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  A note about sensitive topics


There is a lot of magic and fantastical creatures in this series, but the teenagers at the heart of the story are just that: teenagers. As such, they deal with a number of very real issues alongside their magical ones. 
If you don't like spoilers and you’re cool with everything, skip this note and start the book. If you want to be prepared, read on. I’m writing this because reading should be fun, not a nasty surprise.
While this series started out as YA fantasy, all the main characters are now eighteen or older, and over the legal drinking age in Germany. As this trilogy is about the Archdemon of Lust, there will be various sexual encounters, although there will be no explicit or overall graphic scenes.
This series deals a lot with demons, Hell, and the seven deadly sins. Demons have no morals to speak of and engage in incestuous relationships, most of which are only implied. If the idea of this makes you uncomfortable, this isn't the book for you.
In this book in particular there are a number of potentially triggering events woven into the plot. There is a lift malfunction in Part 1, magical experimentation on small animals in Part 2, and domestic violence in Part 5, plus mentions of burnout, financial stress, and family conflict throughout the book.
There is also an attempted murder, which is cloaked as a suicide attempt. It’s mentioned and there’s a brief scene in Part 4 (Lucille 3), but nothing too graphic. All goes well.
As usual, hunting monsters may be fun, but it is also dangerous. People get hurt, sometimes even killed.
The characters live in a dangerous world, but it’s also a beautiful one. For every dark place there is light and humour. And, of course, magic. Lots and lots of magic.
Enjoy it!

Love, Janna
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Magic, romance, and bone-chilling mystery collide as an adventurous witch and a charming water mage team up to save a star-crossed vampire couple.

.

Welcome to Greenvalley, the enchanting small town where magic and danger lurk beneath the scorching summer sun. After battling spells and demons, Lucille, the daring witch, yearns for a well-deserved break. However, with her friends away or occupied, fate has paired her with Fabian, the lovable yet dorky water mage.

Their tranquil summer takes a bone-chilling turn when they stumble upon a gruesome discovery—a severed head. Among the suspects are Hanne and Mikaela, a couple they witnessed drinking blood from a bottle. While Hanne admits to being a Verenimijä—a Finnish vampire capable of walking in daylight—she pleads her innocence. She's on the run from her tribe, who disapprove of her relationship with a human. Unbeknownst to Mikaela herself, she is the reincarnation of Hanne's long-lost love, worth any sacrifices. But when Mikaela learns the truth about Hanne, her world shatters.
Inspired by their own burgeoning connection, Lucille and Fabian embark on a mission to reunite the star-crossed lovers. However, a dark and cruel hunter is already closing in, determined to destroy Hanne's chance at happiness.

.

Prepare to be spellbound by "A Summer of Love & Death", an urban fantasy tale filled with adventure, romance, and unimaginable sacrifice, and find out if love can truly conquer all—even death.

.

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








  
  Part 1

Storms & Regrets
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  Balthasar


