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For all those who choose joy over jealousy.
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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. 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 at www.janna-ruth.com/newsletter and grab the prequel for free











  
  A Note on Sensitive Topics


There is a lot of magic and paranormal creatures in this series that create all kinds of magical drama. Some of it is action-packed, some of it is funny, and some of it can cut a bit deeper than you might expect. 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 bear nasty surprises. 
As usual, there’s a lot of fighting and unpleasant injuries. There’s one scene that includes a violent assault, which may hit a little too close. In another part, a town is overrun by murderous demons, resulting in mass casualties in part 1 — Hunter & Hunted.
One of the most upsetting storylines may be that of emotional (and, on a much lesser note, physical) domestic abuse that develops between two characters throughout the book.
If you don’t like snakes, you may want to skip the Fabian and Lucille chapters in part 3 — Duty & Freedom.
Eventually, all that envy comes to a head, and a minor character goes full psychopath and attempts to murder several characters in part 4 — Rituals & Prophecies, and part 5 — Love & Envy. Unfortunately, they succeed, and a family member dies, the aftermath of which will not be in this book.
While our heroes live in a dangerous world, it’s also a beautiful one. For every dark place there is light and humour, and—of course—magic. Lots and lots of magic.
Have fun with Ashuan Envy!
Love, Janna






  
  Part 1

Hunter & Hunted
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  Fabian


A jet stream of water sent the demon flying against a tree, burying him under a load of snow. Fabian winced when he heard his wing snap but knew he had to pull himself together quickly; demons were sturdy. He was about to drown him using the snow when Matt materialised out of thin air and threw his black magic into the heap of wings and ice. Blood coloured the snow red. 
“I had him,” Fabian complained.
Matt snorted. “So—Watch out!” He threw his black magic again, nearly nicking Fabian’s shoulder.
Fabian ducked and rolled, quickly scrambling up, his water ready to fight. They were caught in a small scuffle with a squadron of envy demons sent by their dear friend the Shadow. 
Matt was already back to jumping through space while Samantha whirled around, stabbing demon limbs with her Torakh and weaving protective shields. Lucille was there, too, trying out a whole bunch of new spells. The four had been the only ones to answer the call, with Jan claiming he had work commitments and Rachel picking up her boyfriend 
Black energy hit the ground next to Fabian, and he whirled around and pushed his water into another demon’s face. The jet stream was so hard it made the demon’s head fly back. She dropped, head at an odd angle, and never moved again.
“Guess that works,” Matt commented, appearing at his side for a moment.
Lucille cried out as she stumbled over a tree root, and three demons landed in front of her. One pulled back their hand but dropped it when the smoking tip of Samantha’s Torakh peeked out from inside their chest; twin streams of black magic and water felled the other two.
Treacherous silence spread throughout the park, but no further attacks followed. Breathing heavily, Samantha pulled Lucille up and helped her pat the snow from her faux-fur coat.
“Thank you. That was close,” Lucille said, shaking out her hair.
How had she even managed to attract all three demons, Fabian asked himself. Ever since the ten plagues, Lucille had eagerly responded to each call-out, sometimes even patrolling the streets by herself, as if she had a quota to meet. He knew guilt when he saw it; he felt the bite of it himself every waking moment.
Samantha was starting to weave spells around the demons, making their bodies disappear. While Greenvalley had sort of embraced the supernatural, they didn’t need the police stumbling over dead demon bodies.
“The Shadow’s really getting desperate, huh?” Matt said, slipping an arm around Samantha and burying his chin in the crook of her neck. “Those were all envy demons.”
“Let him come,” Fabian found himself growling. “We’ll show him what happens when you try to take over Ashuan.”
Samantha shot him a pitying look. She’d always been good at reading his mind.
“Listen,” she said to Lucille, “I thought about turning to the Harz Witches, getting them to help out more, take over some of these attacks, or at least establish more protective measures. We can’t do this alone.”
“I feel like we’re pretty good at it,” Matt said, in a good mood after a little morning fight, as usual.
Samantha rolled her eyes. “Not all of us can be everywhere at once. We’ve got Greenvalley covered but the attacks are spreading further afield, and if the Shadow’s truly going to bring our whole world down, he may soon start focusing on other parts. We need a wider net.”
“Sure, it won’t hurt to ask,” Lucille said, shrugging. “I’ll check whether there’re any more in the park before my lecture starts. I’ll text you if I need help.”
“Please do,” Samantha said softly. There’d been a couple of occasions when Lucille had turned up injured at Jan’s door, only calling for back-up after the fact.
Lucille smiled wanly and headed off.
Fabian sighed. He wished he could help her through her pain. Then again, he had plenty of his own to deal with.
“My father wants me to drop by,” Matt said, pulling out his phone. “I’ll check it out quickly. See you at home.” He kissed Samantha on the cheek and vanished.
As silence fell, so did Fabian’s mood. He stared at the blood in the snow, the only remnant of the fight, then glanced at Samantha, who seemed to be doing much of the same. “How are you holding up?” he asked at last.
She shrugged. “Some days are good, some not so much. How about you?”
Fabian hesitated before answering, not sure if he deserved any sympathy. But this was his best friend. Who could he confide in if not her? “I still feel guilty about the whole thing.”
Samantha’s eyes widened. “What? No! You’re not responsible for Cian’s death!”
“He sacrificed his life for me.” 
People had died before. It sadly came with the whole monster fighting thing, but no one had ever died to save Fabian’s life. Cian and he had both been doomed by the tenth plague—the death of the male firstborn. They’d been attacked by monstrous locusts and stuck in a sink hole, but then Cian had helped him climb out, knowing full well there’d be no way Fabian would be able to pull him up afterwards. He’d made that decision because he’d heard about the big prophecy and decided his life was somehow worth less than Fabian’s.
“Do you think anyone blames you for his death? That he’d blame you?” Samantha’s voice was shaking slightly and he saw a traitorous shimmer in her eyes. “Cian knew exactly what he was doing. He gave his life for you because it was important to him. He believed in you. In all of us.” 
Because the stupid prophecy was about the Six and not their friends and family.
Fabian sighed. “I think I’m just scared it was in vain. What if I never live up to his expectations? What if I’m not the hero he was so convinced I was?”
Samantha stared. Her lips moved, but the clever, comforting words she was so good at wouldn’t come. Not because she didn’t believe he was hero material—he could always count on her to believe in him—but because she felt the same. In a way, Cian had given his life for her as much as he had for Fabian; his last thoughts had been for her.
Instead of forcing an answer, Samantha stepped forward and hugged him, offering him comfort as much as she was searching for it. Fabian closed his arms around her and allowed himself to breathe in and out and not think of anything else for a precious moment in time.






