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








  
  A note about sensitive topics


There is a lot of magic and fantastical creatures in this book, but the teenagers at the core of this story are just that: they are teenagers. And as such they deal with a number of very real issues on top of the magical ones. 
If you don’t like spoilers and you’re cool with anything, skip this note and start the book. If you like to be prepared, keep reading. I’m writing this because reading should be fun, not a bad surprise.
While this series starts out as a YA fantasy, there are mentions of sex, drugs and sadly no rock’n’roll. There will be no graphic sex scenes. In this book, there is a plot around (magical) drug abuse. You will also encounter teenagers and adults drinking alcohol, including an alcoholic mother who is neglectful to her children. As for the underage characters: the age of drinking beer and wine without adult supervision in Germany is 16. For drinking spirits and cocktails, it is 18.
As fun as it sounds, hunting monsters and wielding magic is dangerous. People will be hurt in this series and some will die. That includes characters who you got to know well. Their deaths will not be meaningless, though it might feel like that to the surviving characters. Because I’m a big fan of consequences, that means you will see depictions of grief in various stages.
In this book in particular, you will encounter a demon that murders several people while also getting hurt badly. There are consequences about this and the character won’t get away with a slap on the hand.
Last but not least, there are instances of bullying, mostly verbal, by other teenagers. These scenes are few in between and our affected characters will rise above that.
The characters live in a dangerous world, but it’s also beautiful. For every dark spot, there will be light and humour. And of course magic. Lots and lots of magic.
Enjoy!

Love, Janna






  
  Grab this bonus adventure for free
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Magic, Vampires & Family Drama
.

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

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








  
  Part 1

Drugs & Romance
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  Rachel


Nico’s favourite music flowed softly from his stereo, filling the room with its dark and sultry notes. Posters of his beloved football and soccer teams adorned the wall, some of them taped multiple times to extend their lifespan. The plants on his windowsill remained green and luscious, alive in a way that he no longer was. 
Rachel had taken it upon herself to care for them, just as she cared for his room. The bed was neatly made, the shelves wiped clean, and the carpet vacuumed. Each time she cleaned, however, it felt like a piece of Nico was lost, and the room became just that—a room. No amount of posters or gentle music could bring him back.
Finally, Rachel made the decision to go through his belongings, continuing what her mother had started before Rachel had so rudely told her to stop. Since then, her mother hadn’t dared enter Nico’s room. In the house, they tiptoed around each other, never spending too much time together in one room.
Nico had accumulated a lot of stuff. Some of the clothes in the wardrobe were likely from five years ago, but he’d never got rid of them. Now, Rachel sorted them into piles, with most of them destined for donation, some for a second-hand shop, and a few select pieces she would keep to remember him by, such as his favourite T-shirt.
Once she finished with the clothes, Rachel moved on to the desk, where Nico’s half-done math homework still lay. Rachel solved the equations in her mind until the page became blurred, and she had to wipe away her tears.
Shaking her head, her gaze fell upon two presents—one slender, the other cube-shaped. The memory resurfaced from the haze of the funeral, and Rachel realised they were the birthday presents her father had left with her. One for Nico and one for her.
Should she open Nico’s present? Or should she leave it wrapped for forever? Maybe she should place it at his grave?
Annoyed, Rachel shook her head. Leaving it there would only invite theft from opportunists. Instead, she grabbed the gift and tore the wrapping paper open, curious about what her father had chosen for Nico, and what she should do with it now.
A watch.
Her father had given Nico a watch. Sure, it looked fancy and all, but it also felt terribly impersonal. Or so it seemed. When Rachel turned it around, she noticed it was engraved from Warren to Nicholas, and from Nicholas to Michael—though her father was known as Mick by everyone—and from Mick to Nico. This watch had been passed down to three generations of Hadden men, and now it had reached its final destination.
No. Rachel wouldn’t let it end here. Her father had given it to her to keep, so she would wear it, whether her name was engraved on the back or not.
After fastening it around her wrist, she opened her own present, wondering what family heirloom awaited her. The gift was a bit boxier, about two hands wide and tall. Rachel tore off the wrapping paper and lifted the lid of the box, revealing pink gauze.
Frowning at the colour her father had chosen for her, Rachel reached for the hidden object and placed it on her lap. It was surprisingly light for its size. Carefully, she unwrapped the gauze, being cautious not to tear it. As the first beechwood twig came into view, Rachel gasped.
Three intertwined circles formed a sphere. The wood was completely covered in soft white strings as delicate as silk, which led to an intricate woven web between the circles. As Rachel moved it, the spheres moved in and out of each other like a perpetuum mobile, giving the impression that the intricate web was a living, breathing entity. Five elegant white feathers hung from the bottom node point as she lifted it from the gauze. It was like a dreamcatcher.
No, not a dreamcatcher. A dreamweb.
The dreamweb.
Rachel’s mouth went dry. Could it be? She thought she felt a connection to it, but how did her father come across an Emblem of Power? He was a Maths professor. True, he had some roots in New Orleans, which might explain Rachel’s affinity for ghosts. However, she was convinced that the dreams came from her mother’s side. It was Annette she saw in the dreamworld, not her father.
Had it come to her in the same mysterious way that Shitaten’s Feather had found its way to Fabian? But who could have known? Who could have convinced her father to give her this for her birthday if he had no choice in the matter?
Rachel knew she could ask him. He would be awake soon, although he rarely had time for a chat on a weekday. But Rachel couldn’t wait. The answers she sought would not be provided by her father.
She needed to find them for herself.

