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 Chapter 1.  
 
    There were many things Samantha Rain believed in, but magic was not one of them. No, she liked to put her faith in things she could see, smell, and touch. Things that occupied spaces and left identifiable traces.  
 
    Yes, Sam enjoyed that she was a normal, functional, well-established adult with a good set of brains and a life that many envied. Which was why the folder with divorce papers was so taunting. She hadn’t seen it coming. 
 
    Melissa didn’t often see her partner speechless, but the request to separate had certainly done the trick. Silently, she waited for the other woman to say something. 
 
    Sam sighed as she flicked through the folder. Everything was meticulously prepared, which wasn’t a surprise if she knew her wife. Then again, maybe she didn’t. 
 
    She stared at the woman who, after seven years, had become a stranger again. “I need a drink.” 
 
    Her wife slowly closed her eyes, one of the things she always did when she was annoyed with Sam. “Do you have to? This is a serious conversation.” 
 
    Samantha pushed her short hair over her shoulder as she turned her back to her partner, hoping to hide the tears welling up. She tried to keep herself calm by fiddling with her wedding ring. “It’s not really a conversation if you’ve already decided the outcome.” 
 
    “Sam…” 
 
    “Don’t Sam me.” She strode to the big cabinet in the back of the living room. She inherited the ornate piece of furniture from her late grandfather and despite it clashing with everything else in her relatively modern house, she’d never managed to get rid of it.  
 
    The hinges shrieked as she pulled the cupboard open to reveal three rows of bottles. Bourbon, brandy, and her favourite, whisky. 
 
    She reached for a bottle in the back, an expensive single malt from Japan. It was still three-quarters full since she only ever broke it out for special occasions. Being asked for a divorce was pretty special, she reasoned. 
 
    With a wry smile, she heaved the crystal glass to Melissa. “To our divorce, eh?” 
 
    The other woman sighed heavily. “Come on, don’t be like this.” 
 
    “Like what?” Sam growled, taking a big, passive-aggressive swig. “You’re leaving me. You didn’t even talk to me about it, you just went ahead and drew up the papers.” 
 
    “I tried talking to you, but you weren’t listening,” the other woman argued. 
 
    “Ugh.” With a scoff, she threw the last of her whisky back, not even able to enjoy it properly. What a waste.  
 
    She wiped her mouth as she pushed past Melissa. She always admired the beauty of the other woman, but now she couldn’t even bring herself to look at her.  
 
    She thundered down the stairs, towards the rack of coats and the front door. “I’m going out.” 
 
    “Sam!” Melissa shouted, the frustration clear in her voice. 
 
    “What?” Sam countered, her hand tightening around the bronze doorknob. Ironically, one of the first things she and Melissa bought together. “I thought you’d be glad to be rid of me.” 
 
    Her wife stomped her foot. “Oh, for god’s sake, that’s not—” 
 
    “Can’t hear you!” she interrupted, slamming the front door as hard as she could on her way out. While she realised she was acting out of hurt and spite, she couldn’t stop herself. Even if she had to admit their marriage hadn’t always been perfect, she hadn’t thought it had got this bad. 
 
    Despaired, she crossed the street to the other sidewalk. That one had more streetlamps and it made her feel a little more secure in the dark, not that she had reason to be scared. The neighbourhood was one of the better in town, something she’d insisted on. 
 
    A mist of rain cloaked her departure, muffling the noises of passing cars and the brewing thunderstorm. It was a terrible time to go out, but she knew she hadn’t been able to stay in the house for one minute longer. 
 
    Angrily, she kicked a littered plastic bottle to the side and shoved her hands deep in the pockets of her trench coat. Autumn was turning, but her winter coat was still stowed away in the attic. Melissa always sorted their wardrobe, but clearly she’d been too preoccupied with filing for a divorce to do it. 
 
    “Absolute bollocks,” Sam muttered to herself. A gust of heavy wind whirled around her, tugging on her sleeves and trying to steal her scarf. Any sane person would’ve returned home, but right now, Samantha was not very sane. 
 
    “No!” she shouted, stubbornly pushing forward. She knew it was ridiculous to feel like the weather was against her, but right now, it just felt like the entire world was conspiring to make her miserable. She wouldn’t let it.  
 
    She roamed the streets aimlessly for about half an hour, turning left and right without paying much attention where she was going. It didn’t matter, she didn’t have a destination besides ‘not home’. 
 
    But when lightning flashed through the sky and thunder rumbled threateningly, she realised two things. One, despite having lived in the neighbourhood for years, she didn’t know where she was. Two, it was going to storm. Badly. 
 
    Desperate to find shelter, she tightened her coat as high as she could and followed the dim light of the street lamps to wherever they’d lead her. It was unlikely anyone else would be out in this weather, but that didn’t mean she could be careless in where she went. Danger lurked around every corner, whether it was in the form of a car accident or a man with bad intentions. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” Sam cursed as the heavens opened and the faint drizzle turned into pouring rain. Her trenchcoat was a classic staple of modern fashion, but it wasn’t waterproof. She’d have to find shelter somewhere or risk being drenched to the bone.  
 
    She hurried forward, creating small explosions of water as she ran through the rapidly-forming puddles. It was a good thing she always wore sensible shoes. Heels were just too impractical and she didn’t have time for that. 
 
    Many things went through Sam’s head as she ran through the rain. Why had her marriage failed? What could she have done to prevent it? How could people wear two different socks without it driving them crazy?[1] Why hadn’t she memorised a map of her neighbourhood? 
 
    That last one seemed a real oversight, but she didn’t accept clients within a ten-mile radius and as a result, she had never seen her own surroundings as something to monitor or study. A real blind spot, she now realised. 
 
    With a low growl, she ducked underneath an abandoned bus stop, grateful for the temporary relief from the rain. In minutes, it had soaked her down to her underwear and the chill was already setting in.  
 
    “Brrr.”  
 
    She contemplated sitting down on the rusted bench but decided against it. Her coat was too expensive to be ruined and from what she’d heard from her friends, divorces were expensive. She didn’t expect Melissa to demand more than half, but that would still change her life quite a bit. 
 
    She hugged herself in the half-open bus stop and scoffed at the irony of the situation. Her wife asked to split up and not even half an hour later, she was out in the rain. Well, the last bit had been because of her own doing, but that was completely beside the point. 
 
    As Sam waited for the rain to subdue, a strange sensation suddenly prickled the back of her neck. Almost as if someone was watching her. 
 
    After years of being a detective, she’d learned to trust her instincts enough not to brush her worries away and instead, slowly patted herself for her trusty taser. Technically, it wasn’t exactly legal to carry one, but she’d rather go to court than to the hospital, or worse, to the morgue. 
 
    Her paranoia grew every passing moment she felt watched, but as she patted all her pockets, she came up empty. “Shit.” 
 
    What was she supposed to do now? 
 
    She ran multiple scenarios through her head, trying to calculate the best course of action. Ignoring her worries, thirty percent chance of success. Staying and taking the fight, ten percent. Running away, eighty-five. The choice was easy. 
 
    Just as she decided to take off, a flicker of light drew her attention. She had no idea what it was and despite her risk assessment, she decided to stay and investigate. After all, that was what she did best. 
 
    “Grrr…” A low growl emitted from a soaking wet cardboard box next to the bus stop.  
 
    Had that been there when she arrived? 
 
    She couldn’t remember, she’d been too relieved to be out of the rain and hadn’t paid attention to her surroundings. The second mistake of the day, but not the last. 
 
    Sam approached carefully, telling herself that nothing too scary could come out of a medium-sized box. At best, it was a lost bird. At worst, a bomb. But those usually didn’t growl.  
 
    A little bit more confident, she crouched down to pull the flaps open. With a caged breath, she prepared for the worst, only to find the smallest puppy she’d ever seen. With bright blue eyes and a silvery coat, it was very different from the purebred animals most of Sam’s neighbours owned. 
 
    “Hi, there.” She reached into the box and lifted the animal from the miserable confinement. “You poor thing. Did someone throw you away? I know how that feels.” 
 
    The dog whined pathetically, his blue eyes shimmering strangely. They reminded Sam of falling stars in a night sky or the silver light of the moon.  
 
    Highly unusual and a little spooky, she noted. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re safe now,” she said as she sat down on the rusty bunch, not thinking twice about her expensive coat. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    The puppy yawned adorably and nestled himself on her lap, clearly glad to be free from the wet cardboard. 
 
    “Good boy.” She smiled as she stroked the dog’s entire body. He was so small, he was barely bigger than her hand. Whoever abandoned him had to be a heartless asshole. 
 
    Luckily for the pup, Sam had a real soft spot for animals and had always wanted one. It had been Melissa who had protested, but now that she was getting divorced, she could do whatever she wanted. Which included bringing this poor dog home. 
 
    She pulled her scarf down and wrapped it around him to stop his shivers. “There, that’s better, isn’t it?” 
 
    The pup looked up at her, his blue eyes shimmering again. No, they were glowing. Actually glowing. The light spread from his eyes into his fur and lit up a strange but elegant pattern from his head down to his tail. 
 
    “What—” Before she really knew what was happening, the glowing dog sank his premature teeth deep into her wrist. A cold burn shot through her veins, the pain immediately overtaking all her senses. 
 
    The last thing Sam saw before she passed out, was the blue fire burning in the stray dog’s eyes. And then everything went dark.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2.  
 
    When Samantha came to, she was no longer sat on the rusty bench in the bus stop. Instead, she was lying flat on a cold, marble floor in a strange, circular room. Torches were staggered along the walls, all alit and dancing with a strong, blue flame. 
 
    Confused and disoriented, Sam crawled up and patted herself, just to get a sense of what was going on. She was still wearing all her clothes, so she hadn’t been kidnapped by a pervert. That was something, she thought. 
 
    But then what was going on? Where was she and how did she get here? 
 
    “Hello?” she called, aware that if there was a murderer waiting to take her out, he or she wouldn’t reply. Still, she couldn’t stop herself. “Hello?” 
 
    The silence was deafening and the eerie blue fire just made everything creepy. If someone was pulling a prank, Sam wasn’t appreciating it. In fact, it was making her quite angry. 
 
    “Oi! Whoever you are, I’m not in the mood for jokes. You have no idea who you’re messing with!” she screamed, sounding braver than she felt. “Hello? Did you hear me?” 
 
    “I can hear you,” a sultry voice replied. 
 
    Samantha frowned. A woman was messing with her? What did they want?  
 
    “This better not be Melissa’s doing,” Sam growled as she brought her short hair back in a ponytail. Exhaustion raged through her body, even if she had no idea where that came from. Still, it wasn’t going to stop her. “Show yourself!” 
 
    “My, my. So loud.”  
 
    The fire flickered out, darkening the entire room for the briefest of seconds. As soon as the blue flame relit the torches, a second figure was standing next to Sam.  
 
    The stranger chuckled throatily as she flicked her dark, long hair over her shoulder. Her bright blue eyes were vibrant and sparkling with life, just like the fire around her. Clad in a long, black dress with a split down her hip, she was the epitome of beauty.  
 
    Sam gulped. She’d seen some beautiful women in her day and while she never considered herself ugly, next to the mysterious appearance, she felt like a flan pudding. Wrinkled skin and wobbly when shaken. 
 
    “Who are you?” she hissed.  
 
    The woman waved her finger. “Apologies, Lilith Fatuus. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Lilith Fatuus… A name to remember if she ever got out of here. When she got out of here. 
 
    Despite her distress, she willed herself to be calm and let her brain do what it did best. Remember clues and store them for later. Samantha focused her attention on her captor. Long, dark hair that cascaded down her back and a set of shimmering, blue eyes that looked like they could hide lies. Blue eyes that lied. Lie, Lilith. 
 
    With the little memory bridge in place, she took a breath. “What’s this place?” 
 
    “Hell,” she said, in such a matter-of-fact way, as if that meant something. “I’m messing with you. Welcome to The Drunken Turnip.” 
 
    “That means nothing to me,” Sam replied, finding it hard not to glare at the other woman. She seemed incredibly oblivious to her distress, in fact, she seemed rather amused by it. 
 
    Blue eyes that lied, Lilith smiled politely. “Of course, it doesn’t. The Drunk Turnip isn’t usually open to humans.” 
 
    “Really?” Sam remarked sarcastically. “Then who do you serve, horses?” 
 
    “No. We’re a Nocturnal bar.” 
 
    “Let me tell you a secret, sweetheart. All bars are nocturnal. Most people aren’t getting plastered during the day, are they?”  
 
    Sam realised it was hostage 101 not to upset her captor, but she couldn’t hold her tongue. She had enough of this. The other woman might be beautiful, but she didn’t look that strong or threatening. To top it off, her dress or heels certainly didn’t look practical for fighting either.  
 
    That was why Sam wore practical, sturdy shoes. If she had to run, she’d go a whole lot faster than Madam Fancy in her stilettos. 
 
    With a bemused sneer, Lilith rolled her eyes. “You’ve got no idea what you just got yourself into, do you?” 
 
    That sounded like a challenge, Sam thought. She looked around, trying to get as much information from her surroundings as possible. The floor was made from solid, expensive marble, so the owner hadn’t skimped. In fact, it was an odd choice for a hostage room or prison. 
 
    That probably meant this space wasn’t meant to keep people in, which was a good thing. It would be easier to escape from. 
 
    Encouraged by that realisation, Sam willed herself to calm down and assess the rest of her surroundings with the same analytical mind she used at her job.  
 
    The lights had gone out just before Lilith had entered. There were only two possible reasons for that. Dramatics or to hide where the entrance was. Judging from the circular room and the smooth walls, it had to be either a hidden door or an automatic system, which was a bit more of a problem. 
 
    There weren’t many options for Samantha, which she realised soon enough after a quick look around. Before she did something crazy, she really ought to find out what this Lilith wanted from her. 
 
    With her hands on her hips, something that her wife absolutely hated, Sam gave the other woman her most challenging look. “What is it you want from me then?” 
 
    “It’s not what I want, my love. It’s what must be done. You’ve been marked.” 
 
    “Marked? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Lilith gestured to Sam’s arm. “Look.” 
 
    Sam turned her wrist up, trying to figure out what the other woman was talking about. “I can’t see anything?” 
 
    “You can’t?” Lilith rolled her eyes. “Oh right, your poor human eyes. Here, let me turn the light off.” 
 
    With a single clap, the fires flickered out and an overwhelming, suffocating darkness fell over the two of them. Just as Sam was about to question what was going on, her attention was drawn to her wrist.  
 
    A moment ago, there hadn’t been anything to see, but now in the dark, it was a different story. A bright, neon blue hue radiated from an intricate and strange marking that pulsated under her skin. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Sam shrieked. Her first instinct was to rub it like an ink stain, but that quickly proved to do nothing. The blue light didn’t relent for one bit and in fact, it was making her feel a little dizzy. 
 
    Lilith gestured to the blue light. “You were marked.” 
 
    “By what?”  
 
    “A hellhound,” Lilith said, shooting her dazzling smile. “Just a little one.” 
 
    Sam glared at the other woman. “Is that a joke?” 
 
    She chuckled. “No, I’m serious. This one is a puppy, runt of the litter, but still very potent magic.” 
 
    “You know, I’m really not in the mood for all this.” Sam gestured to the general area around her. “If you could just tell me what you want?” 
 
    She was quickly getting frustrated with all the shenanigans and if this woman was trying to get ransom money from her or anything, she chose the wrong day to do that. Any other day, she would’ve panicked and been reduced to a whimpering mess. Not today.  
 
    Today, she was pissed off. At herself, at the world, and at this lady.  
 
    Lilith shook her head, her hair dancing on her slender back. “You’re a very rational person, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am,” Sam said, the pride beaming in her voice.  
 
    “And you don’t believe in magic.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Lilith stepped closer to Sam, so close the latter could smell the delicate perfume on her skin. Lilith gave her a challenging look. “Not even when it stares you in the face?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying, you better believe it.” Her bright blue eyes flickered with fire before they spilt down her skin and lit up intricate markings. They rippled down her neck, across her collarbone where they disappeared under the fabric of her dress.  
 
    She held out her hand, giving a little wave. A small ball of light appeared in her palm, dancing and floating as it hovered in the air. Lilith tweaked an eyebrow as she extinguished the flickering light with a simple move. “We’re real.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3.  
 
    Flabbergasted, Sam let Lilith usher her out of the cold, circular room and into a different area. From the stale beer smell and the cosy lightning, Sam could’ve guessed where she was with her eyes closed. 
 
    A bar.  
 
    She was kept in the back of a bar? What a weird place to keep someone hostage. 
 
    “So why am I really here?” she asked, studying Lilith’s face so she could pick up on any hints or signs she was lying.  
 
    “I told you. You were marked. Whenever a human gets accidentally marked, you’re summoned.” 
 
    “Summoned? To a bar?” 
 
    Lilith scoffed. “No, to the head of the family. Unfortunately for you, Boss doesn’t like humans. Fortunately for you, I got to you first. You’re lucky.” 
 
    “Why does that make me lucky?” Sam scoffed.  
 
    “I like humans.” Lilith shrugged. “I think you’re cute.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “Are you hitting on me?” 
 
    “No, I meant… I think humans are adorable.” 
 
    “Oh.” Despite herself, Sam’s cheeks heated up. That was a silly assumption to make on her part and not what she should be thinking about. Whatever was making her head dizzy was clearly still affecting her.  
 
    She hadn’t decided yet if this magic thing was real or if she was just part of an elaborate scheme. Whichever it was, this was not what she thought she’d be doing just after she was asked for a divorce.  
 
    If she was honest with herself, she’d never expected to be in the situation in the first place. She and Melissa didn’t talk nearly as much as they used to. They barely faced each other when they went to bed, but she hadn’t realised things had got this bad. 
 
    With a sigh, she sat down on one of the wooden barstools. They were made from high-quality wood, something like walnut or oak. She knew that just from looking at them.  
 
    The entire bar was made from expensive materials like marble and beautiful woods. The exposed walls only added to the luxurious feel of the place, which was surprising since Sam could see cheap liquor labels in the fridges.  
 
    “I could use a drink,” she said, desperate for a drop. All this talking about magic was quickly getting to her. Despite her impeccable reasoning skills, she couldn’t make sense of this situation.  
 
    Lilith sat down next to her in an elegant way that Sam would never have managed if she’d been wearing the same dress. She gestured to the young man behind the bar. “The usual. And I think…” 
 
    With an inquisitive look, she studied Sam so thoroughly she almost felt naked. Lilith nodded. “I think a cider for my guest.” 
 
    “A beer,” Sam corrected. 
 
    “Ah, almost,” Lilith said, sounding proud of herself. “A beer for my guest.” 
 
    The young guy nodded. “Coming right up.” 
 
    With the bartender out of earshot, Sam decided she needed to treat this like any case. Gather as much information as she could on her environment, on Lilith, on whatever was going on.  
 
    “So you’re saying magic exists, in this world? Paranormals are a thing?” Sam asked, fiddling with a coaster. 
 
    “We call ourselves Nocturnals, but I think you’d know us as Fae.”  
 
    “Fae… Nocturnals,” Sam echoed. “Are you messing with me?” 
 
    “No. We’re creatures of the night. Nox for short.” Lilith replied in a way that made Sam feel stupid. 
 
    She glared at the woman sitting next to her. “What does that mean?”  
 
    Lilith shrugged. “It means we prefer the night.” 
 
    “Lots of people do.” 
 
    “So why do you think that is?” 
 
    “Are you saying people that like staying up late are all Nocturnals?” 
 
    “No, I’m saying humans are great for sex,” Lilith grinned. “There’s a long history of umm…. You know. Children.” 
 
    “Children?”  
 
    “Noxies. That’s what we call anyone that’s not a pureblood.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?” Sam asked, gesturing around her. “Is it because you’re going to kill me?” 
 
    “Kill you?” Lilith gasped dramatically, her mouth curling up to reveal two dimples. “No, I’m here to help you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re marked.”  
 
    “You’ve said that before. What does it mean?”  
 
    Just as Lilith was about to answer, the bartender put two glasses in front of the women. A beer for Sam, a glass of wine, or what she assumed was wine, for Lilith. 
 
    Eagerly, Sam pulled the beer towards her. She could use it. Pearling with condensation, foaming to form a white head. A perfect pour.  
 
    “Ahhh…” Sam happily took a swig, letting the bitter and sweet notes of malt dance on her palette. “Oh, that’s good. Is that Wisp Hopper?” 
 
    “That’s what we make.” 
 
    “Make? You make Wisp Hopper?” 
 
    “We make plenty of things,” Lilith smiled. 
 
    “We?” 
 
    The beautiful woman smiled, her white teeth flickering. “My family. We run a couple of things. Including this bar.” 
 
    Sam looked around, making note of her surroundings. If Lilith’s family owned the place, they were probably loaded, which was good to know. Rich people always played by their own rules. 
 
    She turned to Lilith, ignoring her sparkling blue eyes. “So… What’s this summon thing about?” 
 
    “Well, you’re supposed to appear in front of the Boss and he’ll kill you.” 
 
    “What? Why would I go?” 
 
    Lilith clicked her tongue. “That blue mark on your arm? You can only see it in the dark, but we can see it all the time. Right now, it’s open. A claim has not been made and with an open mark, you’re fair game to any Nocturnal out there. They’d get a good fee for you.” 
 
    It took a moment for her words to sink into Sam. “I’ll be hunted?” 
 
    “Wherever you go.”  
 
    Panic washed over Sam. She didn’t know much about these new creatures or what they were capable of, but one thing was crystal clear. They were not like her and they had power that she couldn’t defend herself against. Power she had no idea about. There was an entire world of paranormals, hidden from the human eye, running on the disbelief of people like Sam, who wouldn’t recognise the signs of magic if it was rubbed in their face. 
 
    With a sigh, Sam had to admit she had no idea what she was up against. This was only the tip of the iceberg of this new world.  
 
    “What can I do?” she asked, staring at Lilith. She didn’t know the woman, but if she was going to kill her, she could’ve done already. 
 
    “Well, there are three types of humans that exist in our world. Wardens and Ignos,” Lilith explained. 
 
    “What’s the third type?” Sam asked, looking at her empty glass and wishing she had more. The beverage was helping her pretend this was a normal conversation. 
 
    Lilith chuckled. “The third type is the dead type.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You were exposed to the Nocturnal world, so you can’t be an Igno anymore. So either you claim the hellhound and become a Warden or...” 
 
    “Or?” 
 
    “Or you walk away—” 
 
    “That, I choose that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t finished. Or you walk away and you won’t see another sunrise.” 
 
    Sam shifted in her seat. “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    “No, I’m laying down the facts. If Boss got his hands on you, he wouldn’t give you a choice. I am.”  
 
    Sam narrowed her eyes to study the woman opposite her. “And why would you do that? Don’t tell me it’s because you think humans are adorable. You want something in return.” 
 
    “Ah. You’re catching on quick.” The beautiful woman ran a hand through her long hair. “I have a little problem I could use a human for. In exchange, I’ll help you become a Warden and nobody will bother you. I’ll perform the claiming ritual myself, if you’re willing.” 
 
    “Willing?” Sam scoffed. “I don’t have much choice, do I?” 
 
    “Well,” Lilith said. “Sometimes the easiest choices are the hardest because it seems like you don’t get to choose. Do you want to live?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She shrugged, her pearl necklace dancing on her collarbone. “Then it’s an easy choice.” 
 
    Sam eyed the exit, wondering how many steps it would take her to reach the street. It wasn’t that far away and it seemed decently-busy. If she surprised Lilith, she could make it. Once she was outside, it was all fair game. 
 
    A teasing finger tapped on her wrist. “You’ll never make it. Marked for life, remember?” 
 
    “Right…” With a sigh, Sam downed the rest of her Wisp Hopper and wiped her mouth. “I guess I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    A broad, pearly-white smile appeared on Lilith’s face. “Whatever you say, Detective.” 
 
    Sam immediately flooded with dread. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “Detective,” Lilith repeated. “Isn’t that what you are?” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “You smell like a detective.”  
 
    That seemed like a lie, but before Sam could interrogate her further, the woman gestured to the bartender again. “We’ll have the same again, Brendan. And bring the hound.” 
 
    The young man nodded. “Coming right up, Miss Lilith.” 
 
    Sam narrowed her eyes as she looked from the bartender to Lilith. How did she know she was a detective? Could she really have figured it out just from looking at her? Others had told her she looked like a cop, but this was different. Something was off… She could feel it in her bad knee, the one that always shrieked when things weren’t sitting right.  
 
    “I’m not doing it,” Sam suddenly announced, rising from the wooden stool and aiming herself to the exit. She was getting out of here, kicking and screaming if she had to. 
 
    Just as she turned, the bartender returned with a small puppy. Even from behind the bar, Sam could recognise the same helpless dog she found in the cardboard box. 
 
    “Here.” Brendan reached across to hand Lilith the creature. “One hellhound. Drinks are coming up.” 
 