  
  Matt


“I’m here!” Matt announced, appearing in the middle of his father’s living room, and realised he’d made a mistake. 
His father wasn’t alone. An older man, who despite his grey hair looked extraordinarily buff and alert, was with him, two glasses of untouched water between them. As soon as Matt’s feet touched the ground, the man jumped up, grabbed him by the jacket, and slammed him into the wall, setting a picture askew. Matt was about to push him away when the revolting edge of a Torakh pressed against his throat. Steam rose from where the blade had nicked his skin.
After a moment of shock, Matt grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted it, nearly breaking it all the way, while simultaneously pulling his knee up and burying it in the man’s stomach before pushing him away.
The stranger took both incredibly well, went with the motion and rolled back on his heels, before throwing the Torakh. The blade buried itself into the wall, where Matt’s face had been only a split-second before. Matt, however, had already jumped through space and reappeared behind him, black energy crackling in his hand. 
Just then, his father jumped in between them. A moment later, the stranger had spun around and raised a gun, not too dissimilar to the one René used to hunt demons, and pointed it at Matt—or rather at René.
“Stop!” René shouted, though it was directed at the man who’d attacked Matt.
“What’s this about?” Matt asked, keeping his hand up, though the energy had fizzled away. His father had called him, knowing full well about his visitor. Or had he been forced to? “Who’s that?”
“That is your grandfather,” René replied sharply. “Torsten. As you can see, he’s a demon hunter.” He raised his chin at his own father. “And this is my son, Matt, so take a step back.”
The old man, Torsten, snorted. For a moment, he kept the gun aimed at Matt, but then relaxed his shoulder and lowered the weapon. “You should’ve drowned him in the bathtub when you had the chance.”
Matt inhaled sharply. “I’d say nice to meet you but that’d be a lie.” 
Torsten wouldn’t be the first relative to desire his death, though he was the first grandparent he’d met; whoever had sired his mother was long dead.
“This was a mistake,” René grumbled, sounding annoyed.
“No—what was a mistake was falling for that demon whore and throwing your life away for her cursed brat,” Torsten snarled.
René looked as if he was going to pull a gun next. “Enough! Your view of demons is particularly one-sided as usual. I don’t subscribe to your blind hate anymore.” 
Matt didn’t think it possible his father had ever hated anyone.
“I don’t hate them,” Torsten said calmly. “Just as I don’t hate cockroaches and spiders; I simply get rid of them.”
Matt rolled his eyes so hard they nearly stuck. “Wow. All demons are evil, am I right?” 
He’d never met a demon hunter, despite Samantha carrying a traditional hunter’s weapon. Her grandfather, the original owner of the Torakh, had been dead long before Samantha or Matt were even a thought in their fathers’ brains.
“First of all, Matt’s a half-demon,” René said harshly, “and before you say ‘even half a demon is half a demon too much’… you know nothing about him. Matt’s saved more lives in this town than you could ever imagine.”
Torsten sneered, clearly not impressed in the slightest. “And how much blood is already on his hands?”
Matt swallowed hard. He’d never admit it in front of this crazy man but the answer was simple: too much.

      [image: ]As soon as he could, Matt jumped back home, where Samantha was busy writing up experiments for her studies. “You have no idea who just waltzed into town!” 
Matt started pacing. If it’d been his decision, he’d have simply fought Torsten to the death and called it a day, but his father had made his request not to spill blood in his living room clear.
“Please, don’t tell me it’s another monster. I really need to get this finished and go to class.”
Matt rolled his eyes, though it wasn’t Samantha he was angry at. “Depends on your definition of monster.” He stopped pacing, forcing a smile, which probably looked more like a grimace. “My grandfather is visiting! He went no contact with René for twenty years because of the whole Melaney debacle and, you know, my birth, but now he’s back. But don’t worry, he’s not here to mend the relationship. No, the only thing he’s interested in is finally killing the demon he’d let get away.” Matt took a deep breath. “Me, in case that wasn’t clear.”
Samantha put her work aside and stood. “Is he a proper threat?” She came over and rubbed his arms, bringing Matt’s rage down almost instantly.
“Hard to tell,” Matt admitted. “He’s been hunting and killing demons his entire life. He’s definitely fit and well-equipped. I think I could take him in a direct battle, but I could only properly defeat him if I… Well, if I killed him.” He stared at his hands, as if he could see the blood he’d already spilled. “Maybe it truly is me who’s the monster here.”
Without hesitation, Samantha pulled him into her arms. “No, you’re not. If you ask me, we need to redefine monsters anyway. The demons who attacked us were our enemies; monsters are supernatural creatures who can neither talk nor negotiate and just follow their instincts to kill, and that’s certainly not you. Are you dangerous? Sure. But so am I.”
Matt couldn’t help but grin. “So dangerous!”
She slapped his chest playfully. “I’m serious. Demons are so much more complex than anyone ever told us. We both know that. The rest of the world just needs to catch up.”
Feeling a wave of gratitude and love for this woman who managed to look past all the pain he’d caused her to see the good in him, Matt kissed her forehead. “But he’s right. I’m a half-demon, and the blood of innocents is on my hands.”
He hated how the reminder still made her swallow. “But it’s not all you are.” The words carried hurt but she put a hand on his cheek and looked at him warmly. “You’ve also saved a lot of lives. You protect people even when your life’s in danger. You went through hell for me, ready to sacrifice everything to save me. You’re able to love, Matt—from the bottom of your heart. So, sorry, but you’re so much more than a blood-thirsty half-demon, and if your grandpa can’t see that… well, that’s his problem.”
Matt pulled her closer and pressed a kiss on her lips. After, he rested his forehead against hers. “You’re the one who makes me human.”
“No, that’s all you. I just make you face the music when you mess up.” Samantha laughed softly, but the sound was gone far too soon. “Look, humans aren’t inherently good, just as demons aren’t inherently evil. And you,”—she put her hand on his heart and made sure to look deep into his eyes—“you’re a good half-demon.”
Again, Matt had to kiss her, had to drink in this marvellous human woman who loved him despite his many, many flaws. “I love you,” he whispered as he held her close. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”
“Well, I guess I’ll just have to keep happening to you.”
Matt grinned. “Let me happen to you first.” 
She deserved that much.