It wasn’t easy to find a deserted spot in the Residence of Lust. The sprawling caves that surrounded the Council of Seven allowed for many nooks and crannies, but in Melaney’s realm, most of them saw constant use. Not that the demons needed to hide when they satisfied their urges. One was just as likely to stumble upon a widespread orgy as they were to come across a pair—or group—of clandestine lovers. 
The one place that remained largely untouched was the nursery at the back of the residence. It wasn’t that anyone cared about separating the young from what happened at the residence. It was just that it was so far away from the action no one bothered to come here just to have sex.
There hadn’t been a child born to Lust in almost nineteen years, so the nursery was covered in a thick layer of dust. Balthasar could still remember what it had looked like before it’d been abandoned. The floor had been carpeted, making it one of the warmer places in the residence. Toys had been scattered across the floor; magical baubles and strength tests, plus the occasional booby trap Caspar had smuggled in.
Balthasar smiled. It had been amusing to speculate how much his little brother could get away with before Melaney found out and flayed him. He’d never learnt, his obsession with Melchior’s human blood blinding him. A fact Balthasar had no qualms about making use of.
Pieces were scattered across a forgotten game board, another testament to Caspar’s temper. Balthasar picked up the Hell Spider, his favourite, and allowed himself to reminisce about the hours he’d spent defeating his brother in countless ways. He’d always allowed Caspar a few victories to make him feel like he’d finally gained the upper hand, not realising how the spider’s web grew tighter and tighter until defeat was inevitable.
He glanced sideways at an overturned cradle, its frame broken in another of Caspar’s infamous rages. Melchior had been the last occupant: a squalling, red-faced baby, sometimes blond, sometimes black-haired, with tiny wings. He’d cried for hours while Melaney had enjoyed her many suitors.
Caspar had been annoyed, but Balthasar hadn’t paid him any notice. Not until Chay had appeared and finally taken pity on the boy. Balthasar had pretended to be absorbed in his game, but he’d watched as Chay had picked up the baby, using a cloth so as not to touch his skin. But Melchior had freed his arm when he’d finally stopped crying and reached for the only person who’d shown him some care. Balthasar remembered the shock in Chay’s eyes when he’d seen what Melchior’s future held.
For the next twenty years, Balthasar hadn’t paid much attention to his youngest brother. He’d been a child, after all, but the boy had grown much faster than the demons around him. At ten, he’d already killed a demon who’d thought they could get rid of Melaney’s half-human bastard. By the time he was twelve, he’d become well acquainted with his mother’s sin. Six years later, however, he’d made the inexplicable decision to turn his back on Hescaryn and explore his human side. Chay’s influence, no doubt.
And now Balthasar knew why. Melchior was the bearer of the Sword of Amain, the legendary sword of the gods, the sword that broke the world. That in itself wouldn’t have been of interest—the Sword of Amain had turned up countless times throughout history—but Chay’s interest was. And the other five were.
Balthasar had known about the Prophecy of the Six since Chay had told him nearly a hundred-and-fifty years ago. He’d done his own research since then and felt he had a fairly good understanding of what it involved. The souls of the Twelve Heroes had been reborn countless times since the shattering of the Old World. Three times in Balthasar’s lifetime alone, only once in Chay’s.
According to the half-demon’s research, the last reincarnation had seen six of the souls in one place. St. Alban, a small village in Ashuan. The remarkable thing wasn’t just the cluster of souls, but that they’d all died within hours of each other. The other six must’ve died around the same time. And now they were all reborn, in another small Ashuan town. If Chay was to be believed—and Balthasar had long since learnt to heed his words—the end of all worlds was at hand.
It was a disturbing thought for a demon who’d already lived through a whole millennium. Chay was convinced that no demon would survive the battle with Draken if the dark sorcerer won, although he hadn’t told Balthasar why their race was doomed since humans didn’t seem to be affected the same way. Still, he believed him, and that would mean entrusting his future to Melchior of all people. His puny, half-human, emotion-ridden youngest brother.
Balthasar shook his head and shuddered. As he saw it, there were two possible paths. He could stand back and trust Chay knew what he was doing, throw his support behind him— and Melchior—and hope the little one didn’t screw up when he faced the most powerful mage who had ever existed. Or Balthasar could end him now, give the wheel of prophecy another spin, and hope that the next bearer would be more qualified to carry the fate of their race on their shoulders.
Hollow footsteps sounded behind Balthasar. He let go of the spider, wondering if he was already caught in Chay’s web or if it was still him who controlled the threads.
Caspar entered the room, looking disgruntled as usual. His face was scratched and his fair hair was a mess. Amused, Balthasar called him on it. “What happened to you?”
“A stormy encounter,” Caspar growled.
“Ah, Shenny.” Shenny, or rather Shenecra, was a Stormbride demon, a third-class demon who was as much wind as she was flesh. “She seems to be attacking you a lot these days.” Both Caspar and Shenecra served in the Black Guard, with the latter eager to take the reins.
Caspar snorted. “You know how tempestuous she is.” He looked around, as if he’d only just now realised where he was. His eyes fell on the cradle he’d destroyed in his rage. “Why are we meeting here?”
Balthasar turned away from the table and took a step towards Caspar. “I thought this place would be suitable. It’s secluded and safe. We won’t be disturbed.”
“And if we are, they’ll wish they hadn’t.”
Balthasar forced a weary smile. “The fearless leader of the Black Guard has spoken. Are you sure Shenny won’t be replacing you soon?” Sometimes he wondered how Caspar had managed to hold onto his position for almost four hundred years. He must be doing something right if Volac was keeping him around.
“If she’s after my position, she can tear herself to pieces.”
“She seems convinced she can tear you to pieces.”
“All girls can dream, right?” Caspar snorted dismissively. “Volac would never choose a third-level demon over me.”
“The Archdemon of Wrath wouldn’t care one bit if Shenny managed to kill you.”
“But she won’t.” Caspar looked around once more, not finding anything that pleased him. “Why are we talking about Shenny at all? I thought you had a plan on how to get my hands on that cowardly half-human hiding in Ashuan.”
Balthasar still thought that banishing Caspar from the human world had been a stroke of genius. Of course it wasn’t Melchior who’d thought of it, but the witch he was obsessed with, Samantha, who carried the souls of Dianthos and Gwydion. The flower-loving, gentle Dianthos was negligible in Balthasar’s eyes, but Gwydion had become the God of Magic after his death, and had been the one to put the whole Circle of Magic together in the first place. Obviously, both his affinity for magic and his sharp mind had been passed on to the human girl. In a few years, when she’d outgrown her human sensibilities, she might be a force to be reckoned with. But not now.
He sighed as he looked at the one who was definitely not a force to be reckoned with. “Your slowness sucks the fun out of any plan. Why did you have to be the son of a mindless brute?” While Balthasar had been born to Greed and Lust, Caspar had far too much Wrath in his blood.
“Get to the point!” Caspar’s patience was already wearing thin. He showed a remarkable amount of restraint by his own standards as he smoothed his hair and looked around the room, instead of going for Balthasar’s throat. “How can I kill him if I can’t enter Ashuan?”
Balthasar could think of at least a dozen different ways, but none of them were as fun as the plan he’d concocted. “In general, it would be a bad idea to go straight after Melchior. Melaney is…” He thought of the right word to describe his mother’s relationship with her youngest son. Obsessed came to mind. Passionate, as so often. Finally he settled on, “…aggressive when it comes to her little darling. Whoever touches a hair on his head won’t take another breath. Remember the day you tried to drown him in a sylver stream?”
A dreamy expression spread over Caspar’s face. “Oh, yes. He was only four or so, no strength in his arms, but the kicking… Melaney had to pull me away from him.” The expression turned sour. “And then she nearly beat me to death.”
“What a lovely story,” Balthasar said sarcastically. He’d never developed a taste for unnecessary violence. Especially not against something as pathetically weak as a child.
Caspar shot at him, “You’re the one babbling on here. Get on with it. I still have a bone to pick with Shenny.”
“You don’t get it, do you? Shenny and Melchior. You could catch two cave dwellers with one shot.”
“How?” Caspar looked constipated as he tried really hard to understand what Balthasar was hinting at.
It took too long. Balthasar rolled his eyes. “By setting Shenny onto Melchior’s trail. With any luck, they’ll destroy each other. At the very least, you’ll get rid of one of them. If it’s Melchior, Melaney won’t suspect you and will tear Shenny to pieces instead. Either way, you win.”
Caspar’s eyes lit up as he finally grasped the idea. “That’s brilliant!”
“I know.”
It took Caspar almost half a minute to find a flaw in the plan. “Wait! You’re helping me… How did Shenny get on your bad side?”
Balthasar grinned. “She still hasn’t managed to get rid of you for me.”
He jumped straight into his own chambers as Caspar roared and threw energy at him, chuckling at his brother’s indignation. So predictable. That was why he didn’t bother to get rid of Caspar himself. It would be too easy.
Now, Melchior… he was fun at least.






