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      I adjusted my grip on the taser and looked the ripper straight in the eyes. “Drop the cat, Romeo. Just fucking drop it. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you don’t comply.”

      His eyes clouded in confusion.

      Crap. Small words, Serenity. Rippers of Romeo’s level in the hierarchy weren’t too bright. “If you don’t do as I say, I will have to hurt you,” I enunciated.

      Romeo opened his massive jaws and the cat tumbled to the ground. It lay still for a moment, then picked itself up and dashed off, a streak of black against the sunset. Romeo whimpered, and shook his head from side to side, a sure sign he was going to go off on one any second.

      I pulled back the taser and held up my hands. A contrite Romeo was one thing, an agitated upset one was something even the taser wouldn’t be able to calm down. My earpiece crackled.

      “Serenity. You okay?” Nolan said.

      “I’m fine. Don’t break cover. I got this.”

      They knew I had this. I was the only damn member of the Sunset Police Department that Romeo ever listened to. In his human life, he’d been a jolly enough bloke, with mid spectrum autism, and then the magick of Arcadia had gotten under his skin, into his blood and twisted his genes, turning him into one of the scourge. Everyone had loved Romeo, and even though he was one of them now, we couldn’t bear to hurt him.

      Seeing me and hearing my voice usually calmed him down, but not today. Today, Romeo ducked his head, his bloodshot eyes hardening. Any traces of the guy I’d known melted away, leaving just a beast—a crush-you-in-my-jaws and pick-your-flesh-from-my-between-my-teeth-with-a-shard-of-your-bone monster. He’d gone under. The Romeo I’d known was gone. I’d seen it happen before, but this was the first time it’d been for someone I’d known and cared about. My throat tightened.

      Romeo I could have reasoned with. But this wasn’t him any longer.

      I took a slow step back, hands still in the air. He’d been feeding off the local cat population, and yeah, that was better than going for the humans. I knew that, the SPD knew that, but the residences of Sunset district weren’t having it. Scourge didn’t usually venture into Sunset. This was unacceptable the district representative had said, his jowls wobbling with indignation. Fucking twat. And now I had an autistic, very aggressive, ripper looking to me to be his upgraded meal.

      Romeo pressed his knuckles to the ground, his haunches bunching,

      Shit, shit, shit. The van was a block away, too far to make a run for it, but damn if I wasn’t going to try.

      Romeo leapt, his body arcing toward me. I turned and ran. Boots pounding pavement, breath trapped in my throat, I sprinted down the street, away from Sunset and toward the inky black expanse that was Midnight.

      Raspy breathes, way too loud, way too close, cut the air behind me.

      I tapped my comm. “Pick up. Pick up now!”

      But I was headed away from the van and farther into the dangerous territory. Midnight wasn’t our jurisdiction. It belonged to the Protectorate and the Midnight Enforcement Department, and they didn’t take kindly to Sunset’s police department encroaching on their territory. Another mile and we’d cross the border into Midnight, and Romeo would be the Protectorates problem. My heart sank, because that only meant one thing for Romeo. Death.

      But it was him or me, and there was no contest.

      Sorry, Romeo. So sorry.

      The screech of tires in the distance gave me a second wind. Back-up was here, not far behind.

      “Serenity, what the fuck are you doing?” Nolan demanded.

      “Getting Romeo out of Sunset.”

      “Dammit, woman!” Nolan’s voice was a coil about to whiplash me into next week.

      Man, he was pissed, and yeah, I’d get my ass chewed for this, but Romeo had gone under. He was a danger to the humans in Sunset, but damn if I had the breath to tell Nolan that while running for my life.

      This far on the edge of Sunset, there was only the main road out of the district, creepy forest land to my left and barren wasteland to my right. It was the road less traveled, used only by humans being banished to Midnight, or the Midnight Protectorate here on invitation. Towers rose up high, housing border patrol—humans with guns. Because although the SPD wasn’t permitted to carry lethal weapons inside of Sunset, the border patrol had authority to shoot to kill anything or anyone unauthorized trying to get over the border from Midnight. The crackle of the electric fence that stretched far to the left and right fizzed and popped in the air. It cut through the forest and across the wasteland, but it was old and filled with breaches we just couldn’t afford to fix.

      Thank goodness the scourge we dealt with in Sunset were nothing compared to the crap that lived under the inky sky up ahead. My legs screaming in protest, thighs burning and ready to cramp, I pushed the final few kilometers and crossed the unofficial border out of our territory and into theirs.

