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      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 have returned home, but right now, Samantha wasn’t 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? 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 subside, 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 bench, 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.
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      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 alight 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 spilled 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.”
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      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 really 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
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