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  A note about sensitive topics





There is a lot of magic and fantastical creatures in this book, but the teenagers at the heart of the story are just that: teenagers. And as such, they deal with a number of very real issues in addition to their magical ones. 

If you don’t like spoilers and you’re cool with everything, skip this note and start the book. If you want to be prepared, read on. I’m writing this because reading should be fun, not a nasty surprise.

While this series started out as a YA fantasy, all the main characters are now eighteen or older, and over the legal drinking age in Germany. As this trilogy is about the Archdemon of Lust, there will be various sexual encounters, although there will be no explicit or overall graphic scenes.

This series deals heavily with demons, hell, and the seven deadly sins. Demons have no morals to speak of, and can be found engaging in incestuous relationships, most of it merely suggested. If any of this makes you uncomfortable, this isn’t the book for you.

As fun as it sounds, hunting monsters and using magic is dangerous. In this series, people will get hurt and some will die. This includes characters you’ve come to know well. Their deaths will not be meaningless, although it may feel that way to the surviving characters. I’m a big fan of consequences, which means you’ll see depictions of grief in various stages.

In Hell Hath no Fury, you will encounter a demon attack that reads very much like a school shooting, complete with lockdowns, fear, and police intervention. I understand that such themes can be upsetting. You can skip this storyline altogether by not reading Part 3: Hunter & Prey.

The last part deals with an infectious disease and the consequences of its spread. Any similarities to Covid are purely coincidental (it’s modelled on the plague from the Middle Ages). However, there are quarantine measures and perhaps gruelling depictions of boils and blood.

Finally, there is mention of burnout and financial stress, as well as family strife.

In Hell Hath no Ambition, there are a number of potentially triggering events woven into the plot. There is a lift malfunction in Part 1, magical experimentation on small animals in Part 2: Rituals & Snakes, and domestic violence in Part 5: Humans & Demons, plus mentions of burnout, financial stress, and family conflict throughout the book.

There is also an attempted murder, which is cloaked as a suicide attempt. It’s mentioned and there’s a brief scene in Part 4: Fire & Snow (Lucille 3), but nothing too graphic. All goes well.

In Hell Hath no Passion, Melaney unleashes her sin on the characters. If you’re uncomfortable with allusions to sex happening just off the page and/or light allusions to sexual abuse, you might want to skip Part 3: Stress & Release and Part 5: Lust & Love. You will miss important relationship developments and a pretty big plot development, but there are scenes in there that—despite my best intentions to keep it from going too dark—might be triggering. No rape happens on or off page, but there is a lot of sexual coercion. There will also be positive sexual experiences, and it is very clear which are which.

Apart from those two parts, which lean heavily into the sin of lust, there is a traumatic injury in Part 1: Regret & Forgiveness and another in Part 2: Spiders & Poison, which includes a car accident and the loss of a parent in the past. In the latter, there’s also a scene including self-harm.

Part 5: Lust & Love is the big finale. It doesn’t just include a slew of passionate encounters but a lot of fighting, with quite a bit of blood (less than you see on TV, but you know how the imagination can often run wild). Obviously fighting demons is dangerous. Characters get hurt and some might get killed. In fact, some will get killed. This is the finale of Ashuan Lust, after all.

As usual, hunting monsters may be fun, but it is also dangerous. People get hurt, sometimes even killed.

The characters live in a dangerous world, but it’s also a beautiful one. For every dark spot there is light and humour. And, of course, magic. Lots and lots of magic.

Enjoy it!

.

Love, Janna










  
  Here’s what you missed… on Ashuan Greed





Our story begins with 17-year-old Lucille de Cerque leaving boarding school to attend public school in her charming little hometown of Greenvalley. The small town in the Harz Mountains is famous for its rich history of witchcraft, a history that Lucille loathes until she discovers she’s a witch. Together with her new friends—Samantha, a fellow witch with a penchant for potions; Fabian, a reluctant water elementalist; Rachel, a shy dreamwalker, and her twin brother Nico, an apparent healer; Jan, a good-for-nothing troublemaker obsessed with magic; and mysterious, handsome Matt, who carries a sword—Lucille sets out to hunt the various monsters that haunt the town. 

The group faces vampires, demons, ghouls, and more as they stumble through their awakening powers and the daily struggles of teenage life. Lucille has a crush on Matt, but he’s the epitome of emotionally unavailable and quickly breaks her heart. Meanwhile, Samantha and Fabian, best friends since childhood, have a history that prevents Rachel, who’s always been in love with Fabian, from making a move.