      But there was no stopping, because Romeo was still on my tail.

      Behind me the van screeched to a halt and Romeo’s breath brushed the back of my neck.

      Come on, where the fuck was the cavalry? Damn it. I was on my own, under a huge full moon, down empty slick streets, the sensation of eyes on my back. I needed to double back, but Midnight was not my terrain and the shortcuts were a mystery to me.

      A howl ripped through the air to my left. Oh bloody heck. More of the beasts. The howls echoed, making it impossible to pinpoint which direction they were coming from. I took a left down a side street, cutting through onto a main road lined with stores. Humans turned to look at me and then scattered. Doors slammed and shutters came down.

      Thanks a bunch. My heart was going to burst, like seriously just pop in my chest at any moment. Shadows zoomed in from either side—shadows with claws and fangs, joining in the hunt. And then two huge rippers landed in my path.

      I slammed on the brakes, fell into a crouch and reached for my taser. Thanks to the district council and the no lethal weapon rule, I was surrounded by rippers with a bloody taser as my only defense.

      The rippers circled me, sniffing the air and trading yips and grunts. Romeo growled. Yeah, he wasn’t into the whole sharing thing, but the ripper in front of me was bigger, probably the alpha and these were his pack. Romeo was an outsider, and if he didn’t back down, they’d tear him to shreds.

      If I could just get close enough to touch one of them, just a brush, just a second of contact, enough to juice up and I could make a break for it. Leap over the smaller ripper to my left and into the alley, over the wall and double back to the border.

      I just needed a moment of contact. The ripper in front of me snarled at Romeo. Romeo finally buckled, ears going flat, head down. His wide mouthed face, so beastly yet still weirdly human, swung my way and then back to the alpha. He whined and took a step back.

      Oh shit.

      They were done talking.

      It was time for the kill.

      A low warning howl strummed the air. The rippers stopped and the hairs on the back of my neck quivered. Shit. Oh fucking shit. Something was coming, something that scared even the rippers.

      Two, huge, barrel-chested guys, with arms slightly longer than the average human, strode into the road behind the scourge. Their eyes glinted like silver pennies in the moonlight.

      The skin shifters backed up, bodies low to the ground in subservience. What the heck?

      “House?” one of the dudes asked.

      I swallowed hard. “What?”

      “What is your house?”

      My house, like where I lived?

      “She has no brand,” the other guy said. He lifted his chin and inhaled deeply. “No scent.”

      His companion’s lips curled in a hungry smile. “Then she is fair game.”

      The tips of their fingers elongated, faces melting and morphing until I was staring down two hairy snouts.

      “Wait.” I held up my hands. “I’m with the SPD. I’m here on official business. I⁠—”

      They attacked. Leaping at me in unison, a scream lodged in my throat and then something was hurtling toward me from a nearby building, bands of steel grabbed me around the waist and the ground rushed away.

      What the heck?

      “Don’t struggle or I will drop you.” The voice was deep, masculine and authoritative.

      He was obviously used to being obeyed and, this high up, with the rippers looking like play figures below me, it was kinda difficult not to. But whatever had me wasn’t human and that meant it was fair game. It was touching me, its bare arms wrapped around my torso.

      A flat roof rushed toward me. We were about to land. I touched its skin, smooth and velvet and hard as marble, and cracked open my shields just a bit. The rush was immediate, heady and fast and whoa, what the fuck?

      And then I was falling, hands out, ready to roll. The impact was jarring, rattling my teeth and skinning my palms. They never told you it would hurt this much in training, but then they had the cushy mats back at base. Urgh. I came up in a crouch and scanned the night.

      Where was it? Whatever had plucked me from the jaws of death? A shadow fell across the moon and a figure landed in front of me. Flashing blue eyes and short cropped dark hair, but it wasn’t the chiseled face that arrested me. Nope. That gorgeous face was firmly on the backburner of my thoughts as the huge dark wings flexed at his back before folding closed.

      I scrambled to my feet and took a step back. “You’re a Black Wing.”

      He arched a brow and ran a hand over his arm...the arm I’d touched and fed off. The energy thrummed in my veins, like a warm cup of cocoa or a huge chocolate brownie.

      His eyes narrowed and he cocked his head. “What did you do? What are you?”

      He was one of them, one of the winged, and he’d caught me feeding but aside from that he’d just know.  He’d smell, sense or see the taint inside me.

      I swallowed hard and raised my chin. My shields were back in place. “I’m human.”

