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      “Why are you here again?” Samantha asked for the sixth time that day as she glared at the slender woman bustling through her kitchen like it was hers. From before dawn, she’d been bringing all kinds of things into the house from a large van. Boxes, plastic containers, satchels with who knew what.

      With a smirk, Lilith halted at the counter where she cluttered everything up. “I’ve told you. Preparations for Nox Night.”

      “And I’ve told you, I don’t know what that means.”

      Lilith paused mid-moving a large casserole dish. “It’s our favourite holiday. We eat good food, count falling stars, and drink a special ale. Now that you’re part of our world, prepare to celebrate this for many years to come.”

      “Good food,” Samantha repeated, gesturing to the dish in Lilith’s hands. “You’re going to cook? You?”

      “Don’t be silly.” Lilith bent down to speak to the greyish hellhound following her around. “Your Warden is so silly, Demon Bite. Yes, she is. Yes, she is.” After giving Shadow a little scratch between her ears, she turned back to Sam. ”You’re cooking.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you’re the host. This is your house, isn’t it?”

      Samantha snorted. “So you do know this is my house. Why do we have to do it here? Isn’t there anywhere else you can celebrate this?”

      The other woman remained silent for a moment or two as she put the lid back on the dish. “No.”

      “Oh.” Samantha cast her eyes down and while she still wasn’t on board with the hostile takeover of her house, she stopped complaining. There really wasn’t any point. If Lilith wanted something, Lilith would find a way to get it.

      She settled on one of the barstools at the kitchen counter and watched the other woman unpack the cardboard boxes she brought. More cooking ware, which would come in handy since her ex-wife took most of it, all kinds of fairy lights, and more bottles with the special ale than Samantha could count.

      “That’s a lot of beer for just the two of us.” She grabbed one of the bottles to inspect the orange-blue label. It had some weird symbols on it and a vegetable that looked like a turnip or a carrot. She didn’t recognise the brand but she didn’t expect to either. “It is just going to be the two of us, right?”

      “Umm…” Lilith paused and shot her a hesitant smile. “What answer are you looking for here?”

      “The truth?”

      “Right… So there might be some more people coming.”

      “Why couldn’t you have it at your family mansion?”

      “Because… This is a Nox holiday, not just a Will-O-Wisp day. It has to be on neutral ground, like… A Warden’s home. It may be a day of peace and we all agree to a truce, but I’m not inviting Vampires or Moon Hares to my home.”

      Samantha rolled her eyes. “No, only to mine.”

      “Exactly. Even as a Warden to our clan, your house is neutral ground. Now let’s get prepping. We have lots of work to do.”

      “You’re so bossy.”

      “You should be used to it by now.” Lilith pressed a large ladle into Sam’s hand. “It’s tradition for the host to start the base for the Night Soup.”

      “Now? I thought you said Nox Night was next week.”

      “Yes, but the base needs time to age. To soak up the atmosphere of your home.”

      “Sounds delicious,” Sam replied sarcastically. “So what am I supposed to do?”

      “Sweat off some onions in oil or butter. Have you never made soup before?”

      “Well, yes, but—” Samantha stopped protesting, realising it was no use. From everything she knew about the Nox world, she’d expected the Night Soup to be anything but a real soup. Of course, she realised how silly that sounded so she just decided to stay quiet and grab a couple of onions from under the sink. She wasn’t sure how long they’d been there but the brittle peel came off easily and there were no soft spots or patches of blue mould. She called that a win.

      Shadow bounced through the kitchen so she could sniff the bulb in Samantha’s hand and pulled up her nose once she realised it wasn’t for her. With a disappointed glare, she retreated back to where Lilith was standing and curled around her foot.

      “Traitor,” Samantha muttered softly at the hellhound. She reached for a knife and halved the onion, crinkling her eyes from the potent juice and smell. No matter how hard she tried to cut the onion in nice slices, most came out uneven. Her freezer full of ready meals wasn’t exactly a testament to her experience. Even so, she wasn’t going to admit that to Lilith.

      Determined, she grabbed the biggest pot she had, whacked a good glug of oil in, and threw the onions into the sizzling pan.

      “Now what?” Sam asked, wiping the tears from her eyes.

      “Let them go translucent, then we’ll throw in some chicken stock and that’s that for now.”

      “That’s a weird, bland soup.”

      “It’s not done yet.”

      “So what else is going into it?”

      “I’m not telling you that. That would ruin the mystery, wouldn’t it?” Lilith teased.