  
  Fabian


It was a blustery November day when Fabian, Rachel, Samantha, Lucille, and Matt made their way to the town library. Lucille tried desperately to hold her skirt in place, while Samantha clutched a pile of papers to her chest. Just then, another gust of wind blew through them, ripping the papers from Samantha’s grasp. Fabian watched in horror as the sheets tumbled in the wind. 
No one else was braving the weather, so Matt took the liberty of using his space-jumping abilities to catch each piece before handing them back to Samantha. She looked a little flustered as she mumbled her thanks, almost losing them again in the next gust.
“Please tell me this storm is cursed,” Fabian muttered as he braced himself against the wind.
Lucille looked at him and chuckled. “Are you begging for more magic in your life?”
“Come on!” Fabian groaned. “Storms like this aren’t normal. Not in Greenvalley.”
“Climate change?” Rachel suggested.
“We’re here,” Samantha announced with relief.
Matt added, “And Jan made it too.”
Somehow, they’d reached the library.  Jan was waiting just behind the glass door and opened it for them as they approached. “Terrible weather, isn’t it?”
As soon as they stepped inside, Fabian sighed with relief. The pressure of the wind fell away instantly and his ears popped. He hadn’t realised how loud it had been outside. Once they’d found a table, however, Fabian noticed it wasn’t much warmer inside.
“Why is it so freaking cold in here?” he asked as he sat down.
Matt pointed at a sign. “Heating doesn’t work.”
“Awesome. I’ve always wanted to freeze to death in a room full of books.”
“I bet Lucille could make us a nice little fire,” Jan said with a grin.
Lucille scowled at them both. “I’m definitely not going to do that.” She shook her head at their silliness, but then her usual smile returned. “We’re here today because we have to work on the yearbook.”
“And study for exams,” Samantha added.
Both things were new to Fabian. He protested, “I’m not on the book committee.” It was just like Samantha to sign up for something and then force him to commit to it.
“I’m not even at school,” Jan claimed.
Lucille huffed. “Didn’t you complain last week that we didn’t see enough of each other and you felt left out?”
Jan looked guilty as charged. “Sure, but that doesn’t mean I want to study for exams I don’t have to take.”
Meanwhile, Samantha handed out her pile of papers. “The committee has been working on this profile. The usual stuff: who you are, what you like, what you want to be…”
“To make it more exciting, we’re asking everyone to research their family history,” Lucille added, her eyes gleaming.
“Excuse me?” Fabian had barely glanced at the profile sheet.
Lucille smiled at him. “We thought that instead of reading the same old self-praising drivel, it would be more exciting to learn about our classmates’ history. Like a bunch of micro-biographies. They’ll be worth a lot when one of us becomes famous,” she joked, then looked at Matt. “Like Archdemon, for example.”
Not in the least amused, Matt just raised an eyebrow.
“We also wanted the yearbook to be a little more mythical than usual. Ancient traditions, history, magic…” Samantha explained.
“Has Cheryl heard about this?” Rachel asked.
It was a legitimate concern. The Queen Bee wasn’t exactly known for her tolerance of magic. Fabian was convinced she didn’t need any more ammunition against Samantha.
But his best friend just shrugged her shoulders. “It’s her choice. Either she participates or we leave her out of the yearbook.”
“She won’t miss a chance to put herself in the limelight,” Lucille said, then huffed. “You’re absolutely right, though. If she’s got a problem with that, tough luck.”
Fabian lowered his head and began to read the profile sheet. In his opinion, the last thing Samantha needed right now was to bring the wrath of the Elite Clique upon herself, but clearly, the girls had already had that discussion and chosen a more confrontational path.
The profile asked for all the usual data one would expect, making it look almost normal, but here and there it was sprinkled with magic. If you could have one magical ability, what would it be? Which animal would be your familiar? Vampire or werewolf?
He was about to ask if they were asking what he wanted to be or what he’d rather confront, when he noticed the deadline. “By the end of the month? That’s barely two weeks.”
“We want to have this part done by Christmas, before everyone disappears or gets bogged down with exams,” Samantha explained.
“And why do I have to do this?” Jan asked.
“To keep you busy,” Lucille joked. “You don’t have to do it. You could use the time to write your application for the first responder training—”
Jan snatched the paper out of her hands. “I’ll take one.”
“I’m sure you’ll get in,” Lucille said, before looking around. She was beginning to notice the lacklustre atmosphere around the table. “Come on, guys. This is fun!”
Fabian had better ideas of what would be fun, but lately Lucille had been doing everything in her power to avoid hanging out with him in private. With a sigh, he took out a pen and started on the easy stuff.
“This family history,” Matt said carefully, “does it have to be true? Like, no one will believe me.”
Samantha shrugged. “Worst case, they’ll think you’re taking the piss out of the assignment.” But then she smiled. “It would fit in nicely with our theme, though.”
Oddly reassured, Matt started working on the family history section immediately.
“Alright,” Samantha announced. “While you do that, I’ll start studying.”
“Didn’t we just finish this round of exams?” Fabian asked, looking up again.
“Yes, but there’s only half a year left until our finals.”
He groaned. “Sometimes I wonder why I’m friends with you.”
“So I can kick your butt when time runs out.”
They all laughed while Fabian turned red as a tomato. Apologetically, Samantha brushed his shoulder before disappearing between the shelves. It wasn’t long before she was replaced by their classmate Robert.
“Hey guys. Fancy seeing you here.”
Suddenly everyone was very busy with their profiles. Only Rachel mumbled a quiet “hi”.
Unfortunately, filling out the profile wasn’t as easy as it should have been. Fabian complained, “What should I write about my family? My father works at the garage and my mother runs a shop. Do you want me to write an essay about my chickens?”
“Only if you tell everyone how they emigrated to Hell,” Lucille joked, gifting him a rare smile.
“Hey, the Magic Circle is cool,” Jan protested. “It’s my parents who are total bores.”
“I know what I’m going to write,” Robert announced happily. “When I was five, I had a really bad nightmare. I dreamt I was the son of a dark sorcerer. My parents told me I threw this week-long tantrum because I truly believed that they’d lied to me and weren’t actually my parents, and that my real father would come and take me away. It got so bad they had to get me a therapist”.
They all looked at him now. Jan’s lips quirked. “I always knew you weren’t right in the head.”
Lucille promptly kicked him under the table. “Not funny.”
Meanwhile, Matt joked to Fabian, “See, even Robert has a more interesting story than you.”
When Samantha returned with a pile of books, Robert took a step back and waved, as usual not offended at all. “See you later, then.”
Fabian immediately forgot about him and whined to Samantha, “Couldn’t you have thought of something else? I don’t know what to write.”
“Why don’t you ask your parents?” Lucille said sharply.
Rachel nodded eagerly. “Yes, your parents generally talk to you.”
Samantha cocked her head at Rachel’s comment. “I thought you were getting on better with your mum?”
“Better, but… oh, well, it’s not like we’re suddenly best friends.”
“I could write about being the youngest of over two hundred siblings and how my brothers are trying to kill me,” Matt said with a grin that belied the gravity of the situation.
He’d finally crossed the line with Lucille, who snapped, “We’ve been working on this for hours. Could you please take this more seriously?”
“Sorry,” Matt whispered, hiding behind his piece of paper. “But it’s true.”
Fabian sighed. After a few weeks of peace and quiet, he’d almost managed to convince himself that Matt’s brothers had given up. Of course, it was likely too good to be true.
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“Tell me again how this is just a normal storm.”
Samantha shrugged helplessly. “All I can say is it’s not a spell.” She took a deep breath and nodded at Rachel, who returned the look with equal determination. “Alright, be safe, everyone.”
The two girls hunched their shoulders to shield themselves and ducked out into the storm. Jan huffed before heading off in another direction, leaving Matt, Lucille, and Fabian alone.
The three of them headed towards the western part of town, where both Lucille’s house and Matt’s apartment complex were located. Small branches littered the path as they walked.
Lucille leant into Fabian. “Magic or no magic, this storm is worrying.”
“You’re okay with me not going home tonight, right?” Fabian asked, not wanting to spend any more time outside than he had to.
Instead of confirming straight away, Lucille bit her lip.
Fabian groaned and was about to turn around and follow Samantha and Rachel instead when Matt elbowed him. “What’s that?”
He looked ahead and noticed an unusual cloud ahead of them. It was dark and twisted like a tornado, but shaped like an egg. “This is not normal.”
“Shall we take a look?” Lucille asked.
“I don’t think we have a choice,” Matt said.
The cloud sped towards them, suddenly letting out a bone-chilling screech. Instantly, Matt leapt in front of them, spreading not only his arms but his wings as he assumed his demon form. The shreds of his shirt fluttered in the wind.
Just before the cloud reached them, the whirlwind dissipated, revealing a white-haired woman dressed in grey rags. “Shenny,” Matt spat.
Instead of answering, the floating woman screamed. Matt folded his arms in front of his face, but the storm pushed him into Fabian and Lucille. Branches rained down on them from a nearby tree and there was a terrible crack above their heads.
“Scutum Protecto!” Lucille screamed. The shield appeared half a second before a thick branch came crashing down on them.
Fabian ducked instinctively, but his head had escaped the powerful blow thanks to Lucille and he was still alive.
Lucille grabbed Matt. “We have to go!”
“Can’t—move!” Matt forced out between clenched teeth. It was only thanks to his demonic strength that they hadn’t all been blown over.
What they needed was a respite from the wind. Fabian swallowed. The strange woman wasn’t the only one who could control the wind. He reached into his jacket and pulled out the Feather of Shitaten. Ducking under Matt’s wing, he flicked it in the direction of the woman.
For a moment, the wind turned and blew against her. Matt didn’t waste any time. He turned and grabbed Fabian and Lucille, pulling them with him as he leapt through space.
Panting, they all reappeared in the middle of the Magic Circle’s back room. Suddenly without the strength of the storm to contend against, Fabian stumbled and collapsed to the floor. Breathing heavily, he clutched the feather tightly.
“What the hell was that?”
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  Rachel