  
  Jan


Jan was running late after standing in line at the bakery. He wasn’t worried about work, though, having already texted his supervisor who’d replied, ‘Don’t worry about it, slow morning’. No, what he was worried about was how the recipient of the cake he was picking up would react.
Today was important and Jan couldn’t afford to screw up.
Adam opened the door when he arrived at the staff entrance—Rachel’s boyfriend was in town for a few days after strong-arming HR into another interview.
“How nice of you to stop by on such a short notice,” Jan said with a grin. As far as he knew, Adam hadn’t exactly travelled all the way from New Zealand this time—at least, not the mundane way.
Adam snorted. “Well, to be honest, after the sirens ruined my last attempt, it was just too expensive to go the long way. But don’t tell anyone—HR thinks I was hanging around, travelling through Europe.” They split at the next intersection. “Cross your fingers it goes well today. And no monsters!”
“You’ve got this. Cross your fingers for me, too!” Jan raised his cake and wriggled his eyebrows.
He checked his watch and hurried towards the nurse’s room. Inside, Sandra was with two of her colleagues, drinking their morning coffee and gossiping. Jan knocked against the door frame, putting on his cheesiest smile.
“Just in time,” the older nurse said. She met Jan at the door. “We held her for as long as we could.” Laughing softly, she sauntered down the hallway.
The other nurse also made up a reason to vanish conveniently, leaving Jan alone with the object of his desire. 
Sandra looked around, then laughed. “What was that about?”
“Don’t ask me.” Jan placed the cake box in front of her. “Happy birthday, Sandra. Hope you like it.”
“Oh, my!” She seemed genuinely surprised but excited. “What’s—?” She opened the box. “Cherry torte—that’s my favourite! How did you know?”
The deliciously red surface shimmered in the harsh hospital light. “Let’s just say I’ve got my sources.” One of whom had just walked out.
Sandra giggled. “I think I know your sources very well. Those sneaky women.”
Jan laughed, feeling the warmth of the successful surprise spreading in him. “Hey, would you like to go out with—?”
Just then, a young doctor walked in. “Sandra, just the woman I need. You haven’t seen the files for the three infectious cases on level four, have you?”
Sandra got up in swiftly. “They’re right here.” She picked up a small pile from on top of a cupboard. “You left them lying in the medicine cabinet.”
“Man, I swear, if my head wasn’t screwed on…” The doctor laughed. “Thank you. You’re an absolute angel.”
“Just doing my job.” Sandra’s gaze dropped on the cake. “Oh, hey, would you like a cup of coffee and some cake? It’s my birthday today.”
The doctor didn’t even hesitate. “Oh, really? Happy birthday, and yes, please.”
Watching the whole scene unfold, Jan sighed. “Got to go to work.”
Sandra was already preoccupied, but she looked up quickly to say, “Thanks for the cake!”
“Sure.” Jan walked out, rolling his eyes. So much for asking her out.
“Oh, hey, Jan!” a joyful voice greeted him. Robert. “I was told there was cake! Did you get a piece?”
Jan always forgot Robert was training to be a nurse now. “I’m not hungry,” he said, planning to brush past him as usual, but then he remembered something. “Actually…” 
Robert was one of the names on their list who might be the hero, the one who could save their world from the Shadow. Though a bumbling fool most of the time, Robert had a secret talent—he was able to banish magic and creatures into other objects, such as paper. He’d banished the ten plagues into one of Jan’s medical notebooks, which they’d buried in the garden after putting several strong binding spells on it. Maybe he could also banish the Shadow. Only, it wasn’t really Robert who was controlling the magic but instead a remnant of the original soul he bore: Roric’s. Since Anne had mentioned it, Jan had read up on the subject—or rather, he’d asked Samantha to give him the Cliff Notes. 
Roric had been the son of Draken, the evil mage who’d destroyed the world, and who’d try to destroy it again one day. His son had been his most trusted general, while also being something like his personal, magical lab rat. Draken was the creator of demons and Roric had been his first. How someone so reviled could be reborn in a harmless dork like Robert was beyond Jan. Worse, he trusted neither to save the world—albeit for very different reasons.
“Yes?” Robert asked with his big, innocent eyes and mindless smile.
“Never mind. I’ll catch you later.” 
Later, when Jan had eventually figured out how to broach the subject of the prophecy without freaking out Robert or summoning his dark alter ego.
“Okay.” Just as cheerfully as before, Robert strode into the nurse’s station.
Jan checked his watch and cursed. What a total waste of a good grace period.