      Samantha rolled her eyes. “What is it with you and mystery? You’re not telling me what else is in the soup, you didn’t let me open that little chest they found while renovating the Drunken Turnip, all for the sake of “mystery”. I’ll tell you something, mystery is overrated.”

      “That was a lot of mysteries.”

      “When did you become the grammar police?”

      “When you retired.” Lilith stuck out her tongue and shot a rubber band at Sam.

      “You’re so childish.”

      “You’re the one that wants to know what’s in the chest.”

      “I do. You can’t just claim treasure without letting me look.”

      “I’m surprised you even believe in treasure.”

      “What’s not to believe in?”

      “When we met, you didn’t believe in Fae or magic. You thought none of it was real.”

      “That’s different.”

      “Says you.”

      Samantha knew better than to argue with Lilith and decided to stir the onions before they all went black. The oil hissed at her and a waft of steam rose up into her face. A delicious savoury smell that immediately turned the empty kitchen into the heart of the house. Sam couldn’t remember the last time it had smelled like a home. Even if she couldn’t pinpoint when, it had been long before she and Melissa had their divorce.

      As she stirred the onions, Lilith finished unpacked her boxes and joined Sam at the hob. She leaned in and inhaled deeply. “Mmm… I love that smell.”

      Sam gulped, realising just how close the other woman was standing next to her. Eyes closed, making appreciative noises, even if she didn’t intend to put dangerous thoughts in Sam’s head, she was.

      Before she did something stupid, Sam quickly dove down, pretending to look for something in the bare cupboards.

      “You okay there?” Lilith asked, looking at her with a confused look in her eyes.

      “Yes, just looking for…” Sam muttered, frantically rummaging through the drawer of cutlery. Melissa had been so gracious to leave her some forks and spoons, so she grabbed the nearest one and held it up. “A spoon! For tasting,” she added, when the other woman’s frown didn’t clear up.

      “Sure… It’s just onions?”

      “Yes, but just to make sure,” Samantha insisted, hoping she successfully covered up how flustered she was feeling. She dipped the spoon into the pan and fished out a couple of half-raw onions. While the oil had softened them slightly, they were still a bit crunchy. She gulped. “Hmm. Tasty.”

      Lilith snickered. “You don’t cook often, do you?”

      Sam lowered her spoon. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Painfully so.” She lowered the heat and put the lid on the pot.

      “So now that’s done… you should let me open that chest. Who knows what’s in it. It could be a listening device, or a bomb, or a vial of poison ready to explode at any moment.”

      “Wow. And here I thought you didn’t have any imagination.”

      “If you spend enough time in the force you learn to be suspicious of strange packages. One time, my partner received an envelope with hair, enough for a wig. There was a note that said: “wear me.”. Turns out, the hair was from a recent murder victim. After that, you get really careful when opening parcels.”

      With a groan, Lilith nodded. “Fine, I’ll let you open the chest. But don’t blame me if you’re disappointed and it’s just boring crap.”

      “I wouldn’t dare.”
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      There were many things that the sceptical Samantha Rain didn’t believe in like superstition, aliens, or karma. But pirate treasure? Even she couldn’t deny the existence, or appeal, of an old map leading to a sunken chest with gold, jewels, and riches.

      The little chest found during the renovation of the Drunken Turnip was full of promises, or threats. Samantha was pretty sure the contents wouldn’t be dangerous but she didn’t want to admit that she just wanted to look. Lilith would never stop teasing her for believing in pirate treasure.

      Lilith put the small box on top of the kitchen counter, her eyes shimmering. “I’ll let you open it. On one condition.”

      “What now?”

      “Just admit that you hope it’s treasure.”

      “I…” Samantha rolled her eyes, not in the mood to argue more. “Fine. I hope it is treasure.”

      “Good girl.” With a smug grin, Lilith clicked the rusted lock and pulled the rounded lid back. The smell of old paper filled the kitchen and both women had to cough. `

      Samantha waved the fluttering dust away and bent down to look at the contents of the mysterious chest. A handful of old pennies, a couple of twisted paper clips, and an old, yellow picture of a family. Mundane, boring items she’d find in almost any desk drawer or in a clutter jar.

      She picked up the coins and let them clatter back into the box. “It’s just junk…”

      Lilith cleared her throat. “I told you so.”

      “Alright, fine.” Sam pushed the lid back down and pushed the chest away. “I should’ve let it remain a mystery.”

      “You should have. Is there really nothing else in there?”

      “No.” With a disappointed sigh, Sam sat back down on her high chair. “I guess we can return to the preparations for the party.” She moved to put some water in the soup pot and Shadow let out a soft bark as she chased her own tail.

