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      Most people would love discovering a hidden supernatural race but Samantha Rain was not one of them. She found they were infuriating at best, downright intolerable at worst. And that was just Lilith she was talking about.

      “You couldn’t even wait until I finished my dinner,” Samantha whined, her stomach rumbling persistently. “I was right, this is slavery.”

      “Oh, boo-hoo. You can’t seriously be upset about that sad microwave dinner for one,” Lilith countered, her heels clicking rhythmically on the pavement. She mumbled house numbers to herself and turned onto a lawn without warning Sam.

      Sam reluctantly followed her partner. “Hey, FishKick makes great ready meals. Well… Great is a bit of an overstatement. They’re decent. Passable. Okay, they’re garbage, but I was hungry.”

      “If I take you out for dinner, will you stop whining?”

      “Fine.”

      “Okay, we’ll do that after this. But you’ll have to get changed first.”

      “What?” Sam looked down and plucked at her beige shirt. “You still haven’t told me what we’re doing. And what’s wrong with my outfit?”

      Lilith’s eyes glid over Sam’s body, a slight smile playing around her lips. “Everything. But what’s underneath your outfit isn’t so bad.”

      “Incorrigible,” Samantha muttered, ignoring the blatant flirting. She tugged on her trench coat, tightening it where the wind had blown it open. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see,” Lilith replied mysteriously.

      With a grimace, Sam studied her surroundings. After years of patrol, her companion still managed to bring her to parts of the city she didn’t know. This neighbourhood wasn’t even that far away from her home and yet, she had no recollection of ever passing through it.

      Lilith paused next to a red mailbox and turned to Sam. “How are your people skills?”

      “My people skills? I…” She scratched the back of her neck. “Alright, I guess?”

      “Good. We’ve had a noise complaint and it’s a rather recurring issue at this household. I guess the neighbours couldn’t take it anymore.”

      “Neighbours?” Samantha echoed. “Noise complaint? Why did they call you instead of the police?”

      “Really?” Lilith placed her hands on her hips. “I’ll give you a moment to work that out.”

      Sam facepalmed herself. “Right… Nox neighbours.”

      “Not just that. Nox neighbourhoods.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. We like integrating with humans, but not that much.” She patted the red mailbox affectionately and nodded. “Right, let’s get this little spat resolved. I wouldn’t usually bother, but you know… Duties of the successor and all that, blablabla.”

      Stunned, Sam fell a beat behind. Even after being dragged around by her new partner in crime for all sorts of obscure tasks, like magnet fishing for hours to find her nephew’s lost toy or the graphic graffiti she had to cover up earlier that week, Lilith’s lack of duty surprised her every time. Almost like she didn’t actually want to take her father’s place.

      “Are you coming?” Lilith called, pausing halfway on the stone path.

      “Yeah, right behind you!”

      Sam caught up with the other woman at the house. A friendly garden gnome with a wheelbarrow greeted them from underneath the trellis covering the porch. By all means, it looked like a regular house and Sam would never have guessed it wasn’t occupied by humans.

      For a second, she wondered about all the people she’d ever met and how many of them had been hiding this from her. Maybe some of her friends were Nox? What about the people she served with? The people next door? Anyone had the potential to be more than what they seemed.

      “Ready?”

      Without waiting for Sam’s reply, Lilith knocked on the green door.

      This kind of impatience would’ve got on Samantha’s nerve if she wasn’t already used to it. Lilith would do whatever Lilith wanted, not unlike a spoiled child that had never been taught the meaning of no.

      That being said…

      Samantha glanced sideways at the beautiful woman. The automatic lights of the porch illuminated the ivy as it surrounded them. The darkness of the night brought out the blue in her eyes and even if she could’ve looked away, Sam didn’t want to. She never believed in magic but with Lilith next to her, it was impossible to deny. There was something magical about her.

      Something thudded from inside the house, pulling Sam out of her train of thought. She gathered herself just in time as the door swung open and a large man filled the entrance.

      “Yeah?” A deep frown wrinkled his forehead.  “Lilith?”

      “Hello, Jonathan.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Boss said there was a situation.”

      “Really? And he sent you to deal with it?”

      “Yes, why else would I be here?” Lilith gestured around. “My Warden and I are here to assist.”

      “Tssk.” The man shot her a dirty look and placed both hands on the doorframe. “We don’t need your help. Bugger off.”

      Lilith hissed. “Are you denying me entrance to your home?”

      “You better believe I am. You’re not welcome here.” Jonathan slammed the door shut, rattling the porch, the ivy, and the gnome with the rake it was holding.

      Taken aback, the two women stared at each other for a second or two. It took Sam a moment before she gathered her thoughts and turned to Lilith.

