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  For Brienchen
Without whom Ashuan never would have seen the light of day.
Thanks for 20 years of friendship!








  
  A note about sensitive topics


There are a lot of magic and fantastical creatures in this book, but the teenagers at the core of this story are just that: they are teenagers. And as such they deal with a number of very real issues on top of the magical ones. 
If you don’t like spoilers and you’re cool with anything, skip this note and start the book. If you like to be prepared, keep reading. I’m writing this because reading should be fun, not a bad surprise.
While this series starts out as a YA fantasy, there are mentions of sex, drugs and sadly no rock’n’roll. There will be no actual sex scenes until the characters are all of age, and even then I much prefer fade-to-black. In the first book, there is mention of drug abuse, but you won’t see a character actually use drugs. You will, however, encounter teenagers and adults drinking alcohol, including an alcoholic mother who is neglectful to her children. As for the underage characters: the age of drinking beer and wine without adult supervision in Germany is 16. For drinking spirits and cocktails, it is 18.
I have tried my best to keep all swear words out of the text. If one has slipped through, I’m sorry.
As fun as it sounds, hunting monsters and wielding magic is dangerous. People will be hurt in this series and some will die. That includes characters who you got to know well. Their deaths will not be meaningless, though it might feel like that to the surviving characters. Because I’m a big fan of consequences, that means you will see depictions of grief in various stages.
In this book in particular, you will encounter a demon that controls scores of insects, spiders and other invertebrates. If those descriptions make you squirmish, consider skipping the chapters Lucille-1, Lucille-2, and Fabian-3 in Part 2: Dreams & Nightmares.
Last but not least, there are instances of bullying, mostly verbal, by other teenagers. These scenes are few in between and our affected characters will rise above that.
The characters live in a dangerous world, but it’s also beautiful. For every dark spot, there will be light and humour. And of course magic. Lots and lots of magic.
Enjoy!

Love, Janna
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Magic, Vampires & Family Drama
.

Since arriving in Greenvalley, Lucille has made new friends, discovered she’s a witch, and started hunting monsters. Her life seems perfect, apart from the occasional life-and-death situation. But there’s one thing she’s sorely missing: her father’s affection.
When a vampire coven takes up residence in the crypts of Greenvalley Cemetery, Lucille and her friends take up the fight. However, everything changes when she encounters the charming Count Artorius and his daughter Isabelle. Despite being undead, his coven offers more love and affection than Lucille’s father ever had. Lucille yearns to join his coven, but to do so, she must die.
.
A Drop of Blood is a bonus adventure in the action-packed YA urban fantasy series, Ashuan Greed. It takes place between part 3 and 4 of A Drop of Magic, but can be read as a standalone. Grab this free adventure filled with danger, longing, and the search for one's true identity today.
.

Sign up to my Story Seeker mailing list and grab the prequel for free








  
  Part 1

Shadow & Light
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  Lucille


The sounds of the nightclub faded away as Lucille walked down the street. Her heels clanked alone in the darkness. It had been a good crowd in the club, although the music had left much to be desired. Out here, everybody was asleep. Soon, she regretted insisting on going out by herself. But after years of being closely watched in a prestigious boarding school, she was enjoying the freedom that moving back to her charming little hometown offered her. At seventeen, she was certainly old enough to go out at night without one of her father’s employees hovering behind her. Speaking of hovering, though, was someone following her? 
In the quiet of the night, Lucille could hear a slow shuffle behind her. Whoever it was, they weren’t trying to stay quiet. It was probably nothing, except that the shuffle was coming closer.
Lucille decided to duck around a corner and pretend she lived in one of the houses downtown instead of in a villa on the hills. Sure enough, the person followed her. Her heart jumped into her throat, and her skin turned cold. There was no doubt they were after her. Now, she cursed herself for not calling the chauffeur. In a town as small as Greenvalley, she hadn’t thought she needed the protection, but obviously, she’d been wrong.
She slipped her hand into her handbag and found the comforting round shape of her pepper spray. Her fingers shook as she slowly pulled it out and adjusted her grip. Over the sound of her own heartbeat, the shuffle was barely audible.
Well, whoever it was would get a good dose of pepper spray now. “One step more and I’ll call the police!” Lucille whirled around and pushed down on her spray.
The irritating cloud hit the person behind her straight in the face. He’d been that close. Lucille could feel her own eyes itch, but the guy in front of her didn’t even twitch. Probably because he didn’t have much skin left to irritate. In fact, the skin he had—if it even was a man—was falling off his face in stringy, grey patches, and Lucille was convinced she saw something crawling through his equally patchy hair.
The creature raised its arms towards her, and Lucille screamed. She spun around and ran.
Running fast wasn’t exactly her forte. While she didn’t mind school sports, track and field days had often got the period excuse from her. Now, as she tried to sprint in heels, those lies were catching up with her.
The shuffling sped up behind her, the heavy footfall making Lucille think of bones hitting stone. Bitterness spread in her mouth, and she almost stopped to throw up. But she had to pull herself together, or that creature would get her.
Lucille turned into another alley and cursed when her heels got caught between cobblestones. Damn these charming little streets in this not-so-charming little town! She lost valuable seconds trying to get out of her shoes. Already, the creature had found her again. Lucille threw her best pair of stilettos into its chest and continued barefoot. Unfortunately, the cobbled street was a dead end.
“No, no, no!” She refused to believe this. The short run had already left her puffing. Her side was burning, and now there was no way out of here?
Barely slowed down by her shoe assault, the creature was approaching again. Lucille dashed to one of the doors and hammered her fists against it. “Open, please! Help! I need help!” When that didn’t work, she turned and attacked the one on the other side. Nothing. The rooms behind the walls were either empty or the occupants were sound asleep. It wasn’t even midnight yet!
Lucille suppressed a whimper when she realised that none of these doors would open for her. She retreated all the way to the back of the alley, pressing her body against the stones. The coldness of them stung her bare back. 
Perhaps she could climb the wall? Lucille threw a glance above her head and shuddered in despair. It was at least four metres high. An experienced boulderer would have had no problem with the irregular stones, but even though she found fingerholds, her hands slipped the moment she tried to pull herself up. Her elbow scratched over an edge and started to burn. Lucille hissed through her teeth and held her elbow as she turned back around.
The creature was now only a metre away from her. There was enough space for her to dart around it, but the cold fear that gripped her melted the thought away. There was no escape from this monster. She stood no chance. None at all. Instead of fighting, Lucille sank to the ground and covered her head with her arms, as if making herself as small as possible would somehow save her from this creature.
“Please don’t kill me!” she whimpered. She had so much planned for tomorrow, the start of her new self-determined life near her father.
Something soft fell on her arms and hair. Confused, Lucille lowered her arms and found a layer of dust covering them. It also matted her hair and plastered her forehead. There was even more dust in front of her and another set of feet than before.