      [image: image-placeholder]As soon as Rachel’s head hit the pillow, she fell asleep. If that wasn’t a sign of the dreamweb’s power, then the sight that awaited her in the dreamworld surely was. She’d hung the dreamweb above her bed, where it swayed gently in a soft breeze. The moment she awoke in the dream, she felt invigorated. Her vision was sharper, her touch more sensitive, and her awareness seemed to stretch endlessly.
There was a path in between her dreams, one she’d never walked before. Rachel willed herself along this path, watching as the meadow transformed into a grassland and then into a desert. The wind blew the sand, but in her dream, Rachel was untouchable, never straying from her chosen path.
Night had fallen in the desert, or perhaps it was always night in this part of the dreamworld. The wind died down, revealing a house nestled among the dunes. Several trees stood around a shimmering silver pool in the moonlight. The house itself was made of red sandstone, with small, round windows and a flat rooftop that appeared easily climbable.
On the roof stood an old man, his blind eyes gazing at the moon, forever lost in his dreams. But he wasn’t the one Rachel had come to find. She entered the house, its rooms separated by colourful curtains. A woman sat humming in a chair, diligently writing down dreams.
Rachel couldn’t explain how she knew, but she did. The woman hadn’t dreamed the dreams herself; she merely transcribed them, taking great care to capture each and every detail she was told. And when she wasn’t writing, she would cook, clean, and sell the dreamwebs that adorned the opposite wall. She kept the house running while her husband dreamed, and her son assisted.
It was the son Rachel had come to see, the one who’d crafted this dream, because this was where it had all started. But as she slipped through the curtains, she found Nico sitting in his room, his back hunched over a dreamweb—her dreamweb.
He held it up for her to see and squinted in the moonlight. “Do you think this will satisfy him?”
“Satisfy whom?” Though Nico had said him, she instantly thought of her own mother, whom she’d spent years trying to impress.
“The dreamer,” he relied, a hint of annoyance in his voice that was so reminiscent of Nico it took her breath away.
“Are you dreaming?” Rachel asked. “Or are you what I’m dreaming of?”
Nico set down the dreamweb and blinked. “One could say you’re in my dream since you’ve ventured here.”
“Can ghosts dream?” Her voice trembled with emotion. Nico hadn’t become a ghost. He hadn’t stayed behind to keep her company. What if this was truly him? What if he now resided in the dreamworld?
“I’m not the one your heart desires,” Nico replied, dashing her hopes. “Though I will not force you to change the dream you long for. Comfort is good. It keeps us safe on these dream roads.”
So, he only wore Nico’s face—or rather, Rachel had given it to him because that was the face she understood. The face she trusted. And she wanted to trust this stranger, needed to trust him, because he’d crafted the Emblem of Power—her dreamweb.
“Ah, yes. My finest creation. It was the last one I crafted before the moon visited me.”
“The moon visited you?” Rachel peered through the tiny window at the night sky. The moon was full and more silvery than Earth’s.
Nico—since she had no other name for him, she might as well keep calling him that—stepped closer. As he looked up at the moon, his face bathed in its silver shine, she glimpsed an eternal love.
“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Nico asked, then shook his head. “There is such beauty in this world that my father is blind to. He lives only in his dreams. Reality doesn’t matter to him.” Although he didn’t voice his pain aloud, Rachel could hear it clearly: I don’t matter to him.
Her heart ached for the boy, and she knew they were connected in more ways than just their dreams.
“It’s an old pain, ancient, really,” Nico said. “It repeats itself. From dreamer to dreamer.”
His words struck a chord, piercing Rachel’s heart as she thought of her mother, seemingly lost in her dream, oblivious to reality. “I understand. So, this is where it all started?”
“Oh, no. The neglect is pretty much ingrained in dreamers as long as dreams existed. But this is where you began.”
“Where I began?” The concept was so complex that the dreamworld blurred at the edges. Rachel’s mind couldn’t fully comprehend what Nico meant, and she felt herself being pulled back to the waking world, where thoughts were clearer.
But Nico took her hand, keeping her in the dream. “The dreamweb,” he said softly, nodding towards the unfinished object on the bed. “Here in this dream, it’s merely that. When the moon kisses it, it will become something so much more. The Power of Devotion flows through it as it has flowed through my family.”
Rachel turned to look at him, searching his face for the parts that weren’t Nico. “Who are you?”
“Your brother.” Then he sighed, and some of his edges frayed until he was Nico and not quite Nico. His voice deepened. “The eternal dreamer. The one who never woke from the dream.” He chuckled, and it was as if the world righted itself. His demeanour, so strikingly similar to her brother’s, cleared the image again. “Not in this memory, but soon.” Although his words were foreign, he was once again Nico.
“We could’ve dreamed together,” Rachel said wistfully, longing to share the dreamworld with her brother.
“We’re together now.”
Rachel squeezed his hand, overwhelmed with sadness. She missed him so much. “Now, we’re together.” This was her world—their world. Their reality.
Nico shook his head. “Now that you have arrived in this place—let’s call it ‘the before’—you must understand, Rachel. The dreamworld is intoxicating. It is filled with fantasies fuelled by longing. It can reveal hidden truths. But it’s not reality. Don’t be like my father. Or your mother.”
“What do you mean?” The pain that united them resurfaced.
“Don’t close your eyes to the beauty of the real world just yet, Rachel. You are alive. So live. Create your own dreams. The fate of the future will be in your hands soon enough.”
And with that, the sand swirled until Rachel could no longer see her own hand before her eyes. When it settled, she found herself back in the meadow. Alone.
Live.
Nico was gone. The person the dream had shown her wasn’t truly him. As much as she wished it were. Living without her brother was difficult, but Rachel knew he would want her to carry on. So, as challenging as it was, that was exactly what she would have to do.






