss, he still acts as if he’s above him. It has always grated me deep in my core.

“Please fire him.” I smile up at Xavier, only half joking.

The smug look on Sam’s face drops quickly, his hazel eyes narrowing on me. “Sad that I didn’t get to beat you up today, Amara?” He tilts his head to the side, his tone cold. Kate snickers beside him.

I blow him a kiss. “More than you know.”

Sam is a man of brute force. He used to serve in the navy. He’s your classic “don’t mess with me” kind of guy, but he struggles to have anyone’s back. Kate is a great fighter, too; she’s built like Sam, with a gaping hole in her heart where her empathy glands should be. The two are usually joined at the hip like Xavier and me. They think alike, train alike and piss me off alike; but Sam pulls the strings.

I can sense Xavier rolling his eyes next to me. He nudges me from behind. “Get your ass to the simulator.”

Chuckling, I follow his direction. Xavier never used to be much of a rule follower; this responsible side of him is still new to me. I’m unsure how I feel about it. Though being friends with the director sure has its perks, such as getting a heads-up on our early death sentence.

I gear up, pulling on the wetsuit-like haptic suit and scanning the weapons wall. There are three weapons made for the simulator, reflecting those that we use in the field. Today I choose to train with the orb: a cylindrical rubber device that imitates the handle of a frost blade.

The frost blade is our favoured weapon, as it was designed purely to kill daemons. I’ve trained with it for a year now, but I’ve never had the chance to use one in anything other than a simulation. Frost blades have a retractable titanium blade that glows a bright blue. The hilt is circled by ultraviolet lights that are so powerful they project UV rays over the blade. Daemons are nocturnal creatures who turn to ash if exposed to too much sun. They can be out in the daylight for a short amount of time, or if it’s overcast, but that much direct UV radiation and they’re toast.

“Simulation will begin in: Three.”

I close my eyes as the room slowly turns to darkness around me.

“Two.”

I take a deep breath.

“One.”

My eyes snap open, expecting to see a daemon hurtling towards me. Instead, I find myself somewhere in suburbia. Abandoned cars litter the roads and most of the surrounding houses are torn to pieces. In the distance, smoke billows into the sky, twisting and turning from a small projection of light into the blackness of night.

The only other source of light is the moon, which casts eerie shadows throughout the street. They distort as I walk, shifting with more than just the movement of the trees.

Something strangely familiar creeps over me at the sight of it all. I’ve been here before, years ago, back when we were still trying to fight.

The smoke comes from an old factory that became a nesting ground for the angels. I was here mere hours before we tried to blow it up. The only damage we caused was to ourselves. My team had been sent to daemon-hunt; we had no idea what was about to unfold. We never expected to see angels hovering in the sky, illuminated by the red of the explosion, hands dripping with human blood. We watched the winged beasts as they tore ferociously through teams of soldiers, ripping limbs from bodies as punishment for the attempt.

That day was the first time I truly accepted that they were nothing but monsters.

I weave through the cars carefully, trying not to dwell on the strange feeling that grabs at me. Typically, the simulator creates realistic but hypothetical situations, playing off your fears. It reads your vital signs to see what raises your heart rate the most and uses that to test your ability to think quickly in high-pressure situations. So why has it recreated a day from my past?

Broken glass crunches behind me, whipping my attention around. I expect to see the gruesome face of a daemon headed towards me, but the street is empty.

With each step I take, my heart constricts tighter, my choppy breathing only making it worse.

I step around the last few scattered cars into the open street and clutch at my chest.

Bodies lie one on top of the other, all the way down the street. The cement buildings are stained dark red, the lifeblood of hundreds painting their walls.

At the end of the street stands a tall, dark figure, wings stretched out to either side. An angel. Large, powerful and terrifying.

“This is because of you.” His low voice sends a wave of paralysing fear through me. “They’re all dead because of you.”

The fear becomes overwhelming in an instant. I will myself to take a step towards the angel, but I’m no longer in control of my body. I can’t move — I can hardly even think.

Twisted shadows race towards me, clouding my mind in a blanket of black.

“What’s going on?” The voice is muffled and distant, but I still recognise it. Xavier. “Pull her out.”