      Lilith laughed. “Hellhounds are so silly. How’s puppy training going?”

      “Not too bad. We’re doing really well in nosework. Not so great in retrieving.” Samantha reached down to give the hellhound a pat on the back. “Not a police hound, but I’ll make a working dog out of her yet.”

      “Good to hear she’s useful. Ish,” Lilith teased as wiped her hands on a towel. “There, that’s the inside done.”

      “The inside?” Samantha echoed. “What does that mean?”

      “We still need to mark the house.”

      A bad feeling welled up in her stomach. “With…”

      Lilith dug in one of the totebags and held out a rattling graffiti can. “Tadaa.”

      “No. You’re not tagging my house!”

      “Relax, it’s magical. You won’t even see it,” Lilith said.

      Sam grumbled under her breath. She wasn’t very reassured but protesting only wasted her breath. All she could do was follow the other woman to the front of her house where she selected a nice patch of wall.

      “Perfect,” Lilith decided, holding out a stencil. She shook the can and with a loud hiss, sprayed blue paint onto the brick. “There. One invisible-to-the-human-eye party invitation.”

      “If it’s supposed to be invisible then why can I see it clear as day?”

      With a sinking feeling, Samantha watched Lilith take a second look at the can. Her confident smile evaporated and she chuckled awkwardly.

      The slender woman took a careful step back. “Oops?”

      “Oops?” Sam echoed, glaring at the blue spray paint on her house. “Oops!?”

      “Sorry! I don’t know how these got into my party supplies when clearly, they’re for crafting. I’ll clean it up.”

      “You better.” Samantha stared at the blue sign, the lines thick but intricate. She had no idea what the symbol meant but it reminded her of a celtic knot. Staring at it, a strange feeling welled up within her, something she couldn’t quite explain. Maybe she didn’t want graffiti on her house but the logo reminded her that she belonged somewhere again, even if other humans didn’t know what it meant… she did.

      She brushed her hand through her short hair and gestured to the drying paint. “You know what, it’s fine. Just make sure the next one you put is definitely with the right can.”

      Lilith breathed a sigh of relief. “You sure?”

      “Yes, the house is…” She stared up at the place, strangely disassociated from it. Maybe once, it had been her home but now it was just somewhere she dwelled. A shell without meaning, a reminder of her failed marriage. “It’s just a house.” She pondered for a second before she sighed. “You do what you have to do. I’m going back inside.”

      Without waiting for the other woman, she retreated back into the house and paused in the empty hallway. She had to redecorate yet but it wasn’t very high up her priority list. The thought of making this place nice again didn’t feel right. She wasn’t even sure if she could. Would hanging up a few new paintings and pick out colourful drapes help erase the residue that Melissa left behind?

      She shuffled to the living area and climbed the set of glass stairs to the raised area where she kept her liquor. The old cabinet shrieked as she pulled the latch down and reached for one of the cheaper bottles. Maybe it was a little early to drink but she couldn’t shake the overwhelming feeling that she wouldn’t make it through the day without some liquid courage.

      The neck of the bottle clinked against the glass as she poured herself a generous drink, filling up the crystal tumbled with the golden whisky. It released a burnt, full aroma into the air, a scent from the islands where it was made, far away..

      Samantha was halfway through her second refill before Lilith found her on the couch, bottle in one hand, glass in the other.

      “Are you drinking right now?” the other woman asked, more disappointed than accusing.

      “What does it look like?” Samantha huffed back. Before her whisky could be taken away, she swigged it down and thudded the empty glass on the side table.

      Sighing, Lilith sat down next to her, worry written in her eyes. “Why?”

      “Do I need a reason?” she countered. “I’m a grown woman.”

      “No, but you’re drinking…” Lilith sniffed the glass. “Whisky, like it’s water at one in the afternoon. Don’t tell me that’s normal.”

      Sam averted her gaze. She didn’t want to admit her day drinking was a common occurrence from way before the divorce. It started when she was still working on homicides, a little extra help to forget the gruesome things she witnessed during the day and the awful news she had to deliver to unsuspecting families. A good glass when she got home after a long shift could sway an unbearable day into bearable. She didn’t have to justify herself, but pressured by Lilith’s gaze, she mumbled a reply. “It’s fine. It’s not a problem.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’ve got it under control.”