  
  Jan


“… has the ability to store vibrations and transform…” 
The tablet balanced against his knees, Jan lay on the bed, watching the YouTuber go through their collection of crystals.
Half-dozing, Jan had seen many videos like this before. By now, there was hardly anything new to learn. His own collection of gems and crystals far surpassed that of the YouTuber. Thanks to Caroline and Samantha, he’d verified his collection, separating the genuine magical gems from the fake ones.
Through the wall next to him, the same K-Pop album played he’d been hearing for the last five weeks. If Anne didn’t stop listening to it soon, he’d be able to sing along, Korean or not.
But that wasn’t the only sound he heard from next door. Far louder than the music were the sudden and prolonged outbursts of giggling. Jan would’ve been annoyed, wondering what could possibly be so funny, but instead, his ears strained to pick up the distinct sound of Meg within Anne’s deeper laughter.
As was often the case on a Friday night, Meg was sleeping over. Although, in Jan’s opinion, she’d chosen the wrong room to do so. Probably because, so far, Meg hadn’t told Anne about their brand-new relationship and didn’t want to neglect her friendship by hanging out with him.
They had officially started dating the day they encountered the demon. Meg had taken his hand and led him into the guest room she slept in whenever she visited her grandma. Under the pretence of dressing his wounds—which were really just a slightly rolled ankle and some scratches—she’d touched him, until he ended the charade by kissing her.
That had been three weeks ago, and so far, their relationship consisted of stolen kisses and naughty text messages. Nothing more.
Annoyingly, Matt had been right. On the night they watched Nico, Jan had proudly proclaimed that he would wait for the girl to be ready. But that was before he’d even had a girlfriend. Now he had Meg, and she wouldn’t even be his official girlfriend. Instead, she seemed to enjoy the stolen moments far too much for his liking.
The door creaked open, and Jan decided that he actually liked those stolen moments more than he would openly admit. Pretending not to have noticed her, he kept his eyes fixed on the tablet, although he hadn’t been listening to what the YouTuber had been prattling on about for quite some time.
Next to him, a weight settled on the bed, and then Meg’s warmth pressed against his arm. For at least half a minute, she didn’t say a word, although Jan could see her glancing back and forth between his face and the tablet from the corner of his eye.
Finally, she groaned. “Do you really believe all this nonsense?”
“You’d be surprised how much of it is true.” While he suspected she wasn’t quite as averse to magic as she pretended to be, they hadn’t had an open conversation about monsters and magic. Not even when she tended to his hellhound wounds.
“Now you sound like Sam.”
Jan chuckled. He paused the tablet and set it aside, leaning slightly into her. “What’s the matter? Did you finally realise how boring Anne is?”
Meg grinned, no longer taking offence when he teased his sister. “She has to help your mum with something. I didn’t feel like joining them.”
He leaned back and raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? What do you feel like then?”
A wicked little smile appeared on her lips, setting Jan’s insides on fire. Still, he patiently waited for her to make the first move. He didn’t want to take control of the situation too early.
The smile disappeared, and Meg licked her lips instead. Then, she leaned forward agonisingly slowly and cupped his face with her hands. Her lips came closer, hesitated for a second, before barely brushing against his, as if she expected him to pull away.
Jan patiently waited for her to show a little more courage and was rewarded when the pressure increased slightly. It was a nice kiss, but not quite what he yearned for.
Before Meg could pull away, he slipped his hand around her back and flipped her so that she lay beneath him. Meg squealed in surprise, but her eyes sparkled. It was enough to spur him on.
“This is a kiss.”
With a hand on her neck, he leaned down and pressed his lips firmly against hers. His tongue darted out, seeking entrance, which she granted almost instantly. As soon as their tongues met, the heat in Jan’s stomach intensified. He kissed her more passionately, relishing the feeling of her beneath him.
“Jan, do you—?”
Dammit! Anne had entered the room, looking for Meg. Now, his little sister stood in the doorway, her eyes as wide as saucers. “What are you doing with Meg?”
“What does it look like?” Jan quipped, his blood still rushing through his head—and other body parts.
He glanced down at Meg, her cheeks flushed as she gasped for air. It was such a lovely sight that he wanted to kiss her again, Anne or no Anne. But Meg wriggled out from under him and stood up so fast she must’ve felt dizzy for a moment. “Are you done, Anne?” Her voice sounded a bit squeaky.
She quickly regained her composure, however, and as she left his room, she swung her backside in a way that could only be meant as a tease.
Jan found himself grinning until he noticed Anne’s glare. She hadn’t left his room. Instead, she leaned forward and hissed, “I told you not to hit on my friends!”
“Then maybe you should tell your girlfriends not to hit on me. Meg came into my room.”
Anne grunted in unspoken fury. “As if!”
Losing interest in her teenage tantrum, Jan grabbed his tablet again and pressed play. “Ask her yourself.”
“You… you’re such an idiot!” Anne exclaimed before storming out of the room.
Jan grinned as his door slammed shut. He’d kissed Meg and annoyed his sister. It was a good score for the evening. Too bad that was all that was going to happen. With the secret out in the open, he doubted Meg would come into his room again. She and Anne would probably have a long girl talk with lots of tears, hugs, and silly promises. In the end, Meg might not even be his girlfriend anymore, not that he thought she would be that stupid.
But girlfriend or not, the rest of the night promised only boredom. This video was definitely dull.
Annoyed, Jan turned it off, got up, and grabbed his jacket. Patting his pocket to ensure he still had some cigarettes, he went out into the corridor and put on his shoes. From Anne’s room, he could hear agitated whispers and sniffles.
Jan rolled his eyes. “I’m going out,” he called to no one in particular.
One thing was certain: he wasn’t going to stick around for teenage girl drama.

      [image: image-placeholder]His breath rose in white clouds from his lips. It had snowed a couple of days ago, and then again yesterday. Jan pushed his hands deep into his pockets, rolling the lighter between his fingers.
Down at the docks, the snow had been ploughed aside, leaving behind the slushy grey of concrete. Further down, between the storage units, Jan saw a fire flicker, and his lips stretched into a grin.
He rubbed his hands for warmth and approached the group huddled around the burning garbage can. “Hey guys, what’s cooking?”
The others greeted his arrival with loud cheers, hand clasping, and fist bumps. “We were wondering if you got lost in some ditch, man,” his friend Felix said.
“Nah, couldn’t decide whether I wanted to stay warm and cosy or hang out in the cold with you guys.”
Felix laughed, grabbed Jan’s jacket by the arm, and pulled him closer to the fire. “Some vodka to warm you up?”
“Did you raid your dad’s pantry?” Jan asked, before nodding enthusiastically. “Yes, please.”
The alcohol was just the thing he needed. First, it burnt his throat, and then it ignited a fire in the pit of his stomach, warming him.
Meanwhile, he noticed Lutz rubbing his nose as if he had a cold, his eyes darting back and forth. After a while, Lutz shuffled closer to Felix and nudged his elbow. “Can I have the money now?”
Jan would’ve had to be an idiot not to notice the signs of withdrawal. “Did your parents cut you off again?”
“It’s more that Lutz is craving the expensive stuff now,” Felix drawled, not reaching into his pocket at all. “Why do I always have to give you money?”
Lutz huffed. “Not everyone has parents who shower them with money the moment they feel a little bad.”
Felix laughed, and Jan joined in. Like Lutz, Jan didn’t have a huge allowance. And like him, he had his way of getting the extra money he needed. Their first step was always to bug Felix. His parents paid pretty well for his happiness, something Felix took full advantage of.
“How much?” Felix asked, finally taking out his wallet.
“Eighty for ten.”
“Eighty euro for ten?” Felix started to put the wallet back. “Are you mad?”
Lutz’s eyes bulged. “It’s magic stuff.” His tongue pushed between his teeth. “Literally magic.”
“All drugs are magic.” While Jan had tried one or two things, he wasn’t too keen on the harder stuff.
“No! M-A-G-I-C!” Lutz bared his teeth in frustration. “I don’t know what it’s short for, but the stuff is magic. If I had some, I’d show you.”
“I’ve got some,” a guy from the opposite side of the trash can, Kevin, called out.
Instantly, Lutz was by his side. “Give it to me.”
Kevin snorted. “What was the price? Ten for a pill, right?”
“Felix!” Lutz barked.
Felix exchanged a look with Jan. “What do you think?”
“It’s probably the same old thing with a different name.” But Jan couldn’t help being curious. “Give him the money.”
“All right. Hey, Kev, three pills for twenty-seven,” Felix called.
A minute later, the exchange was made. Jan held the innocuous-looking pill between his fingers and watched it as the flicker of the flames painted it orange. Lutz had already swallowed his, finally calming down. Felix shrugged and swallowed his.
“And?” Jan asked.
“I don’t notice anything different,” Felix muttered.
Just then, the flames in the trash can shot higher and turned purple. To Jan’s horror, Lutz stuck his hand into the flames and pulled them into the air as if they had substance. He balanced the fire between his hands, making it dance between his fingers like a magician with a coin. His eyes were glowing green with fervour.
“Well, fancy that,” Jan mumbled. “It is magic.”