The storm had died down a little by the time Rachel got home. Frozen to the bone, she was glad to get back behind walls and near a working heater. As she turned into her street, she saw a man sitting on her doorstep who looked suspiciously like a certain Mick Hadden. 
“Daddy!” She ran and threw herself into his arms before he’d even got up.
Her father laughed and kissed her on the forehead. “Hello, Bug. You kept me waiting quite a while. I thought you’d be home by now.”
Rachel let go of him and took out her keys to open the door. “I didn’t know you were coming.”
“Surprise.” Mick chuckled and followed her inside, hoisting his suitcase over the doorstep. “It’s terrible weather, though. When I left LA, the sun was shining.”
“The sun shines in Greenvalley, too, you know, but not as much as in California. And not today.” Rachel was boiling over from excitement, almost ignoring his sudden appearance. “Why are you here?” she asked, putting down her bag and dropping the keys into the bowl.
“I applied for a sabbatical and worked something out with the University of Greenvalley. They gave the okay last week, so here I am.”
“Wait.” Rachel turned. “Does that mean you’re staying? Like, for longer?”
A smile spread across her father’s face. “Six months—”
With a squeal, Rachel was back in her father’s arms.
“I’ve missed you, too, Bug,” Mick laughed.
Rachel wanted to reply, but instead tears streamed down her face. “I can’t believe you’re here,” she murmured.
A key turned in the lock, startling them both. Rachel was still in her father’s arms when the door opened and her mother came home.
“What a storm. No style can survive—” She froze. “Mick.”
“Hello, Annette,” Mick said quietly, letting go of Rachel. “I know I should’ve called, but—”
“Dad got a job at Greenvalley University,” Rachel said, on his behalf. “He’ll be staying for a few months. That’s okay, right?”
Annette was still staring. “With us?”
“He can sleep in Nico’s room.” She refused to call it the guest room that Annette had degraded it to.
Slowly her mother came to her senses. “You want him to move in?”
“At least I’m asking.” When Annette had decided Balthasar was going to live with them, she’d only informed Rachel of her decision after she’d made it. “Besides, it’s Dad.”
“Yes. I can see that.” Her mother still looked like she’d been hit by a truck.
Mick took a step closer to his luggage, his hand wandering to the handle. “Only if it suits you. I could rent a place or—”
Annette took a sharp breath. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She finally got moving and strode into the living room. “It’s not the first time you’ve come to visit. Make yourself comfortable and don’t mind me.”
Her mother’s reaction to her father’s presence had sucked the joy out of their reunion for Rachel. Suddenly she was reminded of the things Annette had told her when they’d both been ill with the plague. How Mick had cheated on her and how he’d never even fought to keep them in his life.
In the living room, her mother uncorked a bottle of wine and poured herself a glass before downing the contents. Meanwhile, her father was still standing by the door, as if he’d forgotten why he was here. Which made Rachel wonder why he truly was. The job was great, of course, but why leave Berkeley for some provincial small-town university when he could have gone anywhere in the world?
Rachel shrugged. She wasn’t going to complain about her father making an effort to spend more time with her. Even if she wished he’d done it years ago.
“Come on, I’ll show you upstairs.”

      [image: image-placeholder]It was strange to have her father at home. Annette was right, he’d stayed before, but never in Nico’s room. Now Rachel was lying in bed, once again hearing noises from the room next-door, and catching herself thinking it was Nico. When Mick had visited after Nico’s death, he’d slept on the couch. With a six-month stay that wasn’t an option, but it still felt weird.
By now the excitement had faded and conflicting thoughts had taken its place. Rachel loved her dad more than anyone in the world, but she knew the truth now—or at least her mother’s truth. And that made things much more complicated. Her father was no longer the faraway hero Rachel could turn to.
She suddenly remembered a conversation she’d had with Nico about him. Rachel had loved their weekly catch-ups—and still did—but when Nico had turned fifteen, he’d refused to continue. He’d blamed their father as much as they both blamed their mother. And once again, their father had never fought back, just accepted it.
A distant knock jolted her out of her dark spiral. It wasn’t her room, but the one next door. Sure enough, she heard her mother talking. Curious as to what she had to say in the middle of the night, Rachel got out of bed and opened her door a crack.
“You can’t just make split decisions like that. Not when it affects us,” Annette complained, sending needles into Rachel’s stomach.
“I made the decision for me,” Mick said quietly. “I was due for a sabbatical and Greenvalley had a vacancy.”
Annette huffed. “Oh, please. I know how you are. You never think things through. Especially when you’ve got an idea in your head. You should’ve called.”
“I know,” he admitted.
“And now you’re going to live here?” Annette sounded hurt. “You know I don’t want you to.”
“You don’t want to be around me?” Mick asked, then snorted. “Believe me. I figured that out when you took the kids and moved as far away as you could.”
“As if you cared,” Annette shot back. “Weren’t you all trapped in a relationship you never really wanted?”
There was a moment of silence. Rachel waited with bated breath for her father to defend himself. To somehow prove that her side of the story was wrong.
When Mick spoke again, he just said, “Can’t we let the past rest, after all these years? I’ve matured. You’ve matured.”
“You mean I got old?”
“No! You look great. Really.” A quiet shuffle. “Annette...”
“Don’t touch me!” Annette snapped suddenly.
Rachel jumped back into her room. What had just happened?
“I’m so over being the victim of your irrational actions. I’m done, Mick.” Rachel saw her mother step back out into the hallway.
“I’m sorry, Annette,” Mick said, but he didn’t follow her.
Annette shook her head and stomped into her room. Rachel was halfway down the corridor when she stopped and turned. In the open doorway she saw her father, dressed for bed. He looked apologetic.
“She’ll get over it,” Rachel whispered. Even to her own ears it sounded callous. Especially when she heard crying from behind Annette’s door. Overwhelmed by feelings that made no sense, Rachel turned on her heels with a, “Goodnight,” and returned to her room.
As the door closed behind her, she took a shuddering breath. Her father’s presence was a good thing, she told herself twice. It was good because she liked him. And it was good because they’d sort everything out. Hopefully.
If they didn’t destroy each other.