      He raised an index finger and wagged it from side to side. “Tut tut, lying is a sin. Now I might need to punish you.” He took a step toward me and a scream, shrill and piercing, cut through the air.

      His head whipped round toward the sound.

      I licked my lips, my muscles jittery with the need to move, to run away from this creature as fast as they could. “It looks like those things have found a substitute meal.”

      He locked gazes with me for a long beat, his jaw ticking, clearly torn between investigating me further and helping the innocent under attack. Black Wings didn’t, as a general rule, give a shit about humans, but he’d helped me, so maybe he was the exception to the rule.

      Another scream rose up toward us.

      He took a step back. “Dammit, the scourge isn’t meant to be running for weeks.” He muttered to himself. His gaze narrowed. “Stay here. I’m not done with you.” His wings shot out, and he launched himself up into the air.

      Gone.

      My shoulders sagged in relief, but there was no way I was sticking around until he came back. No one I knew had ever seen a Black Wing. They usually steered clear of humans and their issues, as if humans were beneath them somehow. The fact that this one was flying around helping people was just plain weird. And if I didn’t have a secret to protect, I’d pump him for as much information on his kind as I could, but he knew what I was. If he reported me, then everything I’d worked so hard to build would be taken from me.

      The ground was a no go right now with the rippers on the loose, but with the Black Wing’s power still skimming through my veins, a little roof hopping would be a breeze. A spike of euphoria stabbed at my chest and I dropped my shields a fraction. This was something barred to me in Sunset, something my human guise didn’t allow for, but for the next few minutes I could just be.

      I ran full pelt toward the edge of the roof and jumped.
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      The van came into view, idling at the border. Nolan was pacing the tarmac, his head down, hands on hips.

      I’d lost my comm link when the Black Wing had scooped me off the road.

      “Shit, Nolan. It’s Harker!” Bellamy jumped out of the passenger side of the van adjusting his cap. The guy never went anywhere without it. It was a relic from the outside with a strange symbol none of us recognized. Bellamy claimed he’d found it blowing down the road by the turnaround forest. The damn patch of tree-land was a favorite place for kids to play simply because, no matter how far they ran or what twists and turns they took, it would undoubtedly spit them out back on the road to Arcadia. No one ever left the city, although people did enter. I was living proof of that.

      Nolan looked up, his anxious expression smoothing out as I raised my hand in greeting. I crossed the border.

      “You made it.” He stared down at me from his lofty height, his piercing gray eyes shrouded and unreadable, and then he yanked me into a hug, almost squeezing the life from me.

      Bellamy let out a surprised squeak.

      Yeah, Nolan was not the touchy feely type. Eleven years my senior, he’d been my mentor forever. He’d recruited and trained me, and he was my go to guy for pretty much all my work related issues. And, shit, was I getting all teary eyed?

      He released me. “You’re okay.” His tone was gruff. “You could have been killed.”

      I almost had been, but if I told them that I’d have to tell them about the Black Wing and that was something that needed to stay under wraps, because if they investigated why a Black Wing was doing the Protectorates’ job, my little brush with his arm might come out and that was something that could never, ever happen.

      I lifted my chin. “I doubled back and lost him.”

      Bellamy sighed. “He went under, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Fuck.”

      We stood beneath the forever sunset for a moment longer, watching the midnight sky in the distance, swirling with darkness and highlighted by the rays of a moon we would never bathe under.

      Nolan clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Come on. We should get back and write this up. It’s getting late.”

      I glanced at my watch. Damn, it was gone five p.m. Jesse would be getting dinner ready soon. But there was no getting out of report writing. Nolan was a stickler for protocol.

      Bellamy stepped back to let me ride shotgun. I guess my brush with Midnight was enough for him to give up his throne for me. Aw, boy feel the love.

      “Don’t get used to it,” he said as I climbed up.

      I shot him a grin. “Really? But, the butt print you’ve left is so warm and comfy.”

      He narrowed his eyes in mock annoyance and climbed up back.

      The van roared to life and we did a three point turn and headed back into Sunset. Back to base.
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      The words wriggled around on the paper, refusing to stay where I’d put them. Gah! This sucked. Why did it have to happen now? I’d fed dammit. Ah, but then I’d used the juice to ride the roofs out of Midnight. Exhaling slowly, I closed the unfinished file and headed out of my office, down the corridor to the cells. It wasn’t often we held any scourge, but it just so happened that we’d picked up a stray bloodsucker two days ago. The handover to Protectorate happened once every two weeks and only Nolan ever went, taking the cell van and returning all somber and shit. Made me wonder what the heck happened at these handovers.