But there’s more to their meeting than chance when Samantha and Lucille discover an ancient prophecy. Six ancient heroes will be reborn at the same time, in the same place, to fight an age-old battle until they all die or their enemy fails twice. The Emblems of Power, powerful magical artefacts, have begun to appear in Greenvalley, including the amulet Lucille inherited from her witch grandmother and the legendary sword Matt carries. Soon after, Fabian comes into possession of a magical feather that allows him to draw anything to life and control the wind.

But before the seven teenagers can get too excited, tragedy strikes. Nico is bitten by a werewolf, and in this world, there’s no cure. His only options are death—something Matt is willing to bring—or a life in some kind of werewolf end-of-life care. Samantha refuses to give up and works on a potion to remove the curse. She manages to turn Nico back into a human, but he bleeds to death from the bite, which unravels in the process. It’s a terrible wake-up call for the six remaining friends that monster hunting is not without risk.

In the aftermath, Rachel finds comfort in Fabian’s arms and the two begin a tender relationship. Meanwhile, Matt is the only one who can get through to Samantha, who blames herself for Nico’s death. Something sparks between them, but neither Samantha nor Matt really know how to deal with it.

However, Nico’s death wasn’t an accident. It turns out that he and Jan have angered a powerful demon in town. The demon has set his sights on the Spring of Magic, the source of all magic in Greenvalley. When the remaining six confront him, they quickly learn that they’re no match, and barely escape with their lives.

Jan remains on the demon’s death list and becomes involved in a magical drug scheme that slowly kills his old junkie friends and threatens his own life. With the help of Meg, Samantha’s annoying little sister who starts dating Jan, and the fourth Emblem of Power, a bracelet with a single thread of golden magic, the friends manage to turn Jan away from his self-destructive path and foil the demon’s plans once again.

Over the course of several adventures, Matt and Samantha have grown closer, but Matt is hiding a dark secret. Just as he’s about to confide in her, his old friend Chay, who sees the future of everyone he touches, shows up to warn him. Matt, who has never experienced such feelings before, remains stubborn. Samantha, on the other hand, doesn’t really believe in his intentions, as he’s always sleeping around. Then she meets singer Daniel at a Christmas function and falls head over heels for him.

Meanwhile, Chay reveals to the group that the prophecy is indeed about the six of them. Together, they will have to fight the Greedy One, a description that perfectly fits the demon they’ve already faced on several occasions. The fifth Emblem of Power has also appeared. The Dreamweb of Old Orenja falls to Rachel, who has developed a connection with a mysterious figure in her dreams who bears her brother’s face.

Things heat up at New Year’s when another demon goes on the rampage in town, Matt celebrates his 18th birthday, and his unsavoury relatives start to turn up. Unable to hide his intense jealousy of Daniel, Matt begins to suffer from blackouts. When the six decide to hunt the demon down before he kills more people, Lucille finds out that Matt is the one they’re looking for.

Chay confirms that Matt is half-demon and that he’s going through his Blood Night, a demonic coming-of-age ritual that sends them into a killing frenzy. Unfortunately, his human feelings get caught up in the process, and he murders Daniel in front of Samantha. While the friends manage to stop him and drive out his demon relatives, Samantha vows never to forgive him.

In the aftermath, Matt takes a break from Greenvalley, while Samantha mourns Daniel and discovers her own magic. She’s able to weave the rivulets of magic into spells and is slowly getting better at it. When Matt returns, she knows how to protect herself. Meanwhile, Lucille struggles to keep the group together. Fabian has taken Samantha’s side without question and Rachel follows his lead. Even Jan doesn’t know how to handle Matt’s revelation. But Lucille believes her friend is trying his best and is willing to learn after a lifetime in Hell. In the end, the prophecy forces them back together, but the animosity between Matt and Samantha remains.

Matt’s biggest problem is his denial. He claims his actions during the Blood Night were beyond his control and refuses to take responsibility for Daniel’s death, causing Samantha further pain. But no matter how hard he tries, he can’t seem to let go of her.

Samantha’s chance for revenge comes when three vengeance goddesses latch onto her, Lucille, and Rachel. For Lucille, it’s a rivalry between her and school queen bee Cheryl that gets uglier and uglier, while Rachel has doubts about Fabian as their relationship gets stuck. Both Cheryl and Fabian have a series of accidents before the vengeance goddesses’ grip is broken, but none as bad as Matt, who seems doomed to an early death if Samantha can’t forgive him. Samantha struggles with the implications, but ultimately puts her own life at risk. She can’t forgive Matt, but she doesn’t want him dead either, giving up her desire for revenge. For Fabian and Rachel, it’s the end of the road, and the two part amicably.