  
  Samantha


As was so often these days, the six of them had their own table in the school hall. Jan was sleeping with his head on his arms, while Lucille was eye-flirting with a Year 13 student across the hall. Fabian and Rachel were eating, but they were keeping their hands suspiciously under the table, and Samantha was sure that if she checked, she would find their fingers intertwined. 
Not that she was interested enough to check, as she was too busy conversing with Matt. This morning, Rachel had told them about the dreamweb, and Matt seemed to be the only one she hadn’t exhausted the topic with.
“You can’t tell me it’s coincidence that these emblems keep turning up.”
“I’m not,” Matt replied, amused. “Actually, I know for a fact it’s not.”
Samantha felt the excitement rise like bubbles in her stomach. “For a fact? Tell me more!”
Instead, Matt grinned at her, his eyes locked on a spot next to her mouth, as if he’d forgotten how to speak.
Self-conscious, Samantha rubbed her chin. “Do I have dirt on my cheek?”
Matt blinked. “What?” A gleam entered his eyes as he leaned forward. “Maybe.”
Samantha found herself entirely captivated by the finger he extended excruciatingly slowly. It came closer and closer until she began to see it in double, and still, it hadn’t touched her skin. Just then, Matt moved forward and lightly tapped the tip of her nose. “All clean.”
Annoyed, she clicked her tongue and batted his hand away. “Stop being silly.”
Matt’s wide grin, however, was simply enchanting, and she forgave him immediately. Recently, the two of them had started to tease each other constantly. It was a game, nothing serious, just two friends fooling around.
But that didn’t mean Samantha was about to be completely sidetracked. “So, tell me what’s with the fact?”
Matt leaned back, folding his arms behind his head as he stretched out his legs, accidentally bumping into hers. “Well, think about it. That’s the, what? Fourth Emblem of Power that’s turned up? Most of the Emblems in the book haven’t even been described well enough. Now we’ve got four in one place. It means something.” He sounded uncharacteristically serious about it. His tongue flicked over his lips as if he was a little nervous. “Have you read the whole book yet?”
Samantha shook her head. “Didn’t have any time, there’s too much schoolwork. But I’ve decided to devote my Christmas holidays to the cause.”
“You can’t,” Matt replied with a straight face.
“Why not?”
The corners of his mouth twitched again, unable to contain the grin. “Well, because you need to celebrate my birthday, of course.”
It wasn’t what Samantha had expected. “Your birthday is during the holidays?”
“New Year’s Day, I’m told.”
“You’re told?” Once in a while, Matt said the most awkward things that made her wonder if he truly was a normal teenager. As normal as each of them could be called. But today, she only chuckled about it. “You’re messing with me. It’s not really New Year’s Day.”
“Sure is. And I’ve never had a birthday party.” He scrunched up his face. “Well, that I remember.” The grin returned to his face. “So, you need to help me organise it.”
Samantha’s heart skipped a beat. She didn’t quite know why, and so she huffed, which came out as a half-choked giggle. There was so much hidden in his few words. The fact that he’d never had a birthday party. That apparently, besides living with his mother and a bunch of older siblings, they’d never once celebrated the day of his birth. It was so sad. If he wasn’t messing with her, which was still quite the possibility.
But the one thing she zoned in on was: “You want me to organise the birthday party?”
“Well, you’re the most organised person I know, and…”
She would never hear what else qualified her as his party planner because at that moment, the cafeteria owner shuffled close and kicked Jan’s chair.
Jan shot up and looked around wildly. “What’s happening?”
“This isn’t an inn!” the cafeteria owner snarled. “If you want to sleep here, you have to pay for the night.” He extended his hand, as if he truly expected Jan to pay up.
But Jan only stared at him, dumbfounded. Instead, Fabian asked. “There are overnight charges?”
“There are now,” the cafeteria owner bellowed.
“What kind of weirdo are you?” Jan asked, showing not the slightest respect for the adult.
“I watched you. You’ve been sleeping here for two hours.”
Matt clicked his tongue, entirely unaffected by the power battle. “So, that’s why you missed Geography.”
“Why should I go if you’re already there?” Jan asked. “I’ll just copy your notes as always.”
“Perhaps I should charge for that,” Matt quipped.
Samantha elbowed him, and he smiled in return. The cafeteria owner regarded them both with an ugly glance before focusing on Jan again. “If I see you sleeping here again, I’ll charge you by the hour.”
Jan shot up, screwing up his face in anger. “Who do you think you—”
“There you are!” To Samantha’s dismay, her little sister came running towards them, Anne trailing behind her.
Meg ignored the cafeteria owner and threw her arms around Jan’s neck. “You were supposed to meet me at the table tennis tables outside.”
“I was?” Jan asked confused.
Meg planted a kiss on Jan’s lips, which was apparently too much affection for the cafeteria owner. He turned around and yelled at some other student who wasn’t using the school hall as he thought fit.
“And you didn’t come home until long after I fell asleep.”
Jan let himself fall back into the chair and pulled Meg onto his lap. “Were you planning to sneak into my room again?” He completely ignored his little sister who seemed not enthused in the slightest.
Neither was Samantha. It had been three weeks since Jan and Meg had started dating, and her sister was head over heels for her first boyfriend.
“Your sister and Jan?” Matt mouthed.
She rolled her eyes at him. “Don’t ask.”
Meg had been nearly insufferable ever since, strutting around with a haughty look as if she knew all the secrets of the world now.
“You need to make up for it,” Meg said and jabbed Jan’s chest, not shy at all. “Now that Anne knows about us, we’re going to have a real date. Tonight. My parents are out.”
“Meg!” Samantha flushed, wishing for the ground to swallow them all up. She’d promised her parents she’d take care of herself and Meg tonight, and Meg went and invited her boyfriend over.
Her little sister ignored her completely. “What do you say?”
Jan flicked a nervous glance at Samantha—at least one of them showed a modicum of decency. “I’m actually already meeting the guys at the docks.”
“The bell’s going to ring soon,” Anne interjected softly.
None of them moved. Apart from Lucille, whose attention was still on her latest flirt, everyone was watching Jan and Meg with bated breath.
“So, tell them you’ve got a date.” Meg drew her brows together, completely oblivious to the fact that Jan was trying not to have a date right now.
“I can’t,” he said. “I’ve already promised them, and if I start cancelling for a girl, I’m out. Bro Code, and such things.”
Pouting, Meg crossed her arms. “You find me embarrassing?”
Samantha had to bite her tongue to keep from saying that Meg was acting quite embarrassing right now.
“No, no, I don’t.” Jan grabbed her arms. “It’s just our thing.”
“It could be my thing, too.” Meg was almost begging.
Jan paused. “You want to join us?”
“Meg, please.” Samantha had no idea what exactly happened down at the docks, just that it was an area she would rather avoid at night. “Mum—”
“Unless you tattle to her, she won’t know,” Meg hissed. “Just because you’re a bore doesn’t mean I have to be one.” She grinned at Jan. “Sounds like fun.”
Jan didn’t have to look so pleased about it, in Samantha’s opinion. “Great, I’ll pick you up at seven, then.”
“No, you can’t!” Samantha protested, but Matt drew her to her feet.
“We need to go to class.”
The bell rang a second later, and mortification grabbed hold of Samantha. She hated being late to class—or anywhere, really. “Meg!”
Her sister was busy kissing Jan, as if to demonstrate a point, before Anne pulled her away and hissed that they had to go to class as well.
“I don’t think you’re a bore at all,” Matt whispered as they strode swiftly out of the hall.
Jan remained behind, already resting his head on his arms again, which made Samantha feel utterly disgusted with him. The feeling deepened when she heard the cafeteria owner clear his throat, prompting Jan to flip him the finger.
“Why does it need to be him?” Samantha moaned, unable to think of a worse boyfriend for her barely sixteen-year-old sister.