      So yeah, the bloodsucker was curled up in a corner of his cell, all skeletal, and pale and gross. I could never make up my mind what was worse, the rippers or the bloodsuckers, and rumor had it there was much worse in Midnight.

      I closed the door to lock up behind me, heart pounding partly in fear, partly in anticipation. The sucker glanced up, his beady red eyes tracking my movements.

      He sniffed the air and moved closer to the bars. That’s it, come closer. I grasped the metal, knuckles white and waiting. He’d lunge soon. Attack and hope to latch on. But he hadn’t fed in days, and I was faster. A mere touch was needed to get what my body craved. Damn, I hated this. Hated that I needed to do this. Nausea mingled with need as I lowered my shields in preparation. The dark craving in my solar plexus wriggled and writhed. I pressed myself against the bars and exhaled. The sucker’s eyes rolled in his head, and a low moan drifted up from his parted, blackened lips.

      “You want some?” I held out my hand. “It’s hot and thick and delicious.”

      It watched me almost warily. Shit. Why wasn’t it attacking? It shouldn’t be taking this long. One of the other officers could come in to check on the prisoner at any minute.

      “Come on.” I wriggled my fingers. “You want a taste.” My tone dropped to something, low, seductive and inviting.

      The wary expression fell away and the bloodsucker fell forward onto all fours.

      “That’s it. Good boy. Come here. Closer.”

      He began to move slowly toward the bars, eyes half closed. My pulse was a jackrabbit in my throat. And then the fucker lunged. I grabbed his chin, and inhaled. Energy poured into me, sips, and slurps, so fucking good, but not enough. Just one more sip. One more draw from this irresistible pool.

      The bloodsucker made a strangled sound, part pain, part ecstasy. My eyes snapped open and my heart slammed against my rib cage at the thing I was clasping. Its eyes were red pebbles in its sunken sockets, its cheeks were sallow hollows, and the body, oh god, if the sucker had been thin before he was positively skeletal now. I released it, and it slumped to the floor and lay unmoving.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Was it dead? Had I killed it? Oh god. What had I done? Wiping my hand on my jeans, I backed up and then the thing gave a shuddering breath, raised its head and smiled.

      The door slammed behind me as I strode back to my office, my stomach a writhing pit of nausea.
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      I finished up the report on autopilot, my mind whirring. It wasn’t as if the bloodsucker could tell anyone what I’d done. Scourge didn’t speak. At least not any language we understood. There was nothing to worry about. But the whole thing left a bitter taste in my mouth, stirring up memories I’d prefer remain buried. Memories of twinkling blue eyes and dimples, memories of Jonathon—my first crush and first sexual encounter. I’d almost killed him. Turns out shields didn’t work so well when you were in the throes of an orgasm. I’d slammed them down in time, but not before I’d tasted something so pure and delicious it had almost made me lose my mind. If I hadn’t been so fucking infatuated with him, I’d have carried on feeding. But my feelings for him had pushed back the darkness or I’d have killed him. Turned out because humans had no supernatural power, the only thing left for me to siphon was their life force, and, man, that shit was intoxicating.

      That was my first and last relationship. Just couldn’t risk losing control like that again. Ever. Ten minutes later, report done, I was headed for the exit. Henry, one of the officers, was chatting up Julie, our receptionist, and Bellamy was busy pulling fliers off the corkboard.

      I grabbed a scrunched up sheet of paper. “Join the silvered and be saved.” I snorted. “Fucking tossers.”

      “Yeah.” Bellamy shoved the balls of paper into the wastepaper basket. “I keep taking them down and they keep showing up.” He shook his head. “If I catch who’s been pinning these, I’m gonna rip them a new one.”

      Bellamy had lost his wife and son to the White Wings less than a year ago. Hannah had fallen prey to the propaganda after their son had been born. Maybe it was a postnatal thing, maybe just a mother thing, but she’d become obsessed with saving her son from all the possible nasty fates that awaited him. What if the magick of Arcadia got to him? What if he went scourge? What if he didn’t and one of the bloodsuckers or rippers got hold of him?

      The White Wings provided the perfect answer. A completely safe haven for all humans in the district of Dawn. It wasn’t even expensive, not really. Not like the house prices in Sunset. No. All you needed to do to get into Dawn was hand over your free will and become silvered.