    “Thank you” The woman cradled the pup, holding her up so Sam could get a good look. 
 
    From up close, the dog seemed so normal. Floppy ears, a button nose, a tail made for wagging. Yet the memory of the blue glow was burned firmly in Sam’s mind. The strange patterns weren’t something she’d seen before, but there had to be a better explanation than ‘magic’. 
 
    Lilith gave the dog a little kiss on the head. “You’re so cute. It’s a shame you won’t get to grow old.” 
 
    That caught Sam’s attention. “Wait, what?” 
 
    The woman gave her a fake smile. “If you’re walking out… Well… We can’t have unclaimed hellhounds running around with a Warden.” 
 
    Sam put her hands on her hip. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying I’ll have no choice but to put this cutie down.” She pulled a face, but no real emotions reached her eyes. “Look at her little body, so squishy.” 
 
    She was right, the puppy was shaking. Cold. Riddled with fleas. Nobody was taking care of her and nobody had for a good while. Poor thing. 
 
    She’d seen many helpless creatures and this one needed her help. It needed a home, a good home. Sam wasn’t sure whether she was capable of raising a hellhound, but she knew how to take care of a dog.  
 
    “What do you think?” Lilith asked, extending her hand. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Sam glared at her, weighing the two options against each other. Were they really options? She was a trained detective, she knew how to defend herself, she wouldn’t be so easily taken down, by normal humans. But this was something entirely different, something she had no idea how to deal with or approach. She could take her chances walking away, but would mean leaving the little puppy behind and that was the one thing Sam couldn’t do. 
 
    Reluctantly, she took the extended hand. “We have a deal.” 
 
    “Great,” Lilith chirped. “You’ll claim the hellhound, become a Warden, and best of all, you won’t die. At least, not today.” 
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 4.  
 
      
 
    Sam followed the beautiful but strange woman through the back of the bar. The Drunken Turnip, she called it.  
 
    She’d never had heard about this particular bar, but judging from the muffled sounds of the street, she was able to make a decent guess where this bar was. The light outside still correlated with the time of her watch, so unless someone reset that, she couldn’t be too far away from her house. She was probably still in the same city.  
 
    She was desperate to get home, even if she wasn’t sure what home was anymore with Melissa wanting a divorce. Still, it had all her things, all her personal belongings. That had to count for something. Maybe when she got back, she could do some research about the Nox. The Fae. 
 
    She wasn’t sure whether she’d find something, but she had no idea where else to look. It was the internet, surely, someone had to have written about their experience with this world of Night creatures? 
 
    Yes, that was the first thing Sam would do when she got home. If she got home. 
 
    Matching Lilith’s power stride, she hurried after the woman. “So I’m claiming the puppy now? How does that go? Do I have to complete some sort of blood ritual or something?” 
 
    Lilith snorted as she put the hellhound down on the desk. “No, we’re civilised beings. It’s like an adoption. You sign a piece of paper.” 
 
    “Really?” Sam raised one eyebrow, her scepticism pouring out.  
 
    “Yes,” Lilith replied, shooting her a bemused smile.  
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it.” The woman conjured a keychain and unlocked a heavy, steel door. “After you.” 
 
    Sam gave her companion another sceptical look. Dresses were notoriously pocketless, so she could only make wild guesses about where the keys came from, but it seemed rude to ask. It was none of her business either. 
 
    As they stepped into the room, they disturbed the stagnant dust, forcing it into a flutter. A faint ray of light streamed in from a barred window, illuminating racks stacked with scrolls. Endless scrolls, some old, some new, some made from something that looked suspiciously like skin, but Sam decided to store that thought deep in her subconscious. 
 
    Lilith clicked on a small lamp and sat down behind the heavy, ornate desk. She grabbed a blank contract from the drawer and scribbled some things down with an expensive dip pen. “There. One contract made out to…” 
 
    “What? You need my name?” Sam asked. “You can’t smell it on me?” 
 
    She received an annoyed glare from Lilith and a little satisfactory feeling welled up in her. No matter what this woman thought, Sam wasn’t easily intimidated or beaten.  
 
    With arms crossed, she leaned against the desk. “I’ll trade you.” 
 
    “Trade me for what?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “Whatever you think is worth my name.” 
 
    The two women locked eyes in a silent match, trying to decide who was going to give in first. Sam’s jaw clicked, Lilith’s eyes flickered. The tension was palpable as it hung between them, locked in an invisible fight. 
 
    Just as Sam was about to give in, the other woman sighed. “Nocturnals run in families. Clans. We all have our own territories, so we don’t piss each other off. My clan, IF, we run this part of town. That’s all I’m telling you.” 
 
    “If?” 
 
    “I. F,” Lilith corrected her, emphasising the letters. “I.F.” 
 
    “If.” Sam held her triumphant smile back. She still had it. “Samantha Rain. Retired detective.” 
 
    “Samantha Rain,” Lilith echoed as she completed the contract. “Good name. Did you say retired?” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “You’re not nearly old enough to be retired,” Lilith remarked as she handed the sheet of paper to Sam. 
 
    “I’m not. It’s a fancy way of saying I was fired. Wait, what’s this?” Sam gestured to the drying red ink. “I thought I was adopting a dog. This is a service contract.” 
 
    The woman behind the desk sent her a shrewd smile as she stroked the puppy. “Congratulations, you can read.” 
 
    “No, no, this is not what we agreed. You said I was adopting the puppy and after that, I’d help you as a favour, not a job.” 
 
    Lilith clicked her tongue. “I think you misunderstood. You do this job for me and then I let you adopt the dog.” 
 
    “I didn’t misunderstand, you phrased it ambiguously,” she countered. “You tricked me.” 
 
    “Did I now? Oops, my bad.” With a sway in her hips, she walked around the desk until she was standing in front of Sam. She tapped the contract, the sunshine reflecting in a distinctive ring around her index finger. “Sign.” 
 
    “I—” Sam hesitated. There was a golden rule she followed when it came to contracts and that was to never sign with someone she didn’t trust.  
 
    She looked at the mesmerising woman across her, not persuaded or fooled by her shining appearance. 
 
    She definitely didn’t trust Lilith.  
 
    Besides, who even knew what she said was true. All this huffing and puffing, just to get her to sign a contract. From what Sam knew, with the right lawyer, any contract could be broken. So what was so special about this one? What was the woman not telling her?  
 
    Sam threw the sheet on the desk. “You know what, this stinks. I’m not signing anything.” 
 
    “Oh, Samantha, Samantha…” Lilith ran her hand across her face to hide the exhausted sigh. “Do I need to remind you what’ll happen if you don’t become a Warden?” 
 
    Sam huffed, the denial washing over her. “I’ll take my chances. All this magic stuff, I—I. You know what, I don’t believe in magic.” 
 
    “Really?” Lilith held up her hand and conjured a small ball of light. “So how do you explain this?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t trust you. You’re tricking me, you’re doing all this hocus pocus to confuse me. I don’t like it, it all stinks to high heaven.” She backed against the wall, missing the door. “I’m not doing it. No way. I just want to go back to my normal life, pretending everyone around me are normal people, and just forget about all this Nocturnal business. You know, I’ve got a divorce I need to focus on.” 
 
    “Fine, if that’s what you want…” The other woman sighed dramatically as she picked up the shivering dog. “I guess you don’t care about little Demon Bite.” 
 
    “Demon Bite?” 
 
    “Yes. Little Demon Bite.” She tickled the puppy under the chin. “Isn’t she cute?” 
 
    Sam resisted the urge to pull the hound from Lilith’s arms for just a minute, until she couldn’t stop herself. Carefully, she pried the puppy from the other woman. “You’re not calling my dog Demon Bite.” 
 
    “Your dog?” Lilith echoed. 
 
    “Yes, my dog,” Sam huffed, snatching the pen from Lilith. Angrily, she scribbled her name down on the contract resting on the desk. “There. You got yourself a detective. Now just tell me what I need to do and better start drawing up those adoption papers.” 
 
    Lilith clicked her tongue as she examined the signed scroll. “Excellent. You can go now.” 
 
    “Huh?” That wasn’t very elegant. “I can go?” 
 
    Meticulously, she rolled the piece of paper back into a tight tube and placed it back in the drawer. “I’ll summon you when you’re needed.” 
 
    Sam gestured to the pup in her arms. “What about her?” 
 
    “I’ll release Demon Bite in your temporary custody, since you’re bound to me by law, both human and Nocturnal.” She ushered Sam out of the dusty room and firmly and demonstratively. “I’ve got other business to attend to. You know you’re way back?” 
 
    Sam blinked slowly. There was literally just one hallway and one door they used. “Yes.” 
 
    “Great. Help yourself to drinks, food, whatever you want. On the house. Brendan will take care of you.” 
 
    “I just want to go home.” 
 
    Lilith waved her away. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    Wow. Sam hadn’t felt this dismissed since she started working at the bureau, but of course, she wasn’t going to admit that to the other woman. It sounded pathetic and Lilith didn’t seem like the kind of woman who did pathetic. 
 
    With the fading sound of Lilith’s clicking heels, Sam transversed through the hallway and back into the main area of the Drunken Turnip. She passed up the free drinks, happy to get away from all the Nocturnal business. 
 
    Right now, she just wanted to get home and take a hot bath, talk to her wife, and process everything she was just told. A moment of peace until all hell broke loose, until she was ‘summoned’ again.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5.  
 
    “Where have you been?” Melissa’s sharp voice cut through the silence in the hallway. 
 
    Samantha sighed as she threw her house key in the designated bowl. “Out.” 
 
    Even if she wanted to explain, she had no idea how without sounding like she was making up lies. She wasn’t even sure if she was allowed to talk about the Nocturnal world. 
 
    “Out?” Her wife echoed. 
 
    “Yes, out.” Sam tipped her boots off, making sure to balance herself against the wall so she wouldn’t drop the small pup.  
 
    Melissa crossed her arms, making the flour on her apron flutter up. “Why didn’t you come home last night?” 
 
    “I didn’t feel like it after you dropped that bomb on me,” Sam countered, the events beyond the Nocturnal flooding back to her. What made her flee the house in the first place. That unwelcome stack of divorce papers she was presented with. 
 
    Her wife frowned. “I— I realise I didn’t bring that up tactfully.” 
 
    “Tactfully?” Sam raised her voice. “You didn’t even talk to me about it.” 
 
    “I tried! You’re always so busy with work, even after you were let go. You kept going through old cases as if you solved something, they’d take you back.” She threw her hands up in the air, huffing with exasperation. “Also, what are you holding? Did you get a dog? We talked about this.” 
 
    “It’s a long story, alright?” She stroked her puppy, holding it as careful as a newborn baby. 
 
    Her wife glared at her as she followed Sam into the kitchen. “You know how I feel about dogs. I don’t want that in our house.” 
 
    “My,” Sam emphasised. “My house. You moved in here.” 
 
    “That’s low,” Melissa hissed. 
 
    Sam shrugged, not in the mood for another argument. “What’s that smell? Is something burning?” 
 
    Her wife exhaled loudly. “Ah, fuck.” 
 
    She yanked the oven open, introducing a plume of smoke into the spacious kitchen.  
 
    The bitter and harsh smell hit Sam in the nose and instinctively, she darted back. “Eww, what’s that.” 
 
    Melissa pulled a tray from the oven and dumped it on the counter. “Potpie. Your favourite. I was making it as a peace offering, but never mind now.” 
 
    Before Sam could say anything, the other woman stormed out of the kitchen, leaving her with a burned pie and a belly full of guilt. Maybe her anger had got the best of her, maybe she shouldn’t have been so mean, but she was hurting. Her pride was bruised, her heart broken.  
 
    She took a whiff of the burned pie, staring at it regretfully. Microwave dinner for one it was.  
 
    She looked at the dog in her arms. “Welcome home, eh?” 
 
    The puppy whined softly, not at all in a fashion that Sam would expect from a hellhound. She imagined them to be fierce, proud, aggressive. This tiny pup was mostly helpless and cute, not anywhere close to ripping heads off and devouring the flames of hell. Or whatever they did. 
 
    Lilith hadn’t exactly explained that, but then again, how different could they be? The pup looked just like a regular dog, except with silverish fur and blue patterns that glowed every now and then. Totally normal. 
 
    “Let’s find you a bed and go from there,” she said to the dog. “I think you’ll like my office. Lots of sun in the morning.” 
 
    She carried the pup across the hallway, crossing Melissa who refused to look at her. There was a coldness to her that wasn’t even that unfamiliar, Sam realised. Perhaps the divorce request hadn’t come that out of the blue, Sam had just been too pre-occupied the rift that had grown between them. 


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6.  
 
      
 
    Three nights passed without any summoning, death threats, or magic nonsense. Her new puppy hadn’t glowed again and for all intents and purposes, looked just like a normal dog. Sam was half-convinced the entire Nocturnal thing had been a hallucination or a dream, a figment of her imagination born out of the sadness she felt that night. 
 
    It wasn’t until she entered the kitchen on a Sunday morning that reality crashed back into her. In the form of Lilith, who was sat happily at the kitchen island, enjoying a cup of coffee. 
 
    “What the hell!” Samantha exclaimed, lowering her taser. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Lilith looked up, not bothered in the slightest. “I told you I’d summon you. You’re summoned.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t send an email?” 
 
    “No,” she replied, sounding so matter-of-factly, Sam felt almost stupid for suggesting it. 
 
    She put the taser away, rolling her eyes. “You can’t just break into someone’s home. I could’ve hurt you.” 
 
    “You could’ve tried,” Lilith replied. “And I didn’t break in. Your home was open.” 
 
    “What? No, it wasn’t. I’m sure the doors were locked, I checked them last night,” Sam countered. 
 
    The other woman chuckled. “Oh, cute. Human locks only mean something to insurance companies. What I meant is, you have no protective circles, no clan markings, no ward spells. Anyone can just walk into your home.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s common courtesy not to,” Sam grumbled, pulling the cup of coffee from Lilith’s hand. 
 
    “Hey, I wasn’t done with that,” she protested. 
 
    “Yes, you were,” Sam growled. “If you want to summon me for whatever, that’s fine. But this is my house, my food, my coffee. Understood?” 
 
    Lilith snorted as she rose from the barstool and brushed her dress down. “Ooh, touchy. Fine, fine. I won’t drink your coffee again. Now let’s go.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” Without waiting for Sam, she waltzed out of the kitchen and through the hall as if she owned the place. It was a good thing Melissa left earlier for work, because if she found Lilith sitting in the kitchen like she belonged, a real fight would’ve broken out. 
 
    Grateful, Sam followed the slender woman outside and locked the front door demonstratively. She waved the key in front of Lilith’s face, as to prove a point. “See. Locked. Did you hear me? Locked.” 
 
    “Hmmm-hmmm,” Lilith hummed, not in the least impressed. “Less talking, more walking. Chop-chop.” 
 
    “Don’t boss me around,” Sam argued, just for arguing’s sake. She didn’t actually have trouble following instructions, she just felt like she should put up some protest since this woman had practically roped her into a world she didn’t want to be part of.  
 
    The two walked into town, using small roads and crossings that Sam had never once taken in the five years she lived here. They passed strange houses and odd people, all of whom seemed to know Lilith and waved at her. 
 
    “You’re popular,” Sam remarked. 
 
    “No,” Lilith corrected her. “I’m well-known.” 
 
    “Popular.” 
 
    The dark-haired woman clicked her tongue. “That implies they like me.” 
 
    “They don’t?” Sam asked, but she got no reply. Maybe that was for the best. All the talking was messing with her breath and she didn’t want to seem too out of shape in front of the younger woman.  
 
    She’d never admit it, but Sam had to put effort into keeping up with her, which was insulting since only one of them had put on sensible footwear and it wasn’t Lilith. 
 
    In silence, the two women walked until they reached the heart of the city centre. From experience, Sam thought she knew the town well. After all, she’d responded to a couple of emergencies when she was in training and solved two murder cases and a kidnapping. By all means, the city shouldn’t have held secrets for her anymore, and yet… 
 
    Lilith brought her through winding streets and small paths, along building blocks and flats that she’d had never seen, let alone been inside. 
 
    It made sense, Sam thought. From what she understood, this Nocturnal world lived as separate from humanity as they could. They probably didn’t want police sniffing into their business, in fear of being found out. Which begged the question… Why did Lilith need her help? 
 
    Sam shelved that question as the other woman halted in front of a row house. With metal gates out in front and dusty windows up top, it looked like any other standard, brick house. She tried to read the name taped on the mailbox, but the weather had taken it off and just left an ink stain and some shrivelled paper.  
 
    Desperate for clues, she made as many mental notes as she could about her surroundings. The small spruce bushes in the garden, the green front door, and the rounded windows that sat in the house like eyes. Small things, but added together, they painted a vivid picture that Sam would be able to recreate and remember long after the fact. When she had the room to process it all. For now, she just had to use her eyes and store as much information as she could.  
 
    The metal gate shrieked as Lilith pushed through it and Sam followed in tow. She didn’t know what to expect but if there was anything she learned from her job, it was to be cautious and always be prepared for the unexpected. 
 
    Dust greeted the two women and forced them into a coughing fit, one that disturbed more dormant dust and made it only worse. 
 
    Annoyed, Sam waved as much of it away while she glared as angrily at Lilith as she could. “So why am I here again?” 
 
    “I told you, I have a job for you. A mystery, if you will.” 
 
    “A mystery?” Sam echoed. “You mean, a case?” 
 
    “If that’s what you want to call it,” Lilith chuckled. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I want to call it, that’s what it’s called.” Sam glared at her, but the other woman didn’t react to it. Sadly. She’d have to use her words. “So, why do you need me?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re making me figure out what I’m supposed to be figuring out?” 
 
    “Hmm-hmm.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    If Lilith wanted to play games, Sam would play along. She didn’t really have much choice and whether she wanted to admit it or not, this was a challenge and she liked those. 
 
     Sam walked through the room, inspecting everything with a careful eye. Everything was coated in a grey layer of fluffy dust, indicating that the place had been vacant for quite a while. There were shoe marks at the entrance, multiples and judging from the size, both male and female. Surely, that had to mean something. 
 
    She counted the number of chairs around the table, three, and studied the wear on the tabletop, mostly on the left side. From a rummage through the cupboards, she found a couple of cans of refried beans and almost no cleaning supplies. There were even a couple of dirty dishes left next to the sink, gathering mould and cobwebs. The resident didn’t like cleaning then. 
 
    After the kitchen, she studied the bedroom, which was set up to be functional instead of cosy, and the bathroom where she found a single toothbrush and a toilet with the lid still up. 
 
    Lilith followed her in, leaning against the doorframe with a challenging smile locked on her lips. “Well?” 
 
    Sam stared at the other woman, puzzled that with one glance, she could make her feel like a girl on her first day of school. “I’m not done yet.” 
 
    “Okay.” She tweaked an eyebrow. “If you say so.” 
 
    “I do say so.”  
 
    “There’s no shame in admitting you don’t know.” 
 
    “I do know what’s going on.” Sam pulled a face, not sure when was the last time someone argued with her like this. She was a grown woman, turning thirty-seven that year. People didn’t talk to her like that anymore. 
 
    Lilith whistled through her teeth, her smirk plastered on thick. “If you say so.” 
 
    “I do say so!” Sam countered, her annoyance flaring up. She glared at Lilith to figure out how she could make her feel this way. She never got worked up, not by anyone. Not her boss passing her over for promotions because she was a woman, not by suspects trying to intimidate her, not by younger interns testing her. But this woman…  
 
    The two took the stairs back down towards the living room, passing frames with sepia pictures. That answered everything Sam needed to know. 
 
    She turned to Lilith, steadying her voice so she came across confident. “Dust suggests that the resident hasn’t been here for a while. From the amount of it, I’d guess… Easily a couple of months. From the pictures on the wall here, the resident is this man. The guy with the stubble. I assume you want me to find him.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Lilith said. 
 
    “I’m not done yet. There’s golf equipment in the closet, which is well-used, but old and dusty beyond what’s on the dresser. Coupled with the set of crutches, I’d say an injury put an end to that particular hobby,” Sam said, reading Lilith’s face. “To top it all off, from the facial features and what you said about Nocturnals, I’m quite confident that he’s your cousin.” 
 
    “Impressive. Very impressive.” She nodded. “He’s been missing for three months, he dislocated his knee three years ago, and he’s indeed related to me.” 
 
    “Knew it.” Sam resisted the urge to fist-pump. 
 
    “But he’s not my cousin. He’s my uncle. Ian Fatuus.” 
 
    Samantha stared back at his picture, man with sleepy eyes and the uneven stubble, who looked like he just crawled from under the rubble and yawned. Yawn, Ian. 
 
    “Alright, your uncle. I get that you’re looking for him, but why me? I didn’t know anything about this world and I’d have happily kept it that way.” 
 
    Lilith pulled a picture from her purse. “You see this guy? That’s Tomas, Uncle Ian’s best friend.” 
 
    Samantha studied the face, committing him to her memory just like Lilith’s uncle. The man had distinct lines along his face, like the ridges of a tomato. Tomato Tomas. 
 
    When she was satisfied she’d remember him, she nodded. “What about him?” 
 
    “We haven’t been able to locate him either. He is known to have ties with the Vampire family and we suspect that’s where both of them are hiding,” Lilith continued. 
 
    “Vampires?” Sam echoed. “They’re real?” 
 
    “Yes, why wouldn’t they be?” 
 
    Sam shrugged, baffled by how normal Lilith thought all this was. “Of course, why wouldn’t they be. So? Why don’t you go over there?” 
 
    “Law of Six. Trespassing onto their land will start a war, which we’re all trying to avoid. We can’t investigate ourselves, but you... You’re human. You can go wherever you want.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “I thought you said that was dangerous for me, you know, as an unclaimed hellhound owner?” 
 
    “Well,” Lilith ran a hand through her sleek hair, shaken for just a moment before she caught herself. “There’s a grace period. One week for you to decide to become a Warden and choose your alliance.” 
 
    “Choose my alliance? To what?” 
 
    “To a family,” she replied. “To my family.” 
 
    A moment passed where Sam just stared at the other woman, blinking slowly as she processed the new information. She hadn’t mentioned anything like that before and she was displaying the telltale signs of someone caught in a lie, no matter how good she was at covering it up.  
 
    She glared at Lilith, wishing she had the guts to confront her. It just seemed better not to do that while she was still gathering information and finding her own bearings. 
 
    She swallowed the confrontation, finding comfort in the avoidance. “So… Where to next?” 
 
    “Wherever the clues lead us.” 
 
    “That’s cryptic. I need an actual answer,” Sam grumbled. This woman was doing her head in. 
 
    Lilith sighed. “High Rock Street, Tomas’ last known place of residence.” 
 
    “High Rock Street, it is.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7.  
 
    High Rock Street led the two towards a modern apartment complex that Sam used to pass every day when she was still on the job. She walked past it so many times but she’d never thought it would be the home to creatures that weren’t like her. 
 
    They took the elevator to the loft where, after a little pickpocketing from Lilith, they pushed the heavy door open and stepped inside Tomas’ flat. 
 
    Dark woods stretched through the place and grey walls highlighted the golden details. Tomas had expensive taste, Sam noted. 
 
    She compared a picture at the entrance to the photo Lilith showed her earlier, recognising the tomato-like ridges on his face. “That’s the same man, alright.” 
 
    “I know.” Lilith frowned. “That was never the question.” 
 
    “Right.” Sam tapped her head, trying to pull her mindset back to what they were doing. They weren’t exactly trying to solve a case, she was being used to hunt down a man. This was more private investigator territory, but for the sake of her sanity, she was just going with it. 
 
    She adjusted her coat and wandered further into Tomas’ home. It was light, vibrant, an open space in the middle of a tight-packed city. Whoever he was, he was wealthy. Filthy rich, even.  
 
    A little tune emitted from her coat and Sam pulled her singing phone from the side pocket. Melissa. 
 
    Lilith clicked her tongue. “Are you going to get that?” 
 
    “No, it’s not important,” Sam said, pressing the reject button and shoving her mobile back. She wasn’t going to take a personal call in front of Lilith, especially not one from her wife. That would just open up a whole can of misery and she wasn’t in the mood for that. If it was really important, Mel would leave a message. 
 
    Sam wandered further into the hallway, pushing the thoughts about her wife to the background in favour of the case. 
 
     She knocked on the dresser, the full sound confirming her suspicion. Solid mahogany, matching the other furniture in the hall, an expensive set that fitted the space perfectly. Probably custom made. 
 
    She turned to Lilith. “What are we looking for?” 
 
    “Anything that’ll tell me where this slimy bastard is.” 
 
    “Slimy bastard?” Sam echoed. “That’s an interesting choice of words. You don’t like him?” 
 
    Lilith’s jaw clicked. “None of your business. Just get to it.” 
 
    “Fine.” An exasperated sigh escaped from Sam as she inspected the rest of Tomas’ house. Just like Ian’s, there was a layer of dust coating the surfaces.  
 