Slowly, Lucille looked up, following the dark jeans to a low belt and a snug black shirt that held on tight to a muscular chest. Finally, her eyes came to rest on the strikingly handsome face of a young man with tousled blond hair—and a huge-ass sword raised in his hands.
The creature that had chased her was nowhere in sight.
Lucille swallowed. “Uhm… hi.”
“Hi there.” He flashed her a smile, and something in Lucille’s stomach flipped. Her heart raced again, but it was no longer fear that was pumping all that blood.
Flustered, Lucille got to her feet, using the wall behind her to pull herself up until she was almost as tall as he was. “What just happened?”
The stranger lowered his sword and shrugged, as if it wasn’t a big deal. “Just an errant revenant. It’s dust now, so you should be safe. Have a good night.”
A revenant? Dust now? Lucille rubbed the fine powder on her arm between her fingers. She shuddered when she realised it was someone’s remains that were sticking to her. “Eww!” Then she noticed that the stranger was already at the end of the alley. “Hey, wait!”
He halted. In the light of the lantern ahead, he was even more beautiful, like one of the models her stepmother worked with. “What is it?”
Lucille’s mind went blank. She only knew she didn’t want him to leave like this. “I just… I just wanted to say thanks.”
“That was nothing. I was on the hunt for it, anyway.”
She swallowed heavily. He’d been on the hunt? “You were?”
He flashed her another smile and appeared to walk away again.
“Wait!” Once more, he turned, an eyebrow arched to perfection. “Will I see you again?” Internally, Lucille could have slapped herself for even thinking about flirting in such a situation. No, she only wanted to thank him properly, that was all.
His smile widened, and her stomach responded with a plethora of flutters. “Probably.” And then he left.
Lucille ran after him, but when she looked down the street, she couldn’t see her saviour anywhere. Disappointment flooded her, quickly followed by a pang of fear. What if he was wrong and there were more creatures like that around?
This time, she didn’t hesitate to call the chauffeur. While she felt bad for getting Tobias out of bed, she experienced immeasurable relief when the glowing lights of his car came around the corner a couple of minutes later.
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In her mind, Lucille saw the revenant before her, with his face falling apart. That kind of witchcraft?
She shook her head but caught herself before she snorted. Such behaviour wouldn’t be proper for a young lady. It was something her stepmother never tired of pointing out, no matter how outdated it was.
They were sitting in the parlour in the eastern wing, watching the sun rise over the mountains. Though autumn had arrived, only a few trees were turning yellow. The rest were as evergreen as the brochure in her hands promised.
Watching the beautiful mountains, it was difficult to believe what had happened to her the previous night. As soon as Lucille had arrived home, she’d showered and scrubbed her skin and hair clean. Now that she was clean and safe, it all felt like a hallucination. If it weren’t for the bruise on her elbow, she would’ve thought it a simple nightmare.
As it was, she stared wearily at the brochure that had come with her enrolment pack. The leaflet claimed that the warmer micro-climate in Greenvalley was the result of a magical spring. And the town had even gone so far as to build a fancy fountain for it on the town square. Lucille had seen the throngs of tourists gathering there, believing all sorts of magic coming from it.
She sighed. Rather, the magic of branding than any real magic.
The obsession with magic, witches, and devil stories in the Harz region had always annoyed Lucille. She was well aware that tourism in the area thrived on it, but she’d found it rather tacky. As if the town was taking part in an all-year-round carnival. Until she was attacked by a monster at night.
No, that handsome guy had said she was safe now. It was a one-off anomaly. Nothing to worry about. It probably hadn’t even been a monster. And even if it was, Lucille would take fairy tales and the occasional monster over another year at Rosemary College, the all-girl boarding school down in Switzerland. She had two years left at school, and she intended to spend them in her tacky little hometown amongst normal teenagers—not monsters—and, most importantly, at home.
“Is Father not joining us?” Lucille asked when her coffee started to get cold. She had waited to eat her breakfast for a while now.
Her stepmother Linda was lounging next to the tall window in a silken robe, sipping from her cup and watching the sun rise. She turned around, wearing a slight frown, as if she hadn’t quite heard Lucille. “Your father? Oh, he’s taking a call. He’ll probably have his breakfast in his office.” It sounded as if that was a regular occurrence. “With luck, we might see him at dinner. But don’t worry, I’ll be there.”
Lucille glanced at the untouched set on the table. The whole point of moving to Greenvalley full time was so she could spend more time with her father. Instead, she got breakfast with Linda, the woman who’d proposed sending her to boarding school in the first place.
After Lucille’s mother had died fifteen years ago, Bastien de Cerque had remarried for the sole purpose of providing her with a mother. Why he hadn’t picked one with actual maternal instinct was beyond Lucille.
She ignored her glazed waffles and grabbed the enrolment papers instead. The motion caught Linda’s attention. “I still don’t understand why you would give up an excellent education for such a…” She looked at the brochure in search of a proper word. “Common school. The teachers can’t be any good.”
“I’m sure the teachers are perfectly capable!” Lucille snapped. In truth, she wasn’t quite as convinced, holding similar prejudices as Linda, though she would never admit as much.
Linda took a deep breath and rubbed at an imaginary smudge on her diamond ring. “Well, if you’re so intent on ruining your prospects, be my guest.”
A guest was what Lucille felt like in her own home. “Thank you. I will go then and ruin my prospects now,” Lucille said with all the fake cheer she could muster and got to her feet.
“You haven’t eaten anything.”
Lucille glanced at the food. It was an exquisite spread, even better than the breakfast at Rosemary, but her appetite had completely waned. “I’ll have my breakfast in my office.” Not that she had a proper office. Just a study with a desk, a mini library, and a comfy seating area.
Linda huffed and clicked her tongue in distaste. Then she bent forward, tucking her silk robe tighter, and put some food on a plate. “I will ask Martha to pack you something extra for lunch.”
“Very well.” The cook would probably lap up the opportunity and pack her box so full Lucille would have to find someone to share with. It wasn’t the worst strategy to make friends.
Once she was back in her bedroom, Lucille let out a deep breath. If going to school in Greenvalley meant having breakfast with her stepmother every day, she might have to reconsider her decision to leave Rosemary and her life there. Then again, it would be bearable if her father joined them. Surely, he couldn’t have a phone call every morning.
A knock on the door made Lucille whip her head around. “What do you want now?” Instantly, she clapped her hands over her mouth, silently cursing herself for the slip in demeanour. It would get her another tsk.
“Excuse me, Miss Lucille.” The voice didn’t belong to Linda, but to her father’s butler, Albert. “Do you have a minute to spare for me?”
Flustered, Lucille nodded. She liked the old man like a grandfather, though he would never allow her to call him that. Albert kept his professional distance at all times, even if he had a twinkle in his eyes whenever she came to him. Now he was entering her room, carrying an antique-looking box in his hands.