“But she hasn’t—” Moore argues.

“Pull her out, now!” Xavier’s voice grows louder, but it still feels so far away. He feels so far away.

I’m pulled into the darkness as my body crumples to the floor.
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My body feels as torn and broken as my mind, like I’ve been hit by a truck. My head aches, my limbs numb, my chest tight.

I’ve never been knocked out by a simulation before; no one has. It’s supposed to simulate some sort of pain, but it’s never supposed to cause any actual harm.

My fingers twitch at my sides, my body regaining consciousness. The pain isn’t real. It’s part of the illusion of darkness that pulled me under. As the paralysing feeling fades, so does the pain.

I try to fight the confusion and paranoia that begin an internal fight with each other, struggling to wrap my head around what’s just happened. I’ve never experienced anything like that before.

It looked as if I was living a nightmare, and it felt as if I was dying.

My eyes flutter open. A blur of faces hover above me.

“Amara? Are you okay?” The concern in Xavier’s voice is touching.

“You’re ruining a perfectly good view of the ceiling.” The words come out broken and croaky, and I pretend to shield my eyes.

Xavier’s eyes roll and he chuckles. “You’re okay.”

Layla breathes a sigh of relief next to him, her vibrant copper hair cascading over her shoulders.

“I’m fine.” I prop myself up on my elbows and scan the room. Everyone has stopped training and gathered around us to watch the show. Great. “You can all return to your regularly scheduled programming.”

“Training’s over. Everyone get to work,” Captain Moore commands loudly, gesturing to the changing rooms.

Xavier holds out his hand for me, and I’m thankful for it as my head spins when I stand. The room clears out around us, but Xavier stays by my side, the concerned look on his face never wavering.

He watches as each of our colleagues leaves the room, then turns back to me when he’s sure it’s empty. “What the worlds happened in that simulation?”

I stiffen, unsure if I should tell him the truth.

“Not a single daemon had even appeared, but your heart was racing so fast I thought you were going to have a heart attack.” He shakes his head.

I know if I tell him what I saw, he’ll freak out and call Jeremy, and after this morning’s awkward conversation, I don’t think Jeremy needs another thing to worry about. But I’ve never lied to Xavier before. We’ve always told each other everything.

“I just relived one of the early days of the war. PTSD, I suppose.” It’s a partial truth, but I leave out the nightmare that followed the memory.

Xavier frowns, disbelief carved into his features. “Amara, you looked like you were paralysed by fear. I’ve never seen you afraid of anything, not like that.” He crosses his arms over his chest.

“What can I say? Jeremy’s making me weak.” I give him a half-smile, not bothering to correct him. He’s wrong. I’m afraid of everything.

I’m afraid of dying. I’m afraid of the creatures that lurk in the shadows. I’m afraid of the winged beasts that terrorise the sky. I’m afraid that when this is all over, I won’t have anyone left. That I’ll lose them all. That I’ll lose myself.

I’m afraid that when — if — this war ends, I’ll have nothing left. No purpose, no people around me, I’ll just be alone and living out my days as a former soldier who never bothered to learn how to do anything other than survive. I’m afraid that without a war to fight I’m nothing and no one.

Xavier sighs in defeat and holds his hands up, nodding towards the changing room doors. “Fine. Let’s go. We’ve got a long list today.”
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We hardly speak for the rest of the morning. It’s obvious that Xavier doesn’t believe me, and though guilt squeezes at my chest, I would rather let him think that I lied than know the truth of what I saw.

Perhaps I’m being ridiculous. Perhaps I should tell him — after all, he might be able to shed some light on it. Or perhaps he’ll think I’m going insane.

Either way, there’s no point worrying him. Everybody knows that the simulation plays on your anxiety, and after the bomb Xavier dropped, mine has been at an all-time high.

Now, he leans against my desk and stares down at me, his face devoid of emotion.

“What have you got for me, Chief?” It still feels odd, the fact that he’s now my boss. This man I once saw dive naked off a dock into the ocean while completely inebriated. He’s everything a boss shouldn’t be, but perhaps that’s why he makes such a great one.