      Yeah, a pretty silver chain that made you their puppet. As far as I was concerned, the White Wings were monsters. They had the perfect sanctuary, a place where the scourge couldn’t enter, where the magick of Arcadia couldn’t warp and they kept their gates closed, accepting only humans who’d happily agree to be their slaves.

      I screwed up the flyer and lobbed it into the bin. “Have you heard from Hannah?”

      “Not in three months.”

      The White Wings allowed minimal familial contact. Two or three visits a year, but not out of compassion. It was in an effort to recruit more slaves. Maybe the families left behind in Sunset would miss their loved ones so much they’d sign up to be pearly gate prisoners too. The visits didn’t last once you made your resistance clear. Once that happened, you were unlikely to ever see your loved ones again. Once you were silvered, there was no going back. No one had ever returned to live in Sunset. Sorry White Wing, I changed my mind, being a yes man sucks and I’d like my free will back now, please.

      Nope. That didn’t happen, and yet every year, more humans packed up their belongings and left for Dawn.

      “This is them, you know,” Bellamy said. He pulled off his cape, smoothed back his hair and then shoved it firmly back onto his head again. “Those bastard White Wings have us trapped here. This is them.”

      A popular theory. “We don’t know that for sure.”

      His lip curled. “They’re the only ones getting anything out of this.” He dropped the bin and lifted the barrier. “There has to be a way out.”

      This was dangerous talk. Crazy talk. Talk that often preceded going scourge. “Bellamy, babe, I know you’re hurting, but you can’t think like that.”

      The barrier slammed shut and he turned to me, eyes red rimmed. “If people can get in, then there must be a way out.”

      He was talking about me—one of the few people to end up in this town with no memory of a time before. Me with a handful of others, all gone now, taken by the scourge or lured into Dawn by promises of sanctuary and peace. There would be more. There always were, every twenty years or so the stories said. Outsiders would wander into Arcadia and our ranks would swell, a little.

      Except this time, the twenty years had come and gone and no outsiders had walked out of the turnaround forest.

      “Bellamy, I⁠—”

      The entrance bell beeped, and I turned to find Mrs. Carlson standing on the welcome mat, her eyes behind her Coke bottle spectacles.

      Oh shit.

      “I called and called and the line is engaged. Why is the line engaged for so long?” she asked.

      Julie reached for the phone and cursed softly. “Dammit, I had it on busy.”

      “Did you see him?” Mrs. Carlson asked. “Did you see my boy? Is he all right? He didn’t mean to hurt those kitties. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

      Julie and Henry exchanged panicked glances. This was the part every officer hated—telling a parent their child was lost to them. Going scourge was one thing, but it was when you went under that you truly died. To some, it brought comfort. They even held funerals for their lost loved ones. But for Mrs. Carlson, it would only bring grief. It was no secret that Romeo had been hanging around Sunset due to his attachment to his mother. The neighbors had even reported sightings of him in their back yards. He’d found a way back into Sunset each time we’d chased him out. Each time we’d thought the Protectorate would find him. But he’d come back a few weeks later. It had been a year and Romeo had held on, fighting going under. It was a testament to his mental strength, and no one could truly blame Mrs. Carlson for encouraging the visits. But her son was gone for real now.

      She looked up at me. “Serenity, dear. Did you speak to him? You know he always adored you.”

      Oh, man. I so did not want to be the one to do this. But she was here, and I was here and damn it. “Mrs. Carlson I⁠—”

      “Harker, what the heck are you still doing here?” Nolan’s voice boomed down the corridor leading up to reception. He strode down the hall, his long stride eating space. “Get your arse home to your sister and take tomorrow off.”

      I looked from Mrs. Carlson to Nolan and he jerked his head toward the exit. This was him giving me an out and, with the fucked up day I’d had, I was grateful for the reprieve.

      Nolan lifted the barrier. “Why don’t you come with me Mrs. Carlson?”

      With a final confused glance my way, Romeo’s mother followed Nolan into the depths of the SPD.

      It was my cue to make a getaway.
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      The smell of lasagna hit me as I entered my house. It was a neat bungalow on a nice street with neighborhood watch and way too many electrified fences. Sunset was a place for the affluent and the skilled. Humans in here were highly educated or could offer a special skill essential to the running of the district. To stay on this side of the border, you needed to fit into the machine, and you needed to make money. Money didn’t take away the fear, though. Nor did it make Sunset as safe as Dawn. But this was home, and I loved it.