“Your grandmother left you this.” Albert handed her the box.
Lucille carefully took it from him. With her fingers, she ran over the intricate carvings and the bronze metal clasp. “It’s beautiful.”
“Open it.” Albert nudged her gently.
A flutter of excitement went through her as she undid the clasp. She had only fond memories of her paternal grandmother, and though Cecille de Cerque had died only a few years after Lucille’s mother, Lucille still missed her terribly. Sometimes, it felt like her grandmother had been her only friend in this big, cold house.
The box opened with a soft sigh as the wood eased into motion. It must not have been opened for a very long time. Inside, on top of a velvet pillow, lay the most beautiful necklace Lucille had ever seen—which was saying a lot considering Linda’s large jewellery collection. The threads were made of silver, though the metal had a peculiar red tinge to it. The centrepiece was made up of eight tear-shaped, fingertip-sized rubies. They were intricately laced in a net of silver in such a way that Lucille had a hard time figuring out how they were attached.
Gingerly, Lucille took the necklace from the box and marvelled at the craftsmanship. “This was my grandmother’s?”
“Indeed. It was her most prized possession.” Then he pointed to the picture frame above the bed.
It contained photos of happier times—of her mum and dad in love, and with her in their arms. And there was a photo of her grandmother reading to her. Lucille had never paid much attention to it, but her grandmother was indeed wearing the red jewels around her neck, and now that she’d noticed it, Lucille remembered never having seen her without it.
It wasn’t until a tear rolled down her cheek that Lucille realised how touched she was by her grandmother’s gesture. “She wanted me to have this?”
“Once you were old enough to appreciate it,” Albert affirmed. “Let me fasten it for you.”
Lucille handed the box back and turned around, holding up her blond locks. Albert’s gentle hands draped the necklace around her neck and fastened the clasp.
Engrossed by its beauty, Lucille stepped in front of the mirror. The rubies nestled right on her collarbones. In the sunlight, they appeared as if they contained liquid fire. They even felt warm against her skin.
Behind her, Albert discreetly cleared his throat, reminding Lucille that she should be on her way soon. With one last look at her reflection, Lucille turned around. “Thank you, Albert. You have made my day.”
“It has only just started,” the butler said with a little bow. “I will get Tobias to bring up the car in about five minutes.”
Lucille barely heard him. She had already turned back to the mirror, marvelling a little more at her late grandmother’s gift.
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Lucille leaned forward to speak to Tobias. “Would you mind parking around the corner when you pick me up?”
“Not at all, Miss.”
“Lovely. Thank you so much.” She grabbed her bag and stepped out of the car.
“Good luck on your first day!” the chauffeur called before resolving the traffic jam he had caused.
Lucille wouldn’t be a true de Cerque if she didn’t know how to handle herself in the face of unwanted attention. The students here probably didn’t see many new faces, so she forgave their curiosity with a well-practised smile before approaching the first person she encountered to ask for directions.
“Hey, I’m new to this school. Can you point me towards the school administration? I’m Lucille, by the way.” It was never too early to start making new friends.
She extended her hand, and the boy took it instantly. “I’m Robert! Welcome to Greenvalley High. The admin is just over there. Do you want me to tag along? I can show you around.”
Taken aback by his over-the-top enthusiasm, Lucille smiled and shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m fine.” There must be someone here who was a little more refined.
He pointed to a two-story building just behind the school gate. Greenvalley High was on the southern side of the little mountain river that ran through the town. It consisted of a sprawling arrangement of low-rise buildings with one larger complex in the middle. After months in the sun, the grass had turned yellow, but the trees were still green. It was a pretty, almost village-like school that was bustling with students aged from twelve to nineteen.
Lucille approached the administration building and found a notice board outside. A little witch puppet hung in one of the corners, and Lucille sighed. Hopefully, any witchcraft would be kept out of the curriculum.
Upstairs, she patiently waited for another student to finish chatting with the administrator. The girl was her age, with a head full of tight, black curls she had tried to tame with a high ponytail. Her clothes were a bit on the plain side, considering that there was no school uniform. While Lucille had embraced her newfound freedom with a cute skirt and a shoulder-free top, the other girl wore plain jeans and a nondescript T-shirt.
When the girl finally noticed her waiting, she took a flustered step aside. “Sorry. You can go.”
But as she turned to hurry away, the administrator, a tall woman with short hair, called her back. “Samantha, please wait a second.” Then she smiled at Lucille. “You must be Lucille de Cerque, our newest addition.”
“I am.” Lucille stepped forward to hand in the rest of her enrolment papers. “Here you go.”
“Welcome to Greenvalley High. We’re very pleased to have you, Miss de Cerque.” The woman patted the transcripts before looking at the other girl. “This is Samantha Kollmer, our Deputy Head Girl. I believe you two are in the same class group.”
The girl checked the stack of papers in her hand and nodded with a cautious smile. “It looks like it. Hi.”
Lucille gave her a quick wave. “Hello.”
“Samantha, be a dear, and show Lucille to the classroom, would you?” the administrator asked.
“Of course, Mrs. Schneider.” She nodded towards the door. “Shall we? Class is starting in seven minutes.”
She made it sound as if they would have to hurry to get there in time, and Lucille wondered how far away their classroom would was. “Sure.”
As they walked down the stairs, Samantha pulled a paper from her stack and handed it to her. “This is your schedule. We’re with Mr Zobel. I’ve never had him before, but he works with the student reps and is fairly decent.”
“Fairly decent sounds good,” Lucille replied, quickly checking her schedule. She had chosen her coursework upon enrolment and was happy to see that it was evenly spread with some additional perks. Her Tuesdays didn’t start until the second period, and there were even some free periods for her to enjoy and relax. The teacher Samantha mentioned was listed as her tutor at the top of the page and appeared to be teaching her Politics and German classes.
“What are your majors?” Lucille asked as they crossed the school grounds.
For a student rep, Samantha seemed surprisingly shy, but now she perked up and replied, “Physics and Chemistry.”
Lucille gulped. “Oh, dear.” If she could, she would have got rid of all three natural sciences. As it was, she had chosen Biology as her main science and would suffer through Chemistry for two semesters.
Samantha shrugged, her smile quickly fading. “Yeah, I know it’s uncommon. What did you choose?”
“History and Latin,” Lucille said, eager to chat about it. “I love languages and picked as many as I could.” She’d been pleasantly surprised to find out that Greenvalley High offered Latin as a major. On top of that, she was also going to study English, French, and Spanish.
“You could help me in Spanish then,” Samantha said, peering at Lucille’s schedule. “We share that class.”
Lucille grinned. “Exchanging Spanish vocabulary for chemical formulas. That sounds like a deal to me.”