      “So… How are your people skills?”
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      “Oi! I’m here to help!” Lilith banged her fists on the green door, her face flushed from anger. “You ungrateful lot!”

      Sam grimaced. “Lilith…”

      “If you don’t open this door, I’m going to—”

      “Well, well, well,” a voice said from behind them.

      A slender figure emerged from the stone path, hands folded behind his back and an infuriating smirk plastered on his lips.

      Lilith narrowed her eyes. “Rex. What are you doing here?”

      The man chuckled. “Just responding to a noise complaint.”

      “So are we. Go home, I got this.”

      “No, this noise complaint is about you. I think Jonathan and his family are fed up. You’re ruining a perfectly nice evening.”

      Samantha studied the newcomer and despite some obvious differences, she quickly drew similarities between him and Lilith. The confidence, the natural authority, and most notably, those piercing blue eyes. He had to be related to her in one way or another.

      “I’ll handle this,” Rex said.

      “Oh, please.” The blue in Lilith’s eyes flickered dangerously. “You’re only doing this to show me up. I’ve got this under control, Cousin.”

      Just like Samantha thought. Related.

      Not that that explained everything. Lilith’s family was complicated and messy. She’d learned that while extracting Ian from the Gravitas clan.

      Rex chuckled darkly. “Really? Then why are you standing in front of a locked door? Cousin. Nobody wants your help so just let me do my thing. Unlike you, I actually care about the clan.”

      Before Lilith could protest, Rex straightened his tie and knocked on the green door. “Jon? It’s Rex here.”

      Within seconds, the door swung open by the same large man. His wrinkled forehead smoothed out and he laughed. “Rex! It’s good to see you man. Thanks for coming so quickly.”

      The two men exchanged pleasantries, both pretending Sam and Lilith weren’t there. Jonathan welcomed Rex into his house and as Lilith stood to follow them, the door was slammed in her face.

      “Well… I think that is pretty clear,” Samantha noted dryly. “I guess you were right when you said you weren’t very popular.”

      The woman next to her scoffed. “You think?”

      “So… now what?” Samantha asked, shuffling back onto the stone path to regain some space. Between her, Lilith, and the garden gnome, the porch was crowded. Being this close to her companion was dangerous. She wasn’t exactly sure why, a woman like Lilith would never go for her, but better safe than sorry. This was not a friendship she wanted to mess up.

      “I… don’t know.” Lilith stared at the closed door, her confident composure shaken. “We’re not going to be let in, are we?”

      Sam pulled a face. “Unlikely.”

      They exchanged a look of defeat and followed the stone path back to the street. Samantha glanced back at the house with mixed feelings churning through her. They came with good intentions, but none of that mattered if the people didn’t want to accept their help. It wasn’t the first time she experienced this but it never stopped hurting.

      The two women walked in silence, both processing their emotions. They stopped at the crossroads, waiting for the light to turn green.

      “What do I do now?” Lilith asked. “I… Nobody likes me or trusts me to fix their problems. They don’t want anything to do with me. How can I run the clan if there’s no respect?”

      Samantha waited for her partner to finish before she spoke. “I like you.”

      A gust of wind tugged on Lilith’s hair and tangled it in front of her face. She brushed it away and scoffed. “You’re different. Everyone else is scared of me.”

      “You are pretty scary,” Samantha teased. “I know that helping other people isn’t really your strong suit, but you’ll get there. That’s what these tasks are for, right? Practice. There’s plenty of time. You’ll get the hang of it—”

      “He’s sick.”

      “Oh.” Sam took in a sharp breath. “He…?”

      “The Boss… My father.” Lilith averted her gaze, her shoulders tensed. “The doctor doesn’t know what’s wrong with him. He only has months left.”

      That changed things. And explained a few.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be fine… It’s not like he was the greatest father anyway. Maybe Rex is right… I don’t care about all those tiny problems, not really. I don’t want a life of chasing balloons for crying girls or listening to petty arguments.”

      “You can care without doing all that.”

      “Can I really? How am I going to follow in the footsteps of my father? Everyone only tolerates me. How can I uphold his legacy, his… his… Without him… I…”

      Without thinking, Sam reached out to Lilith. The wind tugged on her sleeves, almost like it was encouraging her to get closer. A single flutter passed through her but she ignored it. Her friend needed a hug and that was all that mattered.

      She wrapped her arms around Lilith, hoping that it was the right thing to do. The other woman stiffened for a second before she relaxed. Her hands grabbed hold of Sam’s coat like she was clinging on for dear life.

      “‘I don’t know how to do this,” Lilith croaked.

      Not sure what to say, Sam stroked her back. “I know…”

      The other woman tensed, her voice disintegrating with every word. “I’m not ready.”