    Sam swiped her finger through it. “Hmm. Interesting.” 
 
    Lilith appeared behind her. “What is?” 
 
    “Dust.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “Not as thick a layer as your Uncle Ian’s home.” Sam walked past a massive mirror in the hallway, surprised by the size. Tomas certainly loved looking at himself. That quickly became evident from the multiple expensive suits that Sam found in the wardrobe, all meticulously stored away with matching belts and watches in the shelves next to it. 
 
    “Wow.” Sam whistled as she ran her hand along one of the jackets. “There’s easily… Twenty, thirty grand worth of suits in here.” 
 
    The woman next to her let out a scoff. “Tsk. He always loved flaunting his wealth, using it to show off, to make others feel small, to trick young women into sleeping with him. Asshole.” 
 
    “That’s specific,” Sam noted, not daring to ask for clarification. There was anger radiating from Lilith, something that sizzled and fumed in the small space in front of the closet, something that she didn’t want to face.  
 
    She stepped away, introducing distance between her and Lilith. Just to be safe. 
 
    “I’ll, ummm… I’ll go check something out, else, somewhere. Over there,” she said, quickly scurrying out of the dusty bedroom and back down to the open living space. She didn’t like dealing with emotional people. All the crying, cursing, and tears were just not her thing. She preferred to deal with the dead, who spoke no ill, who cried no more.  
 
    That was Sam’s speciality. Dead people who needed their story told after they were no longer there. No arguments, no talking back, and no bothering her after hours. She had a funny feeling that was over now she was working with Lilith. 
 
    She rummaged through a couple of cupboards and looked under some pillows, mostly to pass the time until the other woman came back down again. She already knew there was nothing in the apartment that could tell them where Tomas was. No receipts in the bin, no agendas or bullet journals, nothing that dated the last time he was here or where he’d gone next. 
 
    Just as she was about to sit down, her phone rang again. 
 
    Hesitantly, Sam stared at the display. Lilith was upstairs and Melissa clearly needed to talk, otherwise, she wouldn’t call from work. Maybe if she cut it short and made sure not to divulge any personal details that the Nox could use against her, she could answer the call. 
 
    “Sam speaking,” she answered, keeping an eye on the doorway.  
 
    “Why didn’t you pick up earlier when I called?” Melissa asked, her voice slightly distorted through the speaker. 
 
    “I was busy,” Sam replied, picking at her coat. “I still am. Why are you calling?” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “I can’t talk now.” 
 
    Her wife growled. “Then why did you pick up?” 
 
    “Because you called. I thought it was important.” 
 
    “It is. Why are you not at home?” 
 
    Sam frowned. “How would you know?” 
 
    “I didn’t feel well, so I left work. You’re not here so where are you?” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    “Out?” 
 
    “Working on a case.” 
 
    Melissa sighed. “Which case?” 
 
    “It’s a…” Sam hesitated. How could she explain this? “It’s a personal case.” 
 
    “A personal case?” Melissa echoed. “You know what, it doesn’t matter. Can you come home so we can talk about everything?” 
 
    “I said, I’m busy.” 
 
    “Sam, please… I’m tired of us fighting. We need to talk.” 
 
    Exhaustion played in Melissa’s voice and some of Sam’s anger that she’d had been carrying the past days melted away. Despite everything, Melissa was still her wife and she loved her.  
 
    With a sigh, she agreed. “Fine. I’ll round up what I’m doing and I’ll head home.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you.” 
 
    “Bye.” Without waiting for a response, Sam hung up and shoved her phone deep in her pocket. She shouldn’t have picked up after all. 
 
    “Found anything?” Lilith asked, her sudden appearance startling the other woman. 
 
    Sam didn’t know if she’d heard anything, but it didn’t really matter. Lilith clearly knew where she lived and if she wanted to kill her, this abandoned house would’ve been the perfect place.  
 
    Sam brushed the dust off her hands as she rose from the couch. “Didn’t find anything.” 
 
    “I thought so.” Lilith gestured in the direction of the street. “Let’s go then.” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    The two walked past the marble kitchen, back to the hallway with the massive mirror. Just as they were about to leave, Sam’s eye was drawn to the shoe rack near the front door. 
 
    “Look at this collection of shoes,” she noted as she stood in front of a well-kept rack of leather dress shoes in a range of colours. “This is a man that kept his footwear sharp.” 
 
    Lilith abandoned her search in the vases to look at what Sam was talking about. “They’re certainly well kept. And expensive. Aren’t those Arnold Regals? I think my father has some like that.” 
 
    Sam inspected the hand-stitched label on one of the pairs. “They are indeed. Look at the shine on them. All of them have mirror glossed toes and perfectly polished leather. That’s done by someone who knows their craft.” 
 
    She pulled up the tongue to inspect the insides. “Huh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re worn unevenly. Look. The left shoe has a fuller imprint on the insole than the right one.” 
 
    Lilith picked up the navy pair and inspected the inside. “This one has it too. What does that mean?” 
 
    “Tomas has one flat foot.” 
 
    Lilith chuckled. “A flat foot?” 
 
    “Yes. The arch of his foot is collapsed and sits entirely flat. My niece has it.” 
 
    “So how does that help us?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” For a moment, Sam stared at the collection. She could feel she’d stumbled upon something important, she just hadn’t managed to put the pieces together. “One pair is missing.” 
 
    “So it is…” The other woman clicked her tongue. “Charcoal.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Charcoal. That’s the one that’s missing. Look. They’d go between the black and navy colours.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Sam stared at the shoes, confident she was overlooking something. But what?  
 
    Expensive suits, polished shoes, a missing pair...  
 
    She turned to Lilith. “I didn’t see a polishing kit somewhere, so this had to be done by a professional. There’s dust everywhere, even on the shoes. But…” 
 
    “Not on the floor where the charcoal shoes were. You can see the rings of dust.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Exactly. They were removed recently.” 
 
    “Tomas has always been a vain man. He came back for them.” 
 
    “Yes.” A smile curled around Sam’s lips as the pieces fell in place. “He won’t have left the shoes dusty. He’ll have got them shined. How many professional cobblers do you know?” 
 
    Lilith snapped her fingers. “Harry’s Shining Shack.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Harry’s. He’s the cobbler my father uses. He’s the best of the best.” 
 
    Sam nodded. The thought of an entire race of special, paranormal creatures hadn’t sunk in yet. Especially not when some of them were occupying the most boring professions.  
 
    She tightened her coat and nodded. “Okay, then that’s where we need to look, see when he last saw Tomas. Maybe he’ll even have an idea of where he was going.” 
 
    Lilith concluded, a smile stretching across her face. “Maybe. Well done.” 
 
    The achievement warmed Sam’s stomach. “Thank you. We’ll visit him tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” Lilith echoed. “Why not now?” 
 
    Sam sighed. “I need to go home. Family emergency.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8. 
 
      
 
    “I’m home,” Sam called into the hallway. The front door closed with a dull thud and her keys clattered when she threw them in the designated bowl. “Hello?” 
 
    “In the kitchen!” Melissa shouted back. 
 
    Of course. It was her favourite place in the house and very much her domain. 
 
    Sam tipped her shoes off and crossed into enemy territory, unsure what she was going to walk into.  
 
    “Hey.” Her wife smiled, her eyes surrounded with dark bags and creases. She waved a crystal glass at Sam. “Wine?” 
 
    “No,” Sam replied. “It’s a bit early.” 
 
    “Alright.” Melissa shrugged as she poured herself a massive glass. She clearly didn’t think it was too early. 
 
    Deciding it was best not to comment on that, Sam sat down on one of the barstools. “You wanted to talk?”  
 
    “Yes.” She rummaged through the cupboards and pulled out the dreaded file. “I want you to sign the divorce papers.” 
 
    Sam sighed. “And that couldn’t wait until I came home later tonight?” 
 
    “No, I need to mail it today.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask me yesterday?” 
 
    “I tried, but you locked yourself in your study,” Melissa argued, her nose crinkling just like it always did when she was angry. “I don’t know why you’re protesting so much.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Maybe because you went behind my back and petitioned for a divorce, a mutual divorce without consulting me. How can it be mutual when I didn’t know about it?” Sam hissed. 
 
    “See, this is why it’s impossible to be with you! I’m your wife, not a case or a suspect. I don’t need a consultation. I just want you to talk to me, like a normal person, but you’ve stopped doing that. You never talk to me. It’s always work, work, work.” She turned away, her shoulders tensed. “When you got discharged, I thought… maybe things will be different now. Maybe there would be more time and room for me, but you’ve just been hiding away in your office or sulking about your unsolved cases.” 
 
    “Sulking?” Sam cut in. “Sulking? I’ve been trying to solve murders, Melissa. Murders. I’ve been working hard, yes, but to bring some justice to the world. To give people that have lost their loved ones some kind of answer. That’s what I do.” 
 
    “No, that’s what you did. You’re not a detective anymore, okay? They’re not going to take you back.” 
 
    Melissa’s words stung more than Sam was willing to admit. Part of her still couldn’t believe she’d been discharged after all those years of service. She expected someone from the department to show up any day now to tell her they made a mistake, that they needed her back in the force. Maybe it was a delusion, maybe she was holding onto something that was already long gone, but this was all she had left after working her ass off. It couldn’t just be gone. It couldn’t… 
 
    But it had been almost a year now and nobody had turned up to reinstate Sam. They hadn’t reached out for her insight, help, or anything. It was like she’d never existed in the first place. 
 
    “Sam…” The other woman stepped around the bar and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know it’s hard, but you have got to let it go. You’re not a detective anymore and our relationship… We used to be best friends, but now we’re nothing more than strangers.” 
 
    “Come on, we’re not strangers,” Sam protested, but even she could hear how weak it sounded.  
 
    “Aren’t we?” Melissa sighed as she sat down next to her. “When’s the last time we talked, actually talked? Sat together, shared a meal—” 
 
    “Last week.” 
 
    “—Without using our phones or watching tv.” 
 
    Sam sighed. “I don’t know...” 
 
    “I’m not happy anymore.” She placed a careful hand on Sam’s. “And I don’t think you’re happy either.” 
 
    The two women locked eyes, sharing a look. A moment passed and for that brief moment, it felt like they were the two women in their twenties that met under a gingko tree. Two women that fell in love over picnics and a shared passion for food and drink. It had been summer, sunshine, and cocktails. A beautiful time they both hoped would last forever. 
 
    Sam interlaced their hands and a flicker of old attraction and affection returned, installing a whisper of home in her heart. But then Melissa pulled her hand away and the moment passed. Reality returned. They were no longer those young women and they hadn’t been for a long time. 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” Sam asked defeated. 
 
    “I found a little flat on the other side of town. It’s small, but it reduces my commute with five minutes. I signed the rental agreement yesterday.” 
 
    Samantha nodded, resting her head in her hands, fighting off the sinking realisation. Melissa was right, their relationship was over. She just hadn’t been able to accept it. 
 
    “Hand me the papers,” she said. 
 
    A faint smile of relief tugged on Melissa’s lips. “Thank you.” 
 
    With a heavy heart, Sam scribbled her signature down on the divorce petition, something she’d been avoiding and dreading ever since Melissa presented her with them. Yet, as she signed the last sheet, the heaviness lifted from her chest. It had been the right thing to do. 
 
    “Here.” Sam pushed the stapled sheets back to Melissa.  
 
    “Thank you. I mean it.” The two exchanged another look before Melissa grabbed the stack of papers. “I’ll be gone in the morning.” 
 
    Unsure how to reply to that, Sam slid from her barstool. It was too painful to look at her wife. Ex-wife. “I need a drink.” 
 
    She left the kitchen and poured herself an expensive whisky from her liquor cabinet before she retreated to the study, where she was greeted by the small pup. Hellhound.  
 
    “Hey, little one.” She scratched the dog’s chin, earning a happy whimper. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have left you alone for so long.” 
 
    The pup whined as she rolled onto her back and exposed the soft of her belly. A brief sparkle of blue glowed up when Sam tickled her stomach and with a little bark, she squirmed back to her designated pillow. 
 
    “You’ve put me in a lot of trouble, you know that?” She took a swig from her whisky and sat down next to the puppy. “You better be worth it.” 
 
    “Awrrr.” With a playful yip, the hellhound wobbled and jumped around the room. Her little legs carried her across until she tired herself out and yawned. She whined and climbed on Sam’s lap where she curled into a ball.  
 
    “I suppose you’re kind of cute,” she conceded, scratching her ears. “I still need to find a name for you, but I don’t know what’s appropriate for a hellhound. Blue? Saskia? Azrael? Do those sound like something you’d like?” 
 
    “Awrr!” she barked, not really reacting to any of them. 
 
    “I guess not then.” She put the puppy back on the pillow and emptied her glass. “I’ll think about it. I’ll find a name for you when I can officially adopt you and become a Warden, or whatever.” 
 
    She picked up her glass, disappointed to find it empty. She’d get another, but she had an inkling Lilith would not take kindly to her being hungover when they visited the cobbler. Then again… she had just signed divorce papers. She deserved a little distraction. 
 
    “I guess one more wouldn’t hurt, huh?” she said to the dog, earning a little tail wag. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    She pulled a bottle from her secret stache hidden behind the dictionary and poured herself a single, then a double, then a couple more until she could no longer remember what she’d lost that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9. 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Samantha woke up with a killer hangover in an empty bed. She ran a hand down Melissa’s side, familiarising herself with her new reality. Her marriage was over. 
 
    With a ringing head, she reached for the bottle of painkillers in her nightstand and threw one back. That would stop the pinching, but there was no medicine that could erase the pain in her heart. Even whisky could only temporarily help her forget. 
 
    She swung her legs out of the bed, readying herself for the day. She promised to accompany Lilith to the cobbler to find out more about Tomas and Ian, the missing members of the Fatuus clan.  
 
    Before she was able to appear in public, she needed a shower though. She could smell the sweat on herself and her mouth was dry from all the whisky. 
 
    “Blah,” she smacked, trying to introduce some moisture to her tongue.  
 
    Just as she was about to step into the shower, she heard the sound of clanging pots from the kitchen. 
 
    Melissa? 
 
    Was she still here? 
 
    With a flicker of hope caged in her chest, Sam hurried downstairs. Her dressing gown danced around her ankles, her slippers thudding on the carpet. If Melissa was still here, maybe she’d decided she wasn’t moving out. Maybe there was still a chance, one last chance that they could figure this out. They could tear up the divorce papers, forget about all their differences, and start again. Maybe— 
 
    “Morning,” Lilith said, looking up from the brochure she was reading.  
 
    Sam’s heart sank as she arrived in the kitchen. No Melissa, just her newest acquaintance who didn’t seem to understand what a locked door meant. 
 
    She swallowed the lump forming in her throat and used the coffee maker as an excuse to turn her back to Lilith and hide her emotions. “Didn’t I tell you not to break in again?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Lilith replied, sipping from her mug. “I was let in.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The Nox woman heaved her cup. “Mmm… Do you like hibiscus tea? I’ve never had it before, but it’s delicious. Your wife makes good tea.” 
 
    “Ex,” Sam replied, the word bitter on her tongue. “Ex-wife.” 
 
    “Oh.” The other woman pulled a face. “I didn’t know that. I assumed from the wedding ring you were married.” 
 
    Samantha cast her eyes down at her hand, glaring at the wedding band. “We separated yesterday.”  
 
    “Oh. Was that the family emergency?” 
 
    Not in the mood to talk about her recent divorce, Sam turned her attention to Lilith. “What are you reading?” 
 
    “Oh, this is a little guide about shining shoes. I picked it up on my way here.” She pushed it in Sam’s direction. “I figured it couldn’t hurt to be informed.” 
 
    “I guess not.” With a sigh, she sat down on the barstool next to Lilith and studied the flyer. “Not sure how this is going to help us, though.” 
 
    “Me either.” The other woman downed the last of her tea and stood up. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I’m still drinking my coffee and I need to check on my new puppy.” 
 
    “Nahh, no need. Hellhounds are excellent at taking care of themselves. Demon Bite will be fine.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “She’s still a puppy. Also, her name is not Demon Bite.” 
 
    The other woman rolled her eyes. “Humans are so sentimental. Better hurry up then.” 
 
    “Why? I still have my coffee.” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “Put it in a to-go cup.” 
 
    “You’re bossy,” Sam remarked, even if it was a good idea. She slipped from the stool and rummaged through the cupboards for her travel mug. 
 
    “That’s because I am the boss,” Lilith countered. “Come on, hurry up.” 
 
    “Just a second!”  
 
    Sam hoped she wouldn’t be like this the entire trip because it wasn’t gelling well with her hangover. She searched under the sink but only found cleaning supplies and plastic shopping bags they’d saved. It smelled like laundry detergent and had some questionable sponges, but no travel mug. 
 
    Sam turned to the other woman, a sigh escaping her. “I can’t find it.” 
 
    “I have a solution.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    With a cheeky grin, Lilith pulled the mug from Sam’s hand and tipped the content out in the sink. “There, problem solved. Now, let’s go.” 
 
    “Excuse me!” Sam exclaimed, the annoyance rumbling in her chest. “That was perfectly good coffee!” 
 
    But Lilith wasn’t listening to her. She’d already vacated the kitchen and was making her way through the hallway, her heels clicking on the stone floor with every swaying step. 
 
    “Rude,” she whispered under her breath as she stared regretfully at the wasted coffee. Nothing she could do about it now and she didn’t feel like going against the other woman. Lilith was scary. Beautiful and elegant, sure, but that didn’t stop her from being terrifying. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Harry’s Shining Shack,” Samantha read as she and Lilith arrived at a small and humble shop. “You sure this is the place?” 
 
    “Yes. If you’re getting your shoes shined, this is where to go.” 
 
    A little bell tinkled happily as they pushed the door open and the smell of leather and varnish greeted them. A strange smell, but not entirely unwelcome, Sam thought.  
 
    An old man with hair coming out of his ears took one look at Sam, before pointing at the door. “Not open for business!”  
 
    Before she could reply, her companion stepped forward. “I think you’ll find you are open for business, Harry.” 
 
    Harry. Hairy Harry. 
 
    The man’s tone changed immediately. “Miss Lilith, I hadn’t seen you there. What an honour to have you in my shop. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Lilith leaned on the counter, her hips curved. “I need to ask you a couple of questions.” 
 
    “What about... her?” Harry said, gesturing to Sam.  
 
    “The human is with me,” Lilith replied, her voice holding a distinctive tone, one that wasn’t taking no for an answer.  
 
    “Certainly. What do you need to know, Miss Lilith?” he replied, the submission clear in his voice.  
 
    “I’m looking for Tomas Carlton. Is he one of your customers?” 
 
    “Mister Carlton?” Harry replied, blinking rapidly. “What about him?” 
 
    Lilith sighed dramatically. “I want to know if you shined his shoes.” 
 
    “I—” The man eyed the exit, a little jitter in his step. “No. I don’t know who you’re talking about.” 
 
    Sam frowned as she stepped forward. “Really? It just sounded like you did know him.” 
 
    The old man glared at her. “Don’t speak to me, human.” 
 
    “Hey!” Lilith snapped her fingers, all pleasantries gone from her voice. “Answer my question. Did you know Tomas?” 
 
    Harry shifted uncomfortably from side to side, sweat pearling on his forehead. “No.” 
 
    As he wiped the sweat away, Sam swayed to the side so she could see into the back. A stained workbench stood under a spotlight with a metal bucket of paint, some brushes, and a pair of shoes he’d been working on before the two women interrupted him. 
 
    She tapped Lilith’s shoulder, leaning in closer so she could whisper in her ear. As she caught a whiff of her perfume, she gestured to the back. “That pair there, those could be Tomas’.” 
 
    The other woman nodded and turned back towards Harry. “Show me the shoes you were working on.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I said, show me.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he stepped away from the counter and towards the workbench. With a nervous smile, he returned with a pair of charcoal greys that matched Tomas’ shoe size. 
 
    Sam studied the footwear, inspecting the insoles. “Just as I thought, worn uneven, just like the others. These are definitely Tomas’.” 
 
    A low growl escaped Lilith’s mouth. “You hear that, Harry? Definitely Tomas’. Tell me the truth before I consider your lie as disobedience and tell Boss.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Sam’s spine as she listened to Lilith’s threat. This woman was dangerous, there was no doubt about it. Between the dimples and smiles, she had the tongue of a poisonous viper and probably the temperament to match it. She’d better not get on her bad side. 
 
    From the looks of it, Harry felt the same. He held up his hands, his eyes wide. “Look, I did know the guy, okay? These are his shoes, but he asked me not to tell anyone I’d seen him. He paid me good money so I thought, what’s the harm?” 
 
    “The harm is he’s a traitor to the clan, the clan you are a part of. If you know what’s good for you, you’re going to tell me everything you know.” 
 
    The man swallowed audibly. “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “When did you see Tomas last?” 
 
    “I… four days ago. He brought the charcoal greys, asked me for my premium package. He wanted a good mirror shine on the tip, he said he had an important meeting or something. In fact, he was adamant he needed to get it done as soon as possible, but I couldn’t do it as fast as he wanted. I told him he could pick up his shoes on the sixteenth, which he accepted. Reluctantly.” 
 
    “The sixteenth is today,” Sam remarked, turning to Lilith. “This could be our chance.” 
 
    “So it could.” She turned back to the old cobbler, her eyes spitting fire, her voice a low rumble. “If you breathe one word to Tomas or anyone about this, I will have you banished from Clan IF faster than you can say shoe, you understand?” 
 
    He gulped, the fear clear in his eyes. “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled, all her anger and annoyance instantly evaporated. “Bye for now.” 
 
    The little bell tinkled as the two women left the shop, their attention to the task at hand. 
 
    Lilith clicked her tongue and threw her long hair over her shoulder. “When he shows up here for his fancy shoes, we’ll catch him.” 
 
    “Or…” Sam said. “We follow him. You said it’s Ian you really want. If the two are in cahoots, Tomas could lead us right back to him.” 
 
    Lilith snapped her fingers. “Yes. Yes, that’s better. Let’s do that.” 
 
    She caught Sam by the wrist, her blue eyes smouldering with a playful excitement. “Alright, you and me, stake-out.” 
 
    Sam looked down at where Lilith was touching her. It seemed wrong for someone else but Melissa to elicit sparks and shivers, but there was an undeniable tension sizzling between the two of them. Whether that was due to the magic of the Nox or something else, she didn’t know. She hoped it was the magic, she feared it was something else. 
 
    Carefully, she pulled her arm away. Even if Melissa and she were over, she was in no hurry to jump into another relationship. Certainly not with Lilith. The woman might be young and foxy, but Sam wasn’t going to follow her this new world of nightmares and magic, no matter how beautiful she was.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10. 
 
      
 
    “Remind me why I have to stand here again?” Sam asked, slapping a low-hanging branch away. Something was poking her side, but she didn’t know what. 
 
    Lilith sighed. “I told you. If Tomas sees me, he’ll know something is up.” 
 
    “Okay, but still… Why do I have to sit in the shrubberies while you get to stay on the pavement?” 
 
    “Because I’m wearing heels and a dress worth your entire monthly wage. You, on the other hand, are wearing flat shoes and your cheap green shirt blends in well with the foliage.”  
 
    “Hey!” Sam countered as she looked down at her shirt. “This is one of my favourite shirts.” 
 
    “And it’s garbage,” the other woman replied, pulling up her nose as she looked at Sam. “Now be quiet. We don’t want to miss Tomas.” 
 
    “It’s been hours already. Harry’s Shining Shack is closing soon.”  
 
    Sam adjusted her position, finally identifying the branch that had been jabbing her in the back. With a grunt, she snapped it off and considered throwing it at Lilith. If she was going to be attacked by trees, the other woman deserved the same fate. 
 
    That would probably result in a fight or disagreement and she didn’t want to risk… whatever Lilith would do to her. She didn’t seem above kidnapping, from what Sam remembered from their first meeting, and she wasn’t sure how idle all of her threats were either. It was best to stay on Lilith’s good side. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Sam complained. “And I still haven’t had my coffee.” 
 
    “I’ll buy you coffee after this, alright? Now be silent and keep your eyes on the Shack.” 
 
    “Fine.” She checked her watch for the seventh or eighth time, sighing loudly. “Harry said Tomas was eager to pick up his shoes. Why is he leaving it until the last minute?” 
 
    Lilith checked the cobbler’s store from behind the car she was hiding. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Something just doesn’t add up…” Sam tapped her chin, sorting all the events and information in her head. “Okay, I’m just thinking out loud here… If Ian and Tomas took off to hide with the… vampires, you said?” 
 
    “Vampires, yes. Gravitas.” 
 
    “Bless you?” 
 
    “No, that’s their clan name. Gravitas.” Lilith brushed her dark hair to the side. “You should be careful with them. Their powers are not to be underestimated.” 
 
    Sam tweaked an eyebrow. “Right… And what kind of powers are that exactly?” 
 
    The other woman shook her head, the worry dancing in her eyes. “It’s not a joke.” 
 