  
  Samantha


Samantha managed to catch Lucille after class and talk her into visiting her grandmother for advice on approaching the Harz Witch Coven. On the way through the snowy forest, she cautiously probed the topic of Merik. 
“How are you holding up?”
“I’m fine,” Lucille said immediately, but her tense voice belied her words.
Merik had really done a number on her. The good-looking prince from a faraway world had swept Lucille off her feet and wrapped her around his little finger, eventually using her magic to undo a banishment that had locked the ten plagues away. The resulting disaster had ended up with more people dead than they’d ever dealt with. Samantha still woke at night, panicked, seeing and hearing the dying; she could only imagine how Lucille felt.
“Lucille,” she said softly. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“It was,” Lucille replied, not even an ounce of forgiveness in her voice. “Now, let’s make sure no one else dies on our watch.”
It was as obvious a dismissal as she’d get. Samantha sighed and kept quiet until they reached her grandmother’s house. As usual, the sight lifted her spirits. It was here where she’d first encountered magic and all its wonders, as well as the warmth and acceptance she hadn’t found anywhere else. 
She raised her fist and knocked. When her grandmother finally opened the door, her head was still turned over her shoulder, talking to someone else. “We had to pull you out of a swamp.” Laughing, she faced the girls. “Hello, my dears. You’re just in time for coffee and cake.”
There was always a hot drink and something sweet at the house. Samantha hung her coat and slipped out of her boots. “Do you have a visitor?” It would be more difficult to talk about the witches.
“Yes, an old friend from our monster hunting times.” Elda laughed softly and led them into the library, where two cups of coffee and a few pieces of store-bought cake were already laid out. An older man her age was in one of the armchairs, smiling. “Let me introduce you to my old friend Torsten—Torsten, this is my granddaughter Samantha and her friend Lucille. Actually, she’s Cecille’s granddaughter. They’re both terribly talented witches.”
Torsten rose to shake their hands. “What a delight. Glad to see the family tradition kept alive.”
“I’ll get more cups,” Elda said, leaving the room.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Lucille said in her practised, well-mannered way. “Are you a witch, too?”
Torsten shook his head, moving on to Samantha. “No, I’m a—”
“Demon hunter,” Samantha said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “You’re Matt’s grandfather.”
“What? Really?” Lucille asked, looking back and forth between them.
Samantha hadn’t told her about Matt’s encounter with Torsten yet—she hadn’t expected to make his acquaintance anytime soon.
Torsten’s smile vanished quickly, replaced with a no-nonsense expression. “You’re familiar?”
“Familiar?” Lucille laughed. “Samantha’s practically married to him.”
“I’m not,” Samantha corrected, wishing Lucille hadn’t just complicated matters. She would’ve preferred to get to know Torsten and appraise him before that kind of knowledge soured his impression of her.
Now, it was too late. His eyes were already narrowing, a distinct streak of animosity taking the place of the previous smile. “You’re sleeping with a demon?”
Samantha’s mouth dropped open. Had he really just asked her that? As a total stranger? “Excuse me?”
Lucille had finally realised the issue and looked at her feet, mumbling her apologies.
Just then, Elda returned with the cups, startling when she saw them. “Did something happen? Come on, sit and have some cake.”
But Torsten turned on her. “Were you aware your granddaughter is messing around with a demon?”
Elda sighed heavily and set her cups down. “Sorry, dear,” she said apologetically to Samantha before addressing her old friend. “Torsten, it’s not what you think: Samantha and Matt are a couple. They’re very much in love, and Matt has repeatedly proven how serious he is about this relationship. He would go through heaven and hell for her. Literally.”
Torsten only snorted, crossing his arms now, too. “As if you can trust a demon’s word.”
Samantha couldn’t help but notice how muscular he was for his age, but she wasn’t intimidated. “Half-demon,” she replied sharply.
He only had another snort for her. “Doesn’t make a damn difference—rotten is rotten. If you want my advice, girl, kill him while he still lets you get close enough. You’d do yourself and the world a huge favour.” Without further ado, he grabbed his jacket. “Sorry, Elda, but I think it’s better if I leave. You may have more luck knocking some sense into your brat than I will.”
“Torsten, wait…” Elda said, but he was already on his way out.
Samantha rolled her eyes at the ceiling, trying her hardest not to place a curse on his leaving ass.
“I’m so sorry, darling,” Elda said, rubbing her arm. “Torsten is… In that way, he’s just like Erich. The two travelled together when they were younger—I’d completely forgotten he had a son later. I think he always left the little one with his mother and only took him along when he was old enough to train.”
Though Samantha knew René had some battle experience, she’d never really seen him as a demon hunter. He certainly wasn’t a prejudiced, disgusting, bigoted piece of work.
“Normally, I’d say what a funny coincidence,” Lucille said softly, “but he sounds like he’s going to be trouble. What brings him here?”
“Yesterday, he tried to murder Matt,” Samantha said with fake cheer—and just now, he’d suggested she murder him in his sleep. “Is he staying long?”
Elda looked at her with deep compassion, then shook her head. “Torsten never does. He travels the country, hunting rumours of demon sightings and monster infestations. As soon as the job’s done, he heads off.”
Samantha dropped her arms and sat. “Is he here because of a job or is Matt the job?” In her mind, she was already going through several protective spells.
“He’s here because of the ten plagues,” Elda said softly. Lucille started, her bottom lip quivering. “They spread far afield, but the centre of activity was here. I’ve already told him the danger had been dealt with, and we have more than enough monster hunters in town. I doubt he’ll stay long.”
Knowing how little Lucille wanted to dwell on the ten plagues and trying to avoid her offering herself to Torsten as the real culprit, Samantha quickly moved on. “It depends how serious he is about the whole matter with Matt—apparently, he told René it would’ve been better if he’d drowned him when he was an infant.”
“What a terrible thing to say!” Lucille exclaimed. She’d finally sat and taken a cup of coffee from Elda. “He’s a ray of sunshine, isn’t he? Sorry, Elda—I know you said he’s your friend.”
Elda waved her off, taking a piece of cake for herself. “We’re not that close. He was Erich’s old partner and Erich… He would’ve thrown a massive fit if he’d still been alive when Cecille proposed negotiating with demons.” She sighed. “And he probably would’ve been right.”
“Matt’s nothing like Volac—or any of the other demons,” Samantha blurted out.
“I know, sweetheart.” Elda patted her hand. “It’s just… old people, you know? Hard to change someone’s mind when it’s been set for so long, but Matt changed mine, so I’m sure he can convince his grandfather with time.”
In Samantha’s opinion, he shouldn’t have to convince anyone to stay alive, but taking out her anger on Elda wouldn’t solve anything. A small part of her was glad she’d never met her own grandfather. The more she heard about him, the more convinced she was she wouldn’t have liked him very much.
“Now, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit today?” Elda asked.
Samantha composed herself, pushing Torsten aside to focus on what was truly important: “With the growing threat of the Shadow, the approaching apocalypse, and the normal monster problem in our region, we need more help. I know you hinted earlier we may be able to join the coven on Walpurgis Night, but that’s so many months away still, and we need help now.”
Elda nodded thoughtfully. “What did you have in mind?”
“We need you to arrange a meeting with the coven.”






  
  Fabian


The main reason Fabian looked forward to going to school was to check in on Shayna. After Cian’s death, she’d shut him out, not responding to any texts, and even telling her mother to send anyone away who came to visit. He knew she didn’t blame him, though he secretly thought he deserved it, but for some reason, she seemed to think she’d gone through it alone. 
He waited for her at the portal where the bare bones of a temple had begun to be erected before work was halted due to the snow, and almost thought she wasn’t going to come, until she finally appeared between the trees, nose buried deep in her scarf. 
She caught his gaze and seemed to steel herself. “Hi.”
“Hi,” Fabian replied, suddenly nervous.
Shayna didn’t give him a chance to say anything else and stepped into the portal. Fabian whirled around to follow her, stumbling into the Citadel courtyard only seconds later. Luckily, travelling through the Rivers of Magic had become like second nature now and barely required a thought.
It was even colder in the Citadel than Greenvalley. Magic had cleared the courtyard, but if the mountains of snow to the sides were any indication, there had been at least a metre of it. The sky was light grey and enormous icicles hung from every surface. Shayna blew into her hands and a red shimmer appeared, quickly enveloping her body.
“Okay, now I’m jealous,” Fabian joked, truly impressed with her ingenuity.
“I can’t extend it to others yet,” Shayna replied, not the slightest note of humour in her voice. “At least, not without setting them on fire.”
Before Fabian could say anything, she’d headed towards the entrance, her feet dragging snow across the carpet.
“That’s okay,” he said, catching up with her. “I—”
“My powers are practically useless.”
He stopped cold. “What?” When she just continued on, he jogged after her and made her face him. “Shayna, your powers are far from useless, and you’re still learning how to control them. Look how far you’ve come already. You couldn’t have done that a few months ago.”
Forced to stop marching, she snorted. “Too bad we didn’t have more than a few months.” She pushed past him. “Forget what I said.”
Fabian let her pass. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“About what?”
Her feigned ignorance physically hurt. “You know what.”
Years of running with Cheryl had taught Shayna to mask her true feelings. “Oh. That. No, not really.”
“I’m worried about you.” Now even more than before.
Shayna pulled a smile from somewhere but it lacked any warmth. “You don’t need to worry. I’m fine.”
“Fine?”
“Yes, of course not fine fine, but okay regarding what happened. It’s all just…” She swallowed, her mask slipping. “I—”
Fabian opened his arms. “I know how you feel.”
Shayna ignored his offer and spun around again. “We have to hurry. Class is starting soon.”
This time, he let her go. There was still plenty of time before Professor Terian’s lesson, but she clearly couldn’t bear being close to him. Maybe he’d got it wrong and she did blame him. After all, her best friend had given his life to keep him alive, and then he’d died in front of them just minutes before the whole nightmare had ended.