  
  Rachel


Since Samantha’s parents were away for the night, she had organised a girl’s slumber party. Rachel had brought her dreamweb for two reasons. First, because she didn’t trust leaving it at home where her mother might find it, and second, to show it to the others. 
However, the Emblems of Power seemed to be far from anyone’s mind tonight because Lucille and Samantha had launched into boy talk the moment they arrived. And for some reason, Rachel found herself in the middle of it.
“So, how is it going with Fabian?” Lucille asked, her eyes gleaming with anticipation.
Unfortunately for Rachel, Samantha chimed in, “You two are holding hands an awful lot.”
Rachel felt her cheeks flush with heat. “And that’s about it,” she muttered.
“What do you mean?” Lucille had already changed into her pyjama, a cute two-piece set that was prettier than anything in Rachel’s wardrobe.
Rachel sighed as she thought about Fabian. Ever since they’d defeated the demon, they’d developed a strange connection. They hadn’t talked about it, but their hands would find each other whenever it felt right. And that was the extent of their relationship.
“We haven’t kissed or… or anything, really.” She blushed. “I’m not saying it hasn’t been nice,” she hurried to add. “I like it. It’s definitely nice.” She stopped when she saw Lucille trying to suppress her giggles. “What?”
Lucille composed herself. “You’re among friends, Rachel. You can tell us that you want him to sweep you off your feet and kiss you passionately.”
Now it was Samantha who burst into giggles, while Rachel was convinced steam must be coming out of her ears from the heat in her face.
“Sorry.” Samantha tried to stifle her laughter. “It’s just that… that’s not Fabian.” Her eyes bored on Rachel. “You know he can be a bit of an idiot.”
“Which I find endearing,” Rachel whispered.
Samantha frowned. “Yeah, well. Sure, it can be endearing when it’s not annoying. What I mean is that he probably misses all the obvious signs you’re sending him.”
“I’m sending him obvious signs?”
She looked back and forth between Samantha and Lucille, who also exchanged glances. Then Lucille leaned forward, her face suddenly serious. “Well, you did let him know that you’d like him to kiss you, right? Maybe not explicitly, but…”
“You’ve been on a date?” Samantha asked, her face equally serious.
“With just the two of us?” Rachel asked, feeling foolish only a moment later. “No, not yet.”
Once again, the other two shared a knowing look. To make matters worse, they nodded at each other. Lucille turned back around. “You two are going to the cinema on Saturday night.”
“Expect an invitation,” Samantha added.
Rachel wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed they were meddling, or whether she was relieved she didn’t have to take matters into her own hands. What had the dreamer said? Live? Living in reality was much harder than he thought.
But if it included Fabian, she was willing to try. “Okay. I mean, thanks.”
“You and I will go shopping together on Saturday, while Samantha works on Fabian,” Lucille declared. “And I’ll teach you some of those obvious signs. Fabian won’t miss these.”
“Can we change the topic now?” Rachel asked, feeling like she’d die of embarrassment any moment. She needed another fixation fast. Luckily, she had one ready to go. “What’s going on with you and Matt, Sam?”
Samantha looked as if she’d swallowed a frog, her eyes widening. To Rachel’s surprise, Lucille hadn’t picked up on it yet and seemed to be equally as shocked. “You and Matt?”
“There is no Matt and me!” Samantha said a little too quickly. “Why would you think there is?” It was almost convincing, if not for the slight pitch in her voice.
Glad that the attention was off her, Rachel pointed out, “Well, the two of you are always on top of each other, teasing and joking, and you can’t keep your hands off each other.” It was true. Just today, Matt had gone out of his way to touch Samantha—all hidden behind jokes, for sure, but obvious, nonetheless.
“We do not have our hands all over each other!” Samantha huffed, her cheeks definitely reddening now.
Rachel stared at her with what she hoped was a no-nonsense glare. She distinctly remembered a playful slap and an elbow jab earlier.
Samantha wasn’t giving in so easily, though. “You’re imagining things, Rachel. Yes, we’ve become close friends over the last few weeks, but that’s all. You know how I am with Fabian. It’s the same thing.”
Truth be told, Rachel envied Samantha the level of comfort she displayed around male friends. Maybe that was why the words slipped from her mouth without thinking. “Who you slept with.”
Now Samantha truly turned red. “Rachel! That’s…” She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. “You know that’s ancient history.”
“Yes,” Rachel blurted. But the realisation remained that Fabian hadn’t needed obvious signs from Samantha to kiss her in the rain. Or perhaps all those playful jabs Samantha did were the kind of signs she should be sending.
“Either way, I’m not planning to sleep with Matt,” Samantha said with an indignant huff.
Lucille, who had remained surprisingly quiet throughout, picked up the conversation now. “Why not?” Rachel could hear the slight challenge in her words. This was about more than just curiosity. Not too long ago, Lucille had been infatuated with Matt. And quickly burnt by him.
“You know how he is. This is all fun and games to him. Honestly, if he were interested in me, don’t you think he’d actually flirt with me?”
Rachel thought to herself that what she witnessed each day looked an awful lot like flirting to her. But obviously, she wasn’t the resident expert here.
Lucille sighed and twirled a lock of her hair. “Isn’t every interaction with him a flirt?”
“We’re really just friends,” Samantha stressed, now quite serious.
“I wouldn’t mind,” Lucille clearly forced herself to say. Her shoulders deflated a little. “It’s really stupid of me. I’ve actually got my eyes on someone. So, even if there was more between you and Matt, it would be okay.”
Samantha put her hand on Lucille’s and looked deeply into her eyes. “I don’t have any interest in becoming the next person on his list. And you should be glad you weren’t either.”
“Only because I blew all chances of that,” Lucille said, then rolled her eyes. “You’re probably right. However, he doesn’t act like he only has sex on his mind when he’s with you. He looks like he enjoys spending time with you. It’s a talent. Getting along with boys, that is. I wish I found it as easy.”
Rachel was just about to say that she wished for the same thing when they heard a loud thud from next door, followed by a fit of giggles and another bump. “What’s going on there?”
Samantha paled. She jumped up and was out of the room before they could stop her. Rachel and Lucille shared a glance and followed her into Meg’s room.
When Rachel saw what was going on in there, she froze. Meg wasn’t alone. Jan was with her, and by the looks of it, they both seemed intoxicated.
Meg’s top was already on the floor as she stumbled onto the bed, dragging Jan down with her. His hands reached for her pants, but they never made it there, because Samantha grabbed his arm and hauled him back. Unsteady as he was, Jan landed hard on his backside.
“What the hell?” he hollered, too drunk to get up right away.
Samantha put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Yes, what the hell, Jan? Get out of here before I forget myself!”
Rachel had rarely seen Samantha this furious. When she was, she looked downright frightening, her eyes blazing. Unfortunately, Jan was too intoxicated to grasp the situation. “Why? In case you haven’t noticed, Meg’s my girlfriend.”
“Yes, your sixteen-year-old girlfriend who’s apparently drunk for the first time in her life,” Samantha hissed. “So, you will leave her alone and walk out of here.”
Jan scrunched up his face and looked at Meg. “Do you want me to go?”
Meg had sat up, but she was swaying dangerously. “Of course not,” she managed to slur. A second later, she doubled over and vomited on the carpet and Jan’s shoes.
“That should be answer enough.” With surprising strength, Samantha pulled Jan to his feet and pushed him towards the door.
Rachel sidestepped him while Lucille took hold of Jan’s arm. “I’ll make sure he leaves.”
“And I’ll get something to clean this up.” Rachel ducked out of the room to search for some cleaning supplies.
When she returned, Samantha had moved Meg to the bathroom, holding her younger sister’s hair back as she hurled into the toilet bowl and cried some nonsense about how Jan would surely hate her now.
Judging by Samantha’s expression, Meg should be more concerned for Jan’s well-being than his reaction.