    “I wasn’t joking,” Sam said, but Lilith was no longer paying attention to her. 
 
    She rose up from the pavement and waved Sam closer. “Shhh, come here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, come here.” 
 
    With a groan, Sam pushed through the bush and overhanging tree branches, eager to get out of the shrubberies. There was dirt creeping into places dirt never should be in and the desire to run away screaming was starting to overwhelm her. 
 
    She rubbed her hands clean on her shirt and stumbled across the ditch to get to Lilith. “What?” 
 
    “Why did Harry turn off his lights?” the other woman asked, gesturing to the Shining Shack.  
 
    Sam scratched the side of her face as she checked her watch again. “It’s still an hour away from closing time.” 
 
    “Ugh!” Lilith exclaimed as she kicked the car. “That bastard lied to us!” 
 
    Without waiting for Sam, she stormed across the street, her high heels clacking on the cement, her hair dancing in the wind. 
 
    “Wait!” Samantha raced after her, only catching her at the locked front door. “Why… Are you… So fast!” 
 
    “I work out.” She pressed her face against the glass and rattled the door. “Locked. Fuck. He’s done a runner.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why? Give me your scarf.” Without waiting for Sam’s response, Lilith pulled the silk piece down.  
 
    “Hey, that was a gift,” Sam protested, but it was no use.  
 
    In no time, her green scarf was wrapped around Lilith’s wrist and shattered through the glass window. “Fuck! That hurt.” 
 
    “Why did you do that?” She yanked her scarf back, which was riddled with glass shards. “Ah, you ruined it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll get you a new one.” Lilith reached in for the lock and pushed into the Shining Shack. “It’s all dark. Check the back.” 
 
    Sam growled. “This is illegal.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    “Uh, uh, I’m pretty sure breaking and entering are illegal.”  
 
    “We don’t abide by human laws, now stop protesting and check the back,” Lilith ordered, her voice sharp and leaving little room for more protest. 
 
    “Bossy.” She walked past the Nox woman and the counter, down to the workshop. She clicked the light and it illuminated a deserted scene. A can of varnish left open, brushes strewn across the floor, a drawer emptied half-hazardly.  
 
    She wished she brought some plastic gloves to examine the scene, but it didn’t seem like Lilith was a stickler for protocol. She certainly didn’t care when she broke the glass door. 
 
    Samantha rummaged through the dresser, or what was left of it. Packets of playing cards, poker chips, plastic bags with a suspicious powder. None of that belonged in the back of a shoe repair shop. 
 
    “Lilith?” she called, holding up a necklace with a tooth set in the middle. She hoped it wasn’t a human tooth, but it certainly looked like it. “Lilith!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You got to see this!” 
 
    “Give me a second!” the woman called back. 
 
    “Get down here!” She called, putting the necklace on the workbench. Just as she thought it was as bad as it could get, the crackle of static electricity drew Sam’s attention and she followed the sound to a modern fridge hidden behind a bookshelf. With the sleek metal and the fancy handles, it didn’t belong between the stained workbench and old furniture. 
 
    In fact, why was there a fridge down here anyway, Sam wondered.  
 
    She pulled on the handle, introducing the dim glow of light into the workbench. The fridge light crackled, but Sam still got a good view of what was inside.  
 
    Five, six bags of a dark liquid in standard blood bags, which surely looked like one thing, but Sam wasn’t the type to jump to conclusions. There were many alternate possibilities. Cherry juice, red wine, bordeaux paint. Many things that weren’t… 
 
    “Blood,” Lilith said as she appeared behind her. “I knew it.” 
 
    “Blood?” Samantha echoed, dread settling in her stomach. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Fucking bastard. Did you see anything that might make you think there was gambling going on?” 
 
    Sam gestured to the dresser. “I found playing cards and poker chips. And this creepy necklace.” 
 
    “Can I see that? Fucking Hell.” The other woman slammed the fridge shut, growling as she leaned against the workbench. “Harry ran an illegal gambling operation in the back of his cobbler shop. That bastard. He’s the one with vampire ties.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Sam gulped. “Is it the, you know, the blood?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s the blood.” 
 
    “And the tooth necklace?” 
 
    “No, that’s probably something he got from a Pixie. I can’t believe he betrayed us like that.” 
 
    “Pixies? That sounds friendly enough.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be fooled. They pretend to be friendly and helpful, but there’s always a price. I’d rather deal with Vampires than Pixies, and I hate Vampires so that should tell you enough.” 
 
    “Right… So… So the myths are true? Vampires exist and they drink blood to survive?” 
 
    Lilith scoffed. “To survive? No. It gets them drunk, that’s why they like that stuff. Trust me, none of your precious myths are correct.” 
 
    That sounded sinister. Sam averted her gaze and returned it to the scene around her. The shop was abandoned and Harry had fled, that much was clear. But what did that mean for their investigation?  
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    After the bust at Harry’s Shining Shack, Sam and Lilith slinked down to The Drunken Turnip for a bite to eat and drink their defeat away 
 
    “The usual,” Lilith said as she sat down on the wooden barstool. “And a beer for the human.” 
 
    “A Wisp Hopper,” Sam elaborated. 
 
    The young bartender nodded and placed two coasters down before scurrying away to pour a glass of wine and tap Sam’s beer into a tall glass.  
 
    “Is that all?” he asked, placing the two drinks down. 
 
    “Yes,” Sam replied, reaching for her wallet but Lilith caught her wrist. 
 
    “No need. It’s on the house.” 
 
    Sam hesitated. She couldn’t remember the last time she hadn’t paid for drinks or food. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I told you, I— we own the place.” She gestured around. “The Drunken Turnip has been a family business for centuries.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Reluctantly, Sam pocketed her wallet and took a sip from her beer. “The Drunken Turnip… Funny name for a bar. How did that come to be?” 
 
    “There’s an old tale, about the Jack O Lantern. You might know it?” 
 
    “Vaguely… Isn’t that something about a pumpkin?” 
 
    Lilith audibly ground her teeth. “It’s not a pumpkin, don’t ever say it’s a pumpkin again. That’s just a stupid, modern interpretation and not at all how it went.” 
 
    Out of reflex, Sam shielded herself against the sudden verbal assault. “Eek, sorry.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. It’s just a touchy subject.” Lilith took a big glug of wine and rested her head in her hands. “Let me just tell you the story, alright?” 
 
    “Alright, I’m listening.” 
 
    “A long time ago, when the Devil still roamed the earth, he fell in love with a woman. A human woman. There were many people he played with, but this one stole his heart. They got together and eventually, she birthed a child. A boy. She named him Jack.” 
 
    “Right.” Sam swigged from her beer, enraptured by the story. There was something soothing about Lilith’s voice, something sweet and soft, like a lullaby. 
 
    “The Devil had many children, but Jack was his favourite. On Jack’s sixteenth birthday, the Devil appeared to him and asked what he wanted as a gift. Jack was a bit of a frolicker and he liked to drink. He asked his father for a coin that would always return to his pocket and his father provided. The two parted ways and they didn’t see each other until Jack’s seventeenth birthday.” 
 
    “What a great father,” Sam remarked sarcastically, earning a glare from Lilith. “Sorry, continue.” 
 
    “The next time they saw each other, The Devil asked him again what he wanted. This time, he asked his father for a companion that would never abandon him. The Devil gave him a hellhound and the two parted ways again.” 
 
    “A hellhound? Like mine?” 
 
    Lilith shot her a glare and ignored her question, continuing with her story. “Jack’s eighteenth birthday was not a joyous event. His mother had died the day before and though she lived a virtuous life, she had a child with the devil. Her soul belonged to him. Jack asked his father for a way to visit her without having to die.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “The Devil gave Jack a key to the underworld, disguised as a lump of burning coal. As long as he had that, he’d always be able to visit his mother and return to the human world. Jack hid the smouldering lump in a turnip where it burned forever and when he died, he passed the coal on to his daughter so she could always come to visit him. And when it was her time, she did the same.” 
 
    “But what does that have to do with The Drunken Turnip?” Sam asked. 
 
    “He was my ancestor. In his honour, we drink, we feast, and we celebrate his life. This bar is a tribute to him. He was one of the first Nocturnals.” Lilith emptied her glass and gestured to the bartender. “Another.” 
 
    The young man nodded and refilled her glass with the bubbly rosé wine. 
 
    Once he was gone, Sam turned her attention back to the other woman. “One of the first?” 
 
    Lilith shot her a knowing smile. “I told you, Jack was the Devil’s favourite son, but not his only.” 
 
    “Ah.” Sam nodded. “I see.” 
 
    “Yes. We have very strict rules that everyone needs to abide by. It’s the only way we can all coexist in peace.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call that peace. More like… A truce.” 
 
    “Whatever you want to call it, I can’t cause a war. Which is where you come in.” 
 
    “Right… Like a loophole?” 
 
    “No, Wardens are perfectly legal and protected under the Law of Six.” She heaved her glass. “I get to find my uncle and you get to save your hellhound. It’s quite a fortunate trade-off.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam muttered sarcastically. “Quite.” 
 
    With a little smile, Lilith shrugged. “Many humans would find it an honour to be part of our world.” 
 
    “Hmmm… People that like being looked down upon, perhaps.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Well, clearly, you think you’re some kind of superior race to us.” 
 
    “Well… We are superior.”  
 
    “See, just like I said. What makes you so special anyway?” 
 
    “We have powers you wouldn’t be able to dream of.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Lilith bit her lip. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly tell you. It’s something you have to experience, but that’s—” 
 
    “Right, right. An honour.” 
 
    There were many things Sam would call this experience, but honour wasn’t one of them. Dangerous, scary, annoying, those all came to mind when she thought about the Nox and what they wanted. Maybe some people would be excited to enter a world of magic, but she liked her own boring world just fine. She was going to help Lilith with the retrieval of her uncle, adopt the dog, and then pretend like she knew nothing of this Nox nonsense. The sooner she solved the case, the quicker she could return to her normal life. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Sam asked, playing with the cardboard coaster from under her beer. There was a turnip image on it, which she assumed was the logo of the bar.  
 
    The other woman sighed. “I don’t know. I thought… If I could find Tomas, it would lead me to my Uncle.”  
 
    “Because they’re hiding with the vampires?” Sam tapped her chin. “Maybe we’ve been making the wrong assumptions. Let’s go over what we know. Tomas’ shoes were with Harry.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “Harry has ties with vampires. There’s no other reason for him to be stocking blood.” 
 
    “Harry fled the scene and lied to us about Tomas. He must be protecting him then.” 
 
    “I wonder… Maybe we should search the Shining Shack, see if we can find any evidence of which vampire branch he’s associated with. Then we go from there.” 
 
    “Branch?” Sam echoed. 
 
    “There’s one vampire clan in the city, but there are multiple, individual branches. Tribes, if you will.” 
 
    “Oh. Does your clan have multiple branches too?” 
 
    Lilith chuckled bemusedly, her blue eyes flickering. “No, we’re all one family.” 
 
    “Hmm… Alright.”  
 
    There was so much to learn about the Nox world and despite Sam’s rising curiosity, she decided not to ask any more questions. The less she knew, the better it would be for her. She just had to treat this case like any regular case.  
 
    She turned back to Lilith, ignoring just how bright her eyes were. “You’ve said before that your clan doesn’t get along with the vampires, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then why would they hide or protect your Uncle?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “Money. They like money.” 
 
    “But you said he didn’t have any. That’s why he ran?” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be more likely that he ran and they took him as a prisoner? Or maybe even killed him?” 
 
    “No.” A determination stretched across Lilith’s face. “They wouldn’t kill him, he’s too valuable. And if he was their prisoner, they’d have already proposed a trade.” 
 
    “Why haven’t they already?” 
 
    “Good question…” She took another sip from her wine, her forehead wrinkled with thought. “He’s important, but he’s not that important. With that logic, that rules out the B, D, and M clans. They’d have used him as leverage without a doubt.” 
 
    “How did you come to that conclusion? And what’s with the alphabet” 
 
    “The vampires put great weight in names. You can tell who belongs to what branch from their name. We might have something of them that they’d want back, but if they haven’t asked...” 
 
    “Ah.” Sam nodded. The other woman had to be talking about prisoners or items of equal value that they could demand in exchange for Ian. So if they weren’t proposing a trade, Ian was more valuable to them than what they lost. That made sense. 
 
    She took the last swig from her cool beer, the flavours melting on her tongue. The hop, the carbonation, they all worked together in perfect harmony to create a tangy, bittersweet beer. It was complex, like a whisky, which was why she enjoyed it so much. 
 
    Regretfully, she looked at her empty glass, wishing she had more. 
 
    “You want another?” Lilith asked, gesturing to the bartender. 
 
    She was surprisingly attentive, Sam remarked. This time, she pulled her wallet from her back pocket again and slapped a tenner on the bar. “Yes, but I’m paying this time.” 
 
    “I told you, it’s on the house.” 
 
    “I’m not comfortable with that,” she argued. “I don’t know you enough for that.” 
 
    “Oh, so if I knew you better, you’d let me?” Lilith teased, her voice suddenly a lot lower. 
 
    A shiver ran down Sam’s spine as the other woman leaned in, her breath hot on her jaw. She was close, so close she could smell the perfume lingering on her skin. Orange blossom, maybe grapefruit, and something heavier, something deep and musky.  
 
    “I— ummm...” Sam stuttered, not usually lost for words. 
 
    “Shh, shh, shh.” Lilith chuckled breathily, her eyes glowing blue. “I’d sure love to get to know you better. Like I said before, humans are great fun.” 
 
    There was something mesmerising about the lights dancing in Lilith’s eyes, around her. They were beautiful and Sam was compelled to come closer, to follow them wherever they promised to take her. She wanted to touch the lights and drown in Lilith’s voice, eager to obey her every command. 
 
    The desire birthed in her stomach and quickly overtook her entire body, erasing every thought, every reasoning, until she was only left with the image of Lilith on her mind and the promise of an unforgettable night. 
 
    The two inched closer, their lips a breath apart.  
 
    A flicker of doubt flashed through Sam’s head, but she couldn’t remember why kissing Lilith wasn’t a good idea. Instead, she held perfectly still, the anticipation of being kissed drumming in her ears. Her pulse quickened from the sheer thought of Lilith’s lips, of tasting the rosé wine on her tongue, of kissing the beautiful, alluring woman with stars in her eyes. 
 
    Lilith brushed her thumb down Sam’s cheek, the gesture surprisingly tender for someone like her, and her lips followed. Magic sparked, Samanath’s entire body hummed in a way she’d forgotten it could. Just when she was getting into it, it was all over. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12. 
 
      
 
    Stunned by the sudden kiss and dazed by the magic clouding her head, it took Sam a moment or two to process what just happened. She reached up to touch her lips, unsure how to feel about being kissed like that. 
 
    “W-Why did you do that for?” Sam stammered, the warmth and softness of Lilith’s lips already fading. 
 
    Lilith shrugged, not looking bothered in the slightest. “You were curious about our powers.” 
 
    “This is what you do?” 
 
    “Among other things.” She danced a little ball of light on the palm of her hand, which seemed to have a life of its own. With the snap of her fingers, it vanished and Lilith booped Sam on the nose. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Annoyance grew in her stomach. She hadn’t been offended, but now she was. “I’m welcome? For what? For being tricked into a kiss?” 
 
    “For the best kiss you’ll ever have in your life,” Lilith bragged. 
 
    With a snort, Sam rolled her eyes. “You think that was the best kiss ever?” 
 
    “Yes. Can you tell me otherwise?” 
 
    Sam recalled the magic kiss, which in theory, had been a perfect kiss. Soft, hazy, and given by an alluring, enchanting woman. And yet… It was cold and detached. There were no feelings involved, no connection forged. It was a good kiss, a great one even, but by all measures, just a kiss. 
 
    Compared to the real thing… The caged anticipation, the release of months of waiting and wondering, the fears and worries that ebbed away as soon as lips met. There was no comparison. 
 
    “You know, it was a good kiss,” Sam admitted, earning a smug grin from the Nox woman. That quickly disappeared as she kept talking. “But it has nothing on a real kiss.” 
 
    “A real kiss?” Lilith echoed, her smile fallen from her lips. 
 
    “No trickery, no illusions. Two people connecting out of choice, out of free will, risking it all for a chance of love. Now that’s a kiss to remember.” Sam returned the earlier gesture and gave Lilith’s nose a little flick. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    From the look on Lilith’s face, that truth was clearly not well-received, but she was gracious and waved it away. “Whatever. Let’s just get back to the topic at hand, hmmm?” 
 
    Victory. 
 
    Sam shrugged, ignoring the triumph coiling in her stomach. “You started it, but sure.” 
 
    Pretending like the whole ordeal hadn’t happened, Lilith swung her long hair over her shoulder. “Let’s go back to the Shining Shack. Maybe we’ll find something that can tell us with which vampires Harry associated. Maybe another stakeout?” 
 
    “Do we have to?” Sam rubbed the small of her back, which was aching just from the thought of being back in the bush. “Why can’t you ask another Nocturnal from your clan to do that?” 
 
    “After we discovered one of our most loyal members is compromised?” Lilith responded. “I think not.” 
 
    “Most loyal? The cobbler?” 
 
    “He’s been part of the family for almost a hundred years.” 
 
    “A hundred? How long do you guys live?”  
 
    “Longer than you.” Lilith down the last of her wine and swung herself off the barstool. Her skirt tightened around her hips, but the slit on the side stayed perfectly put as her heels thudded onto the marble tiles. “Chop-chop. Let’s go.” 
 
    With a groan, Sam followed the woman, who didn’t even wait and check if she was following. 
 
    “Why do you always have to be so bossy?” she called after Lilith, earning a hair flick. 
 
    “Because I can.” 
 
    Before she could leave, she grabbed Lilith’s wrist. “Oh, by the way…”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Don’t ever kiss me without my permission again.” 
 
    Lilith blinked slowly, sounding a little confused. “So you really didn’t like it?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t go around kissing people against their will. That’s just not on.” 
 
    The young woman across her blushed. “Duly noted. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I guess that puts the ball in your court.” The confusion disappeared and she threw her hair over her shoulder, the confidence returning. “Next time you want a kiss, you’ll have to initiate then.” 
 
    “There won’t be a next time,” I pointed out. 
 
    “They always say that,” Lilith grinned. “But you’ll be back. Now, let’s go. Chop chop.” 
 
    With rolling eyes, Samantha just shook her head. Unbelievable. From years in the service, she learned there was no arguing with people like that. She had put up with people way worse than Lilith for years so what was a couple more days with this woman? 
 
    Soon, she’d be nothing but a memory.  
 
    She glanced at the other woman, still a little annoyed the Nox stole a kiss. They definitely wouldn’t be kissing again. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    When Lilith and Sam arrived at Harry’s Shining Shack, something was off. 
 
    “Did you leave the lights on?” Lilith asked as they half-hid behind a parked van. 
 
    “No. I turned them off.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Sam sighed. “Yes, I’m sure. Look. I can see someone inside.” 
 
    Lilith followed her gaze and tensed. “So can I. From the posture, it doesn’t look like Harry.” 
 
    She was right. The cobbler was an old, rather fat man. The silhouette moving in the Shining Shack was slender, tall, moving with grace instead of waggling like a duck. Whoever it was, this was not Harry. 
 
    “What do we do now?” she asked, looking at Lilith. This was her case, her problem, she’d let her make the hard decisions. 
 
    The Nox woman straightened her back. “Well, we go and talk to them.” 
 
    “What if they’re dangerous?” Sam asked, earning a scoff.  
 
    “I’m dangerous,” Lilith replied haughtily, her tone suggesting she was deeply offended. 
 
    “Of course, powers and all that.” 
 
    The two crossed the street. One ready to tackle the mysterious person and interrogate them, the other wishing she was at home, drinking tea. 
 
    The broken glass from earlier clinked under their shoes and the sound alarmed the figure inside the shack. The silhouette prepared to run away, but he suddenly froze, caught in a trance. A ball of light danced in front of his face, the blue glow illuminating his features and highlighting his sharp nose and scruffy hair. 
 
    That had to be Lilith’s doing. 
 
    Sam turned towards her companion, mesmerised by the ball of light, her breath taken away. This was the same sensation as when they kissed, but much stronger, much more powerful. The glowing orb demanded attention, demanded to be looked at. It took Sam all the power in the world to avert her eyes and free herself from the trance, which she suspected was only possible because Lilith hadn’t aimed it at her. 
 
    A lump formed in Sam’s throat, which she swallowed away. Lilith had been right, she was dangerous.  
 
    With a strange smile on her face, the other woman circled the young man. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “My name is Karlos and I was sent here to destroy evidence,” he replied monotonously. 
 
    Sam shivered. He was completely under Lilith’s spell, entranced and reduced to a mere puppet with no will. It was frightening to watch and it only dawned on her now what kind of company she kept. These Nocturnals looked like humans, talked like them, walked like them, but they were nothing alike. 
 
    She took a step back, forcing distance between her and the Nox. She wanted nothing to do with them and she had half a mind to return the hellhound, just to break all ties. If only she could, but just thinking about the adorable puppy made her realise she had no choice. The dog needed a good home and she’d always been a sucker for animals. 
 
    “What evidence?” Lilith snapped her fingers and a new ball of light appeared in front of the young man. “Show us.” 
 
    “Here.” Karlos reached inside his jacket and presented her with a picture.  
 
    As soon as Lilith saw the picture, the ball of light started pulsating. “I should’ve known… Karlos with a C?” 
 
    The young man nodded. “Yes, Carlos.” 
 
    Sam stepped forward, glancing over Lilith’s shoulder at the picture of Harry and a young, gorgeous woman with mahogany skin. She pointed to the figures. “Know what? Why does it matter how his name is spelled?” 
 
    Lilith completely ignored Sam and instead, withdrew the ball of light. Immediately, Carlos fell out of his trance and he scampered away as fast as he could, leaving the two women standing in the ruined store. 
 
    “Hey!” Sam called, but her companion didn’t seem to care about his escape. She seemed fixated on the photo they retrieved, but Samantha didn’t know why. She tapped Lilith on the shoulder, annoyed by her dismissal. “Why did you let him go? We have more questions.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” Her jaw clicked in anger as she held up the picture. “I know where they’re hiding.”
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    Morning arrived and Sam found herself lured to the kitchen by the promising aroma of a deep, dark roast. She hoped it was Melissa, but feared it would be her newest acquaintance, who didn’t seem to understand the purpose of locks, privacy, or personal space. 
 
    She stepped through the arch and nodded to herself as she recognised the slender figure seated at the kitchen island.  
 
    “Goodmorning, Lilith,” she said sarcastically. “I see you made yourself at home. Again.” 
 
    The Nox woman shot her a wide smile, one so dazzling Samantha almost forgot how intrusive her behaviour was. Almost.  
 
    With a sigh, she pulled her favourite porcelain cup from the mug tree and snapped it under the coffee machine. While it gurgled and steamed, she turned back to Lilith. “What do you want this time?” 
 
    “Are you always this crabby in the morning?” 
 
    “I am when someone interrupts my routine,” she sneered back, but the other woman seemed oblivious to her annoyance. Or if she knew, she chose to ignore it.  
 
    “Routine is overrated,” Lilith argued. “It also makes you easier to kill, so there’s that.” 
 
    “What?” Sam inhaled the comforting smell of her cup of coffee, trying to calm herself down. She was quickly getting enough of Lilith’s ridiculousness. 
 
    “A set routine makes it easier for stalkers to ambush you,” Lilith said casually, as if the most normal thing to worry about. “But that might be a lesson for another time, we have a busy day ahead. Let’s go, chop-chop.” 
 
    “I’m still drinking my coffee.” 
 
    “Ah! That’s why I got you… This.” The other woman grabbed hold of the plastic bag next to her and conjured a metal travel mug from it. “I got it with a green sleeve, your favourite colour.” 
 
    Sam glared at her. “How do you know my favourite colour?” 
 
    “Just an observation. Here, take it.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Sam had no choice but to accept the gift. She had to admit, it was more or less thoughtful, especially since it did come in the right colour, but it was weird… She didn’t know this woman nearly enough for her to be buying her presents. 
 
    She examined the mug, spotting the logo on the bottom. “This is an L’Owl!” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “It is.” Sam’s jaw clicked nervously. She knew how expensive that particular brand of kitchenware was. She had a frying pan that she’d owned for ten years now and it was still good as new. Even with her income and her inheritance, L’Owl was still far out of her price range.  
 
    She pushed the mug back across the kitchen island. “I can’t accept this, it’s too much.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not a gift for you, it’s for me,” Lilith explained. “I want to get going and you’re slow. So do me a favour, put your coffee in the mug and let’s go. Chop—“ 
 
    “Chop,” Sam finished her sentence. “I really wish you would stop saying that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s condescending.” 
 
    “Hmmm… I don’t see how.” Lilith tapped her chin and shrugged. “No, I can’t see any reason to stop.” 
 