      [image: ]Fabian took his time reaching the classroom, but when he arrived, only Camdyn and Kaia were already seated, no Shayna in sight. He raised his hand in greeting but kept glancing around the room, as if she was hiding somewhere.
“Have you seen Shayna?” he asked.
“Didn’t you arrive together?” Kaia asked, her tone snide. Though they were all friends now she still spent most days judging him.
Fabian shrugged off his backpack. “We did, but…” He glanced around once more, then got up again, just as Professor Terian entered the room. “Professor—may I look for Shayna? I’m afraid she’s not feeling well.”
The professor stared. “Um, sure, I guess we can start with the duality of earth and wind magic today.”
Fabian barely nodded before rushing out the door, racking his brain to think where Shayna could’ve gone. He checked the bathrooms first, then the balconies where they’d hung out when the weather was milder. When that didn’t yield a result, he turned to the secret pathway they’d discovered together on their first day of school. There, behind a tapestry, he heard the hollow sounds of stifled sobs. Bracing himself, he ducked into the darkness. 
“Shayna?”
The sounds stopped for a moment, then turned into a hiccup, but still no answer. Fabian moved forward cautiously, using his hands to feel around until he thought he was standing right in front of Shayna, listening to her shallow breathing. He sat slowly, shifting as close as he could.
They sat in silence for a couple of minutes until Shayna turned into him, pressed her face against his shirt, and started sobbing again. “I can’t believe he’s dead.”
Fabian put an arm around her. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have left him alone down there.”
Suddenly, she slung both arms around his neck. “Then you’d both be dead now.”
Probably. “But I should’ve been the one to stay back. He had nothing to defend himself, while I have my water magic—” It hadn’t seemed to be enough to hold the monster locusts off.
“And you think I’d feel even the slightest bit better if you were dead instead?”
“Maybe a tiny bit?” Fabian mused. 
It sounded better to him. Fairer. Cian had never asked to be a monster hunter—though, come to think of it, neither had he.
Shayna snorted. “Definitely not.” She took a deep breath. “It’s just… Cian. He was my best friend, and… and…” She snuggled into him again, crying bitterly.
Fabian could only imagine how she felt. If Samantha had died, he’d be an utter wreck.
“I’d only just told him about my fire,” Shayna said after a while. “I just can’t stop thinking about how much time I wasted worrying, feeling too ashamed to confide in my best friend. We could’ve had so much fun together, and now… Now he’s dead.” The hiccups started up again.
Not knowing what to say, Fabian pulled her closer and began rubbing her back. There was nothing that would take this pain away, just as there was nothing that would take the survivor’s guilt away. All they could do was live their lives in Cian’s memory. And for Fabian, that meant taking care of Shayna, making sure she had a safety net to fall back on, and if possible, save the world Cian had sacrificed himself for.

      [image: ]They somehow made it through the day, and by the end, Fabian felt a little lighter. It would take time for them to heal, but at least they weren’t alone. And when they arrived in Greenvalley, the beauty of the snowy forest instantly lifted his mood.
“Winter was Cian’s favourite,” Shayna said with a sad smile. “I remember sledding with him on the Witches’ Hump.”
Fabian enjoyed how much warmer Shayna’s voice was. This was a good memory; a healing memory. “Which route did you take? We mostly went with the Winter Forest.”
“There are good routes in here?” Now there was even a hint of the old, amused Shayna.
“Only for the most experienced sledders.” Fabian grinned. “You need a lot of training to avoid all the trees.”
Shayna’s eyes were glinting. At any other time, she would’ve probably laughed. “Oh, man, now you’ve reminded me how Alan rode us into a tree once. It was just the three of us on a sled, which was already a bad idea, but then we got off-course and hit the tree at full speed. Not Cian, though—he’d already fallen off.”
Fabian did what she couldn’t and laughed. After a moment, he at least got a chuckle out of her. “I have to admit, I made intimate acquaintances with more trees than I can count.”
“Obviously, if you go sledding in the forest.” She snorted. “Hey, would you like to go…” Her voice tapered out.
“Yes,” Fabian answered anyway. Whatever it was, he’d do it.
Surprised, Shayna looked up. “You’d go sledding with me on Sunday? What about your girlfriend?”
“How about we all go?” Ophelia shouldn’t have a problem with that.
But apparently, Shayna did. “With your friends? I don’t know.”
“Shayna,” he said, putting his hands on her arms. “You’re one of us now.” 
She’d been one of them since the moment he’d seen her face at the Citadel; they just hadn’t made it official yet.
Tears were swimming in Shayna’s eyes and she swallowed. Still, she managed to smile at him. “Thanks.”
“Not for that.”
Without worrying what it might look like, he pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her. Shayna let out a few sobs, but she calmed relatively fast. Soon, she was stepping back again and running her sleeve across her face. But when they turned around, Ophelia was on the path, staring.
Fabian held his breath. She looked even more beautiful than usual with her red cheeks and the snow in her black hair, but any moment now her stare could turn into a glare, and she’d give him a piece of her mind about hugging other girls—especially this one. Swallowing, she stalked towards them.
Shayna stumbled back. “I’m sorry. I was just—”
He half-expected Ophelia to slap Shayna or something equally as horrible. Instead, she pulled her into another embrace. “I’m so sorry about Cian.”
Shayna stiffened but bravely endured the hug. As soon as Ophelia stepped back, she gave Fabian a vague wave. “I’ll see you Monday.”
“Sunday,” he corrected.
With a smile, she repeated, “Sunday, it is.”
As soon as she was gone, Fabian found Ophelia watching him with a frown. “We just want to take advantage of all the snow and go sledding—with everyone,” he added quickly. It would be way too awkward to do it alone.
Ophelia stared, the reproach obvious in her eyes. “Sounds… fun.”
Knowing he was on thin ice, he stepped forward to take her hand. “Thank you for giving her some grace.”
Ophelia rolled her eyes. “Please! She lost her best friend in the most horrifying way.” She hooked her arm into his and led him down the path. “I know you’re just being nice.” It sounded more like a reminder than a concession.
That was what it was, wasn’t it? He was just being nice to a friend who was going through a tough time—mostly, because he felt so guilt-ridden himself. But as he strolled through the forest with Ophelia on his arm, Fabian couldn’t help wondering if he might just be lying to himself.