  
  Lucille


“I ran away!” Matt moaned as he paced the Magic Circle. “I ran from Shenny!” 
Lucille was checking her make-up mirror in an attempt to fix her hair, which had been blown out in the storm. “Who’s Shenny?” she asked distractedly. “I mean, what is she?” It was obviously the woman in the grey rags who had assaulted them.
“Her full name is Shenecra Delandeva. She hates being called Shenny, so we do it on purpose.” He caught himself and frowned, but before he could correct his statement, Fabian jumped in.
“Who is we?” He managed to make even that question sound fearful.
Matt leant back against the counter and sighed. “My brothers and I. She’s a Stormbride and one of Caspar’s lieutenants, but she wants to dispose of him and take over the leadership of the Black Guard. He doesn’t take her seriously, and I guess… I never did either.” He shrugged uncomfortably. “Call it first-class arrogance.”
Lucille half remembered the classification of demons Matt had introduced them to. It didn’t surprise her that those at the top looked down on the rest, but it was a testament to Matt’s growing humanity that he recognised it, too.
“She looks human and is powerful, so I guess she’s a third level demon?” Fabian mused. Now this surprised Lucille. Not only had he remembered the information, but he also showed some interest, without whining.
Matt nodded. “Yes, exactly. Anyway, I’ve only seen her in parades, never met the woman. So, her being here...”
“Caspar’s back, right?” And there was the fear again.
Lucille snapped her make-up mirror shut. “But we banished him. Surely the ban would last a little longer.” She’d wanted to admonish Fabian for his irrational fear, but Matt’s falling face didn’t fill her with confidence. “What?”
He shrugged. “Caspar is a very powerful demon. You wouldn’t be able to banish an archdemon. So maybe... maybe a few weeks is all we get.”
Predictably, Fabian moaned and rubbed his face. “That can’t be true. A few weeks? We’ll never get him again. He... he’ll kill us.”
“It’s true,” Lucille said firmly. “If Caspar were able to return to our world, he’d kill us. But he didn’t.”
“He sent that Stormwitch,” Fabian pointed out.
“Stormbride,” Matt muttered.
“Exactly. He sent her. Because he can’t come here.” Now that she’d laid out the whole idea, Lucille felt confident in it. Maybe she was grasping at straws, but the alternative was just too terrible, and she refused to always see the worst in everything. “Caspar’s still banned, but Shenny’s here. So what do we do?”
Matt pushed himself away from the counter again. “I’ve got to make sure he’s not hiding in Greenvalley. So, rain check? Let’s tell the others what we’ve found out and come up with a plan. Do you want me to take you both home?”
“Yes, please.” With the wind buffeting the windows of the Magic Circle, she didn’t want to cross the town on foot.
“Your place or Fabian’s?”
“Me to mine, him to his.” She tried to ignore Fabian’s frown, but it was impossible not to see the hurt in his eyes. “It’s just because of the storm. We might be housebound for a while...”
“And you don’t want to be stuck with me,” Fabian finished.
Lucille blushed. She wouldn’t have said it like that, but the words struck too close to the truth. “I’ve got a lot to do. Like the profile, you know. This might be the perfect time to ask my dad about his past. In fact, I’m pretty sure it is. Linda’s in New York.”
“I see.”
“We’ll see each other tomorrow.”
“If the school doesn’t get blown away.”
Lucille noticed Matt looking back and forth between them. His opinion of their squabble was as clear as day. Shame crept up Lucille’s neck. “Let’s just go.”
“Okay.”
When Matt took her hand, Fabian refused to look at her.