She was rewarded with a small smile from Samantha. It lasted barely a second before the girl cast her eyes to the ground again. Lucille noticed that they were passing a group of students their age. In a sea of rather ordinary students, they were certainly the most fashionable and stylish.
“Who are they?”
Samantha took a deep breath. “The Elite Clique.”
“Elite? Is that a self-picked name or does everyone else call them that?” There had been more than enough cliques at the boarding school—more than Lucille could stomach—and she’d hoped it wouldn’t be as bad at a public school.
“Both. Cheryl came up with it. That’s the one with the corkscrew locks. The rest adopted it quickly.” Samantha glanced over her shoulder with a little sigh.
Lucille spotted the girl she referred to instantly. She was pretty and definitely came from money, but the way she carried herself was so tacky she would’ve barely lasted a day at the boarding school.
There were seven of them in total, and Lucille had to admit that the boys were rather good-looking. Just then, the tall one with the dark hair glanced at her. As their eyes met, he smirked appreciatively.
Lucille chuckled and turned back to Samantha. “Who’s the black-haired one?”
“Alan Aster. He’s the Police Chief’s son and Cheryl’s on-and-off boyfriend.” Samantha sounded as if she was already tired of talking about them.
But Lucille couldn’t let it rest. She glanced at the boy once more, who was now joking with the sunburnt blonde next to him. “So, are they on, or are they off right now?”
Samantha sighed. “I have no idea.” She took another look. “Probably off. When they’re on, she’s clinging to his arm all the time.”
Lucille stored the information away. Coming from an all-girls school, the prospect of cute guys at Greenvalley High was exciting to her.
They arrived at the main building. “Most of our classes apart from the sciences and PE will be in here,” Samantha explained, as if eager to talk about something other than the Elite Clique. “Over there is the hall with its cafeteria and the stage. Next to it is the atrium, which is only accessible to Year 12 and 13 students.”
“Oh, great,” Lucille said. With so many younger children running around, it would be nice to have a place just for the older students.
Samantha nodded. “Yeah, it’s definitely a perk this year.” She pointed to a staircase. “Our room is on the second floor. Number 203.”
Soon, they arrived in what looked like a standard classroom. The individual tables were pushed together into a U-shape with two short extra rows of tables across the middle. At the other end of the room was a whiteboard, not one of the high-tech boards they had at her old school.
Most of their classmates had already arrived and taken seats. Samantha handed her stack of papers over to the teacher in the front, a smart-looking man in his mid-forties with thinning hair and a slender pair of glasses. “Mr Zobel, this is Lucille. She’s new to Greenvalley.” She glanced at Lucille. “I’ll leave you to it.” Then she took her place next to a black girl with two long braids in the first row.
“Well, welcome to our school, Lucille. Go and find a seat, if you please. We’ll be starting in a minute,” Mr Zobel said with a kind smile.
Lucille surveyed the room and its exits before choosing a seat on the U-shape near the window, not too far from Samantha. As she unpacked her belongings, she listened to the other students catching up after their summer holidays. A smile slipped onto her lips in response to the vibrant chatter. At the boarding school, they’d all been quiet the moment a teacher entered in the room.
A bell rang a few moments later, and the excited chatter died down without Mr Zobel having to raise his voice. When the room was quiet, he began. “Welcome to Year 12! It’s good to see you all. As you know, you’re now entering the final stages of your school education, which comes with a few changes. The most important one being that every grade will count towards your Abitur diploma, so no slacking off.” It sounded more ominous than it was. Lucille preferred this arrangement over a single exam at the end of the year. “Apart from Politics, there will be no shared classes for the entire group, which means we’ll have to make a little time for housekeeping at the start of each lesson.”
“What a shame,” a tall and lanky ginger boy behind Samantha in the middle rows said, eliciting a few chuckles from the rest of the class.
At first, Lucille was taken aback, but when she noticed that even Mr Zobel smiled thinly, she allowed herself the leniency of a giggle.
“Yes, don’t you worry, Fabian. We’ll manage to keep ahead of our curriculum somehow,” he said, then turned back to his introduction. “Apart from these few hours, you’ll all be off to the courses you chose at the end of last year. I’ll pass around your schedule. Take a good look at it.” He passed the larger part of the pile he had received from Samantha to the boy at the beginning of the U-shape. It was Robert, the enthusiastic one from the school gate. “If you need to make any changes, there’s a two-week deadline. For anyone interested in how your marks will add up with exams, I have some handouts here.” He handed the smaller part of the pile to the girl sitting next to Lucille.
“One more thing. As you will be turning eighteen or have already done so, you will be able to excuse your absences yourselves. Please do so responsibly.” Mr Zobel looked sternly at a buff guy in the back row who had the audacity to wear a black tank top to school, showing off a crooked tattoo.
The boy shrugged as if he had no idea what his teacher was talking about. “Sounds good to me,” she heard him mumble.
Done with the general housekeeping, Mr Zobel continued with an overview of how their politics class would be structured and assessed, explaining the details for the better part of the first hour.
Lucille took some notes, but mostly, she let her eyes roam the room. Samantha stayed true to her first impression and hung onto the teacher’s every word, scribbling down what he said without a pause. The girl next to her didn’t take any notes but stared at Mr Zobel, never blinking once. Most of the others paid mediocre attention. Some, like the ginger boy Mr Zobel had called Fabian, had taken to doodling on their schedule or leafing through the handouts by themselves. But then her eyes caught sight of him.
The guy who’d potentially saved her life last night.
In the daylight, he was drop-dead gorgeous. There was no other way to describe him. Brown eyes the colour of milk chocolate and blond hair just long enough for a fashionably wind-swept style. His physique was flawless, with chiselled cheekbones and a chin to cut herself on. His deltoid muscles bulged under the simple black shirt when he crossed his arms. He certainly knew the effect he had on her and answered Lucille’s prolonged stare with a cocky little grin.
Flustered, she looked back down and up to Mr Zobel, but her gaze kept returning to her handsome saviour, who somehow turned out to be a classmate. That must’ve been what he meant when he responded affirmatively when she asked if she was going to see him again.
Unable to fight her attraction, Lucille leaned into it and began flirting herself. She knew she wasn’t bad looking either, and despite the all-girls school she went to, she’d had more than enough flirtations over the last few years. She knew this game of coy looks and ‘accidental’ fingertip touches to her bottom lip that sent a boy’s heart racing.
When the bell suddenly rang, she startled. She had completely zoned out of the lesson.
Mr Zobel left the room, but as it was a double period, not everybody followed him. Like some of the others, Lucille chose to stay. One, because she didn’t want to risk getting lost, and second, because the handsome boy was staying as well.
But before she could talk to him, the ginger boy who’d spoken up earlier turned around to her. “I don’t remember seeing you before. Which class were you in?”
“I just transferred here from a boarding school in Switzerland,” Lucille said, feeling a little tense because it wasn’t the chat she’d been hoping for. The only thing special about this boy was how tall he was and how many freckles fit on his nose.