      Lilith’s shoulders shook and Sam could only tighten her embrace. There was a certain helplessness that came with consoling someone strong, someone that never cried. She’d never seen Lilith vulnerable like this and she wished she could find the right words or do something to make it better. But when it came to the passing of a parent… there was nothing that could make it better.
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      Samantha didn’t see Lilith for a couple of days after she broke down. She guessed the latter was embarrassed and needed some space. If there was one thing Sam was good at, it was leaving people to it.

      Despite worrying about her friend, she enjoyed having some time to herself. After her ex-wife moved out, the house needed a good clean and suddenly there was space for all kinds of things Melissa never wanted. A new whisky cabinet for the living room, brand new sheets in her favourite colour, and a set of whimsical salt and pepper shakers. One-day shipping was a blessing and a curse.

      “What do you think?” she asked, smoothing out her new duvet.

      Shadow tipped her head, her floppy ears a second behind. “Arf?”

      “No, you’re not allowed on the bed. These sheets are really nice and expensive. I—” Sam softened under the twinkling eyes of the puppy. “I guess there is enough space and you’re really small… Fine.”

      She patted the lower end of the mattress and without hesitation, Shadow jumped up. She chased her tail for a circle or two before she settled down against Sam’s leg with a satisfied grunt.

      “Don’t get used to it,” Samantha scolded, her authority weakened by her affectionate tone.

      Shadow yawned, blissfully unaware of all the rules.

      Sam reached down to scratch the puppy behind her ear and smiled. It was nice to share the bed, even if it was with a hellhound. She caressed her soft new sheets and happily settled in for the night. Maybe she was getting old, but there was nothing like fresh linen.

      With a grin, she drifted off. But not for long. She didn’t even get an hour of sleep before loud knocking awoke her again.

      “What the?”

      The doorbell rang repeatedly in a fashion that Samantha recognised as emergency mode. Nobody sane would disturb her at this time of night unless it was urgent.

      Grumbling and groaning, she descended from her bedroom to the hallway. The stone floor sent a shiver up her legs as she made her way to the door.

      “Yes, yes, I’m coming.” She fumbled with the keys, struggling to unlock the door.

      “Finally.” Lilith waltzed past her, her eyes flickering. “Took you long enough.”

      “I was asleep. What are you doing here?” Sam asked, hiding a yawn behind her hand.

      The other woman responded with a boisterous grin. “Get dressed, we have a new case.”

      “Now? It’s the middle of the night?”

      “So?”

      “It’s the middle of the night,” Sam accentuated, groaning as the other woman made her way to the kitchen.

      “I don’t see your point. You do remember that Nox stands for Nocturnal, right?”

      “Well, yes… But up till now, we’ve always done things during the day.” Sam thudded the front door shut and followed the bane of her existence into the empty kitchen. The one place she hadn’t managed to redecorate again after her divorce.

      With a sigh, she sat down at the kitchen island as Lilith helped herself to the coffee machine. The gurgling noise of the beans being ground up filled the quiet house, a sound usually reserved for morning.

      A steaming mug of coffee was placed down in front of Sam and she groaned. “I was already asleep, Lilith.”

      “You’ll have to change your rhythm,” she replied in her matter of fact tone.

      Samantha paused for a moment, staring at the other woman. Lilith was acting like nothing had happened, so Sam had no choice but to play along. Her companion would talk to her when she was ready. She hoped.

      She yawned again. “I’m not nocturnal.”

      “No, but you work for us now.” Lilith slurped from her coffee, her chipper attitude a stark contrast with Sam’s mood.

      “Can’t this wait until morning?”

      Lilith patted the kitchen island. “You know what, you’re right.”

      “I… What?”

      “You’re totally right. It’s not that urgent. I’m sure the human police will know how to deal with a body without teeth and covered in glitter, right?” She pushed her mug away and hopped off her chair. “I’ll let you get back to bed, goodnight.”

      “Wait.” Sam rolled her eyes. “There’s no need to be so passive aggressive. You could’ve just told me we were dealing with a… body with no teeth and glitter?”

      “Yup, that’s the one.”

      She sipped from her coffee. “And why do we have to deal with it?”

      “The body is on Will-O-Wisp territory. Although it’s annoyingly close to the Gravitas border, I’m sure they’ll leave us alone. Nobody likes dealing with Pixies.”

      Sam perked up, her interest piqued. “Pixies?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like those from the necklace we found in Harry’s cobbler shop?”

      “Exactly like those.” She swung her long hair over her shoulder, smoothed out her dress, and swayed towards the hall. “Chop-chop.”