  
  Lucille


Lucille felt like a fraud approaching the witches. She and Samantha were accompanying Elda to the monthly esbat, being held in Quedlinburg this time. Apparently, the Harz Coven had a tradition of rotating the host so it wouldn’t be a burden on any one witch. 
Quedlinburg was a pretty town in the northern part of the region, famous for its medieval streets lined by the same half-timbered houses Greenvalley sported. The witch house itself was in the centre of the town, its black beams bending beneath the weight of time. Empty flowerpots lined the front and hung from the shuttered windows.
As soon as they entered, there was no doubt a witch lived here. Charms and herbs were hung above the entrance, and the walls were lined with arcane symbols. In contrast, the living room was a spacious, airy room, full of comfortable seating options. Fifteen or sixteen women had already gathered, laughing and gossiping with each other over coffee and cake. Elda was one of the elder witches, but there were quite a few white-haired women, while the rest were in their forties or fifties. Lucille and Samantha were by far the youngest—that was until they saw a girl around their age sitting in a corner, looking as if she didn’t really want to be there.
Lucille pulled on Samantha’s sleeve to draw her attention to the girl before slapping a smile on her face and approaching her. If they really wanted to join the coven, it’d be good to befriend the only other witch their age. 
“Hey,” she greeted. “Is this your first time here, too?”
The girl looked even younger up close and as if she lived on the streets. Her hair was stringy, and her clothes looked like hand-me-downs, frumpy and with frayed seams and holes. Her stare was almost hostile. “No.”
“You’re Nadja, aren’t you?” Samantha asked. “Roswitha’s pupil.” Roswitha was the witch hosting the esbat and the so-called Quedlinburg Witch, just as Elda was the Greenvalley Witch.
Nadja shrugged. “So what?”
Lucille deepened her smile. “You’re a witch-in-training? That’s so cool. I’m Lucille and this is Samantha. We’re hoping to join the coven.”
“Over Roswitha’s dead body,” Nadja replied flatly, then stood. “You don’t have what it takes.” She walked through them briskly to stand in another corner.
Lucille raised her eyebrows. “What’s her deal?”
Samantha sighed. “I don’t know much about her but I assume it’s because of the rivalry between Granny and Roswitha.”
“They have a rivalry?”
“Yeah, it’s a whole thing. They’re practically the two most powerful witches in the Harz—apart from us, I guess—and butt heads a lot when it comes to running rituals or the education of witches. Roswitha is very traditional, you see. Nadja is her official apprentice and only gets to practice magic under her supervision until Roswitha thinks she’s good enough. And my grandmother… You wouldn’t say this now, but she’s what they used to call a ‘wild witch’—someone who’s completely new to magic and didn’t grow up with all the traditions and rules. Kind of like us.”
Lucille remembered her grandmother’s diaries. It’d been a whole issue when Elda had come into town: a little miner’s girl with no education, no sense of witch history, and all that raw, natural power. Her own grandmother had been terribly jealous, though mostly because she’d been struggling with the traditional magic weaving which had come so easily to Elda, finding spells much easier. In the end, the two had become best friends, and when Elda was named the new Greenvalley Witch, it’d been with Cecille’s support. She wondered if her grandmother had known Roswitha, who sounded a lot like her great-grandmother.
“Does that mean Nadja’s her granddaughter or something?” she asked, always eager for gossip.
Samantha shook her head. “No, as far as I know, Roswitha’s daughter doesn’t speak to her—moved away and everything. I don’t know where she found Nadja but she’s her guardian and raising her in addition to teaching magic.”
“So, she’s raising a wild witch?” Lucille asked to clarify, already feeling amused.
“Yes, total hypocrite,” Samantha answered, grinning. “Oh, there she is!”
Lucille turned to see an old woman entering the room. Her iron-grey hair was short on the sides but combed up to create more height, giving her a square face shape. Though she was the same age as Elda, she was using a cane; not an ergonomic, doctor-issued ones, but an old gnarly piece of wood. She had an air of authority around her that made Lucille stand up straight automatically. All the witches fell silent.
Roswitha looked around, her gaze brushing over Nadja before falling on Lucille and Samantha. Eyes narrowing, she pointed her cane at them. “What are these two doing here? I don’t remember them joining our coven.”
Though they had a very good reason for being there, Lucille suddenly felt like a naughty child who’d snuck into something she shouldn’t have.
Before she could explain herself, Elda stepped in. “They’ll be coven witches soon enough. Right now they have an urgent matter to discuss.” She nodded at Samantha. “Come on, dear, let’s hear it.”
“Nadja, leave!” Roswitha said sharply. “This appears to be coven business.”
Clearly annoyed, Nadja rolled her eyes and left the living room. She closed the door behind her, but not fully, Lucille noted. No doubt she was listening in.
“Hello,” Samantha said, sounding only a little nervous. “Thank you so much for allowing us to join you today. We can’t wait to be full members.”
“We’ll see about that,” Roswitha said with a harrumph. Several witches agreed, judging by their nodding.
Undeterred, Samantha continued, “We’ve come across a prophecy, which threatens not just our region but the entire world. There’s a creature called the Shadow, according to the prophecy, who’s serving the Archdemon of Envy and who plans to plunge our entire world into darkness. He’s the reason behind the recent increase in monster attacks.”
“And here I thought it was you,” someone muttered from the side.
Lucille felt as if a dagger had been plunged into her back. Guilt flooded her, threatening to take her breath away and make her keel over.
“We seem to draw in some monsters, yes,” Samantha acknowledged, though she didn’t seem half as keen about telling the witches about the other prophecy and their role in it. “The Shadow has, I guess, chosen to eliminate us, fearing we might be able to stop him otherwise, so he’s been sending extra troops to Greenvalley.”
“Sounds like a mess of your own making,” Roswitha said coldly.