“How come?” the boy next to him asked. He had the same dark skin as the girl in front of him, a close-cropped afro, and a ready smile.
Lucille sighed. “Let’s say I wasn’t particularly fond of the rules. It was a girls-only school.” Then she got over herself. After all, she wasn’t here to find a new boyfriend but to make a fresh start. “I am Lucille de Cerque.”
“Fabian,” the ginger replied. Then he began to introduce the guy next to him. “This is Nico. That’s his sister Rachel”—the girl who’d never blinked turned around to her and gave a shy wave— “and the one busy with whatever is Samantha.”
“I’m not busy with whatever, and we’ve already met,” Samantha protested, though she was still scribbling down something. Nevertheless, she sounded a lot more confident replying to Fabian than she had when she’d talked to Lucille.
“Well, what are you doing, then?” Fabian asked, rolling his eyes in a show for Lucille.
Samantha straightened her back. “I’m preparing for the first meeting of the school council. Adrian wants us to get started right away.”
“I’m pretty sure Adrian hasn’t even thought about it at this stage,” Fabian replied promptly.
Feeling a little left out of their spat, Lucille asked, “Is Adrian your boyfriend?”
“No!” Samantha seemed aghast she had suggested it. “He’s just the Head Boy, and I’m his Deputy. And yes, Fabian, he has thought about it. Not everyone puts school out of their mind over the entire summer holidays.”
“Well, they should. That’s what holidays are for.” Fabian smiled at Lucille again. “She’s practically busy all the time.”
Samantha rolled her eyes and pulled a book from her bag.
“See?”
Unwilling to take sides, Lucille turned around to the blonde guy she’d been ogling in class. “Since we’re doing introductions… what’s your name?” She hadn’t been able to ask him last night.
His responding smile made her stomach weak. “Matt.”
“I haven’t seen you at school either,” Nico said, jumping in without an invitation. “Are you also a boarding school student, or an exchange student, or…?”
“I just moved in with my father. My parents are separated,” Matt said casually.
Judging by his reaction, Lucille surmised it wasn’t a recent split, but she still offered her sympathies. “Oh, I’m sorry about that. It must be tough.”
“Not really. I’m just… curious,” Matt said.
And mysterious, Lucille added. Like how he ran around at night with a sword.
Fabian was still nagging Samantha. “What are you reading, anyway?”
“Something that you detest very strongly.”
Instantly, Fabian groaned, once more drawing Lucille’s full attention. Her curiosity piqued, she asked, “And what might that be?”
Fabian wasted no second to clue her in. “Magic. Sam’s obsessed with it. I think it’s ridiculous. I know our entire tourism sector is built on it, but that’s all just pretend.”
This time, Lucille found herself agreeing with him. “It gets a bit annoying, doesn’t it?”
To her surprise, Matt got up and leisurely walked around the class to tip Samantha’s book back just enough to read the title. “Magical Herbs: Growth and Use. And what are you planning to do with your new herbal knowledge?”
Samantha regarded him with trepidation, as if she were awaiting his mockery. Lucille saw her nervously lick her lips, unable to hold his gaze. “Nothing. I just really like plants.”
It was such a boring answer, Matt immediately lost interest. He glanced over Samantha’s head at Lucille and gave her a little nod towards the door at the opposite side of the classroom.
Lucille took the hint with delight and met him there, ready to reel this guy in. He was obviously as interested in her as she was in him. “Hey,” she said with a coquettish smile as she leaned against the wall.
Matt came closer. It was a distance that was too close to ignore but far enough away as to not seem like overstepping. “Hey.”
“I, uhm… wanted to say thanks for last night.”
“Don’t worry about it.” It didn’t seem to be a topic he wanted to elaborate on.
That was fine with Lucille. She didn’t want to dwell on it either and rather wanted to forget about the whole thing. Contrary to the guy she got out of that. “So, how are you liking Greenvalley so far?”
His eyes roamed her body, and he smirked. “It seems to have got better than expected just now.”
Lucille laughed and cast her eyes down for a second, displaying her thick eyelashes. From the corner of her eyes, she saw the other four glancing at them and talking. Feeling a bit more apprehensive about her flirting, she played with the rubies of her necklace. “I agree. My stepmother thinks it’s a bit backwater-ish, but I like it.” She allowed herself to check out his upper body. The black shirt was like a second skin to his muscles. “A lot.”
“Excuse me?” Suddenly, Samantha was at their side. “May I have a look at that necklace of yours? It’s a witch charm, isn’t it?”
Behind her, Fabian groaned. Meanwhile, Lucille’s mood took a serious dive. It had taken less than an hour for this town to drag her into its magic craze. “It’s an heirloom, not some New Age garbage.”
She regretted her harsh words a little as Samantha’s eyelids fluttered. “I didn’t mean it like that. I—”
“Leave it be, Sam.” Fabian had rounded the tables as well, putting his hands on Samantha’s shoulders and trying to steer her back to her seat. “No one actually believes in witchcraft.”
“I certainly don’t,” Lucille said, wanting to make sure she wouldn’t be bothered with it again. “This belonged to my grandmother whom, I can assure you, was certainly not a witch.” The very thought made her scoff.
Matt had taken a step back, leaning against the table instead, but not daring to interrupt.
“I was only asking a question.” Samantha lowered her face.
“And I apologise if I hurt your feelings.” Though why anyone would believe in witchcraft at their age was beyond Lucille. “The thing is that I’m not particularly a fan of this whole witchcraft business. It comes off a bit juvenile.”
“Sure,” Samantha said hastily, finally responding to Fabian’s nudging and returning to her seat. She dropped herself down and opened her book so rapidly, a piece of paper came flying out of its pages.
Lucille had hoped she could return to her flirting with Matt, but Samantha’s body language was clear enough. She had upset the girl with her words, and it wasn’t how she wanted to begin her new school year. Especially because Samantha had actually seemed really nice.
With a sigh, she left Matt and walked over to Samantha, bending to pick up the piece of paper. The words on it caught her eyes. Some of them were short phrases, some were single words. At first, Lucille thought it was a vocabulary list, as most of the words were in Latin, but then she started translating them. “Globus igneus?”
Fireball.
Sure enough, a ball of green fire appeared in her free hand. The heat of it blasted her face as the light flickered in front of her eyes. Lucille started screaming.
In an instant, Matt was there and closed his hand around her fingers, extinguishing the fire.
Her knees went weak, and she stumbled into Matt’s arms. “Oh god, oh god, oh god.”
Everyone was staring at her. Just then, the door opened, and the buff guy from the last row returned. He sniffed the air. “Did somebody smoke in here?”
While the others denied the question, Lucille’s head was still spinning. There had been a fire. In her hand. A green fire.
“What did you do to me?” she hissed at Samantha, pushing the implausible out of her mind.