      That got Sam moving. She’d been interested in the toothy necklace ever since they found it in the illegal vampire gambling basement from Harry the cobbler, but Lilith had insisted that the less she knew about Pixies, the better.

      “I’m coming, but because I want to, not because you made me,” she declared while transporting her coffee in the travel mug Lilith got her. She grabbed the sweater she’d been intending to wash for days and caught up with the other woman, just in time to meet the sleepy hellhound coming down the stairs.

      “Ah, Demon Bite! Good to see you,” Lilith cooed, her voice echoing in the bare hall.

      The entire house still looked like Sam had been fleeced by a set of picky but thorough burglars but the hallway was the worst. With the carpet and the paintings gone and the beautiful oak coat stand half-empty, it looked like an attempt of someone trying to inhabit a house that didn’t want to be inhabited.

      It certainly felt that way to Samantha.

      She sighed as she crouched down to meet the greyish hellhound.

      “When are you going to start calling her Shadow?” she asked while rubbing Shadow’s ears.

      The other woman turned dramatically, her hair whipping around. “Never.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “Thank you.” Lilith gestured to the small hellhound. “How’s your training going?”

      Sam frowned. “Training?”

      “Yes. At the Puppy Academy?”

      “Umm…” She stared at the other woman, trying to figure out what she was on. “You’ve lost me.”

      “Puppy Academy. Hellhound school? Did I not sign you up for that?”

      “I… don’t think so?” Samantha scratched Shadow’s chin, earning a playful growl.

      Lilith slapped her forehead. “Damn it. I’ll sign you up for it after we’ve inspected the body. Hellhounds can be quite useful, if they’re trained well.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, little Demon Bite might be able to come along if she scores well on her tests,” Lilith said on her way to the door. She grabbed the bronze door knob and clicked her tongue. “But this little puppy won’t be any use to us now. So say goodbye to the hellhound and let’s go. Dead bodies wait for nobody.”

      “Yes, they do. They’re dead,” Sam muttered softly, not loud enough for Lilith to hear.

      She fussed the hellhound, made sure to check the bowls for food and water, and followed Lilith out of the house, ready for her first Nox murder.
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      There were plenty of reasons why most people chose to be safe inside their beds at five to midnight. The dark, tiredness, personal preference. All valid reasons, Samantha thought. Another, and maybe a more obscure reason, was that it kept humans safe from the crazy Nox. And as much as she enjoyed getting to know this secret race of Fae, crazy was really the only way to describe them.

      She slammed the car door firmly shut and stepped out on the slightly muddy path. The gravel crackled under her shoes and as the wind tugged on her trench coat, Sam shivered. “Where are we exactly?”

      “Near the Gravitas border. Doesn’t really matter,” Lilith replied as she walked into the dark field.

      Sam looked back at the car, already missing when the headlights were on and everything wasn’t as eerie.

      “I didn’t know you drove,” she said, hurrying after Lilith. Between being abandoned with a car in the middle of nowhere or following the other woman into more nowhere, it wasn’t a hard choice. It wasn’t a fun choice, but it wasn’t hard. Sam chose Lilith.

      The other woman chuckled, her laughter faint in the wind. “Of course, I drive. How do you think I get around?”

      “I don’t know. Is it even safe to drive in those heels?” Sam placed her foot in a puddle and groaned. The splash of water immediately filled her shoe and soaked her sock. “Ewwww.”

      “What?”

      “I stepped into a puddle.”

      Lilith clicked her tongue dismissively. “You should avoid them.”

      “I would if I could see them!” Sam countered.

      “What? Oh, right. Human eyes.” With a sigh, Lilith flicked her hand and conjured three balls of light. “There. Isn’t that better? Just follow the lights.”

      The hovering glow cast strange shadows over the field that played with Sam’s imagination, but she was grateful for it anyway. She’d already been kidnapped by the Nox and persuaded into a life of servitude. The woman she was willingly working with was a magical being with questionable morals and a hint of psychopathy. What was there left to be scared of?

      “Right…” she muttered, mostly to herself. “Follow the lights. That never got anyone killed.”

      Lilith looked back over her shoulder and paused. “What?”

      “You know people write stories about being lured to their death by dancing lights in swamps and forests and stuff, right?”

      “Stories?”

      “Yes. Myths. Legends about the Will-O-Wisp. You know, made-up stories. They’re made-up, aren’t they?” A shiver ran down Sam’s spine as she stared in the luminescent eyes of the other woman. “Aren’t they?”

      Lilith remained silent for a moment before she turned around, ignoring Sam altogether. “Come on, the murder scene isn’t too far away.”

      “As long as I don’t become the murder scene, it’s all good.”

      The two women walked along the gravelly path, the glowing orbs circling Lilith like planets drawn to the sun
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