      The clang of pots and pans filled the air. A quick peek at my watch told me I was over an hour late for dinner. A glance at my mobile phone showed ten missed calls, but the damned thing had been on silent.

      Crap.

      Okay, so Jesse was going to be pissed. I’d made a huge song and dance about family time a couple of weeks ago, moaning that she spent way too much time working, grading papers and doing after school activities with the kids. I’d pouted and done the whole, me, me, me, thing, and when she’d finally caved and promised to do family dinner at least two nights a week, I’d turned up late for the first one. Yeah, I deserved a verbal bashing.

      I stepped into the kitchen perfectly prepared for her wrath. “Hey, I’m so bloody sorry I⁠—”

      She whirled round, dropped the spatula she’d been wielding and flew at me. I backed up, but not fast enough, because she had me in a crushing hug before I could get my foot back over the kitchen threshold.

      “Oh god, oh god, oh, god.”

      Her slender body trembled in my arms.

      “Jesse babe. What the fuck?” I stroked her back. “Shit, are you crying? What happened?” I pulled back, gripping her shoulders tight. “Jesse, what’s wrong? Did someone hurt you?”

      She shook her head vehemently. “You were late and I couldn’t get hold of you, and the office phone was engaged, and I thought... I thought you were dead.” Her face contorted in a silent wail, and I pulled her against me, rocking her back and forth.

      Dammit. I was an idiot. A total fucking moron. “Jesse, baby girl.” I kept my tone soft. “Jesse, you know if anything were to happen to me, Nolan would have called you. Heck, he would have come down here to see you himself.”

      She pulled out of my embrace and nodded. “My head knew that, but my heart...” She pressed a hand to her chest. “My heart was so scared. I thought they’d gotten you, like they got Mum.”

      My mouth was dry. “I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She slumped into a seat at the table. “It’s stupid. I know it’s stupid but...You should have called.”

      “I know. I’m an idiot. But, babe, you know my job. You know I have to work late sometimes.”

      “But you always call,” She insisted.

      Did I? Yeah, I guess I did. Probably why she’d succeeded in hiding her fear for so long, her terror that she’d lose me, that one day I just wouldn’t come home. I’d thought I’d created a safe secure environment for her, that I’d chased away the past with my commitment to our family.

      At twenty-one, Jesse was three years my junior, and had never known a world without me in it. She’d been barely a year old when Mum and Dad had taken me in—the four-year-old child that had walked out of the forest and into the Arcadia. Where had I come from? Who were my real parents? These were questions I’d never have answers to, but it hadn’t mattered because the Harkers had become my family. They’d loved me and nurtured me, and Jesse had been the perfect little sister. When Dad had gone scourge, it had almost crippled Mum, but she’d soldiered on. I’d been barely thirteen then, and Jesse had just turned ten. We’d slowly rebuilt our world, and just when we’d finally healed, Mum had gone to the shops and never returned. They never found her body, just bloody scraps of her favorite floral skirt up by the border to Midnight, at the edge of the forest. At seventeen, devastated and broken, I’d taken on the responsibility of looking after Jesse. I’d pieced myself together for her and it had been just the two of us ever since.

      “You should have called,” she said in a small voice.

      I pulled out the chair beside her, sat, and took her hands in mine. “Jesse, I am not going anywhere. Not ever. You get me. It’s you and me against the world, babe.”

      She swallowed and lifted her chin to look me in the eyes. “Jimmy Wright went scourge today.”

      My hand went to my mouth. “No...” He was only ten years old. It never happened that young.

      She nodded. The motion was jerky and stilted. “His parents have petitioned the district council to keep him until he goes under. They’re requesting special privileges. A cell in their basement.” Her eyes shimmered with tears. “Why is this happening to us, Serenity? Why are we being punished this way?”

      She said it as if she assumed there was still a higher power at work, but everyone knew that God had packed up and left. He’d abandoned us to the White Wings and the scourge and the nephs. This fucked up city was our world, and we needed to do what we could to survive, and it wasn’t so bad. It was home, except right now she was upset. She was coming down from an adrenaline rush and she wasn’t thinking straight.

      “Don’t you wonder what’s out there?” Jesse said in a hushed tone, her eyes wide. “They say we used to be part of a world that’s still out there.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Who says?” I squeezed her hands. “Jesse, who have you been talking to?”

      She lowered her lids and gave her head a shake. “No one.”