    Incorrigible. 
 
    Sam shook her head in dismissal. She couldn’t be bothered to argue with someone that clearly wasn’t used to changing her mind. Instead, she gave the travel mug a quick rinse and rehomed her steaming coffee. She paid too much for the expensive coffee beans to let another brew go to waste. 
 
    With a satisfying squeak, the rubber lip sealed the two parts of the mug together and a quick shake proved it was waterproof. “Neat. Just let me check on my puppy and then we can go.” 
 
    “Ooh, Demon Bite. Is she settling in well?” 
 
    “I’ve told you before, that’s not her name,” Sam corrected as she walked through the hallway with Lilith following her on the heel. “But yes, she’s fine. She fell asleep on my lap when I got home last night.” 
 
    “Adorable. Does she sleep in the bed with you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because her bed is downstairs.” As Sam approached the study, she could hear the excited scratching of tiny paws against the door. A mere crack was enough for the silver hellhound to come barreling out and jump against her legs, barking for attention. 
 
    There was nothing like being greeted by the unconditional love of a dog, Sam noted as she crouched down to hug her. “Hello, little girl.”   
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “I’m happy to see you too. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Arf-arf!” 
 
    Nothing compared to the undying excitement of her young puppy and Sam wouldn’t want it any other way. She played with the dog’s ears and scratched her stomach until she glowed blue. 
 
    “You’re so cute,” she coed, peppering little kisses on top of the hellhound’s head. “You’re so cute. Yes, you are. Yes, you are.” 
 
    “Okay, I think that’s enough,” Lilith interjected. “We really need to get going. We don’t want to miss this appointment.” 
 
    “What appointment?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Sam sighed, but picked up her dog anyway. “Fine.” 
 
    “Put that thing away and let’s go.” 
 
    “She’s not a thing, she’s a living being,” Sam countered. “I mean… She’s alive, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lilith studied the silver watch around her wrist and sighed dramatically. “We’re going to be late.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.”  
 
    Regretfully, Samantha returned the puppy back to her study. When she was a little older, she’d be allowed in the rest of the house, but for now, this was the best place for her. Well, when she was a lot older, she could just go out with Sam wherever she went. 
 
    She looked forward to that and from the expectant look in the hellhound’s eyes, so did she. 
 
    “I’m sorry I have to leave you again. It’s a good thing Hellhounds can take care of themselves. I’ll be back soon, okay?” She pressed a little kiss on top of her head. “You behave.” 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “Good girl.”  
 
    Carefully, making sure she didn’t trap any little paws, Samantha closed the door to the study and turned back to Lilith. “There. Let me just grab my coffee from the kitchen and we can go.” 
 
    “Fine, but be quick.” 
 
    “Bossy.” She hastened to the kitchen to grab her new travel mug and flick off the lights. Now that she was solely responsible for the bills, she should be more mindful of the electricity and gas. 
 
    She caught up with Lilith in the hallway and just as she was ready to go, a strangely familiar sound caught her ears. A turning lock. 
 
    Her eyes widened. There was only one other person with keys and she would not take kindly to Lilith’s presence. 
 
    Panic flew to her chest. “Oh no. Hide, hide.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s Melissa! Hide! In the kitchen,” Sam barked as she pushed Lilith backwards and raced to the entrance, where she managed to catch Melissa at the front door.  
 
    Her wife-ex-wife shot her a surprised smile. “You’re up?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sam squeaked, crossing her fingers behind her back that Melissa didn’t need to be in the kitchen.  
 
    “I’m sorry, did I wake you?” 
 
    “Hmm? Wake me?” No, Lilith had done that. “No, no, no. I’ve just… Hmmm… New routine, you know?” 
 
    Melissa snorted. “New routine? You? You’re more set in your ways than my grandmother.” 
 
    “Yes, but... Routine makes it easier to kidnap you.” 
 
    “Really?” Her wife laughed, the amusement wrinkling her eyes. “You never cared about that before. You always said that a reliable routine is the best friend you can have.” 
 
    She tried to walk further into the house, but Samantha blocked her. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Oh, I came to pick up some of my things,” she replied, pushing further into the hallway, dangerously close to the kitchen. If she took a couple more steps, she’d be able to look through the open arch and see Lilith. 
 
    “What things?” Sam asked nervously. “I can help.” 
 
    “My dressing gown, lotions and crémes, a towel, just a few things. I can’t stay long, I have yoga.” 
 
    “Right. They’re all upstairs, in the bedroom.” 
 
    Melissa shot her a strange look. “I know where my stuff is, Sam.” 
 
    “Of course. Sorry.” 
 
    “What’s up with you today? You’re acting weird.” 
 
    “Nothing. Must be my new routine.”  
 
    “Sure… Anyway… I’m just going to get what I came for.” 
 
    Sam pulled her lips into a fake smile. “Of course.” 
 
    As soon as Melissa’s back was turned, she shot a sneaky look at the kitchen, reassured that Lilith was behaving and hadn’t come out. She wasn’t sure why she was so worried about the two meeting, especially since she hadn’t done anything wrong, but she’d been with Melissa for so long, it felt like cheating to even look at another woman.  
 
    Mostly, she just didn’t want to explain why there was a beautiful woman sat in the kitchen, in the early morning, or how the two of them met. That was a story that couldn't be retold. 
 
    Melissa shook her head, her curls dancing as she ascended the stairs. “I have a moving van booked for the end of the week, they’ll pick up the rest. Are you going to be home?” 
 
    “The rest?” Sam shouted after her, her voice echoing in the hallway. When Melissa didn’t answer, she just continued to herself. “What rest? Everything in the stupid house is mine.” 
 
    “So, what’s up?” Lilith quipped happily, appearing behind Sam. 
 
    “Aaah!” Her shriek of surprise didn’t startle the Nox woman, but she could hear Melissa’s approaching footsteps. 
 
    “Quick, get back!” she hissed, pushing Lilith into the kitchen just before her ex’s head appeared over the baluster. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Melissa called. 
 
    “Hmm? No. Just a spider!” Sam’s cheeks burned hot from all the lying, but she didn’t really have another choice. 
 
    When she was certain that her ex had returned to pack more of her stuff, she hurried to the kitchen. With the best glare she could muster, she pinned Lilith in the corner. “Stay put, okay? It’s already bad enough that you’re drinking all my coffee, if Melissa sees you—” 
 
    “What if she sees me?” Lilith interrupted. “I thought you two were separated?” 
 
    “Separating.” Sam wasn’t sure why the distinction between the two was important, but it felt that way to her. “Separating. Last week, she was still my wife and everything was fine, okay?” 
 
    “Okay then.” With a little tongue click, Lilith sat back down. “But let me tell you one thing. If you’re separating now, things weren’t fine last week. You just thought they were.” 
 
    Ouch. That stung. 
 
    Sam pulled a face that spoke volume and returned to stand guard in the hallway. Maybe Lilith was right, maybe there was no need to make such a big deal about her being here. After all, it was merely business. She just doubted Melissa would believe her and she wasn’t in the mood for a fight. 
 
    “Almost done?” she shouted up. 
 
    “Yes!” Stumbling and clattering, Melissa appeared with a couple of her handbags and a wheely suitcase they bought on one of their trips. 
 
    “You got everything?” Sam asked. She didn’t really care what Melissa took, as long as she left her whisky alone. Most of the money had gone into the house and the expensive furniture anyway. 
 
    Melissa nodded. “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    “Alright, off you go.” 
 
    “You’re mighty eager to get rid of me,” her ex remarked. 
 
    “Yes, well…” Sam yawned fakely. “I don’t think this morning routine is my thing.” 
 
    “I could’ve told you that.” Melissa patted her pockets and with a last, inquiring look at Sam, she headed towards the front door. “So are you going to be here when the moving van comes or not? I could use your help with packing.” 
 
    “When is it again?”  
 
    “This Friday. Oh, wait, I wanted to take my casserole dish.” 
 
    Before Sam even realised what happened, Melissa swerved past her and dashed straight to the kitchen. She hurried after her, but there was no way to catch her ex before she found Lilith sitting at the kitchen island like she owned the place. 


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14. 
 
      
 
    A moment of sheer awkwardness passed where the three women stared at each other. With pursed lips, Sam waited for Melissa’s inevitable outburst, but it never came. 
 
    “Who is this?” Melissa gestured to the beautiful woman sat at the marble kitchen island, her voice calm and collected.  
 
    “This is, umm—”  
 
    Lilith rose from barstool with the elegance of a jungle cat and held out her hand. “Lilith. You must be Melissa.” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    “I’ve heard lots about you.” 
 
    “Really?” Melissa shot her a polite smile. “Sam hasn’t mentioned you before. What did you say your name was again?” 
 
    “Lilith.” 
 
    Stunned, Sam watched the two women exchange pleasantries. There wasn’t the faintest flicker of jealousy detectable on Melissa’s face, which was unusual. A week ago, she’d have started World War III if she found another woman sitting in their kitchen this early. Today, nothing. 
 
    Unsure how to handle the situation, Sam gestured to Lilith. “Lilith is… ummm… I’m consulting on her case.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Melissa asked, her disinterest thinly veiled. “Isn’t she a little young to be a detective?” 
 
    “I’m sitting right here,” Lilith remarked, her sharp voice slicing through the strange tension.  
 
    An apologetic look stretched across the other woman’s face as she nodded. “My bad.” 
 
    Without saying anything else, Melissa rummaged through the drawers and cupboards until she found her favourite enamel dish and baking gloves. “That’ll do for now.” 
 
    “Okay.” Eager to separate the two, Sam ushered Melissa out of the kitchen. “Off you go then.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I must dash. Yoga waits for nobody.”  
 
    Relieved, Sam handed her one of her bags. “I still don’t get why you like that so much, but have fun.”  
 
    “I will. Good luck at work with your associate,” Melissa replied politely. 
 
    “Thank you.” With a smile, Sam pulled the door open. “It’s nice to be civil. I feared you’d be jealous or something.” 
 
    As soon the words rolled off her tongue and she saw Melissa’s face, she knew she shouldn’t have said anything. If she’d kept her mouth shut, her ex would’ve left and everything would’ve been fine.  
 
    Melissa turned to her, a frown weaved between her eyebrows. “Jealous? Why would I be jealous? I mean, look at her.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Sam countered. 
 
    “Nothing. It means nothing.” 
 
    “You don’t think someone like Lilith would go for me?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. She’s just… Not everyone knows how to appreciate you.” 
 
    Sam’s eyes widened. That was a punch to the gut. “Wow... Wow.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that. She’s just very young and you are, well…” Melissa gestured to Samantha. “You.” 
 
    Another hurtful remark that hit home. It was even made worse that she said them all in such a calm and collected tone as if they were facts, not just her opinion. 
 
    “You know, you’re only two years younger than me,” Sam countered bitterly. It was a weak and pathetic response, but she couldn’t think of anything better. 
 
    Melissa let out a long sigh. “I don’t understand the conversation we’re having. Do you want me to be jealous?” 
 
    “No. But your comment is very insulting.” 
 
    “Quite,” Lilith suddenly quipped in, appearing in the arch of the kitchen. With swaying hips and clacking heels, she approached the two women quibbling at the front door. “Sam told me you were bright, but you can’t be that bright.” 
 
    Melissa’s polite smile fell off her face. “Pardon?” 
 
    Lilith curled her arm around Sam’s waist, her hand soft and warm on her hip. The Nox rested her chin on Sam’s shoulder, their embrace far more intimate than anything before. “Why would I be here this early in the morning?”  
 
    Under normal circumstances, Sam wouldn’t have let Lilith lie about their relationship, but after just being insulted by her ex, she didn’t see the harm in it. Maybe Melissa was right, maybe she was old and unattractive, maybe she would never find someone to love her again, but she wasn’t ready to admit that to herself and she certainly wasn’t going to let someone tell her either. 
 
    “Sam said you two work together,” Melissa said, but both women could hear the doubt colouring her voice. 
 
    “And you said I look too young for that. You do the math.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Sam stared at the two women, caught in the middle of their verbal ping pong. She didn’t know many people that could hold their own against Melissa, but it quickly became clear that Lilith was a worthy contender. 
 
    Her ex turned to her, her piercing eyes boring deep into her. “Samantha, is this true?” 
 
    “Hmmm? Don’t look at me, this has nothing to do with me,” she tried, but Melissa wouldn’t have any of it. 
 
    “Yes, it does. She’s claiming you two spent the night together.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say you had yoga?” 
 
    “Don’t try to weasel yourself out of this conversation. Are you sleeping with this woman?” 
 
    “You know what?” Sam grabbed another bag and dropped them across the threshold. “This is actually none of your business.” 
 
    “I’m your wife!” 
 
    “Ah. Ex-wife,” she corrected. The wheely suitcase crackled as she rolled it outside and set it next to the rest of Melissa’s luggage. She ignored all her spluttering and just before she closed the door in her face, she got in one last shot. “Oh, and I won’t be here Friday. You can do all the moving on your own.” 
 
    The front door fell shut and the slam released the tension Sam even didn’t know she was holding. She’d never been this short to Melissa, ever. She usually let her have the last word too, but not this time. 
 
    “Nice,” Lilith said, but she was admiring herself in the mirror so Sam couldn’t be too sure whether the compliment was meant for her or just a comment on her own reflection. 
 
    Still buzzing on adrenaline, she let out a sigh. “Sorry you had to see that.” 
 
    “No, don’t apologise. I thought it was fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” 
 
    “I worship chaos.” 
 
    “Of course, you do.” Bemused, Samantha shook her head. “Thank you for… For that. It wasn’t necessary, but thank you.” 
 
    “Just a little white lie.” 
 
    “Well, it was more than a white lie. It’s a complete lie.” 
 
    Lilith shrugged, her long hair dancing on her back. “Not entirely. We did kiss.” 
 
    “Yes, but you tricked me into that,” Sam reminded her. Now that she thought back to it, she realised the other woman hadn’t apologised for that.  
 
    “Yes, but nobody tricked me.” Little playful stars in Lilith’s eyes accompanied her grin. “I did it because I wanted to.”  
 
    Despite herself, a smile tugged on Sam’s lips. She shouldn’t condone the Nox’ behaviour, but she could tell it hadn’t been out of bad will. In fact, it was exactly the little pick-me-up she needed right now. 
 
    She shot Lilith a grateful look. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what this time?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” She grabbed her keys from the bowl, made a mental note that she needed to get the locks changed after Friday, and made sure Melissa was gone before she pulled the front door open again. “Let’s go. Chop-chop.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m the one that says ‘chop-chop’.” 
 
    Her smile widened. “And now I said it.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re very confident all of a sudden,” Lilith remarked. “How did you end up retired again?” 
 
    “Stuck my nose in things I shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “I should’ve guessed. Lucky for me, that’s exactly the quality I’m after.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. She wasn’t sure whether it was because she stood up against Melissa or because she got an ego boost from Lilith, but she was buzzing. She hadn’t felt this way in a long time, not since she passed the thirty mark. “I feel confident.” 
 
    “Great. Keep hold of that. You’ll need it when you meet Catalina.” Without waiting for Sam, Lilith stepped outside and swayed away. 
 
    And just like that, the worries were back. Sam hurried after the other woman, wishing she wasn’t always so cryptic. “Who’s Catalina?” 
 
    Lilith shot a bemused smile over her shoulder. “A vampire Master.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15. 
 
      
 
    The monotone street noise of a busy city surrounded Sam and Lilith on their walk to the mystery appointment. Despite her insistent questioning, the Nox hadn’t revealed anything about who they were meeting or why.  
 
    “Tell me again how you know Tomas is hiding with the vampires?” Sam ate the last piece of her sandwich and threw the wrapper in the bin.  
 
    “I recognised the woman in the picture,” Lilith replied. Her long hair danced in the wind as she halted in the middle of the square. “Here will do.” 
 
    “Will do? For what?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “Why do you have to speak in riddles?”  
 
    A playful glint flickered in Lilith’s bright blue eyes which only made her even more beautiful. Infuriating, without a doubt, but beautiful. “Because it’s fun.” 
 
    “You and fun… There’s more to life than fun.” 
 
    “Really? Like what?” 
 
    “Duty,” Sam replied truthfully. She couldn’t deny that duty had been the main ruler of her life and she liked it that way. It gave her drive, purpose, and meaning. Without it, she would be lost. She had been lost.  
 
    She felt Lilith’s gaze on her face and turned towards her. “What?” 
 
    “Why did you get fired? Really?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Sam deflected. The events that transpired in her precinct were too fresh and she still hadn’t managed to give them a place in her life. Maybe she should have after a year, but she didn’t know how.  
 
    The other woman clicked her tongue. “I don’t really understand duty. What’s the point of a life of service?” 
 
    “It’s commendable. Honourable.” 
 
    “But none of that is fun.” 
 
    Sam turned to look at Lilith, her chest tight. “It’s about taking responsibility. About doing the right thing.” 
 
    “I do, but that’s my business. Nobody needs to hold me responsible and I don’t want to hold anyone responsible either. It sounds tedious.” 
 
    “Then why are you looking for your uncle?” Sam inquired. “You clearly want to find him. You’re investing your time and energy into his retrieval. Why?” 
 
    “That’s none of your concern.”  
 
    “I’m working together with you on this. It is my concern.” 
 
    “No. You need to find him, that’s all.” Before Sam could ask more questions, Lilith held up her hand. “Ah, they’re here.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Sam looked around, a cold shiver running down her spine. She hadn’t processed the situation yet, but she was adept at sensing danger. She didn’t know what it was or who, but she could feel the tension brewing. 
 
    Her eye was drawn to a man who stood still in the ever-moving crowd. His face was hidden from the shadow of his cap, but it couldn’t hide his muscled build or his threatening body language.  
 
    Before she could say anything about it, two more men appeared on either side of her. All wearing the same black suit with one red sleeve.  
 
    “Lilith?” Sam voiced, slowly moving backwards. She didn’t like the look of these men and even if she had no evidence, she suspected they were Nocturnals too.  
 
    Her companion checked her watch and nodded. “Right on time.” 
 
    “Right on time? For what?” 
 
    “Your appointment.” She adjusted her dress and patted Sam on the shoulder. “Alright, good luck.” 
 
    Worry flooded Sam’s chest. “What? You’re leaving me?” 
 
    “I sure am. Don’t worry, the Law Of Six will protect you.” 
 
    “What? What law?” Sam squeaked. “Lilith?” 
 
    “I’ll see you after. Have fun,” Lilith smirked as she backed away, leaving Sam faced with three mean-looking men. 
 
    “Have fun? Lilith, come back here. Lilith!”  
 
    But Sam’s shouting was in vain. Without looking back, the beautiful woman disappeared in the sea of people and left her with the three mean-looking men. 
 
    “Rude,” she muttered under her breath, readying herself. She’d been in great shape when she was still on the force, but after being sacked, she’d let herself go. Pudding, chips, burgers, she had it all. And now her unhealthy habits were coming back to kick her in the ass. 
 
    She balled her hands into loose fists, determination and adrenaline pumping through her veins. It was clear that Lilith set this up, but Sam didn’t know what the purpose of the meeting was. The three men certainly didn’t look like they were here to talk and if she was going to be kidnapped again, she’d certainly give them a run for their money. 
 
    Literally. If Lilith could disappear in the crowd, so could she. She doubted the three men would chase her in broad daylight and risk revealing their hidden nature. Maybe they were even weaker during the day? After all, they were called Nocturnal for a good reason, Sam thought. 
 
    She turned around, not waiting to find out what the men really wanted. Her own safety was far more important than— 
 
    Sam froze mid-step, as if caught in an invisible net. She tried to keep walking, but her body refused. Instead, it spun her around so she faced the three men again.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” one of them said. He had a thin beard and a pencil moustache that didn’t match his muscled physique. 
 
    The dormant worry turned in full-fledged panic as Sam realised she had no control over herself anymore. Her legs and arms moved like they didn’t belong to her, controlled by a force that wasn’t her own. With all the willpower she could muster, she fought against the invisible constraints but to no avail. She couldn’t move, she couldn’t stop, even when she tried to scream, her mouth refused to open. 
 
    The second man, the one with a white streak in his hair spoke. “Aw, she’s trying to fight. So cute when hum—” 
 
    “Casper!” the third barked, silencing whatever the other guy was going to say. He adjusted his glasses and snapped his fingers. “No taunting in public. Let’s go.” 
 
    Finally, a name. Samantha attached it to the most memorable part of him. The white streak in his hair, white like a ghost, Casper the ghost. 
 
    She needed to be able to identify him after the fact and report this to… She wasn’t sure to whom, but there had to be somebody that would punish them for abducting her.  
 
    The three men surrounded her and with her in the middle, they all set in motion. Silenced in the crowd, robbed of the control over her own body, Sam was forced to march along. There was no escaping the hold they had over her, no way to stop her body moving on its own. Against her will, she walked past a stream of unsuspecting passengers, all who could’ve helped her if she could’ve just talked to them. But she couldn’t. 
 
    Soon, they were at the edge of the square and to Samantha’s dread, they turned into a small street, away from all the people. Nobody could save her now. 
 
    The man with the white streak in his hair, Casper, was the first to break the tense silence. “I don’t like humans.” 
 
    “Not my problem,” the other man said. “Master C wanted to see her.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why we can’t rough her up,” he protested. “I like it when they bleed a little and this one smells delicious. O positive, for sure.” 
 
    The casualness of his tone sent shivers down Sam’s back. If she remembered correctly, Lilith said that these vampires only drank blood for recreational purposes, but maybe she was wrong. Maybe she lied. It was hard to know with her. 
 
    Sam fought her invisible constraints again, but she couldn't regain control of her body. She was under their spell, a free mind in a flesh suit that someone else operated. 
 
    Her feet carried her across cobbled streets, deeper into the heart of the city she thought she knew so well. It was quickly becoming clear that she only knew the human neighbourhoods. These streets, these houses, they all seemed perfectly normal but they weren’t. Behind closed doors and drawn curtains, residents of the Nocturnal world lived a secret life that Sam wished she knew nothing about. Then she wouldn’t have been subjected to feeling like this. 
 
    Just when she thought she couldn’t take any more, they stopped in front of a small ornate church on an abandoned square. A couple of pigeons fluttered up in response to their arrival and the wind ristled through the leaves, but apart from that, it was a quiet and desolated area in an otherwise busy city.  
 
    Casper knocked on the heavy wooden door and a small panel at eye height was pulled open.  
 
    “Identification.” 
 
    He tugged on his one red sleeve and revealed something on his wrist, but Sam couldn’t see what. It had to be a bracelet or tattoo of some kind, she thought. 
 
    With a click, the lock sprung open and the door shrieked open wide enough to reveal the moody inside. Stained glass panels introduced colourful light on the wooden pews. Shadows played with the flickering light of candles, making the stone statues look like they were alive. 
 
    On all accounts, it looked like a regular church, except for the person standing at the altar. Instead of a priest swinging a thurible with potent incense, Sam recognised the features of a woman. With a revealing dress that screamed sin and a figure that could corrupt a devoted man, she was definitely not a woman of the church. 
 
    The man with the white hair pushed Sam forward. “Walk.” 
 
    Immediately, the strange force relented and as she stumbled forward, Sam realised while she had full control over her body again, it didn’t feel right. Her limbs felt like they’d been asleep and they seemed much heavier than normal. 
 
    She waddled across the stone floor, her feet thudding abnormally loud with every step. She needed to get used to her own body again, strange as it was. 
 
    With fear in her heart, she halted a good distance before the slender woman. Just like magic, she never believed in religion or god, but even Sam thought it was strange for creatures of the night to occupy churches. Especially vampires. Weren’t they supposed to burn when they were touched by holy water or crosses? 
 
    The mahogany woman swayed down from the altar, the fabric of her dress shifting with every movement like rippling water. “Well, well, well… Look what we got here. A human.” 
 
    Sam gulped. The woman’s raspy voice was unlike any other she’d ever heard before. It was thick like honey and just as sweet. Even the foreign accent didn’t detract from the seductiveness. In fact, it added to it. 
 
    “Your blood smells good,” the woman whispered, inhaling deeply near Sam’s neck. “Mmm… I bet you’re delicious.” 
 
    “L-Law of Six!” Sam exclaimed, trying to stop herself from shaking. She’d met many dangerous people in her time, murders, rapists, drug dealers, but none of them ever got to her like the Nox. She had no way to defend herself against these people because she didn’t know what they were capable of. The only thing she had, to hold onto, were the last words Lilith said to her. 
 
    The woman raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Oh? You know about the law?” 
 
    Sam nodded hastily. “Yes. Lilith said it would protect me. I call the Law of Six!” 
 
    “Alright.” The woman smirked, a devious glint passing through her eyes. “So be it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16. 
 
      
 
    “Take a seat.” The vampire woman gestured to one of the deep, velvety armchairs that were oddly out of place in the sacristy of a church. Crosses, religious statues, old scriptures, everything that shouldn’t be in a vampire lair. 
 