      [image: image-placeholder]As soon as Matt had dropped her off at home, Lucille wished she could take back what she’d just said. She felt like a terrible girlfriend. When she thought about being stuck with her boyfriend while a storm raged outside, she imagined cuddling in front of the fireplace, movies and popcorn, maybe a bath together and hours in bed. The problem was that she didn’t see Fabian in these visions. And that made her feel even worse.
Annoyed at herself, she took out her cell phone and typed a message to him: I’m sorry about earlier. I just think I need some time for myself to sort things out. Her finger hovered over send before she quickly deleted everything and replaced it with: I’m sorry if I hurt you, but...
No, no, she didn’t want to start drama. She didn’t want to start a discussion about their relationship. She just...
Stay safe. A kiss smiley and the message was sent.
There was no reply.
Groaning, Lucille put the phone down. She didn’t have time to deal with his sensitivities right now. Let him mope and she’d call him later when things had calmed down.
Right now she had bigger fish to fry. Namely, her father.
Lucille walked over to his office and straightened her back before knocking and holding her breath.
“Yes?”
Taking the short answer as an invitation, Lucille entered the office. As so often, she found her father on the phone.
He recognised her and sighed. “Can I call you back in a few minutes? I have another call on the line.”
“Another call on the line?” Lucille asked, not too impressed.
“I like to keep work and home separate as much as possible,” Bastien said, ignoring the fact that his office was at home. “What can I do for you?”
“Do you have some time?” Lucille asked against all hope. She could see that he was clearly busy.
As expected, Bastien shook his head. “Not much. Why don’t you tell me what this is all about? Then I can give you a better answer.”
Lucille lowered her head. “It’s about Mum.”
“I thought she was in New York?”
“Not Linda.” Her voice almost cracked as she was forced to clarify. “I’m talking about my real mother. Alena.”
Her father’s face tightened. It took him a moment to smooth it out again. “I see.”
“We have this homework,” Lucille began to explain. “Well, it’s for...” It was her who had convinced Samantha they should write micro-biographies for the yearbook to give herself an excuse to finally dig deeper. “We have to write an essay about our parents. And I thought...” I thought you’d finally tell me about Mum.
“What would you like to know about her?”
Lucille gasped. Was he really going to tell her? Just like that? “Um, I don’t know anything except her name and that she studied literature. And I’ve seen pictures, of course, but I can’t remember anything else.”
“You were only three when she died.”
“Yes!” A wave of emotion swept over Lucille. She was so close to learning more about the woman who’d given birth to her. The woman who’d loved her. “It was an accident, right?”
Bastien’s lips thinned as he frowned. “A car accident. Are you sure you don’t remember anything? You were there, too.”
“I... I have nightmares about it sometimes. But...” Lucille shrugged uncomfortably. “I don’t know what’s really true and what’s just memories jumbled together and fed with TV crap.” She was trying to sound nonchalant, but hadn’t really succeeded.
“Of course.” Her father sighed again. “Look, I really don’t have time for this. There’s an important project that needs to be completed today. I’ll tell you about your mother, but not now.”
Lucille swallowed hard. “Sure. Thank you for giving me a few minutes of your time.” She turned and fled the room before he had a chance to stop her—which, of course, he never even tried.
She put a hand over her mouth and bit down on a sob. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she breathed sharply through her nose. She hadn’t expected much from her father. Sure, in her daydreams he always came and sat down with her, sharing his old pain with her now that she was an adult. But maybe he wasn’t hiding any pain. Maybe he didn’t really think about the wife he’d lost. Maybe he’d never cared at all.
“I don’t remember my parents, either.”
Pascal’s voice startled her. He was standing in the hallway, hands clasped behind his back, watching her with pity in his eyes.
“Eavesdropping isn’t very gentlemanly,” Lucille snapped, but then his words sank in. “You never got to know her?”
“I was abandoned as a baby. No idea if they died or just couldn’t be bothered with a child. Or maybe they were afraid.”
Because of his telekinetic powers. “I’m so sorry, Pascal.” Lucille bent down and held out her arms.
Pascal came to her willingly. “I just want you to know you’re not alone.”
She hugged him tightly, grateful for his words. “And neither are you.”






  
  Matt


As soon as Matt got home, he cleared the table and drew a pentagram in his own blood. “Caspar, I summon you.” 
His nerves were on edge as he scanned the room, but his half-brother didn’t appear. Matt tried again, to no avail. If Caspar was in Greenvalley, he was ignoring the summons.
He jumped when the door opened, but it was only René. “Sheesh, give me a warning.”
“What are you doing there?”
“Trying to find out if Caspar has made it back to Greenvalley, but he’s ignoring me.”
René frowned. “Didn’t you banish him from this world?”
“Sam did.” Matt shrugged. “But there’s reason to believe it didn’t last very long. That storm out there is being caused by a Stormbride he’s at odds with. I thought they’d either joined forces or chosen Greenvalley for a duel to the death.”
His father dropped his bag and rolled up his sleeves. “I see. Let me try.”
“He won’t come to you either.” If Caspar had ignored Matt’s summons, he wouldn’t heed René’s.
“I know some tricks you don’t. Grab that map over there.”
Matt had never questioned why they kept a fold-out map of Greenvalley in the bookcase by the couch when everyone had a mobile phone. It was just one of the many things he didn’t understand. While René went into the kitchen, he took out the map and looked at it. It looked like an ordinary map, the paper soft and thin from years of use.
René returned with a cloth and a bag of salt. He wiped Matt’s blood off the table without commenting on its presence, then waited for the surface to dry. “Spread it out and sit down.”
Matt did as he was told and watched in fascination as René covered the entire map with a thin layer of salt.
“Your dagger, please.”
He handed René the dagger he’d used to cut himself. Like the blood, the wound was already gone. Now René cut a rune into his left palm. Before Matt could ask what it meant, he pressed his hand into the salt.
“Ouch,” Matt commented dryly. The salt in the wound must have burnt like hell, but René didn’t even flinch.
Something was happening on the map. The blood mixed with the layer of salt and spread over Greenvalley, then dissolved, leaving a glowing red spot right on top of the apartment complex they lived in.
“That’s you,” René said as he wiped his hand with a clean corner of the cloth he’d used earlier.
“What does the red mean?”
René chuckled softly. “That I’d be freaking out if I didn’t know it was you.”
So the map showed those of demon origin. Matt grinned. If Caspar was here, his location would be revealed. “Is that him?” He pointed to a dim spot on the other side of town, worryingly close to Samantha’s house.
“No, Caspar would be as bright as you, if not brighter.”
“He’s definitely not brighter,” Matt joked, but the joke didn’t quite land. Concerned, he studied the map. It was just him and the dim spot that had to be Shenny. No other demon was in town.
Confused, he leant back. He had no doubt that Caspar would send Shenny after him if he could, but why was Shenny listening to him? She didn’t usually, and this had nothing to do with Hescaryn—at least to anyone’s knowledge.
“There are other things we could try.”
Matt looked up. “You really know your stuff, don’t you? This whole demon hunter business.” It was easy to forget that René had once trained to be a demon hunter. The man taught small children and was completely dedicated to his job. Besides, he was his father.
“Like father, like son,” René muttered. Then he sighed. “My father was a demon hunter. He taught me before I could walk or talk. So to speak.”
“He was?” Matt had never thought to ask about René’s parents. Obviously his father hadn’t just appeared out of thin air, but his grandparents had never mattered to Matt and it obviously hadn’t been a topic of conversation for René either.
Suddenly he remembered the yearbook profile he was supposed to fill in. “Tell me about him.”
René looked up wearily. “There’s not much to tell. He was a strict man who travelled the country to fight demons and other apparitions. It was his calling, the family business. I was supposed to follow in his footsteps, but then I met your mother.”
“He must have been thrilled.”
René winced. “After I protected her with my life—not that she’d needed it—he never spoke to me again. He knows you exist, but don’t assume he’s ever come to visit.”
“Wait! He’s still alive?”
“Oh, yes. I mean, I suppose so. I’m his last of kin, so if he’d died, I’d think they’d contact me. And as much as it pains me to admit it, I’m not particularly keen on him showing up now. The last thing you need is a grandfather who knows how to kill demons.”
“Sounds to me like that’s exactly what I need.” A demon hunter would be a valuable asset to have on his side if Caspar and Balthasar continued to come after him.
René’s expression turned sour. “Believe me. He may have held back when you were a baby, but he’d have no qualms about killing you now. Let’s just forget about him.”
So even Matt’s human relatives couldn’t wait to kill him. “Do you ever regret giving up everything for Melaney?”
“No. And I don’t mean because I got you out of it. But once I was out from under his thumb, it was like I saw the world afresh. I no longer studied teaching as an alibi, but really enjoyed it. And I found something that fulfilled me more than killing demons ever did. I love being an integral part of children’s lives and giving them the tools to succeed. It’s so much better than moving from place to place and getting blood on my hands every day.”
Matt was so used to fighting almost every day of his life that he couldn’t quite imagine what it would be like to settle down and build a life without violence, let alone raise young children. But he admired his father for it. René was still a formidable opponent, but he’d found happiness in teaching and seemed so much more balanced that way.
“So, what now?” René asked, watching the dim red spot. “This Stormbride isn’t as powerful as you or your brothers, but I don’t like them hanging out here. The storm will only get worse.”
René was right. For whatever reason Shenny was in Greenvalley, she had to leave. Stormbrides were notorious for the wind they brought with them. Unchecked, it would grow and grow until nothing could withstand it.
“Now, I’ll get rid of her.”