      She’d just lost one of her pupils, and then I’d been late home, it was enough to throw anyone for a loop, and if she hadn’t emphasized the word they, then I’d let it go, but there was only one group of people I knew who made such claims to knowledge. But they couldn’t be in Sunset. Not without an official permit, and the SPD would have been alerted if that had been granted. Still, I had to ask.

      “Jesse, have you been speaking to the Order of Merlin?”

      She looked up sharply. “No. I mean not intentionally. They just, they came by the school a couple of days ago wanting to speak to the children and their parents. We called security of course, but...I was curious.”

      Shit. How the heck had they slipped into the district? “You spoke to them?”

      She winced.

      “Jesse, come on, you know better than that. Those fanatics thrive on curiosity. Look, promise me you won’t engage with them again, please.”

      She gave me her most earnest look. “I promise.”

      Ignoring the thud in my pulse, I smiled reassuringly. “I’ll speak to Nolan. They shouldn’t be on this side of the border without a permit.” We’d have to do a sweep, find the troublemakers and chuck them back over the border. “You know they’re not entirely human, right?”

      She gnawed on her lip. “He said they were witches able to harness the magick of Arcadia, that if you join them you never go scourge.”

      Oh for fuck’s sake. I pressed my lips together. “Babe, they’re just as bad as the White Wings. They just want mindless followers to do whatever shitty nefarious thing they want to do. If they have all this harnessed magick then what the fuck are they still doing in Arcadia, why not channel that shit and blast their way out, huh?”

      She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose before tucking her blonde locks behind her ear. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. Let’s just eat. I’m starving.”

      Jesse busied herself with plates and cutlery and I sat back, my heart still thudding too hard in my chest.

      The reason Sunset thrived was because we had no illusions. We accepted our world and we lived life to the fullest. Clubs and bars and theatre, we had it all. Yet people still left, lured by the prospect of a different kind of security offered by the White Wings—the sanctity of their souls. No one wanted to go scourge, because going scourge meant eventually going under, and once you did that, your soul was lost.

      As we sat down to a home cooked meal my stomach quivered with a strange sense of dread, because if the Order had infiltrated Sunset then things were going to get messy. And messy made keeping my secret that much harder.
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      The coffee room was teeming with activity. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee was potent on the air, and someone had brought in donuts too. Yum.

      “Did you hear?” Henry said with a nudge to my ribs. “We’ve had three Order sightings today.” He winked, eyes twinkling.

      “Three? What? This morning?”

      “No. They were reported this morning, but timeline-wise the earliest was around a week ago.” He rubbed his hands together. “We’re finally going to get some action.”

      There was no denying the leap in my pulse. This is why I’d joined the SPD, not just to protect humans, but to have the opportunity to beat the shit out of stuff. Of course, aggression was a poor substitute for what my body really needed, and all the physical activity tapped me out, heightening the need to feed, but the momentary high it gave was irresistible.  The Order was on our turf without permission. Surely, some ass-kickery would be permitted.

      Nolan clapped his hands. “Everyone. Please, calm down and take a seat.”

      Coffee was being poured and officers were hiking up their trousers. Yeah, this was exciting stuff. The SPD was merely a figurehead for law enforcement in the District. We dealt with petty crime, the odd domestic abuse case and, maybe once or twice a month, a scourge sighting. Once the scourge we succeeded in catching were handed over to the Midnight Protectorate, that was us done. We trained hard, but rarely got to utilize the skills we learned. Nolan had been heading up the department for over a decade, and despite the lack of real crime, he insisted we keep fit and sharp. So, this was big for us. The Order was in our midst—lurking in the sleepy district of Sunset. Whoop-de-doo. Ha.

      Chairs scraped against lino and butts kissed plastic. Mugs were set down, and the buzz died as all eyes found Nolan. He stood, arms crossed, legs slightly apart as he scanned the room.

      “Three reports of the Order spreading their word,” he said solemnly. “The school, the Sunset Coast Club, and the bowling alley. They’re hitting public areas, places with families and kids and we know why, right?”

      “Because parents are easy targets,” Bellamy said, his tone laced with bitterness.

      “Yes.” Nolan tucked in his chin. “Now, they didn’t apply for an official permit, because the council would have no doubt turned it down, so we have authority to evict them. However, this is the Order of Merlin, and they have access to magick that we can’t comprehend, so we must proceed with caution. I’ve contacted the Protectorate, and they’re sending a couple of representatives with unique abilities required for interaction with the Order.”