    Sam hesitated in the doorway and shot a glance over her shoulder, back at the inside of the church.  
 
    The woman clicked her tongue. “Don’t bother, my guards will just detain you.”  
 
    “I suppose,” Sam muttered. Against her better judgement, she sat down opposite the woman, endlessly fiddling with her wedding ring. “Are you the vampire Master?” 
 
    “Catalina Gravita, at your service,” she said with a tone that made it clear she hadn’t served a day in her life. “Welcome to the C branch, Samantha Rain.” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” Samantha asked, stalling so she could commit the new face to her memory. In her line of work, it was always important to remember what name went with what face. Nobody needed her to keep track of all the people in the new world, but with everything happening around her and to her, this was the only thing she could control. 
 
    Catalina Gravita. Her tan, smooth skin stood out. It would’ve been more appropriate if her name was Tanalina. 
 
    “An appointment was made,” Tanalina Catalina replied cryptically. “Hmmm, Chris spoke the truth, your aroma is exquisite.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Catalina smiled, the light glinting on her sharp fangs. She retracted her teeth and waved Sam’s concern away. “What brings you here?” 
 
    Straight to the point, which was how Samantha liked it. She didn’t exactly feel like chit-chatting with a vampire who could rip her throat out. 
 
    She crossed her legs, drawing on the fake confidence that she used to interrogate people. “I’m searching for Tomas Carlton. My source says you’re hiding him.” 
 
    Catalina snorted as she sat down in the armchair. “Your source? That’s an eloquent way to say ‘Lilith’.” 
 
    “You know Lilith?” 
 
    Oh, we’re very well acquainted,” she replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “She didn’t tell you? We used to keep each other’s company.” 
 
    “No, she didn’t mention that.” Sam frowned. “If she knows you, why didn’t she just talk to you herself?” 
 
    “That’s an excellent question. I suppose she refused to see me, hmmm? What makes her think I know Tomas’ whereabouts?” 
 
    “We found the picture of you and Hairy Harry, I mean, the cobbler.” 
 
    “Hairy Harry. That’s a good one.” She rose from her seat and walked towards the side table where she grabbed a bottle with a suspiciously red fluid. “Care for a drink?” 
 
    Samantha gulped. “No thanks.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” She poured herself a generous glass and sat back down. “Tell me… What horrible things did Lilith promise onto you and your family?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’ve always wondered why her Wardens never last that long.” She tapped her chin. “I suppose she gets bored of them quickly.” 
 
    Unsure what to answer to that, Sam decided to ignore her accusations. Instead, she made demands like she knew what she was talking about. “I want Tomas returned to Lilith’s custody.” 
 
    “Why? What’s it to you?” Catalina checked her out so thoroughly, Sam felt naked under her intense gaze. She clicked her tongue appreciatively. “You appear to be unclaimed.” 
 
    “You can tell?” 
 
    “Yes, I can see the night mark on your arm. Let me guess… A hellhound.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Tell me something, Samantha Rain…” She took a tentative sip from her drink. “What’s the appeal of a shiny but pathetic puppy?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Catalina drummed her fingers on the chair. “Blue wisp hellhounds are notoriously useless and weak. What makes you want to bind with it?” 
 
    “Because…” Sam paused. That was a good question. She was risking everything for a puppy she’d only just met. She put her life on the line, just so she could adopt the hellhound and why?  
 
    As she contemplated her decision, the image of her hellhound came into her mind. The cute eyes, the soft whimpers, and the way it made Sam feel when she played with her. A warm sensation filled her chest as she thought of her puppy yawning or trying to bark.  
 
    Catalina raised an eyebrow. “Well?” 
 
    “Because when I found her, she was all on her own. She needed someone to take care of her, to love her. We looked at each other and that was it. She was my dog. So now it’s up to me to protect her.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” The vampire Master shrugged. “Still… All that for a mere dog?” 
 
    “Yes. Maybe you don’t understand what it’s like to love an animal, but it’s worth it.” She took a deep breath and glared at Catalina. “Now can we get to the issue at hand? Tomas.” 
 
    A moment passed where neither of them spoke, just the ticking of the heavy stand clock and the crisp click as Catalina put her glass back down. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to help you after all.” 
 
    “What?” Sam frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “If I had Tomas under my protection or custody, there would be a good reason why I haven’t returned him to Clan IF.” She uncrossed her legs as she swung herself up from the chair. “Unfortunately, I don’t know his whereabouts.” 
 
    “But—“ 
 
    “I’ve humoured both you and Lilith in receiving you as my guest, but I’ll have to request you take your leave now, Samantha Rain.” 
 
    “I…” Her protest was cut short by the man with white hair appearing in the doorway, his arms crossed in a way that made him look like a bodybuilder. 
 
    Catalina downed the last of her glass. “Casper, escort the warden to the exit.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” He ran a hand through his white tips and grabbed Samantha by the arm.  
 
    As he dragged her along, Catalina spoke again. “Oh, Samantha.” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Tell Lilith I’m disappointed in her.” The vampire Master pulled her mouth down into a fake pout. “I really thought you were here to talk about Ian.” 
 
    “Ian?” Sam dug her heels into the floor, halting her escort. “You know where he is?” 
 
    “But, of course. He’s under my protection.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say?”  
 
    A sly smirk tugged on Catalina’s mouth. “You never asked.” 
 
    Those damned Nox. Sam threw her hands up, sighing in exasperation. After all the years as a detective, she should’ve been used to dragging information out of people, but these people were something else. From everything she could see, these two Nox families seemed hierarchical like the mafia and they were all operating under a strict code of mystery, silence, and violence. Not exactly the kind of world she wanted to be part of. 
 
    She glared at Casper as she pulled her arm out of his grip. Determined, even if she didn’t know where her confidence came from, she sat back down in the armchair. “Let’s talk about Ian.” 
 
    “What information do you require from me, Miss Rain? Misses?” 
 
    “Miss,” Samantha muttered.  
 
    “Really? Hmmm…”  
 
    “Yes, really,” Sam snapped. “Ian’s presence is wanted by Lilith’s clan.” 
 
    Catalina cackled again. “Oh, that’s definitely not going to happen.” 
 
    “Then why did you bring him up?” 
 
    “To see how much she told you. I can tell you all about Ian Fatuus, but…” 
 
    Of course. There was always a but, Sam thought. She refrained from showing any impatience and decided to play ball. “But?” 
 
    “In return for my generosity, I think a little compensation would be in order.” Catalina swayed towards her, her heels clacking on the tiles.  
 
    What was it with the Nox and their impractical shoes? 
 
    Sam gulped as the other woman invaded her personal space. She pushed her back into the chair to get further away from Catalina, but that only helped so much. It certainly didn’t stop the vampire from walking her fingers up Sam’s forearm.  
 
    “What do you want?” Sam asked, glaring at her in the hope the other woman would move away. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    “You’re O positive, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Why is that relevant?” 
 
    Catalina clicked her tongue. “Oh, Miss Rain. I think you know why.” 
 
    Out of reflex, Sam pulled her arm back. “That’s not happening.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t require much. Just a sample, if you will.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Half a glass will do.” 
 
    “What did you not understand about ‘no’?” Sam countered, pushing her arms behind her back. “I’m not letting you drink my blood.” 
 
    The smile on Catalina’s face evaporated and made place for a thunderstorm. “Is that so?” 
 
    “With all due respect, I’m not a drink.” 
 
    “That isn’t very kind. Especially not when I’ve been so generous in offering you my help.” 
 
    Sam gulped. There were many things she was willing to do, but allowing a nocturnal creature to drink her blood?  
 
    No. That was a step too far. Not even Lilith could make her do that. 
 
    She glared at the vampire Master, mustering up as much courage as she could to defy her. There was absolutely nothing she could do if they forcibly tried to take her blood, but she wasn’t going to give it willingly.  
 
    The tension crackled in the air and for a moment, she was convinced Catalina had ditched the idea of a sample and was thinking about draining her entirely. She certainly looked like she was ready to suck her dry.  
 
    She balled her fists, steadying the nerves raging through her. She had never been so aware of her heartbeat pounding in her ears, the rhythmic thud of blood rushing through her veins. If Catalina so wished, she could slash her arms open and tap her like a beer keg.  
 
    “You’re not getting my blood.” 
 
    “Then you’ll never get close to Ian and you’ll have nowhere to hide after you disappoint her.” 
 
    Catalina’s threat had Samantha nervously twirling her wedding band. While Lilith seemed perfectly pleasant now, she had no doubt the woman could be vicious. Still, she wasn’t letting a Vampire drink her blood. 
 
    She stood up from her chair, trying to hide her shaking hands. “I’ll find another way.” 
 
    “You’re determined, I like it.” The vampire Master shot her a bemused look before she waved one of her guards closer. “Let her go.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened. “Excuse me, Master?” 
 
    “I said, let her go.” 
 
    Caged relief washed over Samantha. She was desperate to get out of there, but she didn’t understand why Catalina was letting her go. Was this a trick? What was going on? 
 
    Tentatively, she followed the guard to the exit. She expected the Master to burst out into laughter at any moment and to sink her teeth into her neck, but it never happened. 
 
    She reached the exit of the church before Catalina spoke again. “Miss Rain?”  
 
    Samantha gulped nervously. “Yes?” 
 
    “If you change your mind, you know how to find me.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure of yourself. Lilith can be very convincing.”  
 
    With a dismissive wave, the two men swung the heavy church doors open and blinding light framed Samantha’s exit to freedom. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17. 
 
      
 
    After the day she had, all Samantha wanted was to get home, take a scalding hot shower, and crawl into bed with a glass of whisky. The big moving van in her driveway crushed her hopes of that happening. 
 
    A full head of brown hair bopped out of the back and shot her a pearling smile. “Sam! I thought you said you wouldn’t be home.” 
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t moving until Friday,” Samantha groaned, dodging a moving man.  
 
    “It is Friday, dummy.” Melissa’s bemused smile only irritated her more.  
 
    “I forgot.” She swerved past a heap of cardboard boxes and avoided the plastic bag obstructing the entrance. “How long until everything is packed up?” 
 
    Her ex-wife scratched her head. “Maybe another hour or two?” 
 
    “Great…” Samantha ignored another man carrying trays and dishes. The house looked like it had been ransacked and burglarised. She had no idea why her ex-wife needed such a large van or this many movers, but she didn’t really care. If Melissa wanted to empty her house, then she could. Their marriage was over and she lost her. There was nothing else of value left to take. 
 
    She poured herself a good glass of whisky, desperate for the warm and numbing sting. It always helped take her mind off things, although it was hard when those things were memories from years and years of marriage. The vase they brought back from Greece that usually decorated the corner of the living room, hastily wrapped in newspaper. A painting they bought at an auction together used to compliment a set of Japanese katana swords. With the swords gone, the lonely painting looked out of place on the blank wall.  
 
    While Samantha knew this was her home, it didn’t feel like it anymore. Maybe this was for the best, she thought. A clean house, a fresh start. The bachelor life at thirty-six… 
 
    She glared at her reflection in the window, suddenly subconscious about the imperfections on her skin and the way her shirt wrinkled over her love handles. She’d never been that insecure about her appearance and when she had a hot wife on her arm, it didn’t matter. But now her marriage was over and Melissa was no longer looking at her. 
 
    She’d never felt older. 
 
    Samantha downed her whisky in one and whirled past her ex. “Lock up when you’re done. Don’t touch my whisky.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Melissa followed her to the front door. “Where are you going? You just got home.” 
 
    She didn’t know yet. She just wanted to get away. “Out.” 
 
    Melissa sighed. “Sam...” 
 
    She turned around hopefully. “Yes?” 
 
    “If you’re heading out, can you grab some boxes and bring them to the van?” 
 
    Rude. 
 
    Samantha balled her hands but grabbed a cardboard box anyway. From years and years of experience, she knew it was easier to do it than argue. What did it matter anyway? 
 
    “Oh, and can you do something about your new dog? It’s whining all the time,” Melissa called after her. 
 
    That was it. Sam dropped the box in the middle of the hallway and glared at her ex. “Fine!” 
 
    “What? What did I say?”  
 
    She held up her hand, silencing the other woman. “Just get your stuff out of my house, okay?” 
 
    Without waiting for her to say anything, she entered her office where her puppy jumped up against her legs. She picked the hellhound up, just so she could safely slam the door shut.  
 
    The puppy whined softly, startled by the loud noise. 
 
    “Sorry, little one.” Samantha kissed the puppy’s head affectionately. “I should really think of a good name for you. Not Demon Bite though.” 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “You’re so cute. Do you want to go for your first walk?” With the puppy in hand, she rummaged through the boxes on her desk. She had a bunch of dog things delivered, but hadn’t had the time to sort through them properly yet. There was a lead in there somewhere and a bunch of different treats. 
 
    “Got it.” She placed the dog back down and after discarding the plastic wrapping, she clicked the brand-new lead in place. “There. How’s that?” 
 
    The puppy looked up at her, not bothered by the lead. She hardly seemed to notice it. “Arf?” 
 
    “You’re such a good girl.” She picked the dog back up so they could get out of the house quickly. She didn’t want Melissa to get a good look at her puppy and realise there was something off about her. 
 
    *** 
 
    After wandering around the city for hours, Samantha found herself in front of the Drunken Turnip, shivering and desperate for a drink.  
 
    “Shall we go inside?” she asked her hellhound. 
 
    The pup whined softly, her tail wagging. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    Sam pushed into the inviting bar, catching a couple of stares as she made her way to the bar. She sat down on one of the barstools and placed her coat on the bar.  
 
    The young bartender swung his towel over his shoulder as he approached her. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “A Wisp Hopper, please.” She rummaged through the pockets of her coat for cash and held out a wrinkled bill when the bartender returned with a pearling glass of ice-cold beer. “Here.” 
 
    “It’s on the house.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “What? Why?” 
 
    “You’re one of Lilith’s, aren’t you?” 
 
    One of? 
 
    Despite herself, a tightness curled through her chest. If she didn’t know any better, she’d have recognised it as jealousy, but that couldn’t possibly be it. 
 
    “One of Lilith’s…” she trailed off, prompting the young man. 
 
    “Wardens,” he finished. He gestured to her. “Right? You were here not that long ago. I’m Brendan.” 
 
    Samantha clicked her tongue. “Yes, of course. Brendan. I appreciate Lilith’s generosity, but I’d rather pay for my drinks.” 
 
    “Oh, I possibly couldn’t. We take care of our own in here.” 
 
    She pushed the bill towards him. “I’m not officially part of your clan yet, so take this. Put it in the till or consider it a tip.” 
 
    “That’s far too generous,” Brendan protested as he put his hand on the bill.  
 
    “Then just keep the drinks coming.” 
 
    The bartender nodded. “Certainly, Miss…” 
 
    “Samantha.” 
 
    “Miss Samantha.” 
 
    “Just Samantha,” she corrected him. “Oh, and something for my hellhound, please.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” he grinned. He waltzed away, serving someone at the opposite side of the circular bar and returning with a dried sausage and a bowl of nuts. “Enjoy.” 
 
    She shot him a grateful smile. It didn’t matter how nice a bar was, it was only as good as the service. She dropped the sausage for her hellhound and took a big swig from her beer, welcoming the refreshing feel.  
 
    “Hmmm,” she hummed, taking another sip. And then another.  
 
    The bottom of the glass didn’t touch the coaster again until it was empty. She accepted a couple of refills from Brendan in a futile attempt to block out what was happening at her house, but when it became clear she couldn’t shake her thoughts, she gestured for the bartender again. 
 
    “Whisky.” She placed another bill down. “Keep them coming.” 
 
    “Certainly. Any preference?” 
 
    She slapped another bill down. “Your best.”  
 
    “Well…” he pulled a bottle from the illuminated cabinet behind him. “A blended Red Ocarina, aged two years.” 
 
    Samantha pulled up her nose. She wanted to get drunk, but she still had standards. “I might as well just take a shot of pure alcohol. Do you have anything better, Branden?”  
 
    “Ummm…” He hesitated for a moment before diving under the bar for an unopened bottle and a tulip-shaped glass. “Single origin, Flying Deer, aged for fifteen years.”  
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    “It’s… It’s from Miss Lillith’s personal collection though.” 
 
    Samantha sighed. “Didn’t she say I could have anything I wanted?” 
 
    “I suppose she did, yes.”  
 
    “Good.” She held out the glass for him. “I didn’t realise Lilith liked whisky.” 
 
    “She doesn’t. Boss is a lover, but she never got the taste for it.” He broke the seal and poured a good glass of whisky, the amber stream pooling in the crystal glass where it released the aroma.  
 
    “Hmmm… That smells lovely. What brand was this again?” 
 
    “Flying Deer.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that.” She allowed some of the aroma to bloom, enjoying the complicated notes. This whisky was almost too good to drink for the sake of drinking. Almost. In one go, she threw the whisky back. A cardinal sin, but at this moment, Samantha didn’t care. She just enjoyed the tingle on her tongue and how it burned the back of her throat pleasantly on its way down. Smooth, but layered. Complex, but easy to drink. 
 
    She pushed the glass back to Brendan. “Another, please.” 
 
    “I…” He sighed. “Okay, sure.” 
 
    “Is it money?” She reached into her pocket for her credit card and put it down on the bar. “I’ll buy the bottle.” 
 
    “Miss…” 
 
    “Samantha.”  
 
    “Miss Samantha. It’s an expensive bottle.” 
 
    “That never stopped me before.” She nudged the card. “Please. Oh, and another snack for my dog.” 
 
    Brendan looked torn for a moment, before accepting Sam’s card and swiping it through his portable card machine. He held it out for the PIN code and nodded as the screen lit up green. With a polite smile, he placed the bottle down in front of Samantha and handed her another dried sausage. “Sorry to be a pain. Enjoy the Flying Deer.” 
 
    “No worries.” She poured herself a generous glass and brought it up to her lips. “I will.” 


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, you’re a mess.” Lilith sat down on the empty barstool next to a swaying Samantha and waved at the bartender. “Water, Brendan.” 
 
    “No…” Sam slurred. “More deers.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She tried to grab the half-empty bottle of whisky, but only managed to vaguely wave in the right direction. “Deers.” 
 
    Lilith sighed as she pulled the bottle out of reach. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “But…”  
 
    “Did she drink all this by herself?” Lilith asked Brendan as he placed a glass of water down in front of Sam. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Miss Lilith.” He pulled a face, like he had just bitten in an imaginary lemon. “She bought the bottle.”  
 
    “Of course. Refund her the money and put it on my tab.” 
 
    “No!” Sam tried to focus her eyes on Lilith, hiccuping comically. “I’m… I can pay for… Myself.” 
 
    “Bold statement. Here.” She pressed the glass of water in Sam’s hand. “Drink.” 
 
    “Hmm…” A little reluctantly, she attempted to take a sip but her numb lips let the water escape. She wiped her mouth and then wiped the back of her hand. “Look.” 
 
    “At?” 
 
    Sam held up her arm. “You could tap my veins like a beer keg.” 
 
    “Right… So, I take it your meeting with Catalina didn’t go well?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Catalina.” 
 
    “Catalina,” Sam slurred. “Oh, her. She’s hot.” 
 
    Lilith sighed impatiently. “Did she tell you anything about Tomas or Ian?” 
 
    The world spun a little as Samantha lied her head on the bar. “She wants to drink my blood, but I need it in my body. I can’t let her drink me.” 
 
    “Did she scare you? Is that why you’re wasted?” 
 
    Sam hiccuped. “I’m going to drink soooo much. I wasn’t allowed to do that when I was… When I was on duty, you know?” 
 
    “I wonder why.” 
 
    “All the rulessss… I worked so hard, my whole life to catch the baddies. Samantha, do this. Samantha, do that. Samantha get me coffee. Samantha, fill out this paperwork.” She nodded off for a second before jolting back up, her cheeks flushed. “It took sooo long to become a detective. Then they just tossed me out like trash.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with Catalina? 
 
    “It’s alwaaays the same. People just use me.” She lifted her head, a cardboard coaster stuck to her cheek. “Why is she divorcing me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Am I a bad wife? Does she no longer love me?” 
 
    “Love is really not my field of expertise. Is that what this is about? Your wife?”  
 
    “She moved out today.” 
 
    Lilith awkwardly patted Sam’s shoulder, a well-meant attempt to cheer her up. “I think it’s time to go home. I’ll take you.” 
 
    “Home,” Sam mumbled. She wasn’t too sure what that meant anymore.  
 
    “Yes, home. We’ll grab a taxi outside.” 
 
    “Taxi,” Sam slurred. “That’s a funny word. Taxi… Taaaaxi.” 
 
    “A cab.” 
 
    She looked up at Lilith, a goofy smile dancing around her lips. “You’re pretty.” 
 
    That stunned the other woman for just a second. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “So pretty,” Sam admitted in her drunken haze. “I like your eyes. That’s how I remember your name.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Eyes that lie. Lie-lith. Lilith,” she mumbled, reiterating the memory trick she’d put in place.  
 
    “Eyes that lie?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a little donkey bridge.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “A little donkey bridge. That’s what they call it in Dutch.” 
 
    “What? No, no, I’m not talking about the donkey bridge. My eyes lie?” 
 
    If she hadn’t been so drunk, Sam could’ve seen the hurt flash through the mentioned piercing blue eyes, but her observation skills were dulled by the copious amounts of whisky coursing through her veins. 
 
    Sam waved a finger in front of Lilith’s face. “Do you like… hot dogs?” 
 
    “Humans…” She firmly grabbed Sam by the elbow. “We’re leaving. Now.” 
 
    “Don’t forget my dog!”  
 
    “I won’t forget Demon Bite.” 
 
    Bickering and bantering, the two exchanged the Drunken Turnip for the cool outside. The fresh air helped clear some of Sam’s haze, long enough for her to see the sense in going home and climbing into the taxi.  
 
    She fell asleep before the driver even set up and slept awkwardly in her seat for the entire ride. It wasn’t until they pulled up in her driveway that she jolted awake and wiped some drool from her chin. 
 
    “What? Where are we?” 
 
    “Home,” Lilith supplied. She fished a couple of bills from somewhere and held them out to the driver. “Wait here for me and I’ll double that tip.” 
 
    “Will do, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Come on, Sam.”  
 
    With a click, the seat buckle came undone and Samantha swung the door open, narrowly avoiding tumbling out of the car. She swayed up the stone path to the front door, her keys jangling as she tried to find the right one. 
 
    “Honestly.” Lilith sighed as she took the keys from Sam and with one motion, she unlocked the door and let it swing into the dark hallway. A familiar dark greeted them, but once the light was on, it illuminated a different sight. 
 
    Still in a daze, Sam stumbled into her house, passing the bare coatholder and an empty cabinet, still with the doors open. The big mirror and rug were gone, the lonely painting in the hallway was crooked, and as Lilith followed Sam into the kitchen, they found the table missing and most of the cupboards cleared out. 
 
    Lilith frowned as she put the hellhound down. “Were you robbed?” 
 
    “No, I told you. Melissa moved out.” She rummaged through the cupboards for a glass, but only found a couple of mugs. She rolled her eyes and just drank straight from the tap, wetting her face and hair in the process. 
 
    “And your wife— ex-wife took all your stuff?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “We bought most of it together.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I don’t care.” She returned from the sink, her face dripping, and sat down on the remaining high chairs at the kitchen island where she kicked off her shoes. “None of that stuff matters.” 
 
    “Okay…”  
 
    “I’m tired.” She looked around, taking in the barren state of the house. Melissa was gone and she was left with the remnants of their battlefield. A kitchen with barely any equipment, a living room with a missing couch. Any life they breathed into the walls was gone and just as Melissa had become a stranger, so had her home.  
 
    Saddened, she looked up at Lilith, the drunken haze replaced with a brief moment of clarity.  
 
    “It’s really over, isn’t it? She’s gone. Really gone… I thought…” Sam sighed deeply, her head sinking back on the stone surface of the island. “I guess it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    A hand found her shoulder. “Let’s get you into bed.” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “Come on.”  
 
    With a nudge, Lilith managed to peel Sam away from the kitchen and steer her upstairs. The staircase creaked from the foreign weight, introducing unfamiliar noises into the echoing hall.  
 
    “Where’s your bedroom?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “Here,” Sam mumbled, stumbling over the threshold into the empty bedroom. A double bed with one pillow, the universal symbol of loneliness.  
 
    She tried to undress, but ended up tangled in the sleeves of her jacket. She struggled against the fabric until deciding she didn’t care and just collapsing on her bed. 
 
    “Humans are so useless,” Lilith muttered, but despite that, she reached out to help. 
 
    The two women wrestled with the clothing until Sam was left in her undershirt and her slip. If she was sober, she’d have been embarrassed to be this naked near the young woman, but she barely registered it. She slipped under the covers and pulled them up to her chin, welcoming the warmth. 
 
    “Ahhh.” 
 