The last Emblem of Power, Flowers from Freya’s Garden, turns up in Samantha’s hands, just in time for the Greed Demon to strike again. It turns out that he’s not just any demon, but the Archdemon of Greed, one of the seven most powerful demons in Hell, and Matt’s uncle, Malcolm. In his efforts to gain control of the Spring of Magic, he begins to drag Greenvalley into Hell and kidnaps Samantha’s grandmother for her witch blood.

The six gather their emblems and set out to face him. But for all their powers and cooperation, they’re still no match for an archdemon. Their only chance is thwarted by Matt, who suddenly finds himself unable to slay his relative and abandons his friends instead. The remaining five refuse to give up and give it one more shot. By sheer luck, Rachel’s dreamweb returns one of Malcolm’s earlier attacks and strikes the demon down. Greenvalley is saved and the prophecy seems to be fulfilled.

Despite their survival, the friends are angry with Matt. Only Samantha shows an ounce of understanding, believing that his decision has shown his human side. Just when she’s ready to move on with Cian, a school friend, Matt shows up at her door and gives her the apology she’s been craving.

When Matt returns home, Chay is waiting for him with terrible news. Malcolm wasn’t the Greedy One the prophecy spoke of. Their true destiny still awaits them.



For the summer adventure, A Summer of Love & Death, and a bonus Matt scene, join my newsletter and download the book here.



Over the summer, Fabian and Lucille started dating. How will their relationship fare in the new school year when new monsters appear? And how will Matt and Samantha’s relationship develop now that he’s finally taken responsibility for his cruel actions? Turn the page and dive into a brand new season: Ashuan Lust.
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  Part 1



Beaks & Feathers
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  Samantha





Green hills rose outside the train’s window, replacing the endless fields from before. The familiar sight eased the pain in Samantha’s chest a little. She was seated on her father’s side next to the window, with her sister and mother opposite them. None of them looked at each other. Meg was busy on her phone, her father was reading a car magazine, and her mother was asleep, or at least pretended to be. Samantha had her headphones in and looked at the scenery, glad for the momentary silence. 

Her family was returning from a three-week trip to Canada. What should have been a nice relaxing holiday had been the stuff of nightmares. The landscape had been mesmerising, the history interesting, and she’d even found some magic in unexpected places. But all of that had been spoiled by her parents’ constant bickering.

Money had been tight before they left. At the beginning of summer, the Archdemon of Greed had tried to suck her hometown into Hell. Samantha and her friends had managed to stop Malcolm, but not before some parts of Greenvalley had slipped into another dimension, including half her father’s workshop. The garage had lost most of their precious tools and a customer’s car. To make matters worse, they couldn’t even explain what had happened, since most of the people in Greenvalley had forgotten something had ever been wrong with their town.

From money woes, her parents had continued old quarrels, such as her father always spending too much time at the workshop, or her mother not having a stable income due to her misplaced acting aspirations. And from there, all the little issues they’d collected over twenty years of marriage were thrown into each other’s face.

Now, the torture was finally coming to an end. They’d return home, her father would hide himself in work, bringing some much-needed distance between them, and Samantha would be able to escape the tense atmosphere, if needed. The familiar sight of the mountains promised respite, but it also carried dread. While her friends awaited, so did the monsters. And so did Matt.

Before she’d gone on holiday, Matt had apologised for the terrible crimes he’d committed more than half a year ago. It hadn’t made much of a difference—he was still her boyfriend’s murderer—except for healing the pain he’d inflicted on her again and again by not acknowledging his fault in the matter. On an intellectual level, Samantha understood where he was coming from. He was a half-demon who’d grown up among the demons in Hell, after all, and the night he killed Daniel he hadn’t fully been himself, but that did little to ease the horror-images of Daniel’s blood in the snow. And even after three weeks of holiday, Samantha still didn’t know how she was going to respond. Was she going to forgive him? Forget what had happened? Or would she hold onto her grudge, because letting go of it would mean letting go of Daniel as well?

“Meg, wake your mother. We’re almost there,” her father said suddenly.

Meg stared at him, annoyed, and probably wondering why she had to be the one to do it when he could’ve done it just as well. But their father was already up and grabbing their luggage from the overhead storage. With an eye-roll in Samantha’s direction, Meg gently nudged their mother with her elbow. “Mum, we’re—”

“I’m already awake. Thanks.”