Samantha glanced at the other students who were now returning one by one as the break neared its end. She lowered her voice. “Me? I didn’t do anything. You’re the one who read the spell out loud and bound magic to the words.”
“That is out of the question,” Lucille replied. The heat was still burning in her cheeks. It couldn’t be. “There’s no such thing as magic.”
Annoyed, Samantha closed her book and tugged the list from Lucille’s hand. “Fine! You keep telling yourself that. Just be careful not to set the school on fire the next time you read something aloud.”
Lucille felt heady, her knees weakening again.
“Sam, I don’t think—” Fabian started.
“You shouldn’t mess around with magic if you don’t know what you’re doing.” To the surprise of all of them, Matt had finally joined the conversation.
Lucille stared at him, feeling as if she’d run face-first into a wall. “You believe in magic?” He was suddenly a lot less appealing to her. Or at least a little less.
“I believe in what I know,” Matt said simply.
“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” Samantha asked, holding up her book.
Matt snorted. “You said you loved plants. Besides, nobody asked me.”
Lucille stumbled away from the group. First a monster, and now magic? “I think you are all completely out of your minds. I will apply for a change of class straight away, or even better, go back to boarding school.” Everything was going wrong. The whole move was one big disaster.
“I thought you hated boarding school.” For the first time, Samantha’s friend Rachel had opened her mouth. “As soon as something exciting happens, you run away?”
As Lucille stared at her, Mr Zobel entered the class, carrying a big pile of books. Robert was helping him with a second pile.
The whole situation quickly overwhelmed Lucille. She wanted to quit and run away, but Rachel’s words had struck a nerve. Besides, she only had to think of Linda’s smug face if she decided to return to Rosemary College, to change her mind yet again.
“Fine,” she hissed. “I’m staying, but you better stay away from me with that nonsense.”
Samantha glared but didn’t say a thing. Instead, she gave all her attention to Mr Zobel, who was handing out the books.
Lucille straightened her shoulders and returned to her seat. Only when she was seated, a shiver ran down her spine, and the fear returned. Had she really performed magic? Completely out of the blue? The heat still lingered on her face.
She shook her head. No, that couldn’t be true. It just made absolutely no sense. Just like the revenant hadn’t made any sense. Grateful for the distraction, she received one of the books from her neighbour. Political Sciences. Now, that made sense. That was something she could deal with. Not this magic nonsense.






  
  Samantha


Magic. The new girl had done magic! 
Samantha had barely followed Mr Zobel’s second hour of Politics. Instead, she’d tried to get a grasp on what had happened. She herself had never doubted that magic existed, even if everyone ridiculed her for it. But she’d never managed to make a spell work. And then Lucille had simply read them off the paper and done what Samantha had been trying to do for years.
And now she wouldn’t even look at her.
After the bell had rung, Lucille had left the room as fast as possible. When they’d met again for Spanish, Lucille had taken care to sit as far away as possible from her, and slowly, Samantha’s excitement had been replaced by dread.
Lucille would ignore her gift, and if Samantha pushed, she’d probably turn to humiliation. Once Cheryl and her cronies got wind of it, they’d have a field day. Samantha knew it was only a matter of time until the Elite Clique would become interested in Lucille. The de Cerques had money, a lot of it. Lucille’s father owned half the town, and her mother was a renowned fashion designer. Samantha hadn’t even known they had a daughter, but she’d seen the beautiful villa with its fairy-tale turrets nestled in the mountainside that Lucille called home.
Yes, Cheryl would certainly dig her claws in her, and once she did, there was no hope for Samantha to ever broach the topic again. Not without enduring another round of cruel taunts this year. It wasn’t fair. The one time magic was within her reach, it was immediately snatched away.
“Do you really think she did magic?” Fabian asked when he picked her up after their last period.
Samantha raised an eyebrow. Usually, Fabian gave that particular topic a very wide berth. Right now, she was bursting with the need to discuss the morning’s events. The fact that he’d brought it up on his own was a chance she couldn’t ignore. “What else would it be?”
“Well, some sort of trick, I suppose. A lighter, for example.”
Samantha groaned. That was so typical of him. “Sure, we arranged the whole thing beforehand. I actually wrote the insults and handed them to her this morning so she could throw them at me in class.” Her voice faltered a little at the end. Insults were something she was more accustomed to than most people.
Fabian looked uncomfortable. “I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sorry that I…” For a moment, he seemed lost for words.
She was more than happy to help him out. “Made me seem like some lunatic?” He was her best friend. He should have backed her up, not thrust a dagger into her back to impress some girl he’d only just met.
“Oh, I don’t think anyone needs to make you seem like that, sweetie.”
Bracing herself, Samantha turned towards the speaker. Cheryl and her posse were blocking the way. Samantha cursed herself for not watching where they were going and running into the group. The only saving grace was that there were only four of them rather than the usual seven. In her opinion, these were the worst four, though: Cheryl and her fangirl Ani, and the tied-to-the-hip couple Jennifer and Boyd.
“Yeah, yeah, I’m a lunatic. We all know.” If she took Cheryl’s words out of her mouth, maybe this would be over fast. Walking past them wasn’t an option since Boyd had blocked the path, legs spread, and arms crossed. The guy spent every afternoon at the fitness centre and was practically one square block of muscle.
“Indeed,” Cheryl said, with a devilish smile. “I’m so glad you’ve finally figured that out. It means there’s hope for you yet.” She paused. “Or not!”
She and Ani burst into giggles.
Samantha kept her mouth shut. Anything she said now would be horribly twisted and used against her. Her mere existence was enough to amuse the Elite Clique for hours.
“So, how was your summer?” Cheryl asked with faked interest. “Did you curse anyone? Come up with some more spells?”
Instantly, Samantha thought back to the morning’s class. She had found the spells on her list in the plant book. The fireball was to be used as a magical heat source for the more tender plants. But when she had tried it, nothing had happened.
“We went camping,” Fabian said, as if Cheryl were really interested in their summer activities.
“I didn’t ask you, Bendtfeld,” she said in a voice that could cut through ice. But then her lips started to curl up again. “Camping. Have you two finally realised that the other is the best you can hope for?”
Fabian turned bright red. His skin flushed way too quickly, something the Elite Clique had always picked on. “I didn’t say that.”
“Aww, look at that. He’s turning bright as a tomato,” Ani said in a singsong voice. “He still loves you, Sammy. You should take him back. It’s not like there’s someone else who’ll accept your crazies.”
Fabian was turning even redder, much to the delight of their tormentors. Jennifer was pointing at him, giggling. “Watch out! He’s gonna pop if you’re not careful. You know how hard it is to get ketchup out of fabric.” She flicked her butt-long, straight hair over her shoulder and laughed.