    Lilith fumbled awkwardly with Sam’s jacket, trying to fold it neatly, before throwing it over a lone chair. “I… I’ll see you tomorrow. Sleep well, yeah?” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “Right. Goodnight.” 
 
    Before she reached the hallway, Samantha sat back up, some of the drunken haze worn off. “Lilith?” 
 
    “… Yes?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be by myself,” she admitted softly. “Could you… Could you stay?” 
 
    The woman hesitated. 
 
    Sam’s voice quivered. “Please?”  
 
    Finally, Lilith nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    A sad smile tugged on Sam’s lips. “Thanks…” 
 
    “Do you…” Lilith scratched her neck. “Do you have a guest room or something?” 
 
    For a moment, Sam contemplated asking the young woman to stay but she wasn’t ready to have someone sleep in her bed that wasn’t Melissa, platonic or not. She waved in the direction of the back of the house. “Guest room is down the hall.”   
 
    “Okay. I’ll just let the taxi know, but I’ll stay,” she promised.  
 
    “Hmm-hmm.”  
 
    She lied back down and listened to Lilith’s footsteps as she descended the stairs and passed through the hall. She heard the click of the lock, the vague conversation outside, and then the reassuring return. The door of the guest room thudded softly shut and Sam relaxed slightly, knowing she wasn’t completely alone. 
 
    The foot of the bed dipped and a faint blue glow illuminated the room. With a soft whine, the hellhound puppy curled into a ball near Sam’s leg and yawned adorably. 
 
    “Cheeky,” Sam muttered. “You’re supposed to sleep in the study.” 
 
    Despite that, she made no attempt to chase the pup away. She welcomed the company and with a tender feeling in her chest, she reached out to stroke the dog’s head. 
 
    “Good girl. I guess you can stay tonight.” 
 
    With the wind howling around the house, Samantha finally closed her eyes and embraced her first real night as a divorcée. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 19. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Samantha woke up with her head hammering from her hangover and her mouth drier than the desert.  
 
    “Ugh,” she gagged, reaching for a glass of water on the nightstand. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Right… Melissa was the one to make sure she had a drink for the morning. Used to be the one, Sam corrected herself. She’d have to take care of it herself now. 
 
    Disheartened, she just lied still in the bed, any motivation to get up nowhere to be found. What was there to do anyway?  
 
    “Arf?”  
 
    The sheets tightened around her legs as the hellhound wobbled up from her sleeping spot next to her feet and licked her arm.  
 
    “Good morning,” Sam said, her first smile curling around her lips. 
 
    The pup stretched lazily, her tail high up in the air. She scratched her ear with her hind leg and looked expectantly at Sam. “Arf!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes to hide her bemusement. “Alright, alright. I’ll fetch you some food.” 
 
    She rolled out of bed, the resistance from a second ago gone, and made her way to the bathroom. With the floor dancing underneath her, she steadied herself on the counter and grabbed some painkillers for her head. A soft thud sounded behind her and small paws tapped on the floor as the hellhound followed her. 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Just give me a second.” 
 
    “Arf.” 
 
    “Needy.”  
 
    With the hellhound following her on the heel, she descended to the first floor where she was greeted with the smell of coffee.  
 
    Who was making coffee? 
 
    It took her a moment to remember that in her drunken stupor, she asked Lilith to stay. With embarrassment burning her cheeks, she lingered at the entrance.  
 
    “Morning,” Lilith chirped. She placed a steaming mug of coffee on the kitchen island and gestured to the high chair. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Dreadful.” She wrapped her hands around the hot mug, the bitter smell aiding some of her headache. She took a sip, welcoming the taste. “Hmm… Good coffee.” 
 
    “I used to work at the Drunken Turnip.” 
 
    Sam raised her eyebrow. “Really? I didn’t know that. You don’t strike me as the working class type. Hey, my shoes are here.” 
 
    “Yeah, you took them off last night. And there’s plenty you don’t know about me.” She gestured to the mug. “Drink up.” 
 
    “Thanks. Listen, I want to apologise for yesterday—” 
 
    “There’s nothing to apologise for.” Lilith swung her long hair over her shoulder and smoothed her dress. Somehow, she managed to look immaculate despite having stayed over without warning.  
 
    “I think… I think I was in denial about my separation. Just seeing the house empty like that… It really drove it home.” 
 
    “I understand.” Lilith shot her a sympathetic smile. “It’s normal to be upset, but you’ll find someone else.” 
 
    “Sure.” Sam scoffed. “Because a grumpy, nearing-forty, former-detective with a bunch of issues is so desirable. There’s a good reason why Mel is leaving me.” 
 
    The two women remained silent for a moment before Lilith shrugged. “The self-loathing is kind of sexy?” 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” Despite herself, Sam chuckled. She shot the woman on the other side of the kitchen island a well-intended smile and sighed. “Thanks for staying over. Truly.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Her blue eyes twinkled teasingly. “But now you owe me.” 
 
    “I owe you?” Samantha slurped from her coffee and chuckled, welcoming the distraction that was Lilith. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m sure we can come up with something… satisfactory.” 
 
    She could swear there was a flirty undertone to Lilith’s voice, but she wasn’t sure and she didn’t feel like finding out. This was not the right time for that, she decided. 
 
    She slapped the island. “Right… I think I need a shower.” 
 
    “I see how it is.” Lilith raised one eyebrow. “I assume that’s not an invitation?” 
 
    Sam blushed to behind her ears. “Nope.”  
 
    “Tease.” 
 
    Definitely flirty, Sam concluded. She stared at the beautiful woman in her kitchen, filled with a strange sense of grief and regret. Maybe, in a different life, she could’ve started something with someone like Lilith. But the truth of the matter was that after her divorce, she was in no state to date and surely, she’d bore the other woman to death. At least, Sam was convinced that was her truth.  
 
    She broke eye contact and drew her attention to the hellhound lying under her chair. In the absence of food, she’d taken to chewing on the pair of shoes. 
 
    “Stop that.” Sam tried to pry the pup away, but she growled softly. 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Food, I know.” She slipped off the chair and moved to the designated dog cabinet, making sure to move her head as little as possible. If she kept her head still, the pounding and pinching wasn’t too bad.  
 
    The clatter of food hitting the metal bowl made her ears ring, but she couldn’t let the hellhound go without biscuits. 
 
    She pushed the bowl towards the pup, braced from the faint sun peeking in through the windows, and returned to her seat on the kitchen island.  
 
    “So you and Demon Bite are getting along then?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “We are. She’s good company.” 
 
    “You’ve stopped correcting her name. Have you accepted that her name is Demon Bite?” 
 
    Sam clicked her tongue as she finished her coffee. “Never.” 
 
    “I’ll make you change your mind.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” She drummed her hand on the kitchen island again. “Right…” 
 
    “Are you kicking me out?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m doing. I’ll call you a taxi.” She patted herself for her mobile, realising she left it upstairs. Probably. “I just have to find my phone.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head, her eyes still twinkling. “No need, I’ll walk.” 
 
    “You’re very active for a night creature in the morning,” Sam remarked. 
 
    “Like I said, there’s plenty you don’t know about me. Oh, and about Catalina…” 
 
    “What about her?”  
 
    “Forget about her and her crazy demands. We’ll figure out another way to get my uncle.” The young woman swayed around the kitchen island and blew Sam a kiss. “See you. Bye, Demon Bite!” 
 
    Sam was frozen for a moment or two, before she managed to call after Lilith. “Not Demon Bite!” 
 
    “Whatever!” 
 
    Her footsteps echoed through the hall and Sam heard the door open and thud into its lock. With Lilith gone, the house returned to the eerie sound of loneliness. Only the loud chomping from the hellhound puppy cut through the silence and Sam sighed softly. This was her reality now. 
 
    She sat at the kitchen island for a while, not managing to find the courage to start her day. To face that her life no longer included Melissa, despite the fact it hadn’t for a while already. She couldn’t even remember the last time they sat down for dinner or went out for an actual date. 
 
    Maybe this was for the best. 
 
    She wallowed in her misery for a couple of minutes more, before it annoyed her. She’d never been a wallower and she wasn’t about to start now, she decided.  
 
    She’d make herself useful and get Ian back, even if that meant going to see Catalina. She hadn’t planned on exchanging her blood for information, but Lilith had been so kind to her. She needed to pay her back and finding her uncle was just the way to do it. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked the puppy, who stopped for a second. 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “Arf-arf!” 
 
    “Oh, what do you know. You’re too… hellhoundy to understand.” 
 
    The pup flicked her ears and returned to scarfing her biscuits.  
 
    “I’m going crazy,” Sam muttered. “I’m talking to myself and to my dog. Crazy.” 
 
    With a sigh, she slipped off the high chair and gave her mug a quick rinse. Out of habit, she pulled the fridge open in the hope that it magically refilled itself. The light flickered and the bare shelves taunted her, only reminding her more of Melissa’s departure. She quickly shut the door, committing to pass by the shop or have some groceries delivered later. At least Melissa’s weird expensive yoghurt would no longer take up any space.  
 
    Determined to prove she wasn’t a mess, Sam returned upstairs to get dressed. The puppy followed her on the heel, eager for attention Sam didn’t have the energy for. Instead of finding clothes for the day, she crawled back in bed, joined by the hellhound. 
 
    “Down,” she tried, but the little thing curled up in the crook of her knees and yawned adorably. Sam softened and sighed. “Alright, you can stay.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, hoping to forget. She’d go see Catalina another day. 


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 20. 
 
      
 
    After a couple of days moping around the house, Sam caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her hair looked fit for a bird to nest in and she could smell her shirt and her breath. If any of her former colleagues saw her now, they wouldn’t recognise her. 
 
    She hardly recognised herself. 
 
    “I can’t go on like this,” she stated. 
 
    Her hellhound puppy sat down on the bathmat and scratched her ear. “Arf.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “Arf?” 
 
    “That’s it. This is too pathetic. I’m going to shower and then I’ll go see Catalina.” 
 
    The pup looked at her expectantly, her head tilted. Some of the blue markings ran down her grey fur and she wagged her tail. “Arf?” 
 
    “No, walkies are for later.” 
 
    She rolled on her back, exposing the soft of her belly. She ran in the air, her excitement never tempered. “Arf! Arf!” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “I really need to teach you the meaning of no.” Sam sighed affectionately and crouched down to scratch the pup’s belly. “Who knew hellhounds were so cute, huh? What am I going to do with you… I don’t even have a name for you yet.” 
 
    The dog seemed unbothered, a quality Sam envied her for. 
 
    “Right, that’s it.” She shooed the pup out of the bathroom and committed to cleaning herself up, getting herself out of the house for more than a quick dog stretch, and finally meeting with the Vampire Master. 
 
    
*** 
 
    Proud she made it out of the house, Sam halted in the middle of the crowded square as she put up her almost-dried hair in a bun. She didn’t know where to find Catalina, but this was her best chance of finding the men that brought her to their weird church. 
 
    She stood in the middle, waiting and watching people pass around her. People came and people went, never once bothering or acknowledging her. Even in the middle of a crowd, Sam  couldn’t shake that inherent feeling of loneliness. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she saw a head of white hair move through the crowd. She knew he was one of Catalina’s henchmen, but what was his name again… 
 
    She recalled the little memory trick she stored in her mind, making sure not to lose track of him. 
 
    White hair. White as a ghost. Caspar. Casper! 
 
    “Casper!” she shouted, darting towards him.  
 
    The man froze in confusion, looked at her and ran away, blending into the crowd. 
 
    Sam hurried after him, pushing people to the side. “Casper! Wait!” 
 
    A man glared at her as she almost tripped over his umbrella and a woman with red lipstick huffed. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Sorry!” Samantha called, whirling through the sea of strangers as she chased the white-haired man.  “Hey! Wait up! I need to see Catalina!” 
 
    The white hair stopped moving and Sam managed to catch up to him. Panting, she grabbed him by the arm, desperate not to lose him.  
 
    Casper glared at her. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’ve considered your Master’s offer and I accept.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    Sam frowned. “Did you not hear what I said? I’m here to accept Catalina’s offer.” 
 
    “Master Catalina only takes appointments.”  
 
    The man yanked his arm back and prepared to set off. 
 
    Anger boiled up in Samantha’s gut and she grabbed him by the shoulder. Without intending to, her police voice came out. The one she used to silence rowdy teenagers, sexist colleagues, or arrogant criminals. “I think you’ll find she’ll see me.” 
 
    He stared at her for a second, clearly displeased, but he nodded anyway. “Fine. Follow me.” 
 
    For the entire walk, he remained angrily silent until they arrived at the church. The guard gave Sam the stink eye, but she wasn’t too bothered by that. She’d faced bigger and badder. 
 
    The two whispered to each other before the heavy doors were swung open and Sam crossed over the threshold, right into the Vampire’s den. She hoped Catalina had been honest when she talked about just a sample and that she hadn’t just made a fatal mistake. 
 
    “Well, well, well.” The figure at the altar turned around and placed her hands on her hips. “Samantha Rain. What a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    Samantha gulped as she approached. Every step echoed ominously through the church, only adding to the tense atmosphere. Maybe she should’ve told someone where she was going, in case she went missing. But how would she even start to explain this Nox thing? 
 
    She could’ve informed Lilith, but she was still embarrassed about what the young woman saw. 
 
    With her jaw tensed, she straightened her back. She would just have to hope for the best. 
 
    “I’ve come to bargain.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Catalina raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Bargain? Gutsy.” 
 
    Sam pushed her sleeve up, exposing the vulnerable veins in her arm. “I’ve brought what you wanted.” 
 
    Hunger flickered through the Vampire Master’s eyes and she beckoned. “Let’s find some privacy.” 
 
    Sam expected to return to the creepy sacristy, but instead, Catalina led her down a set of winding stairs. The cold lights in the stone wall flickered as they followed them deeper down into a strange cellar. 
 
    Half of the room was decorated with comfy chairs and expensive-looking tapestries, the other side had a drain in the floor, a surgical table, and some suspicious equipment. 
 
    A shiver ran down Sam’s spine. 
 
    “What’s this place?” she asked, only managing to keep her voice steady from years of practice. 
 
    “You’ll allow me to take a sample of your blood,” Catalina said, ignoring her question. “I have to ascertain the quality of your ware before we proceed.” 
 
    “My ware?” 
 
    “Hmm-hmm. Wait there.” She gestured to the drain.  
 
    Grim, Samantha thought. She waited impatiently while Catalina rummaged through a drawer. She stacked various items on the surgical table, from latex gloves to strange knives. 
 
    “Ummm… Is that all necessary?” Sam joked nervously. 
 
    “Aha!” The Vampire turned back around with a wrapped needle of some kind. “Hold out your arm, please.” 
 
    With a dry mouth, Sam peeled her sleeve back once again and exposed the vulnerable crease of her elbow. She’d been part of some strange cases back in her day, but this was on a whole other level.  
 
    Catalina brought the needle down, the jab quick and almost painless. There was a slight sting after the fact, but Sam was too distracted by the Vampire tasting the droplet of blood. She hummed appreciatively, the same way someone would during wine tasting.  
 
    Despite the macabre situation, Sam was curious. “And?” 
 
    “Very pleasant. O + is rich and velvety, much more so than the other types. The taste is… sweet, rich from the absence of antigens, perfect to carry robust flavours.” She airated her mouth. “Hmm, what did you drink yesterday? I’m detecting subtle notes of cherry wood and ash and… Ah. Flying Deer whisky.” 
 
    “How did you know?”  
 
    “I remember Lilith’s whisky phase. One of the many ways she tried to please her father, but well… The Boss isn’t easy to please.” 
 
    “The Boss,” Sam echoed. “Clan IF’s leader, Boss?” 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “He’s Lilith’s father?” Things clicked into place. “But that would make Lilith—” 
 
    “His successor.” Catalina smirked. “She didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Of course, she told me,” Sam lied, but both women knew. She averted her gaze and pulled her sleeve down. “So… What’s it worth?” 
 
    “Well, that would depend on a couple of factors. Quantity, exclusivity, quality control, you know, the works.” She gestured to the seating area. 
 
    Sam chuckled nervously as she sat down in the high chair. “It’s like I’m a premium olive oil or a whisky.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we’re discussing.”  
 
    “Right…” She took a deep breath. “Let’s discuss then. Ian Fatuus’ return.” 
 
    Catalina laughed, her shoulders shaking. “That’s not going to happen. Three large bottles, that’s half a litre each, tapped over a month, full exclusivity, medium quality. For that, I’ll let you interrogate Ian for three hours.” 
 
    “What’s medium quality?” 
 
    “Without dietary restrictions,” the Vampire explained. “We can taste what you consume.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” Sam clicked her tongue, contemplating the offer. “Two large bottles tapped over two weeks, no exclusivity, but I’ll be drink or eat whatever you want the day before.” 
 
    The same thirst flickered through Catalina’s eyes again. “You have my attention.” 
 
    “For that, I want a whole day with Ian and Lilith comes along.” 
 
    Catalina waved my proposal away. “Not possible.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Law of Six.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Lilith isn’t allowed on my territory.” 
 
    Sam studied her nails nonchalantly. “And here I thought you were a Vampire Master.” 
 
    “I am,” she hissed. 
 
    “But you can’t grant a temporary truce? So much for power…”  
 
    “Careful, human. Don’t mock the power that’ll allow you to walk out of here alive.” 
 
    So that didn’t work. 
 
    The ornate clock in the corner ticked loudly as the two women sat opposite each other, haggling about the worth of blood. 
 
    “Four large bottles, full exclusivity, and a strict diet,” Catalina proposed. “And I’ll allow Lilith to video call in.” 
 
    Sam shook her head. “Not good enough. What if I upped the quantity? What would I get for ten bottles?” 
 
    “Ten?” 
 
    “Not enough? Alright, twenty bottles, ten litres of blood, full exclusivity, and a fully controlled diet.”  
 
    Catalina studied her thoroughly, her eyes narrowed to slits. “Who did Lilith threaten?” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “If you’re willing to go that far for her, she must really be pressuring you.” 
 
    Sam frowned, a little taken aback. “Is that how she usually gets her Wardens to do stuff for her?” 
 
    “Never known any different from her.” 
 
    “Hah… Not that it’s any of your business, but she didn’t pressure me,” Sam replied, remembering how Lilith had said she didn’t have to do this. 
 
    Her answer seemed to surprise the Vampire. “Really? So she’s never made you a deal? Something that sounds like she’s doing you a favour but in reality, she’s just getting what she wants?” 
 
    Sam hesitated.  
 
    Her hellhound.  
 
    Lilith had made it out to be as a coincidence that she marked her and spun a tale of protection and luck that she found her first. 
 
    How had she found her? Why hadn’t she enlisted the help of other Wardens from the clan?  
 
    A glint of triumph flickered through Catalina’s eyes as she picked up on Sam’s worry. “Aha. So she has tricked you. Don’t feel bad, the Will-O-Wisps are notorious for that.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “I guess the deal is off.” Catalina rose from her chair. “Shame, you have some premium blood.” 
 
    “Nobody said the deal is off.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not going to go through the trade now that you know Lilith has tricked you, are you?” 
 
    Sam thought about that for a second, before she shrugged. “What’s going on between Lilith and me is none of your business. All I want is Ian.” 
 
    “Hmm… Fascinating.” The Vampire sat back down, her hands curled tightly around the arms of the chair.  
 
    “Let’s talk bottles of blood.” 
 
    “No, no. I want something else from you.” 
 
    “What? But, you just said—” 
 
    “That loyalty of yours is worth much more to me than a couple of bottles of blood.” Catalina tapped her chin. “A favour.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’ll release Ian into Lilith’s custody and in return, you’ll owe me one.” 
 
    Samantha frowned. “I thought you said his release was out of the question.” 
 
    “That was then and this is now. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “What makes you so certain I’ll actually do you that favour?” 
 
    “That’s my risk to take.” Catalina shrugged as she held out her hand. “But I know your type. You’ll keep your word. So do we have a deal?”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 21. 
 
      
 
    The Drunken Turnip was pleasantly busy, bustling with people. All Nox, Samantha assumed. She took a sip from her lemonade, strategically avoiding alcohol, in particular, the whisky. She didn’t think her hangover could stomach that. 
 
    With a sigh, she checked her watch. Why was it that Lilith would show up at the most inconvenient times, but when she actually wanted to see her, she was nowhere to be found? 
 
    She took another sip, clearing her first drink. “Brendan, can I get another?” 
 
    “Coming up.” He dried a glass and nudged ahead. “Miss Lilith has arrived.” 
 
    “Finally.” Sam spun around on her chair, her arms crossed tightly across her chest. “Took you long enough.” 
 
    “Traffic was terrible.” She dropped her bag on the bar and sat down next to Sam. With a wave, she caught Brendan’s attention. “I’ll have what she’s having. Wait, what are you having?” 
 
    “Lemonade,” Sam replied dryly. 
 
    “Right. So that’s a no on the lemonade. I’ll have the usual.” With an unsuspecting smile, she turned to Sam. “So, I’m here. What did you want to tell me?” 
 
    “Did you—” Sam waited for her drink to arrive before she addressed the burning question on her mind. “Did you—” 
 
    The sound of shattering glass and shrieking people interrupted the conversation. Sam turned towards the commotion, just in time to watch a car pull up with shrieking tires. Besides a rock through the front window of the Drunken Turnip, a strange parcel had been dropped off on the curb. 
 
    “What’s going on there?” Lilith asked. 
 
    The two women slipped off their chairs and rushed through the bar, pushing the spectators aside. A couple of the customers had gathered around the parcel, chattering and whispering. 
 
    Sam squeezed through the curious crowd until she found herself face to face with a man she’d only seen a picture of. 
 
    Ian Fatuus. 
 
    Next to her, Lilith laughed. “Well, that’s a surprise. How nice of you to join us, Uncle.” 
 
    The man growled at her, squirming against his constraints and incapable of answering. The tape over his mouth was taking care of that. 
 
    “There’s a note on him,” Sam remarked. She bent down to pull the post-it off his arm and frowned. “Hah.” 
 
    Lilith leaned over her shoulder, dangerously close. “What?” 
 
    She handed the note to the other woman, making sure to take a step back to put some distance between them. Just to be safe. 
 
    “Hah,” Lilith echoed as she quickly scanned the note. “I didn’t think you’d manage to convince Catalina, but here he is. How did you do that?” 
 
    “Not important.” 
 
    Sam tried to return to the Drunken Turnip, but Lilith caught her arm. 
 
    Her blue eyes flickered. “No, really. How did you do it?” 
 
    “We made a deal.”  
 
    That was all Sam was willingly to say until she figured out just how much Lilith had been lying to her.  
 
    “You’re really not going to tell me more?” Surprise passed through Lilith’s eyes, but she nodded. “Alright then. Let’s deal with Ian first. Everyone, back inside! Brendan, sent word to Boss.” 
 
    The bartender nodded, rushing inside. The customers lingered for a moment longer before they cleared away and left Sam and Lilith with the bound man. His eyes were filled with annoyance and frustration, not surprising, since he was tied up. 
 
    With a quick motion, Lilith yanked the tape off his mouth. “Ian. So nice of you to join us.” 
 
    “Bitch!” he spat.  
 
    “Friendly, as always,” she mused as she crouched down, the threat crystal clear in her polite voice. “Your time hiding with the Gravitas is over.” 
 
    Samantha watched the two, remaining silent so she didn’t intrude. It certainly didn’t seem like the happy family reunion she expected, but then it was Lilith. She had to remember that nothing was what it seemed with her. 
 
    Ian laughed harshly. “Pff. You don’t scare me. You’re just a little girl.” 
 
    “That’s your mistake.” Lilith rose back up and two shadows fell over her shoulders. Two sets of piercing blue eyes appeared from the dark, followed by muscled men.  
 
    With a soft chuckle, Lilith gestured to the men. “Things have changed quite a bit since you left, Uncle. It seems your popularity has fallen. That tends to happen when you murder your wife.” 
 
    Murder?  
 
    Sam took a careful step back, making space for the henchmen. 
 
    “At your service, Miss Lilith,” the biggest of the two said, his voice deep and gravelly. 
 
    “Take him away. Boss will know what to do with him.” Lilith turned back to Sam, not even making sure the men were doing as she asked. She seemed certain they would obey and they did. 
 
    “Murder?” Sam hissed. “I thought his gambling debts were the issue.” 
 
    “Amongst other things.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    The woman thought for a second, before shrugging. “You didn’t need to know.” 
 
    “That’s it. Did you trick me into becoming  a Warden?” Sam blurted out.  
 
    That stopped Lilith in her tracks. The breeze played with her long hair as she stood still for a second, before turning back to Sam. The dimmed lights cast a strange shadow on her face, hollowing her cheeks. “What?” 
 
    A shiver ran down Sam’s spine. Scary wasn’t the right word, but Lilith looked… haunted. 
 
    She gulped. “Did you put the hellhound on my path?” 
 
    Lilith narrowed her eyes, not answering as they walked back into the bar. Most of the customers had left and some of the staff were cleaning up the broken window, but Lilith walked past them like nothing happened. 
 