      Lilith hummed, not sounding too convinced. Samantha would’ve pressed the issue but she knew the harder she protested, the less people tended to believe her. At least, that had been the case with Melissa.
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      They sat together for a little while, neither daring to speak. Sam fiddled with her new Warden ring, twisting it around and around just like she used to do with her wedding ring. She appreciated that Lilith got it for that reason even though she wasn’t too sure how she felt about it yet. Just when Samantha was considering pouring herself another glass to break the awkward tension, the other woman perked up with a triumphant smile.

      “I know!” Lilith exclaimed. She grabbed Sam by the hand and tugged her up from her stagnant position on the couch. “Let’s go to my house.”

      That got Samantha’s interest. “Really?”

      “Yes. I need to make some arrangements and once I’m Boss, you’ll be spending a lot of time there so might as well get started now.”

      “What kind of arrangements?” Samantha quickly shook her head. “No, never mind. I don’t want to know what kind of nefarious stuff you get up to.”

      “It’s serious, official Nox business.”

      “Which is run like the mafia.”

      Lilith flashed her a pearly white grin, her eyes twinkling. “Who do you think the mafia is?”

      “See, that’s exactly why I don’t want to know.”

      “As my Warden, you will have to know these things, Samantha.”

      A flutter tickled her stomach from the way Lilith said her name. There was something… serious about it, but soft at the same time. It always sounded so deliberate, drawn out. Like the other woman enjoyed the way her name felt on her tongue, or at least, that was what it felt like to Sam. Maybe she was overthinking it, maybe she shouldn’t be thinking about the younger woman at all, but she couldn’t wonder what it meant that she was so affected by such a simple thing.

      Lilith noticed her sudden silence and furrowed her eyebrows. “Everything okay?”

      Acutely aware that they were still holding hands, Samantha quickly rose from the couch and pulled her arm behind her back. She could still feel where they’d been touching and with burning cheeks, she hurried away, eager to put some distance between them.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Lilith called after her, her voice slightly lower than usual. She followed her into the hall and to the kitchen, where she leaned against the doorpost. “You’re being weird.”

      “Maybe I’m not looking forward to living a life of crime,” Samantha lied, trying to sound as normal as possible. She wasn’t sure why she was so freaked out but with her divorce still fresh and her heart barely mended, she didn’t think she was ready to jump into something so new and so dangerous. Even if Lilith was making her aware of things she hadn’t thought about in so long, that didn’t mean anything. Things used to be that way with her ex-wife and now they were… Sam stiffened. It didn’t matter, this wasn’t about her and Melissa, this was about her and the beautiful, way too young, powerful woman standing just out of reach. Leaning against the door like she owned the place, her keen eyes following Sam’s every movement. She suspected a bomb could’ve gone off behind her and Lilith’s attention would’ve only been gone for a second before it was back on her. She wasn’t sure how she felt under that kind of focus.

      She shook her head, trying to stop herself from examining this all too closely. Half of her was convinced she was making this all up and Lilith’s presence had nothing to do with any potential romantic roads. Except that one time they kissed, but that had been to show off her magic. Or the almost kiss. Or the heated kiss last time when they were solving those murders, but that was different. Sam had instigated and while it had felt like fireworks for her, she had no idea how the other woman felt about it. They hadn’t talked about it. Maybe that meant Lilith would rather forget any of it happened.

      “I’ll just turn the soup off,” she stated, eager to turn her back to the other woman so she could hide her face. She gave the onions an unnecessary stir and fumbled with the buttons on the stove, pretending she was checking to make sure the gas was off. Anything to stall for time before they were walking to the other side of town. Or worse, were cramped together in the back of a taxi.

      Maybe she should decline Lilith’s invitation to join her. It would be better for the both of them to get some space. For Sam to put that kiss out of her head and for the other woman… She wasn’t sure what Lilith needed but she’d give her the space for it nonetheless.

      “Oh! I should put a lid on this.” Without needing a reply, Samantha dove under the stove and with lots of banging and clanging, rummaged through the cabinet that held all her lids. She didn’t know which one would fit the pot so she grabbed them all and tried until she found one that matched.

      Unable to stall longer, she turned around and almost shrieked when she found Lilith standing barely an inch away.

      “What. How.” She gestured from the door to the woman right in front of her. “I didn’t hear you come closer.”

      “That’s because you were making all that noise.” The woman’s eyes flickered. “Is something wrong? Did I say something or…?”

      “W-What? Ha, no. Ha. Ha.” Samantha laughed abnormally loud, panic flooding through her. Maybe the reason they hadn’t talked about it had nothing to do with Lilith avoiding the subject and everything with herself being too chicken.

      Lilith’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “I…”

      “You’ve been acting weird ever since we kissed that night.”
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