Lucille’s cheeks flushed. In a way, it had been. If only she hadn’t trusted Merik, hadn’t been completely smitten with him, too blind to see he was only using her, so many people would still be alive today.
Samantha must’ve noticed her faltering nerves, because she slipped her hand into Lucille’s and squeezed it slightly. “Some monsters are drawn to us, yes, but many more are drawn to the Spring of Magic. We can defend Greenvalley—”
“Can you?” another witch piped up.
“Yes!” Samantha said sharply. “We have re-established our grandmothers’ protective web, which allows us to respond quickly to any threats. And with your help, we can extend that web over the whole Harz region.”
“No!” Roswitha said sharply.
Elda looked taken aback. “No? Are you against protecting our people?”
Roswitha shook her head, still glaring at Lucille and Samantha. “What they need protecting against are these two wild witches, causing more trouble than they help. We should’ve sealed their magic until they’d been properly trained.”
“Sealed our magic?” Lucille responded, feeling light-headed. If only the suggestion didn’t have so much merit. Because she’d been self-taught and eager to try things out, she’d run into all sorts of trouble, such as nearly burning her house down or turning her friend into a statue… and unleashing the ten plagues. Maybe her powers should’ve been sealed away.
“If their magic had been, Greenvalley would no longer exist,” Elda said snidely. “It would’ve been sucked into Hell a year and a half ago!”
That was true. Without their magic, they wouldn’t have been able to stop Malcolm from stealing the Spring of Magic, or countless other monsters who’d threatened their city.
“Don’t listen to her,” Roswitha said, addressing the other witches. “There’s a very simple reason for the recent influx in monster activity hailing from Greenvalley.” She pointed her cane at Samantha again. “It’s her deal with the devil.”
“Excuse me?” Samantha asked, horrified.
Lucille frowned. “Deal with the devil?” There were countless stories of devil deals in the area but they were all just that: stories.
“Aren’t you fornicating with a demon?” Roswitha asked harshly.
Lucille watched Samantha go red. It was the second time in a few days some stranger had made comments about her sex life. “If you mean Matt,” she said, her voice just as hard, “he’s not the devil. He’s a half-demon, a dear friend, and Samantha’s loving boyfriend.”
Several witches were whispering behind their hands while Roswitha snorted. “Please. We all know what this is about. You sold your soul to that boy demon for power. That may’ve been what we witches did back in the day, but that was a dark age. We’ve worked hard to improve our reputation—too hard to let some wild witch dump all over it.” Her steely gaze fell on Lucille. “And since you count him a friend, too, we don’t want you in our coven, either. Your great-grandmother would be ashamed to see what’s become of the Reinhold witches.” Reinhold had been her grandmother’s birth name.
“I didn’t sell my soul to Matt!” Samantha exclaimed furiously. “This is my magic and mine alone. Matt has never once expressed any interest in my soul. He loves me.”
“Sure, you tell yourself that,” Roswitha said coldly, “but until that unholy union is severed and you’ve banished or killed the demon, as you should, you won’t become part of the coven, nor will the coven give in to your demands.”
Elda cleared her throat. “Shouldn’t the whole coven decide this?”
“Fine! Let’s put it to a vote.” Roswitha turned to the entire congregation. “Who wants to welcome demon-loving witches into our coven?”
Elda proudly held her hand up, but the only other witch who started to raise hers quickly lowered it when she saw no one else was joining Elda.
Roswitha smiled like the cat who got the cream. “There you have it. Our coven stays demon-free. And now you’ll go,” she added. “You’re not welcome here.”
As if by magic, Lucille and Samantha turned and walked out of the living room and into the corridor, where they heard quick feet scurrying away and out on the street. Ten metres away from the house, on the other side of the road, they stopped, gasping for air. Samantha had gone pale while Lucille felt anger rising in her chest.
“What the hell was that? They won’t even listen to us because you’re dating a half-demon? A half-demon who’s repeatedly risked his life to save humans? The fact we have so many monsters in town has nothing to do with Matt’s demonic blood!” Lucille huffed.
Samantha stared at her feet. “But they’re right. Most of the monsters are there because of us, whether that’s Matt’s family or now the Shadow. Our power attracts them.”
Lucille crossed her arms, using her anger to push the creeping guilt away. “So what? Are we supposed to move away? Leave Greenvalley and the Harz to its monsters?” She dropped her arms and shook her head. “It’s not our fault. It certainly isn’t your fault or Matt’s. He’s a half-demon, not the literal devil.”
“Well, technically, demons were what they used to call the devil. And witches used to sell their souls to them to gain more power.”
Lucille remained unimpressed. “And did you? Did you sell your soul to Matt.”
As hoped, Samantha scoffed. “Of course not. I wouldn’t even know how to do that! And Matt wants me, not my soul.”
“Then stop worrying about what those old witches said or this Torsten. What you and Matt have is something beautiful, something enviable.” Her voice stuttered. In her desire to experience something similar, she’d fallen into a trap of her own making and others had paid the price. Blinking, Lucille pushed on. “If they don’t understand that, merely reducing Matt down to his blood, then… Well, they’re stupid. We didn’t need their help before, we don’t need it now, either.” She certainly had no wish to join such a judgmental coven.
“Not even when it comes to the world ending?” Samantha asked drily. “Not that they seem to believe in prophecies.”
Lucille snorted. “Did any of them look like they were about to sprout wings anytime soon?”
To her delight, Samantha laughed. “No, I don’t think our saviour is one of them.”
“In that case,” Lucille said proudly, “we don’t need them.” 
For whatever reason, none of the witches had reached out to them in the last two-and-a-half years. They could’ve provided guidance; instead, they’d sat back and watched the tragedies unfold, washing their hands clean of any responsibility. That wasn’t the kind of sisterhood Lucille ever intended on joining.
She hooked her arm into Samantha’s. “Come on—let’s get you home to your devil lover.”