He drops a file on my desk and stands up, crossing his arms over his chest. “Angela Hill. Female. Thirty-two. Her partner reported her missing this morning after she didn’t make it home for lockdown last night. He said that it’s very unlike her to be late and that she’s so cautious about the curfew she always leaves work an hour early.” He pauses, his brows knitting closely together. “She’s a doctor. A volunteer for the shelter. She saves other victims’ lives for free.” Xavier shakes his head and takes a deep breath. “Look into it for me, please? I want to find her.”

I nod, but say nothing. Typically, even though we look into these cases, there’s a strong chance we already know what the result is. Either footage of a brutal death by something otherworldly, or no trace of the missing person whatsoever.

I don’t question why this case is different. I don’t need to. I know why it’s important to him. His mother was a volunteer doctor at a domestic violence shelter.

Xavier squeezes my shoulder lightly before walking back to his office. Seeing him so serious is unsettling. I’m so used to the cheerful pain-in-the-ass boy who’s like a brother to me. Nowadays it’s as if he’s carrying the world on his shoulders, and truthfully, he is.

I pull the notepad from my bag and scan over the names I scribbled down last night. We’re each assigned case studies that are handed out in the morning and usually declared inconclusive by the afternoon, but those cases only include names reported directly to the AIA. No one pays attention to the hotline — the people who are desperately reaching out to as many resources as possible to find their loved one.

Each morning, I start my day by scanning that list. If no one else is going to look out for them, I will. Even if it is only to give their loved ones some form of closure.

It typically takes me a couple of hours to find those on the list, though today there are a few more names than usual.

Ben Mumford, deceased by daemon.

Sadie Smith, deceased by daemon.

James Cromwell, deceased by daemon.

Alma Munroe, deceased by angel.

Jared Hayes, deceased in the crossfire.

Damien Adair, inconclusive.

I spend the next hour on the phone to the people who reported them missing. This is the worst part of the job. There are always tears, but there’s also always gratitude. They have closure.

My last call is to Lucy Adair, Damien’s wife. The inconclusive ones are always the hardest, because even though there’s no definitive answer, we know they’re dead.

“Hello?” a soft voice sniffles from the other end of the line.

Oh, boy. This is going to be hard. “Hi, am I speaking with Lucy Adair?”

She pauses for a moment before answering so quietly that I barely hear it. “Yes, this is she.”

“Lucy, my name is Agent Jones. I work for the AIA. I . . .” I hesitate. “I heard your call on the radio for your husband.”

A small gasp. “Did you find him? Please tell me you found him. Please tell me he’s okay!” She barely takes a breath between words, hope filling her voice.

I shouldn’t have paused. I shouldn’t have given her the chance for hope. My eyes squeeze shut and my free hand massages my temple. “I’m sorry, Lucy. I looked everywhere. There’s no trace of him.”

“Can’t you keep looking?” Lucy’s voice trembles. “He can’t have just disappeared!”

I’ve been through this a hundred times before, and she’s right: he can’t have just disappeared. He didn’t disappear, though — he was murdered. It just means that none of our cameras picked it up.

“Lucy, I know this is hard, but unfortunately the chance that your husband is alive is less than one per cent. Just because our cameras didn’t catch it doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. It is likely that his body will show up near the borders of the city in the next couple of days. I can keep an eye out, but I’m sorry, you need to prepare for the worst.”

It’s harsh, and it only makes her sob down the line, but it’s true. I used to give them hope. I used to have hope myself that one of these days I’d find someone alive, but after two years of this, hope feels so feeble.

“Please just keep looking. Don’t give up,” Lucy says between cries. The mix of grief and hope in her voice makes me flinch. I wish there was more that I could do to help, not just for Lucy, but for all of them. It’s moments like these where I’m almost grateful to be going back out in the field; at least it means we’ll be doing something. Even if it only takes a few months before we’re all dead.

They tell you to never promise anything. They tell you to never give false hope.

“I promise I will keep looking.”

I’ve never been good at listening to instructions.

She lets out a sigh of relief. Her sobs slow and her breathing steadies. “Thank you, Agent Jones.”

It takes me a few minutes to collect myself after that call. Every day it seems to take more and more of a toll on me. Every day it makes me want to do more, to actually help.