“Come on.” Samantha grabbed Fabian’s arm and turned him around. The Elite Clique might’ve blocked off one exit, but there was another at the back of the building. It’d take them longer, but not as long as it would take waiting for these bullies to tire of their game. The others didn’t bother following them, but their taunts and jeers did until they reached the staircase.
“I hate them,” Fabian said through pressed lips. “I wish they’d all get sick of this town and leave us alone.”
Samantha sighed. “That would be amazing.” But with seven of them, the scenario was highly unlikely. “You’d think they would grow out of it eventually, but no.” Taking the route behind the central building, they made their way over to the bike stand. “Don’t take their words to heart.”
“What? That I still love you?”
Samantha winced. It had been her who had ended their relationship five months ago. They’d been best friends since birth. Three years ago, a deep love for each other, teenage curiosity, and raging hormones had led to a different type of relationship. But they hadn’t truly been in love. At least, Samantha hadn’t been, and once she had realised that her feelings weren’t what they should be, she had been unable to lead Fabian on. He deserved better than that.
“Sorry,” he said, pushing his hands into his pocket. “Guess they hit a little too close to home.”
“They always do that.” If it weren’t for their friendship, Fabian wouldn’t even be a target. He only got his measure of bullying because of her. “Do you think I am a lunatic?”
Fabian was about to unlock his bike when he stopped and screwed up his face. “What the hell? No!”
Samantha stared at her own bike. “Well, the new girl certainly thinks that way. But it was real.” She looked up at him. “It was magic.”
In response, Fabian rubbed the back of his neck, still not a fan of the topic. “Why don’t we ask my mum about it? Just to make sure.”
Instantly, Samantha’s mood brightened. Fabian’s mother owned a shop dedicated to witchcraft. Samantha loved it there as much as Fabian was embarrassed by his ties to the store. “Yes!” It was rare enough for him to offer on his own.
Fabian yanked his bike off the rack. “Then let’s get it over with.”

      [image: image-placeholder]From the outside, the Magic Circle was a typical souvenir shop with witch puppets, charms, and mythical books on display. Inside, it was filled with all things related to witchcraft: herbs and potions; candles and tarot cards; athame knives and jewellery; and books, most of which Samantha had already devoured.
A wind charm announced their entrance, calling Caroline to the front. Fabian’s mother had the same ginger hair as her son, but hers was long and braided, with several charms and strings tied into the strands.
Her eyes widened when she saw them. “Fabian? Did something happen? Did you get lost?” Her eyes sparkled with amusement.
“Hello to you, too,” Fabian said in a flat voice, while Samantha giggled.
Caroline leaned on her counter and grinned. “What brings me the honour? You usually take great efforts not to pass by my shop.” Then she looked at Samantha and her smile warmed. “Hello, dear.”
She was one of Caroline’s best customers. Though Caroline rarely fully charged her and let her read all the books if she promised to be careful with them. In return, Samantha supplied her with herbal potions she experimented with, and which were a hit with a couple of regular customers in the shop.
Fabian dropped his backpack near one of the display tables and picked up a candle, as if he were interested in buying it. “Something weird happened at school. We have a new student. She said a couple of strange words, and suddenly, poof, there was a ball of fire in her hand, just like that. Green fire, by the way.”
“What kind of strange words were they?” Caroline asked.
“It was a spell,” Samantha answered, annoyed that Fabian had made such a mess of telling the story. “A spell to conjure up a fireball.”
Caroline chuckled. “Well, that explains it, doesn’t it?”
Fabian put the candle down, looking as if he was about to be sick. “So, you think it’s magic, too?”
“Fabian. What am I doing here?” Caroline pushed herself up, spreading her hands.
“You’re at work?”
“In a magic shop.”
Fabian whimpered softly. “I know that. But I always thought you were just piggybacking on the whole tourism business and earned your money from other people believing in magic.”
Caroline sighed. “If only you knew.”
“Knew what?”
Samantha could no longer keep it in. “She’s a real witch!”
Her belief in magic didn’t come from nothing. Her grandmother was a witch, and she’d watched her weave magic into spells hundreds of times. Caroline wasn’t that gifted, but she’d been her grandmother’s student. She also ran a second, smaller store in the back, where she sold potent ingredients and potions to the Harzer witch population. Samantha had hoped she, too, would become a student of witchcraft someday, but so far all she could do was mix potions, which was practically chemistry with magical ingredients.
Fabian seemed stunned. It took him a minute to find the ability to speak again. When he did, it was a half-assed joke. “Well, you certainly look like one with the red hair. Lucky we no longer live in the Dark Ages.”
Samantha couldn’t help but correct him. “Witch burnings happened at the onset of the Modern Age. It’s not really a medieval thing.” A glare from him shut her up.
Caroline was more serious now. “Magic is real, Fabian, and this friend of yours better knows what she’s doing.”
“She doesn’t,” Samantha said, then sighed. “It must’ve been the first time she cast a spell. It scared her, and now she doesn’t want to talk with us about it.”
Caroline’s brow creased with worry. “That isn’t good. Magic can be very dangerous in the untrained hand. What’s her name? I’ll see if I can get in touch to her and help her out.”
“Lucille de Cerque,” Samantha answered readily. At the same time, she wished Caroline would drop it. If Lucille took offence at the intrusion, Samantha would be the one to bear the consequences at school.
But Caroline paused, her mouth hanging slightly open. “De Cerque? Don’t tell me this is Cecille’s granddaughter.”
“Cecille?” Samantha was reminded of how touchy Lucille had reacted when she had asked about the necklace. It had been her grandmother’s. The one who had most certainly not been a witch.
“Cecille de Cerque was Elda’s oldest friend,” Caroline affirmed. “She came from a long line of witches based here in Greenvalley. A demon killed her about ten years ago.”
“A demon?” Fabian hadn’t spoken since the terrible joke he’d made. Now, his fingers were clawing at the table as if it was the only thing holding him upright. His face had gone white as a sheet. “Witches. Magic. Demons… You must be joking! Come on, Sam, let’s go and… and do homework.” Another rare suggestion from him.
He grabbed her arm with more force than necessary and yanked her around towards the door. “What? But…” She wanted to know more about Cecille de Cerque who definitely had been a witch and whose magical necklace was now adorning her granddaughter’s neck.
“I’ll let your grandmother handle it,” Caroline said with a sigh. Then she looked at her son. “And we’ll talk about this tonight.”
His fingers dug even deeper into Samantha’s skin. “No, we’re not. Absolutely not.” Then he dragged her out of the door. He only let go once they’d reached their bicycles, taking several deep breaths.
Samantha rubbed her aching arm. “Why did you have to do that?”
“You don’t believe her, do you?” Fabian said, his eyes wide. He was still incredibly pale. “This nonsense about Lucille’s grandmother. Lucille would know whether her grandmother was a witch, wouldn’t she?”