  
  Matt


Samantha was still at the witches’ esbat in Quedlinburg when Matt arrived home from class. His feet had barely touched the familiar ground of Ashuan when an unknown force pulled him backwards through the abstract space. It felt like a summoning, only much harsher, and when he dropped out of the darkness, magic pushed him to his knees. One blink of an eye told him he was in his father’s flat—and in the middle of a banishing circle made of chalk and salt, only this one wasn’t to send him to Hell but to hold him in place. 
Torsten was in front of him, Torakh glistening in his hands. “Finally. I was beginning to think the witch you seduced had put a protective spell on you.”
“You!” Matt tried to jump away, but the magic wouldn’t allow him—he couldn’t even get out of his uncomfortable position.
The Torakh danced across Torsten’s fingers, showcasing the old man’s proficiency. “Usually, I don’t do deals with demons, but you picked the wrong girl and I owe her grandfather. Erich would rise from his grave if he knew a demon like you had got his granddaughter’s soul into his dirty, sinful hands.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Matt’s mouth seemed to be the only thing he could still move.
Torsten narrowed his eyes. “Here’s the deal: you give up your claim on Samantha’s soul, and I’ll let you live. I’ll just banish you to the dark hole you crawled out of.”
So, it was a banishing circle. “Sorry to disappoint you,” Matt said, snarling, “but my mother is already dead.”
“Hell!” Torsten snapped.
He connected two previously broken lines and a wave of agony threw Matt flat on his stomach.
Torsten crouched, letting the Torakh hang over Matt’s hand. “Are you going to take the deal or would you rather feel the bite of the Torakh again?”
“I don’t have her soul,” Matt bellowed.
“You’ve already sold it?”
Matt pulled a face. “Nobody but archdemons still trade in souls.” It was an archaic practice that brought little satisfaction. “I would never do that. I love Samantha and whether you believe it or not, she loves me, too.” Though, truth be told, he sometimes couldn’t believe it either.
Torsten looked thoughtful. “If that’s true then there’s no need to keep you alive. Better save the girl before she’s in too deep.” He grabbed Matt’s hair and tore his head back, exposing his throat.
Matt tried to resist or move but the magic in the circle had rendered him entirely immobile. His only option was a summoning—if the circle allowed his voice to fill with magic. He was just about to call Balthasar when the door opened and his father returned. Judging by the bag he dropped, he’d been getting groceries.
“Don’t you dare!” René shouted.
“I’m doing what you were too weak to do,” Torsten growled, his Torakh already scratching Matt’s skin, leaving behind an agonising burning sensation.
René rushed forward and forced his foot through the circle, smearing the chalk and pushing the salt to the side. The very second Matt felt the bonds fall away, he vanished and reappeared outside the circle, away from the magic and weapon that’d hurt him.
Snarling, Torsten spun around to point his dagger at his own son. “How many more humans will have to die by his hand until you accept the fact you fathered a monster?”
René stared down the dagger’s tip coolly. “The only monster in this room is the one who fathered me.”
Matt swallowed and took the opportunity to return to Blackstone House—the last place he wanted to be was between two demon hunters. Now, if only he could figure out how to protect himself against another of his grandfather’s murder attempts.






  
  Rachel


Since Lucille was out with Samantha, Rachel was just cooking for herself and Adam, who was working on the broken thermostat—it was cold enough to see her breath. 
Humming to herself, Rachel heard quick steps coming her way. A second later, Adam poked his head into the kitchen with a huge grin. “Guess what!”
She put her spoon aside and turned. “You fixed the thermostat and I won’t have to cook to keep myself warm?”
“Not yet,” he said, still grinning. “I got the job.”
Rachel had never been a squealer but now she didn’t just squeal but jumped straight into his arms. “That’s amazing! Congratulations!”
Almost immediately, Hugo floated into the room. “Is everything okay, Miss Rachel?”
“Adam got the job!” she told him excitedly. “He’s going to stay.” With a grin matching Adam’s, she kissed her boyfriend.
“How unfortunate,” the ghost said, floating away again.
Rachel didn’t spare him another thought as she reluctantly returned to her cooking before it bubbled over. “You’ve got to tell me everything.”
“Sure.” Adam leaned against the counter next to her and started nibbling on a carrot. “I just got the call from HR. Apparently, they didn’t want to hire anyone this close to Christmas, and since there wasn’t actually an opening they weren’t sure they had the budget, but one of the department chiefs heard about my interview and told them I was the best and they’d be stupid not to hire me—even offered some of his own budget to throw into the pot. Anyway, there were some discussions back and forth, and suddenly there’s a job for me. I can start in the new year.”
“Wow, you really must be the best.” 
Rachel hadn’t heard of many people having jobs created for them. Then again, Adam really was that good because he used magic along with technical know-how. It allowed him to fix electronics and mechanisms the same way Jan healed people.
Adam shrugged. “So far I’ve managed to fix any medical equipment that’s come my way.”
“But not our thermostat,” she teased.
“I’m on it!” Adam grinned, making no motion to return to his work. “Hey, I failed to mention this the other day, but when I went into the hospital, I bumped into Jan. He’s really pulling out all the stops for the nurse he likes—provided the whole station with cake for her birthday.”
Rachel frowned. “Jan likes a nurse?”
“Yes, Sandra. She’s a bit older than him but not by much. He’s clearly into her, and from what I heard on the hospital grapevine they’re flirting, but she’s holding back. He didn’t seem so happy when I saw him later.” Adam shrugged. “Oh, well, not all hospital romances have a happy ending, right?”
Usually, Rachel stayed out of her friends’ relationships—she most definitely didn’t touch Lucille’s—but Jan had been instrumental in her own happy ending. If it weren’t for him, she’d never have got in touch with Adam, much less reconnected with him after he left the country. So, in a way, she owed Jan. And a nurse sounded perfect for him—someone kind, caring, and mature would be the perfect antidote to his previous ill-fated relationship with Samantha’s younger sister.
“You know, I could check on her in her dreams,” she suggested cautiously. 
The others rarely wanted to know more about the dreamworld, but Adam usually had a million questions, ranging from mechanics over limits to ethics. Rachel wasn’t used to sharing this much, and while she enjoyed the interest and discussions most of the time, she was still figuring out how much to trust him. The last thing she wanted was for him to leave because he might not like the person she was in her dreams.
Adam finished his carrot, frowning slightly. “You’re not going to mess with her, are you?”
“Gosh, no!” She wouldn’t go as far as filling Sandra’s dreams with images of Jan—that’d be entirely too awkward. “Call it snooping. I’ll just go in and see if he even has a chance. If not, that’ll save him some embarrassment.” If it were her, she’d want to know.
“That’s actually pretty cool,” Adam said, leaning in for another kiss on her cheek. “Luckily, you don’t need a dream to
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