We’ve tried before and failed, but now we’ve got weapons designed to kill daemons. We just have to figure out how to stop the angels.

The image of lifeless bodies piled on top of one another flashes through my mind, echoing the scene of horror that appeared in the simulator. A small, icy sliver of fear spreads through my veins.

I shake away the feeling as I open the file on my desk and log back into our surveillance system. “Okay, Angela, where are you?” I mutter as I bring up the CCTV footage.

For hours, I scroll through it. I find nothing outside the shelter, so I decide to track her movements from the start of the day. The file says the last time her husband saw her was eight in the morning when she left for work. I follow her from the apartment block, but she doesn’t head towards the shelter. Instead, it looks like she answers a house call. A child sits on the front porch with a woman, who I presume is her mother, by her side. The little girl’s face lights up at the sight of Angela.

They walk inside hand-in-hand, and Angela doesn’t leave until around ten. At that time, she walks back to her car, fiddling with her keys. She looks unsettled as she fumbles through her bag.

I stop fast-forwarding now and watch more closely. As Angela is about to open the door, she turns around, staring behind her, then above.

Within a second, an angel swoops down and grabs her. No — not an angel. He has wings, but they’re not made of feathers. Blades cover them from top to bottom. They look as if they were created in a lab for no other purpose than killing.

Angela tries to struggle in his arms, but he doesn’t flinch even a little. Then, with a quick movement of his razor-sharp wings, they’re gone.

My jaw falls slack and my eyes widen. That thing is unlike anything we’ve ever seen. What kind of angel has blades for feathers — and why have we never seen him before?

No wonder the leaders want to keep this a secret. Nobody is going to willingly volunteer for patrols if they see this footage. If they find out about him.

The angel who is going to ruin any sense of normality humanity has left.

Our deal with the angels is over. We’re no longer safe in the daylight.
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Xavier and I eat lunch in silence for what is likely the first time in our entire friendship. I contemplate whether to tell him what I found, or whether I should wait until I have more answers. Perhaps I can still find where the angel took Angela.

If I tell him, it will break his heart, even though it’ll come as no surprise. I hate telling him bad news; he always looks like I’ve kicked a puppy. If I don’t tell him, that’s twice today that I’ll have kept something from him.

“Earth to Amara — are you listening to me?”

I didn’t even notice him breaking the silence. “Of course. You know I have a razor-sharp attention span,” I say, grinning and picking up the discarded sub from my plate.

Xavier lets out a laugh, a full-on from-the-belly laugh. I’m only slightly offended. “Yeah, we both know that’s not your strong suit.”

He’s not wrong. Hence, field agent.

My smile fades and I’m dragged back under by my thoughts. I can’t lie to him again. “I found footage of Angela being taken by an angel.”

Xavier’s sigh is heavy and full of grief. He shakes his head and refuses to meet my eyes.

“This isn’t just any angel, Xavier. His wings were made of blades instead of feathers. It isn’t natural. It’s like he was made in a lab.”

I thought we’d seen it all over the past five years. Daemons, angels, the natural disasters they caused upon arrival. Now, a feeling has settled inside me that we’ve only scratched the surface. We know next to nothing about the creatures of the other worlds, or what worlds they came from. Is heaven real? Is hell?

If angels really are creatures of heaven, it’s certainly not the heaven we ever envisioned.

Xavier seems to be thinking the same thing as he sits in uncharacteristic silence.

“I couldn’t find any other footage of him,” I go on. “It was like he just disappeared. I’m sorry, X.”

Xavier shrugs and flashes me a lopsided grin, as if I just told him I can’t make it to dinner, but it doesn’t quite meet his eyes. There’s a look in them that I’ve seen time and time again. When he lost his mother. When Archer was found dead in his apartment. When he was offered the job as director because no one else wanted the death sentence that came along with it.

“We should have a sleepover this weekend,” I say. “Seventeen margaritas and a pizza each and we can pass out, just like the good old days. Jeremy can sleep on the couch.” I wink, taking a large bite of my sub.

Xavier chuckles. “How about you sleep on the couch and I’ll sleep with Jeremy?”

I kick his shin under the table, wiping the smile clean off his
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