“Maybe she lied.” Samantha hoped as much, though she couldn’t figure out why she would do such a thing. “Or her parents kept it from her. If Cecille died ten years ago, Lucille was still too young to understand that magic was real. And if her parents were somehow against it…?” She certainly wasn’t allowed to mention magic in front of her father, and he’d grown up with it.
“Sam, stop!” Fabian shook his head. “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to speculate, and I certainly don’t want you or my mum or your grandmother to go up to Lucille and confront her about her dead grandmother. That’s just wrong! Can we…” He gasped for air. “Can’t we forget about it?”
Samantha lowered her head. “Consider it forgotten.” Her friendship was worth more than magic. Or being right.
Fabian huffed, slowly calming. “Okay. Shall we do some homework, then?” He offered homework almost as little as visiting the Magic Circle.
But Samantha shook her head. She wouldn’t bother him with it, but she wouldn’t turn her back on the first real magic lead in years either. “I want to hear what your mum has to say.”
She almost wished she could take the words back. Fabian stared at her in disbelief. Then he yanked his bike around and pedalled off without another word. He didn’t even glance over his shoulder one last time.
Samantha knew he would expect her to follow him and give in. Part of her was tempted to, but she was always the one giving in, the one taking care of his sensibilities. And magic was real! Fabian might choose to close his eyes to it, but she wanted more of it.






  
  Fabian


A ball of green fire. Brought to life by some random words uttered by a teenage girl. 
Fabian looked down at the picture he’d sketched, then ripped it off the block and crumpled it into a tiny ball. Like a basketball player, he aimed for the bin and missed by an elbow’s width. Now the stupid picture was lying just in front of the door. Fabian left it there and returned his focus to his sketchpad.
He should’ve been doing his homework. This year, he’d planned that he wouldn’t stress at the last minute as he did so often and do them nice and early. But now that he actually had some homework to do—and on the first day at that—he didn’t feel like it. Fabian had been looking forward to his Physics major, but by some cruel twist of fate, school had set him up with a teacher who hated his very existence. Just thinking of two years under Mr Herbert’s tutelage made his stomach turn.
Instead, his thoughts kept returning to the fire incident at school and to Samantha. Until this morning, he’d thought her obsession with magic to be a loveable quirk, which sometimes bordered on annoying. Now magic was supposed to be real?
Once more, the green fire popped up in his mind. It had been hot, and yet it hadn’t burnt Lucille’s hand. That made absolutely no sense at all. Magic was made-up, a fairy tale, a lack of scientific explanation. Real magic…
Well, real magic was scary.
Fabian looked at the giant ball of fire he’d drawn without thinking yet again. Groaning, he ripped off another piece of paper. This time, the ball hit the rim of the bin and bounced off, landing further away than the first one.
To avoid the same thing from happening thrice, he purposefully started to draw water features. A pretty spring. Not like the one in the town centre claiming to be the source of all magic, but a waterfall, a mountain run. Soothing pictures. Cool pictures. Then he added heavy rain clouds, intent on drowning all thoughts of fire, once and for all, and stopped.
He liked the rain. The patter on the roof, the shimmering puddles on the road, Samantha’s dark curls pasted against her wet skin. The sight of her had been too much for fourteen-year-old Fabian to resist. They’d found cover from the downpour under a bus stop. After laughing and giggling for minutes, Fabian had leaned in and kissed her for the very first time. It had only been a quick peck, but he’d followed it up with a longer one. Even now, he could still feel the intensity of that first kiss if he closed his eyes.
Fabian sighed. While he had, of course, accepted Samantha’s reasons for breaking up with him, he still didn’t get it. How could she not be in love with him after three years of bliss? Sure, they fought sometimes, and there were things that were annoying about both of them, but those things didn’t matter. Just as it didn’t matter that his mum owned a magic shop. He still loved her despite that embarrassing business, and he still loved Samantha even if she dreamt of being a witch or was an annoying know-it-all at school.
She was simply family. And as silly as it was for a boy his age, Fabian had thought that she would stay that way until they were much older and he would marry her.
He turned over the page and began mindlessly drawing the two of them in the rain. Unfortunately, Cheryl had been right. He had hoped something would happen on that camping trip. But they’d just had fun as friends: swimming in the lake, roasting marshmallows, night walks, and a lot of hikes. It had been a great week with just the two of them, but Samantha had kept her distance and her stupid reasons.
And now, magic was going to tear them apart. She’d chosen his mum—and magic—over him. And if magic was real… His pen faltered. If magic was real, he wanted to be as far away from this place as possible.
A demon killed her about ten years ago.
If magic was real, so were demons and witches and other monsters. Hell, his own mother claimed to be a witch, though Fabian doubted she was one of the mean kind. And what would one of the mean kind be able to do with magic?
He shuddered at the thought of Cheryl and her cronies discovering magic. Sure, they might make fun of it now, but if they had real power at their disposal, a true reign of terror would begin at Greenvalley High. At least for Samantha, it would.
His thoughts returned to Lucille and her green fireball. She’d seemed nice at first, but she’d immediately flirted with that other newbie, and the things she’d said to Samantha… Fabian could easily imagine her as a mean girl of Cheryl’s calibre. And this one had access to magic. The way she’d attacked Samantha as if it had been her fault she’d cast a spell didn’t bode well.
No, nothing boded well for the new year.
Not the new girl.
Not school with mandatory politics and a teacher who hated him.
Not his strained relationship with Samantha.
And certainly not the occurrence of actual magic.
If a demon appeared on top of all this, Fabian was ready to hand in his resignation.
Frustrated, he crumpled up yet another picture of the fireball and the one of his first kiss and attempted the shot again. Now four balls of paper were strewn across his bedroom floor.
Yeah, this didn’t bode well at all.

      [image: image-placeholder]During the night, Fabian had dreamed of green fireballs, magic, and lots of water. He had tried to fight the fire with buckets of water, and when the buckets wouldn’t suffice, he’d cut his hands open to use his blood instead. Only, instead of blood, there had been water spouting from his hands.
He woke up way before his alarm clock, but couldn’t go back to sleep without seeing the fire in his dreams. At last, he gave up on it and went to take a shower. The water reminded Fabian of his dream, but it didn’t scare him nearly as much as the fire, magic, or mention of evil demons had. Water was good. Water was soothing.
The drops shimmered around his hands in a fascinating pattern that held his tired gaze for a solid minute. Then Fabian closed his eyes and sank back against the shower wall, letting the patter fill his ears and drown out all the fears and worries.
When he finally left the shower, he felt ready to take on the day. Tomorrow, he would face his hated teacher, but today would be a good day. He would make up with Samantha, and she wouldn’t mention magic at all. It would also be a short day for him, with only six classes on his schedule instead of the usual seven or eight.
Sufficiently convinced that he’d be fine today, Fabian went outside to feed the chickens that roamed around the garden. At the door to their little barn, he halted. One of his
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