    She sat down on her seat and took a tentative sip from her wine. “And why would I do that?” 
 
    “You tell me,” Sam prompted. 
 
    “Why are you asking me this?” 
 
    A tense silence hung between the two, the eye contact intense. The piercing blue was almost intimidating enough to make Sam backtrack, but she couldn’t. She had to know the full story, especially if she was signing away a lifetime of servitude.  
 
    She took a deep breath. “I want the truth, Lilith.” 
 
    “The truth?”  
 
    The woman shook her long hair, momentarily distracting Sam. Her eyes were drawn down, her cheeks heated up as she caught a glimpse of cleavage. Lilith was young and everything was still perky and smooth. 
 
    Guiltily, Sam averted her gaze. Ever since she got together with Melissa, she’d stopped looking at other women like that. A habit hard to keep when Lilith was just so… So. But that didn’t stop her from feeling embarrassed that she was blatantly checking out the woman she was grilling for the truth. 
 
    “You okay there?” Lilith teased. 
 
    Sam gulped, even more embarrassed. Not only had she been checking out Lilith like a teenager, she’d been caught doing it too.  
 
    “Let’s not change the subject,” she firmly looked into Lilith’s eyes, making sure not to get distracted again. “Did or did you not put the hellhound in my path?” 
 
    “Define ‘put the hellhound in your path’,” she asked, making quotation marks with her fingers. 
 
    “Lilith.” 
 
    “I mean, did I intentionally put the hellhound in your path?” She clicked her tongue. “No, I did not.” 
 
    “What about ‘not intentionally,” Sam asked, mimicking the quotation gesture. 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    Lilith’s hesitation spoke volume.  
 
    Sam rolled her eyes, downed her lemonade, and grabbed her bag. “Right, I think I have my answer.” 
 
    She prepared to leave, but Lilith caught her wrist. “Wait.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. You tricked me.” 
 
    “But with good reason. I can explain.” 
 
    “There’s never a good reason to trick someone.” She pulled her arm free, slapped a bill on the bar, and turned to leave. 
 
    “Come on, Sam.” 
 
    “Don’t Sam me!” she burst, startling the other woman. A twang of guilt shot through her as she realised that anger was really aimed at her ex, but she wasn’t going to stay to explain. She just wanted to get out of here, away from Lilith’s addicting personality before she got roped into more of her lies. 
 
    If she hadn’t found the hellhound that night, maybe she could’ve saved her marriage. Melissa and her could’ve talked it out instead of fighting over the dog and she wouldn’t have been occupied by Lilith’s errands. 
 
    She turned to face the Nox, the anger lashing through her stomach. “You ruined my marriage.” 
 
    “Oh come on…” 
 
    “Showing up in my house in the morning, taunting Mel, taking up my time… I should’ve been trying to work things out with my wife instead of letting you boss me around!” 
 
    Lilith scoffed. “Now you’re being dramatic. Your relationship was already falling apart and you were eager to be away from your ex.” 
 
    “You left me no choice! You, you… You tricked me with a puppy and all that Warden fearing-for-my-life crap. Is any of that even real?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Well… The weekly trial period isn’t exactly as strict as I said, and your hellhound won’t be killed, but—” 
 
    “I should’ve known. I should’ve trusted my gut when I saw your lying eyes.”  
 
    Hurt flashed across Lilith’s face, but Samantha didn’t see it.  
 
    “We are done here,” she announced.  
 
    “I get that you’re mad at me, but I didn’t lie about the Warden thing.” Lilith blocked Samantha’s path to the exit. “You need a clan or you’ll lose your hellhound. I’m sorry I tricked you, but you can’t just stay unclaimed.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll join Catalina’s clan then.” 
 
    “What?” A strange emotion crossed Lilith’s eyes as she grabbed hold of Sam’s arm, tightening her fingers around her wrist. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “I’m not. She offered me a place in her clan right before I left yesterday. I told her no, but now I might reconsider.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re signing up for.” 
 
    “I don’t know that with you either. Good luck with your uncle.” Sam pulled her arm free once again and stormed past the woman, out of the Drunken Turnip. She needed some fresh air and she needed it now. 
 
    She paused on the curb, drawing in long breaths to calm herself down. She tried to haul a taxi, but they all passed her by.  
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” 
 
    “You’re sexy when you curse.” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes at the woman appearing next to her. “Really? Really? That’s the best you can come up with?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “I thought it would make you smile. 
 
    “Does it look like I’m smiling?” 
 
    “Alright, so I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have tricked you into helping me, I could’ve asked you. I know that now. I’m sorry, okay?” She sighed, her face wrought. “I’m sorry, but I’m also not. I think we make a great team. I had lots of fun working this case with you and I know you did too. Become a Warden. You’ll never miss being a detective again.” 
 
    Samantha kicked a flattened can and scoffed. “I don’t think you’re qualified to make such observations about me. You don’t know me.” 
 
    “But I do.” 
 
    She tried to ignore Lilith and waved at another passing cab. “Taxi!” 
 
    “I’m serious, I know lots about you. That’s why I selected you. You’re smart and capable, in need of a purpose, a cause to serve. You’re perfect.” Lilith placed a gentle hand on Sam’s arm, different from before. “Tell me we don’t make a good team.” 
 
    With a sigh, Samantha finally looked back at the other woman. “That’s not the point. I can’t trust you and I can’t work with someone I don’t trust.” 
 
    “I messed up, but don’t throw something so great away because you’re scared.” 
 
    “I’m not scared.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” Lilith’s eyes softened. “Become a Warden for my clan. I won’t lie again. I promise.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    A black taxi stopped in front of the curb and Sam shot the other woman a saddened smile. “I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Samantha.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t.” She hugged herself as she pulled the car door open and got in. A heavy weight pressed on her heart as she moved away from Lilith, as if she was parting from an old friend instead of a new acquaintance. It shouldn’t be this hard, but it was.  
 
    “I’ll be here if you change your mind, okay?” Lilith held the door, her eyes shimmering. “Think about it.” 
 
    “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Think about it!” 
 
    Sam pulled the door shut and gave the driver her address. As the car pulled up, she looked back through the tinted window at the lonely figure on the curb until she couldn’t see her anymore. 


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 22. 
 
      
 
    A few more days passed in which Samantha barely left her the house. Lazily, she changed the channel on the tv, searching for a movie or a program she could binge-watch while eating copious amounts of ice cream. 
 
    “Arf!”  
 
    “No, you’ll ruin the couch,” Sam said to the hellhound, trying to sound stern. 
 
    “Arf…” the puppy lowered her ears and stared up at her with big, begging eyes. 
 
    Sam’s heart melted. “Ah, fine. But only this once.”  
 
    The hellhound barked happily and curled into a small ball on her lap, a comfort in lonely times. Softly, Sam stroked the dog’s head, following the grey hairs down the path of the blue markings. They were invisible now and if anyone saw the pup, she’d be able to convince them this was a regular dog. She seemed regular enough, Sam thought. The pup liked food, running around the house, and following her wherever she went. 
 
    “Good girl,” she muttered, scratching her behind her ears. While she wanted the name the pup, she wasn’t too sure Lilith would let her keep her. She didn’t want to get too attached when the hellhound could still be taken away, even though that thought made her ache. She didn’t want to part ways with the pup. 
 
    Just when she found a fun baking show, the bell rang. 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “Stay.” Sam groaned as she got up from the couch. With a hand on her lower back, she supported herself as she made her way to the door. The hallway was still eerily empty, but she hadn’t had the chance to redecorate. 
 
    She pulled the door open, already annoyed. “Lilith, I told you, I don’t want to talk to—” 
 
    “Hello.” A charming man tipped his hat and shot her a smile. “Long time no see.” 
 
    “Rick.” She stared at her old friend, a little embarrassed he’d caught her wearing her comfy clothes. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too,” he laughed. “Can I come in?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “It’s about a case,” he sang. 
 
    “Those are the magic words.” She swung the door open, allowing Rick to enter.  
 
    He took off his jacket and frowned. “Wow, were you robbed?” 
 
    Sam clicked her tongue, an image of Lilith flashing through her head. “You know, you’re not the first person to ask.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “Melissa and I split up.” 
 
    “Ah, man.” Rick shot her an apologetic look. “That sucks. If you were still at the precinct, you could join the club.” 
 
    “I don’t want to join your sad divorce club.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s pretty fun. Rex’ casserole has really improved over time.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s finally accepted there are different heats on his oven.” 
 
    “Wow. Now that’s progress.” Sam gestured to high chairs at the kitchen island. “So, what brings you here?” 
 
    Rick rummaged through his briefcase and placed a picture down. “Molly Harrington.”  
 
    “Harrington… Harrington… Harring, sounds like herring and herrings like the ocean,” Sam muttered, running through the many names she had in her mind. “Molly Harrington, teenage girl found on the beach, hands severed post-mortem, correct?” 
 
    “Man, your memory is still the best,” Rick complimented. “Some new evidence has come to light.” 
 
    “Really? I always knew the boyfriend did it. What did you find?” 
 
    “I can’t disclose that, you know the rules.” 
 
    “Fine… What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Well, I read the report you made at the time, but some of the copies of your notes are terrible quality. I was wondering if you still had the originals.” 
 
    Sam scratched her head. “Sure, give me a second. I can dig up some of my old notes, they’re in my office.” 
 
    “Great, thanks.” 
 
    “Follow me.” She led Rick back into the hallway and into her office. There weren’t many people she welcomed here, but she worked with him for many years.  
 
    She rummaged through the many binders and files she had stacked away in the cabinet, searching for the notes for this particular case.  
 
    Rick chuckled. “Hey, you finally got a dog.” 
 
    “Huh?” Sam followed his gaze to the little head peeking around the corner. “Oh, yes.” 
 
    “Aw, he’s cute.” 
 
    “She,” she corrected. 
 
    He crouched down, luring the pup to him. “She’s following you like a shadow. What breed is that?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” She pulled a file from a cardboard box. “Aha! Got my notes.” 
 
    “Found them already?”  
 
    “If you keep things organised—” 
 
    “It’s easy to find them again. Yeah, yeah, I know.” He accepted the file and flipped through the notes. “That’s perfect, thanks. I’ll return them when I’m done.” 
 
    Disappointment lashed through Sam. “That’s all?” 
 
    “Yup, just wanted to make sure the case is airtight.” He shot her another charming smile. “You’re the best.” 
 
    “Are you sure there’s nothing else I can do?” She followed him to the front door. “I’m sure if I reread the case, it’ll come back crystal clear to me. Maybe I’ll remember some details or anything that could help—“ 
 
    “Your notes were perfectly detailed, so I’m sure it’s fine.” 
 
    “Still, I could help you brainstorm. Make sure everyone’s alibi still checks out, run through some statements—” 
 
    “This is no longer your case.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sure Molly’s mother would remember me, I could—” 
 
    “Sam!” Rick shook his head, his expression wry. “I know this is hard, but you’re not authorised to help. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sam’s mouth turned bitter and her smile fell away. “Right.” 
 
    “I promise I’ll find justice for Molly, but you’ve got to let it go.” He grabbed his jacket, tapped his hat again, and stepped out of the house. “Thanks again for the notes. I’ll bring them back when I’m done.” 
 
    “Keep them,” Sam muttered. 
 
    Before Rick could say anything else, she swung the front door shut. The loud thud echoed through the house, vibrating the floor.  
 
    She turned around and found the hellhound pup staring up at her, tail wagging and ears wobbling playfully. “Arf?” 
 
    “No.” Ignoring the dog, she walked back to the living room and sat down on the couch.  
 
    The pup scratched at the leather, whining to get up. 
 
    Sam swung her legs along the length of the sofa to block the dog. “No.” 
 
    The pup whined softly. 
 
    “Whatever.” Sam lifted her glass, only to find it empty. With a sigh, she got back up and made her way over to the liquor cabinet. It was a little early to drink, but she didn’t care. 
 
    She made her way up the stairs, chased by an eager pup. The hellhound raced through her legs, almost making her trip. 
 
    “Careful,” Sam scolded. 
 
    “Arf?” 
 
    She ignored the puppy and poured herself a generous glass of whisky. With the familiar aroma wafting up, she returned to the couch but her seat was stolen by the grey puppy.  
 
    “Down,” Sam commanded. “Down.” 
 
    “Arf?” The hellhound didn’t understand. 
 
    “Down!” 
 
    Her raised voice startled both herself and the puppy, who cowered into the couch. Guilt lashed through Sam’s stomach and she sat down next to the hellhound, desperate to apologise. 
 
    “I’m sorry, that wasn’t nice of me.” 
 
    The pup whined.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m not angry at you, I’m just… angry. I thought Rick was here for my help, but I’ve been kidding myself. They’re never going to take me back.” 
 
    “Arf?” 
 
    “I really thought that maybe…” She sighed. “That this would all clear up one day and I’d get reinstated.” 
 
    She held out her hand, inviting the puppy for scratches. It took a second before the hellhound left the protection of the door and rolled down on her back, eager for attention. 
 
    “If only everyone forgave as easily as you.” Sam tickled her belly, smiling as the blue markings appeared. “What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Arf.” 
 
    “I miss working on cases and figuring out mysteries. Finding Ian, tracking him down, bargaining with Catalina, it’s the best feeling I’ve had in a long time. But I don’t know if I can trust Lilith. I want to, but she lied to me. How can I sign up for a lifetime with her clan?” 
 
    Sam didn’t know how long she sat there, but when she finally got up, the sun had set. Her stomach growled with hunger and with a groan, she stretched the strain out of her body. 
 
    “I’m getting old,” she grumbled, rubbing the sore muscles in her lower back. She yawned and rotated her neck, wincing when it actually cracked. 
 
    “I guess you don’t have that problem,” she said to the sleeping pup.  
 
    She chuckled softly and tip-toed to the hallway. After a lot of contemplating and day-dreaming about a world of magic and danger, Sam had more questions than answers. And that was the one thing she couldn’t stand.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 23. 
 
      
 
    The Drunken Turnip was busier than usual, but as soon as Sam set a foot inside, Lilith’s head snapped in her direction, almost if she’d sensed her arrival. 
 
    Sam made her way to the bar where Lilith was drinking her usual glass of wine and sat down on the chair next to her. The two stared at each other for a silent moment, both too nervous to speak. 
 
    It was Lilith who broke the silence. 
 
    “You’re back?” 
 
    “I am,” she replied. 
 
    “Does that mean you’ve come to accept my proposal?” Lilith asked. 
 
    Sam took a deep breath before she faced the younger woman. “I have questions.” 
 
    “What kind of questions?” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    A frown tugged Lilith’s eyebrows together. “I don’t understand the question.” 
 
    “Why did you pick me? Why not someone else? What about another Warden? Your clan must have others.” 
 
    “We do. I guess I have some explaining to do.” Lilith gestured at the bartender. “A beer for my guest. No, make it a whisky. She’ll need it.” 
 
    That was worrisome.  
 
    Sam accepted the drink gratefully and took a big swig, letting the alcohol do its thing. “I’m ready, lay it on me.” 
 
    “I guess I should start at the beginning. Clan IF has been run by one family for centuries and the man running it now, the Boss, he’s my father.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Catalina said.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lilith’s eyes widened. “What else did she tell you?” 
 
    “I guess you’ll find out.” 
 
    “Right…” She took another sip from her wine and hummed. “One day, I’ll be in charge of the clan. But I have to prove I’m capable, which means getting to know every part of the business. Like—” 
 
    “Bartending?” Sam teased. 
 
    “Exactly. There were plenty of other, menial tasks that took me painstakingly long to complete. Finally, Boss deemed me ready for my next challenge. That includes handling some of the accounts, delegating tasks, policing our members, and working with Wardens.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s where I come in.” 
 
    “Not quite.” A pondering look befell Lilith as she swirled her wine. “Despite my many attempts, I never quite managed to get a handle on the Wardens serving our clan. They wouldn’t work with me. It became quite clear I’m nothing like my father.” 
 
    Lilith’s somber tone made Sam sympathise, but she refrained from comforting the other woman. She wanted all the information before she made up her mind about her. 
 
    “Go on,” she encouraged. 
 
    “I made plenty of enemies in the clan. I know you think being a Warden is a bad thing, but in a clan like ours, they actually hold a lot of prestige and influences. Some of my father’s trusted advisors are Wardens.” She paused, looking pained. “After a while, it became clear I needed to recruit my own. There were… two women and three men before you. None of them were right.” 
 
    “Wait.” Sam held up her hand, interrupting the fascinating story. “What happened to the Wardens before me? You didn’t… kill them, did you?” 
 
    “Humans,” Lilith corrected. “And no, I didn’t kill them. I’m afraid I might have over-exaggerated a little about the death part. When humans aren’t ready to join the Nox world, we simply make them forget.” 
 
    “You can do that?” It took Sam a moment to process the new information. “What would happen to my hellhound if I chose to forget?” 
 
    “She’d return to our custody until she claimed another human again.” 
 
    “She won’t be killed?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I made that up too. Sorry.” Lilith pulled a face.  
 
    “Hmmm… None of that explains why me though.” 
 
    “The hellhound chose you.” 
 
    Sam tweaked an eyebrow. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, that part is true. She escaped and when I found her, she was standing over your unconscious, marked body. That’s when I started digging and figured you out.” 
 
    “You figured me out… Really.” 
 
    “You’re intelligent, quick on your feet, hardworking. Loyal to a fault. But most of all…” the Nox woman hesitated. “It looked like you were searching for something new to give meaning to your life. I thought we could help each other out, I just didn’t go about it the right way.” 
 
    “No kidding.” Sam pondered about everything for a minute. “I could walk away from this? Forget this all happened, forget about… you?” 
 
    “If that’s what you want… You could return to your old life, knowing nothing about the Nox,” Lilith replied softly. “Or… You could join and help me navigate this world from the top. If you’re overwhelmed by just our two clans, you haven’t seen anything yet. There are so many more subspecies, so many other clans and systems. There’s a whole world to discover, away from boring desks and sexist old men.” 
 
    “Appealing to my curious nature, are you?” 
 
    “Depends… Is it working?” 
 
    “It is.”  
 
    “So… What will it be?” Lilith looked over her glass at Sam, her eyes twinkling. “Red or blue, Neo?” 
 
    “Did you just quote—” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Nerd.” 
 
    “Takes one to know one,” Lilith countered. “You don’t have to decide right now. No more pressure, blackmail, or ultimatums. Let’s do this the right way.” 
 
    Sam locked eyes with the other woman, desperate to suss out any lies. The blue flickered, almost tauntingly, just like it always did. But this time, there were no lies in her eyes.  
 
    A strange calmness fell over her, the nerves settling.  
 
    She nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay-you’ll-think-about-it-okay?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll become your Warden,” Sam corrected. As soon as she said it, warm emotions flooded through her, reassuring her that she made the right choice. 
 
    A smile tugged on Lilith’s lips. “Can’t stand the mystery, can you?” 
 
    “I never could,” Sam replied before returning a smile. “And you’re right, I do need another purpose in my life. Plus, you’re too good of a challenge to pass up.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you. It’s my turn to figure you out, Lilith Fatuus.” 
 
    The other woman’s smile broadened. “Is that a promise?” 
 
    Sam shook her head in amusement. “Let’s just sign your contracts.” 
 
    “Right this way.” Lilith waved her to the back.  
 
    The heavy door fell shut and the soft chatter of the bar disappeared as they ventured through the narrow hallway. With a sharp click, the lock opened and Sam followed Lilith into the stuffy office. 
 
    “Ugh.” She waved some of the fluttered up dust away. “You really need to clean in here.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of effort for the little time I spend here.” She rummaged through the drawer of the desk and pulled out a scroll. “There we go. Adoption papers. Shall I make that out to Demon Bite?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare.” Sam sighed. She couldn’t believe she was signing up for a life of magic, but what else was she going to do?  
 
    Lilith hovered the pen over the papers. “Alright then. What are you naming your hellhound?” 
 
    “Shadow.”  
 
    “Shadow?” Lilith tweaked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, she keeps following me around like a second shadow,” Sam explained. 
 
    “Cute.” She scribbled the name on the contract and pushed it across the desk. “Sign.” 
 
    “Let me read it first.” 
 
    Lilith fake-gasped. “After all that, you don’t trust me?” 
 
    “You better believe I don’t.” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    Sam nodded. She believed in second chances. “Yet.” 
 
    After reading the contract thoroughly, twice, she nodded. “Alright, everything looks in order. Give me a pen.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    An eye roll later, Sam accepted the pen from Lilith and scribbled her name at the bottom of the contract. As she finished the last swish of her name, the ink lit up blue and so did Sam’s wrist. 
 
    “What the—” She stared at her arm, watching blue markings curl into intricate but familiar shapes. Just like the ones on Shadow. 
 
    A smirk played on Lilith’s lips. “Congratulations, you’ve just claimed a hellhound.” 
 
    “Never thought I’d hear that,” Sam muttered. 
 
    “That’s only half of our business.” She revealed another scroll and tapped it softly on the edge of the desk. “Your service contract.” 
 
    “Service contract?”  
 
    “A lifetime-of-service contract.” 
 
    Sam gulped, the nerves returning. “Do you have to call it that?” 
 
    “That’s what it is.” Lilith unfolded the scroll and pushed it towards Sam. “After you sign, the only way out of my world is death. This time, I’m not exaggerating.” 
 
    “Grim.” 
 
    “Just making sure you know what you’re getting into. I don’t want you to complain you were tricked again.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Sam studied the clauses and rules, cringing at how macaberly simple they were. “I pledge my life, loyalty, and service to Clan Ignis Fatuus on penalty of death? Yeah, I’m not signing that.” 
 
    Lilith sighed. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “Wrong with it? This is worse than a slave contract.” 
 
    “I don’t think slaves had contracts.” She tapped her finger on a couple of other sentences. “You’ll be protected by the Law of Six, treated just like any other member. You’ll be one of us.” 
 
    “Listen, I’m happy to work with you on cases and stuff, but this is just… I can’t sign this, Lilith.” Sam pushed the scroll back, appalled by the terrible conditions. After everything, she thought it would be different. “You’re asking me to sign my freedom away.” 
 
    “It’s just the standard contract.” 
 
    “Standard isn’t good enough for me.” 
 
    “I… You’re right.” Lilith pulled the scroll towards her and struck a couple of words off. With a couple of scribbles and a decisive punctuation mark, she pushed the contract back. “There.” 
 
    Sam read the new line. “I pledge my life, loyalty, and honourable service to Clan Ignis Fatuus on penalty of death.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Who decides what’s an honourable service?” 
 
    “Both parties.” Lilith pointed to another adjusted line. “There.” 
 
    “What if we can’t agree?” 
 
    “Then we’ll work something out.” Lilith’s piercing blue eyes shimmered with conflicted turmoil. “Sam, this is a good contract.” 
 
    Samantha hesitated for a moment, staring at the scroll. Was she an idiot for trusting Lilith? Should she be more careful about signing her life away? What if this was all a trick and she was signing something else? 
 
    Then again, it wasn’t that much different from the oath she took to protect and serve. 
 
    She stared up at Lilith’s face, temporarily caught in the sincerity flickering through her eyes. Maybe she was a fool, but she believed Lilith. 
 
    With a shaking hand, she brought the pen down on the contract. The ink sizzled as she wrote her name in the box, glowing blue again once she finished. Now there was no going back. 
 
    Lilith examined the signature, nodded, and rolled the contract back into a scroll. “Perfect. Samantha Rain, I claim you in the name of the Ignis Fatuus family. You’re now officially a Warden.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Yup. Welcome to the world of the Nox. Let’s celebrate!” 
 
    Sam chuckled, dispelling some of the tension she’d been carrying. “I could use another drink, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “More Flying Deer?” 
 
    “Are you trying to get me drunk again?” 
 
    “Maybe. You’re a lightweight.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Now that you’re part of the clan, I’ll make sure you get home safe.” 
 
    Sam hummed. “You did that when I wasn’t part of your clan too.” 
 
    “I guess I’m just a good person then.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Bickering and bantering, the two women returned to the bar. If they’d had eyes for something besides each other, they would’ve noticed a familiar tooth-bearing necklace on the desk had started glowing pink, which could only mean one thing. There’s a Pixie in town. 
 
      
 
    — To be continued… — 
 
      
 
    Continue the story here: books2read.com/thepixiedeal 
 
      
 
    Unravel more mysteries of the Nox world with Samantha and Lilith in the next installment, The Case Of The Pixie Deal.  
 
      
 
    There’s a golden rule when it comes to dealing with Pixies. Never give them a tooth or they’ll hold power over you forever.  
 
      
 
    Samantha’s next case brings her to the outskirts of town where a glitter-covered body is attracting the attention of unsuspecting humans. At the same time, a clan of Pixies is threatening to move into the city, blatantly ignoring the Law of Six. Coincidence? Samantha thinks not. 
 
      
 
    Continue the story here: books2read.com/thepixiedeal
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