  
  Matt


It was already pitch dark outside when Matt returned from his walk with Crumbs, the golden retriever puppy René had adopted for him. It had been drizzling for the last half hour, leaving them both covered in a fine mist, but Matt couldn’t have been happier. His cheeks were flushed, warm compared to the rest of his ice-cold skin. And Crumbs loved it too. Even though he was exhausted, his tail waggled wildly as they walked up the stairs and opened the door. 
Once inside, the dog continued to scurry around Matt’s legs, urging him to move. Matt laughed as he rubbed him off, taking great care to ensure that his little dog didn’t catch a cold. The puppy tried to climb onto his knee. “Just a moment, Crumbs. I’ll get you food in a minute.”
As soon as the feeding bowl was filled, the dog pounced on it. Only then did Matt consider drying himself off.
“How much are you feeding him?” Chay asked. For the past couple of weeks, he had been staying with them, which was highly unusual for the seer.
Matt knew that he spoiled the dog a little too much, but one look into those glossy brown eyes and he couldn’t find the strength to refuse him. “He gets plenty of exercise.”
Chay chuckled. “I never saw you with a dog.”
For a moment, Matt held his breath. Considering Chay could see the future, he immediately worried about Crumbs. “Nothing’s going to happen to him, will it?”
“You’re not asking me to see the dog’s future, are you? Dogs have even shorter lifespans than humans.” Whenever possible, Chay refrained from looking at individual fates, precisely because every life, even the near eternal ones of demons, eventually ended in death.
“I’m fine. And Crumbs will be too,” Matt emphasised. One would think that as a half-demon he would be accustomed to death. After all, demons fought and killed each other constantly. But the concept of mortality was different in Ashuan, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. Crumbs had already grown so much in these few weeks and would continue to do so until he grew old. It wasn’t a concept Matt was terribly familiar or comfortable with.
He let go of Crumbs and sat down at the table with Chay. His father had left a plate of food out for him, and Matt realised he was as hungry as Crumbs.
“Why are you here, Chay?” he asked after devouring several spoonfuls of hearty stew. He had avoided the topic for weeks, enjoying Chay’s presence far too much. The seer was usually off saving some poor world, a hobby he’d picked up over a hundred years ago. He didn’t have the time to look after young half-demons. Unless… “Does Ashuan need saving?”
Chay raised an eyebrow. “All worlds need saving eventually.”
Matt rolled his eyes. “Would it kill you to give a straight answer once in a while?”
“Possibly. I haven’t tried it,” Chay said, his humour so dry Matt felt his toes curl.
It was a lie. Matt knew Chay well enough to assume he had tried every strategy possible to save a world, even a plain-as-day prophecy. It was a trait inherited from his human side, Chay would probably say. But Matt knew better than to press the matter. Chay would give him precisely the amount of knowledge he needed, and nothing more.
Which brought Matt back to his original question. “So, why are you here?”
“The Emblems of Power, of course. They’re coming together.”
“Rachel found the dreamweb last night. She dreamed of… Nico, but not really Nico.” Matt tried to recall her exact wording.
“Did she now?” When Matt glared at him, Chay chuckled. “The powers of this particular emblem are quite peculiar. At least half of it resides in the dreamworld, and it’s said to absorb energies and reflect them. Not the most elegant weapon, but useful.”
“Right.” It wasn’t lost on Matt that Chay hadn’t elaborated on Nico’s dream appearance. “And the other two? Will they also miraculously appear as well?” Matt had a suspicion that Chay had orchestrated their discovery but, of course, he would never get confirmation.
“I imagine so,” Chay said. “Though the paths of the emblems are difficult to trace. I’m afraid they choose their own way.”
“You gave me the sword,” Matt pointed out. While it was true that the sword had possessed some peculiar powers, such as being hidden in some unknown dimension until the moment he drew it, he couldn’t quite believe it was sentient.
Chay shrugged. “And it found its way into my hands before that. Likely because it knew I would be in a position to give it to you when the time came.”
“When the time came? You mean when I’d proved my proficiency?”
“I found that sword over forty years ago,” Chay said nonchalantly. “But it wasn’t until I held you in my arms nearly eighteen years ago that I realised to whom it belonged.”
Eighteen years—that’s how long Chay had been preparing him. All this time, Matt had thought of him as a friend, a trusted adviser, an elder half-demon among all those he’d grown up with. The fact that their friendship was only facilitated by whatever Chay had seen when he picked Matt up as a baby was a bitter truth to swallow.
“Do you actually care about me or just the sword?” he asked, seeing no point in dwelling on the question any longer.
Chay’s gaze softened considerably. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t care about you.”
And that, Matt realised, only left him with even more questions than before.






  
  Fabian


Fifty euros. Fifty euros.  Fabian repeated the amount in his mind as he worked under the body of a car. It was Saturday, and he should be out with his friends. The Christmas market downtown had opened, and he needed a break after another terrible week at school with Mr Herbert pressuring him. But the Christmas market required money, as did all the Christmas presents he planned to buy. So, instead, he wasted his Saturday helping his dad in the workshop.
Mr Herbert may have cruelly joked that Fabian wanted to join his father’s business as soon as he graduated from school, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Sure, he knew his way around cars, and there was something immensely satisfying about being able to fix them or doing his own builds. Apart from that, though, he considered the workshop rather unglamourous. And with both parents juggling their own businesses, he was well aware of the constant struggles and fears of self-employment.
No, Fabian wanted a more stable career. Something fulfilling that he could leave behind when he went home. Something that wouldn’t require him to rope in his children. And if Mr Herbert didn’t extinguish all the joy in him before graduation, he wanted to give science a try. He hadn’t decided yet whether to pursue Physics or Biology—though Biology seemed much more promising simply because it was taught by the slightly kooky, but infinitely nicer, Mrs Brandt. Luckily, he still had a year and a half to figure it out.