      The room began to buzz with conversation again. The Protectorate were coming here? Wow. That had happened like...never. No one I knew, aside from Nolan, had ever directly interacted with the Protectorate. There was a general air of excitement in the room which ratcheted up a notch with this revelation, but my stomach clenched in anxiety. Protectorate were nephs. And nephs were demons. And demons had abilities. I couldn’t be around when they showed up. I couldn’t risk them finding out I wasn’t entirely human. Okay, so I’d fake being sick and go home, hide under the duvet until this was over, I’d⁠—

      “Serenity,” Nolan said.

      My head whipped up, eyes wide. “Yeah?”

      “I want you to run point on this one.”

      My mouth went dry and my throat closed up. Did I just squeak?

      Nolan frowned. “Are you all right?”

      No, I wasn’t. I was sick. Terribly, horrifically sick. Not just with fear but with a taint I didn’t fully understand. My mouth worked, but the words failed to make it past that dastardly lump in my throat.

      Someone slapped me on the back. “She’s lost for words, Nolan.” Bellamy chuckled. “Come one Harker. You know you’re the woman for the job. If anyone can keep those trumped up Protectorate in line, it’s you. This is our district and they better not throw their weight around.”

      “Serenity?” Nolan was watching me cautiously.

      He’d made a bold call by putting me in charge. Henry was my senior on staff by two years, if anyone should be running the case, it was him, and, from the stormy look on his face, he thought so too. This was Nolan saying he believed in my training, my commitment and just, well... in me.  If I turned tail and ran, claiming illness, he’d end up looking like a twat for picking a weakling. He’d been my mentor, my supporter, my shoulder for the better part of seven years. There was no way I was letting him down. I’d just have to strengthen my shields and hope for the best.

      I fixed a cocky smile on my face. “You got it, boss. When do they arrive?”

      His shoulders relaxed and he grinned. Tires screeched outside the window.

      “About right now.”

      Seats were pushed back and the window was suddenly the focus of all attention. Everyone’s except Henry’s.

      “You sure you can handle this, Harker?” he asked snidely. “I’m happy to step in for you. I know Nolan has a special spot for you in his pants, but...” He shrugged. “This is business.”

      “What the fuck are you implying?”

      His lip curled in a knowing smile. “Nothing the whole department isn’t thinking.”

      This was news to me. He was lying. He had to be.

      He chuckled. “Oh, man. You really didn’t know, did you?”

      The urge to punch his stupid smug face was almost overwhelming. Instead, I clenched my fists and offered him a close lipped smile. “No. I didn’t. Thank you so much for enlightening me. Now how about you piss off and let me do my job. After all, I have worked so hard to get this far.”

      His expression shuttered and I turned on my heel and headed out of the room.
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      The office had two washrooms, one for the ladies and one for the gents, and even though there were only three females working for the department, they’d given us the larger washroom. Magnolia tiles, clean linoleum floor and toilets that actually flushed. Nolan had even had them install those sanitary towel dispensers. Nolan...shit, why had I said that stuff to Henry? He’d probably twist it and take it as some kind of admission to an affair that never happened. Urgh. It made me sick how he’d taken something so innocent and turned it into something sordid. And did everyone really think I was banging Nolan? Probably. Especially because they knew I certainly wasn’t banging anyone else. A woman my age who didn’t date, didn’t have a special someone... Shit. They were probably thinking I was saving myself for trysts with Nolan.

      The water from the bathroom tap was cool on my fevered skin. My face, bathed in the orange glow of the setting sun, was drawn and tense.

      Pull it together Harker, you can do this. Just batten down the hatches and act natural. Forget Henry and his stupid jibes. Focus on the Protectorate. If only I’d had some in depth knowledge of these nephs, then maybe I’d know what to watch for, what to shield against. The door to the washroom opened and Julie clipped in on her four-inch heels. She paused and looked me over as if she was assessing me.

      “You okay, babe? You look flushed.” Her brows shot up and she gave the toilet stall a quick glance. “Flushed, get it.” She snickered to herself.

      I shook my head and sighed. “Seriously, Julie. You need some new material.”

      She plonked her purse on the counter by the sink, fluffed her auburn hair, and rifled through the bag for her lipstick. “I don’t need any new material.” She applied the plum shade and then pouted. “I look like this.” She winked, her thick dark lashes casting shadows on her cheeks. “Besides, men love it when you make them feel superior intellect wise.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “And then you can control them without them suspecting a thing. Make them think that everything they do is their own idea, when in reality, you’re the one planting the seed.” She tapped a perfectly manicured nail to the side of her head. “It takes work.”
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