  
  Fabian


Fabian barely slept that night with the storm battering the walls and his emotions in equal turmoil. When his alarm clock finally rang, he almost jumped out of bed in relief. Today he’d force Lucille to talk to him. If something was wrong, he wanted to know so he could fix it. Everything had been so amazing back in the summer. 
But summer was a distant memory as he stared at the dark clouds hanging over Greenvalley. The trees outside his window were bent, their leaves falling across the garden. Meanwhile, the old chicken coop had been blown over. It was a good thing all their chickens had gone to Hell.
On his way down, he found Merle cowering under the stairs and sighed. The cat hated storms that made the house rattle. Not that he blamed her. The noises were unsettling. He bent down and reached out to pet her. “Don’t worry. It’ll be all right.” If he hadn’t had to go to school, he would have picked her up.
His father came out of the kitchen with a bowl of cereal in his hand. “You’re planning on going to school?”
“Do I have a choice?”
Joachim laughed. “They’ve closed everything. No school today. We won’t open the garage either. So, relax.”
“Awesome.” Any day without Mr Herbert was a good day. “Have you put the coffee on?” Fabian tried to go into the kitchen, but his father blocked his way.
“Just wait. Ben’s here.”
“Ben?” Fabian looked into the kitchen and saw Samantha’s father sitting with his mother. They were talking quietly. “What’s going on?”
Joachim shrugged. “Just doing his special thing.”
“His special thing?”
“He always knew how to reach Caro. They go way back.”
Fabian raised an eyebrow. “Longer than you two?”
“I wasn’t really friends with your mother until we were well into our teens. But she took classes with Ben’s mum, so they knew each other.” Joachim grinned. “Didn’t help him though, since she picked me over him.”
Slightly disturbed, Fabian took a step back. “I don’t need to know the details.”
Lucille and Samantha might have asked for it by making them do their silly task, but he intended to write just a little about the Magic Circle and then draw something. That should be more than enough for the yearbook. He certainly wasn’t going to put his parents’ love life in there.
Joachim laughed. “We had a life too, you know?”
“Yeah, don’t wanna hear it!” To avoid any more embarrassing details, Fabian bent down to coax Merle out of her hiding place. “Come here, Merle. We’ve got time for a cuddle.”
The cat looked at him, not convinced that his arms were safer than the stairs. His phone buzzed.
Fabian hit his head as he backed away, standing up too soon. “Ouch.” He put pressure on his head and fumbled for his phone. When he finally pulled it out, Matt’s name flashed on the display and the call ended. With a sigh, Fabian called him back. “What’s up?”
“I’ve got a plan to deal with Shenny. Meet me at the library, and bring your feather.”






  
  Samantha


The storm was blowing outside, bending the branches in front of Samantha’s windows. She was sitting at her desk, adding to her flashcards, when she heard Cian stir behind her. He’d stayed over last night and completely missed the alarm this morning. Since school had been cancelled, she’d let him sleep and enjoyed the silence to work on her exam preparations. 
“Already back at work?” he asked sleepily as he fumbled with his shirt and pulled it on.
“Already? It’s almost eleven.”
“You always keep me up so late.”
Samantha gasped exaggeratedly and turned to him, only to be surprised by a kiss. She hadn’t even realised he was standing so close.
When Cian pulled away, he frowned. “Wait a minute. Eleven? Shouldn’t we be in school?”
“Look outside.” Just then there was a terrible crash. She jumped up. “What was that?”
“Looks like the storm took out one of the trees in your neighbour’s garden. Just one of the little ones, but... ugh.” Cian shuddered. “So, school’s out?” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.
“As is pretty much all non-essential work. My mum and Meg are home, and my dad should be back soon. He went over to the Bendtfelds to talk to Caro... Fabian’s mother.”
Cian sighed, then pulled up a chair and sank into it. “Well, let’s study then. Are you already done with Chem?”
“I’ve waited on it.” One of the things Samantha liked about Cian was that he wasn’t allergic to studying like Fabian. He actually had ambition and wanted to do well in his finals.
Together, they studied hard, sharing flashcards and information as the storm darkened the sky outside. After a while, the front door opened and slammed shut. It took about five minutes for the fighting to begin.
“They’re still fighting?” Cian asked softly.
“About something new every day.” The constant bickering had become part of their family fabric, and no matter how hard Samantha and Meg tried, they didn’t seem to be able to fix it. Even the extra money she’d brought home from her new job didn’t help. “I’ll tell them to tone it down.”
“I could use some breakfast.”
She smiled gratefully at him. It would be a lot easier with Cian there. “Then come along.”
They left the room together and went downstairs. Her parents were in the living room, standing around the abandoned breakfast table.
“I don’t know what your problem is,” her father complained as he helped himself to a leftover roll.
“My problem is that there’s a century storm out there and you’re leaving us to fend for ourselves. Normally I can’t even get you out of bed in this weather, but when the Bendtfelds call, you’re off in a flash.”
Samantha and Cian exchanged glances. Samantha nodded towards a path that would lead them to the kitchen. There was still breakfast on the table, but she didn’t want to risk getting caught in the middle.
“Caro needs some help right now.”
Juliane crossed her arms. “Oh, and her husband can’t give it to her? She needs you?”
“What’s your problem, woman? We’re all friends.”
Juliane huffed as Samantha and Cian snuck past. “Is that so? Well, you never asked me if I wanted to come. Funny how we’re all friends, but it’s always just the three of you. I’m just the fifth wheel.”
Ben groaned. “Oh god, Juli! You’re acting like Meg.”
Samantha rolled her eyes at Cian and grabbed some bowls from the cupboard to fill with cereal. Meanwhile Cian poured them some milk.
“Because I want my husband by my side in such doomsday weather?”
“Since when?” Ben retorted. “You always find something wrong with me. Didn’t you wish I’d go to hell just last week?”
“Let’s go,” Samantha said to Cian. He nodded anxiously and together they made their way back through the living room.
“We’re married. Not that it means anything to you.” Juliane threw her arms up in the air. “Hell, your daughter has more sex in this house than we do.”
Cian choked heavily on the milk he was drinking. Mortified, Samantha looked at her mother. “Seriously?”
“He didn’t stay the night, did he?” her father asked, his voice suddenly lower.
Juliane laughed. “How blind are you? Or rather, how deaf? Of course he did, and it’s not the first time.”
“Could you please leave me out of your arguments?” Samantha asked angrily.
Her mother barely looked at her. “I’m not a huge fan either, but she’s an adult.”
“Who still goes to school,” Ben added.
Cian put the glass of milk down on the TV table and gave Samantha an apologetic look. “I guess I’d better go.” He slipped past Ben and hurried upstairs to collect his things.
Samantha glared at her parents. “What was that about? What do you care what I’m doing in my room?” As embarrassing as it was, it was mostly anger she felt. Her mother was right. She was an adult.
“Since I have to listen to it,” her mother shot back.
“Juli, please!”
Immediately, she turned back to Ben. “It’s either that or your snoring, Ben!”
“You know what? I’m done.” Samantha slammed the two bowls of cereal down on the table, not caring about the milk she spilt. Then she marched over to the front door and grabbed her shoes and jacket. “I’m sure Granny needs some help in this weather.”
Before her parents could stop her—and before Cian had come back downstairs with his things—she opened the door and stepped out into the storm.