“I’m done,” Fabian said with a huff as he rolled out from under the car.
His father leaned against the nearby pillar, holding a clipboard. As usual, his clothes were smeared with oil. Not that Fabian’s own clothes looked any better after spending most of the morning under the car. Unlike Fabian and his mother, his father had plain brown hair streaked with the first signs of silver.
“Very well. Let’s see if we need to order in a replacement car,” his father joked. Praise didn’t come easily to him, but Fabian could hear the subtle pride in his words. “You can clean up and watch the phone in the office.”
“Watch the phone or answer it?” Fabian asked.
His father snorted. “You think you’re very clever, huh? Sam’s in the office. Let her handle the calls.”
“She is?” Fabian asked. He didn’t get an answer as his father took over the rolling board and disappeared under the body of the car to check his work.
Fabian shrugged and made his way to the office. He got the hint that his work for the day was done, which was more than fine with him. “Hey, Sam. Dad said you’ve got the phone under control?”
As usual, she was busy with the filing system. But now she looked up with a groan. “Man, I thought you’d never finish. Was it a challenging fix?”
“No, not really. I just didn’t feel like rushing through it.” He never did, a fact his father frequently commented on. “Are you earning some money as well?” He gestured towards the files.
“Well, now that I’m doing the work, I might as well cash in on it.” She grinned. “I do need some extra for Christmas.”
Fabian found himself mirroring her grin. “Same.”
“It’s not why I came, though.” Samantha, setting the files aside. “I wanted to talk to you.”
If that didn’t sound ominous, Fabian didn’t know what did. “Am I in trouble?” She had a tendency to scold him quite often.
Samantha only laughed at that. “That, my dear, depends entirely on you.”
“My dear? I am in trouble.” He plopped himself down on the desk. “What did I do wrong this time?”
“It’s not so much what you did wrong, but more what you haven’t done.” When he raised an eyebrow, she took a deep breath and continued. “Don’t you want to do something with Rachel?”
The sudden change of topic confused Fabian. “What do you mean? Should we all go to the Christmas market together?”
“No!” Samantha shook her head, a sure sign that she was starting to get irritated with him. And he still had no idea what he’d done wrong—or failed to do.
“What do you want from me?”
Samantha took another deep breath. When she spoke again, her voice carried a slightly condescending tone, as if speaking to a toddler. “Don’t you want to spend some alone time with your girlfriend?”
“I’m not sure…” Was Rachel his girlfriend? They’d never discussed it. To be honest, he had no idea what they were.
Naturally, Samantha seized on his uncertainty. “Not sure about what? Not sure if you want to be alone with her?”
“Not sure if she wants me to be alone with her,” Fabian replied before he could think about it. Surprisingly, it was the truth. After everything the others had said, he wanted to give Rachel a chance. But ever since he’d made the first move, they’d been stuck. She’d accepted him but never pushed for more or really made any clear indication that she wanted more. Could Jan and Matt have been wrong when they said she was desperately in love with him?
For some reason, Samantha’s face softened. “Oh, Fabian. Yes, she wants that. Very much, I’d say.”
Now Samantha couldn’t be wrong, could she? She never was. “So, you want me to invite just her to the Christmas market?” He always did the first stroll with Samantha. It was their tradition.
“How about a movie and the Christmas market afterwards?” Her eyes gleamed as if she held a secret. “Rachel mentioned a movie she wanted to see. I don’t remember which one it was, but…” She leaned forwards. “It’s dark and cosy in the cinema. You can put your arm around her shoulders.”
Fabian tried to imagine himself in the cinema with Rachel. It wouldn’t be the first time they’d done that, but usually Samantha sat between them. Just the two of them in the dark, his arm around Rachel… He rubbed the back of his neck. “Isn’t that a bit cliché?”
Samantha slapped his knee. “Fabian! Do you want to be with Rachel or not?”
How was he supposed to answer that? Of course, he wanted to be with her. Or at least, he wanted to see if there truly was something between them, which he couldn’t admit to Samantha because she would give him a hard time. Then again, who else but his best friend could he talk to about this dilemma? “Sam…”
“Yes?” The change in his tone caught her attention. She seemed to be expecting the worst.
And he truly was the worst, wasn’t he? Who dated someone just to see if it could work? If Rachel was truly in love with him—and he still doubted that—he’d break her heart. Fabian would never forgive himself if that happened. And yet, here he was, stringing Rachel along by just holding her hand and nothing more. And he still hadn’t figured out whether he was genuinely interested in her or not.
Fabian took a deep breath. He would probably make a fool out of himself, but Samantha should be used to that. “I don’t know if I want that. It’s just… When you and I were together—” He paused when her eyes practically begged him not to declare his feelings for her. Not that he had intended to do so. Quickly, he cleared his throat and avoided her gaze. “It was so easy between us. Maybe too easy. I don’t know. With Rachel, nothing is easy. I don’t get the impression that she loves me. Half the time, I’m not even sure she likes me. She’s just too hard to read, and I never know where I stand. How am I supposed to know when it’s okay to kiss her or not?”
There! He’d said his piece, and he felt rather relieved. A bit flushed, but that was because he had practically vomited out his feelings and insecurities all at once.
Samantha had a contemplative look on her face. She leaned back and tapped her chin. “How about you just try and see where it gets you?”
“Sam!” he groaned. “Girls are complicated.”
“And boys aren’t?” She chuckled softly. “Okay, here’s the thing, Fabi. Rachel wants to be kissed. By you. Trust me.”
Fabian thought he’d better hold his tongue now. And truly, giving it a try seemed like be the sensible thing to do. He wasn’t being fair to Rachel or himself if he didn’t take the next step. They could hardly hold hands for the rest of their lives. “So, the cinema?”
Samantha clapped her hands. “She’s expecting your call.”
He should’ve known the whole thing had been orchestrated from the start.






  
  Samantha


Samantha thought that the meeting with Fabian had gone splendidly. She’d heard the doubts in his voice. She would’ve had to be deaf in order not to, but she fully believed that once both Rachel and Fabian got over themselves, they would have a lovely relationship. Rachel deserved someone good, and though he was a bit dense sometimes, Fabian was a good guy. Maybe not the most exciting, but certainly the most steadfast. 
And he deserved someone like Rachel as well. Someone who adored him for all his little quirks, who truly, deeply loved him. It had been six months since Samantha had realised how perfect they would be for each other, and she was glad that they’d finally started to see that as well.
Still in a good mood, Samantha rushed up the stairs to her room when she heard a soft sniffle. Meg was crying in her room, and Samantha had a sinking feeling she knew who was to blame for that.
It still filled her with fury when she thought about Jan. He’d got her little sister drunk! And then he’d tried to have his way with her. It didn’t matter that he’d been just as wasted and possibly barely remembered a thing today. Samantha’s problem was that it was a situation that had been bound to happen.
Jan didn’t have a bad reputation because he was terribly misunderstood. He seemed hell-bent on making sure his parents lost all their hair before they turned sixty. He got into fights, took illegal substances, stole, and hung out in the worst parts of town.
In the last few months, she’d gotten to know him a bit better, and it was true that there was more to him than he let on. He may have been dependable in a fight, but the one thing he wasn’t was a dependable boyfriend.
Samantha knew she had to let Meg make her own experiences. Yet, she wished they wouldn’t have to be with Jan of all people.
Normally, she gave her sister a wide berth. The two of them had next to nothing in common. Meg prided herself on how many friends she had and how many parties she was invited to, usually when Samantha had excelled again at school. Their parents didn’t treat them any differently. They were just as proud of Samantha’s good grades as they were of Meg’s tennis successes, but her sister was still jealous. Ever since she’d entered puberty, Samantha had the feeling that Meg needed to show her up. Needed to show the world that what she lacked academically was more than made up for with what Meg had termed as “having an actual life”.
And while it was true that Meg was popular and had a lot of friends, Samantha could never muster the energy to compare herself. She was happy with what she had, her few but true friends, her schoolwork, and her magic. She didn’t want what Meg had, and she felt far too mature for sisterly envy. So, she usually endured Meg’s moods stoically, and tried not to spend too much time with her.
But this time, she couldn’t do that. Not after what she’d seen last night. Meg needed her. There was no way in hell she’d told their mother—or father, for that matter. And her best friend Anne happened to be Jan’s little sister. How much could Meg truly vent to her about her older brother?
Samantha took a deep breath, then knocked on the door. The crying stopped, and Samantha was sure she could hear a couple of slow, steady breaths. Meg was apparently trying to stay as quiet as possible and pretend she wasn't home. Well, tough luck.
She pressed down the handle, slipped into the room, and softly closed the door behind her. Meg was on her bed, dabbing her tear-stained cheeks as if she hoped no one would notice. “Hey, Meg.”
“What do you want?”
Samantha took another step, then sat down on the far corner of Meg’s bed. “I wanted to check on you after last night.”
“The night you ruined?” Meg barked. Her hostility lasted for barely a second. “He’s angry,” she said while pushing her phone towards Samantha.
Tentatively, Samantha took it. She wasn’t normally allowed to read Meg’s messages. And she wasn’t quite sure she
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