      [image: image-placeholder]When Samantha finally made it to her grandmother’s, she felt like she’d run half a marathon. The storm had made it almost impossible to walk in a straight line. The wind had lessened only marginally in the forest where the trees protected her, but they’d suffered for it. Numerous trees had lost their branches or fallen entirely, blocking the path.
Samantha had to climb over several of them before she finally made it to her grandmother’s house. Elda was awaiting her, hurrying her inside as soon as she arrived. They spent the first fifteen minutes securing the shutters outside the windows. At some point, the power was cut and Elda had to light candles and make tea with a magical fire.
Once they were finally settled in front of the fire, it was quite cosy. The wind was howling outside, but the house was secure. Samantha checked her phone and found the group messages from last night. Apparently, Matt, Lucille, and Fabian had come across the supernatural cause of this weather.
“Grandma, have you ever encountered a Stormbride?”
The cup of tea fell from her grandmother’s hands and shattered on the stone ledge of the fireplace, startling them both. Flustered, Elda bent to pick up the pieces, but Samantha was quicker.
“Are you alright?” It wasn’t like her grandmother to drop her mugs.
Elda’s skin went a little blotchy. “Did you say a Stormbride?” She looked at the locked windows as if she could see through the boards. “Is that what’s happening?”
“Why…?” Samantha figured her question had just been answered. Her grandmother clearly had some experience with this kind of monster. “What happened last time?”
“Oh dear…”
That didn’t bode well. Samantha dropped the shards onto the tray and sat up again, watching her grandmother anxiously. “What is it?”
Elda took a deep breath. “A Stormbride killed your grandfather.”
Samantha gasped. Neither her grandmother nor her father liked to talk much about her grandfather’s death. All she’d ever known was that he’d died in some kind of accident long before she was born. “Wasn’t he… killed by a tree.” She sighed. “It was a storm, wasn’t it?”
“Yes,” Elda whispered. Then she looked lovingly at Samantha. “You have his black hair, darling. Did you know that?”
“Of course.”
“And obviously you’ve inherited his magical talent—and mine.” Elda sighed again. “Not like your father, which led to… a lot of fighting. Ben hated the magic he didn’t have and what it often meant for him.”
Samantha frowned. “What’s Dad got to do with Grandpa’s death?”
Elda took a deep breath that betrayed a number of complicated emotions. “I don’t know exactly what happened that day. Your father refuses to talk about it, but he was there when your grandfather finally defeated the Stormbride and was killed in the process.” She straightened in her seat, gathering her composure to tell the story. “We tried to kill her for days, to no avail. She was immune to just about everything. She could even blow magic away. That’s how powerful a Stormbride’s scream can be.
“When Ben was born, Erich and I were always very careful when we went monster hunting. Often, Erich went out while I stayed at home with Ben, brewing potions, and researching methods. Ben hated how much we worried.” Elda winced at the memory. “Well, the year we had the Stormbride, there was a school dance. Erich had forbidden Ben to go, but your father was… in love.” She smiled. “He’d been talking about your mother for ages and had planned to ask her to dance. He’d even learnt how to in secret. Anyway, he put a lot of effort into the evening and then his father told him he couldn’t go. They had a big fight about it.”
Samantha tried to picture it. Her father would have been a teenager, stuck at home while the rest of his friends were having fun at the dance. “But surely he understood the dangers, didn’t he?”
“On some level, I’m sure. But he was also a teenage boy. Your father resented the fact that his life was always in danger. Of course, his friends’ lives were just as much in danger from monsters, but their parents didn’t know about it, so he felt singled out. Or he complained we were being too dramatic.” Elda laughed softly. “I’d say he was the one being dramatic. It wasn’t like we kept him locked up all day. But Ben thought it was all a ploy to ruin his life. That we were so worried about him dying that we wouldn’t let him live.”
This sounded like something out of Meg’s playbook. And here Samantha had always thought Meg took after their mother. “Sounds exhausting.”
“It was, but I also felt for him. It can’t have been easy growing up with all that fear. I mean, maybe we exaggerated a bit. It’s just so hard to find the right balance when children are involved. Especially when they don’t have any magic to defend themselves. There could always be a monster lurking in the shadows, but you avoid the risk you can. Like that cursed storm. But,” Elda’s eyes began to water, “your father had other plans. While I calmed Erich down, Ben snuck out the window to go to the dance.”
Shocked, Samantha gasped. “He did?”
Elda nodded grimly. “In typical teenage fashion, he defied authority and went to the dance. Erich went after him, and the next time I opened the door the police were outside my house. They’d brought Ben back, who was beside himself, and told me that Erich had been thrown into a tree.”
Cold shivers ran down Samantha’s arms. “And Dad never told you what happened?”
“He was traumatised. I think he blames himself for his father’s death, but all he told me about the fight was that the Stormbride had killed Erich and she was dead now. They must have killed
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