So, she really had been pretending then. Samantha sighed and turned her gaze back towards the scenery. The sights were even more familiar now. Looking ahead, she saw the familiar shape of the Witches’ Hump in the distance. Once the train ran around it, they’d be home, and hopefully could all go back to normal.

The train whistled and the Greenvalley train station came into sight. Despite her worries, Samantha’s heart suddenly soared. This was home, where her friends, her beloved grandmother, and all the beautiful magic of the mountains were waiting for her. She forgot about Matt and even pushed aside Daniel. This was where she belonged, where her destiny was awaiting her.

With an intense screeching sound, the train came to a stop. Samantha was the last of her family to get up and grabbed her suitcase to exit onto the platform. The Greenvalley train station was small, so it didn’t take her long to register that not a single one of her friends had come to welcome her back. Only Meg’s best friend, Anne, was there, gleefully throwing herself at Samantha’s little sister.

“You’re back!” Anne cried. “I missed you so much. Jan couldn’t come, unfortunately.” Her older brother was a friend of Samantha’s, but more importantly, he was Meg’s boyfriend. “He’s working until ten tonight. I can’t tell you how weird it is that he’s constantly working nowadays.”

It had most definitely been a surprise. Faced with having to repeat the year if he stayed, Jan had decided to quit school, and surprisingly managed to get hired at the local youth hostel. So far, he seemed to be doing a passable job.

Meg’s eyes sparkled. She had immediately latched onto Anne, locking arms with her. “You’ve got to tell me everything!” With a quick glance at her parents, Meg announced, “I’m sleeping at Anne’s tonight.”

“Is that so?” Their father sounded disgruntled. “What about your luggage? Is that going to go home alone?”

Their mother clicked her tongue. “Gosh, Ben, let her go. She’s been with us for three weeks.” She turned to Meg. “You go, darling. We’ll take care of the luggage.”

“As if you ever helped,” their father shot back.

Meg rolled her eyes again, whispering to Anne, “Let’s go before they get really into it.”

Samantha watched them flee the scene with a pang of jealousy. What she wouldn’t do to escape with her best friend just like that. But Fabian was disappointingly absent from the train station, and so she followed her parents to the parking lot that had been home to their trusty old car for the last few weeks.

“What’s that even supposed to mean?” her mother was arguing before they’d even reached the vehicle. “I never help? Is that another way of saying my job’s not good enough for you?”

“Just forget it.”

“Can I remind you that I’m not the one who’s in financial trouble right now?”

Her father harrumphed. “Oh yeah? I want to see you take care of this family with nothing but your meagre acting payments.”

“It’s not the only thing I do,” her mother said, climbed into the car, and slammed the door shut behind her.

Cautiously, Samantha checked with her father. His jaw was working overtime, but for once, he kept to dark looks and dumping the luggage into the back. Samantha helped him as much as he let her and cast one last glance around.

The train had already left the station and those who had arrived were all leaving via bus or car. No one else had shown up. Within minutes, the whole place was deserted, save for a black crow on top of the station clock. Its beady eyes seemed to return Samantha’s gaze, causing her to shudder. It felt like an omen, and in Greenvalley, that never meant anything good.


      [image: image-placeholder]Her father’s silence only lasted until they’d left the parking lot. Now, he and her mother were back at bickering. Even with Samantha’s headphones turned as high as she could bear, she couldn’t completely tune them out. Instead, she grabbed her phone and texted Fabian. Perhaps she could stay at his place tonight.

Samantha: Anyone home?

Apparently, he saw the message, but Samantha waited in vain for the three dots to appear that would indicate he was typing. Just as she was about to give up, her phone rang.

Relieved, she took the call. “Fabian.”

“I’m so, so sorry. I forgot the time!” Fabian sounded so dismayed, Samantha forgave him immediately.

With just a bit of a tease, she answered, “You and Lucille—”

“How did you find out?”

“Find out what?” Uneasiness swelled in her stomach.

A short hesitation on the other line, then a sigh. “Well… Lucille and I… we’re dating.”

That was the last thing Samantha had expected to hear, though it explained how both of them had missed meeting her at the train station. “You and Lucille?” It was probably unkind of her to think so, but he didn’t seem like the kind of guy Lucille would be into. Her fellow witch usually had a crush on hot and popular guys, and while Samantha loved Fabian dearly as a friend, he was neither. “Umm, no, I didn’t know.”

The next voice she heard was Lucille’s. “Hello, Samantha. We’re extremely sorry to have missed your train and also for learning about us this way. We were actually planning something else.”

“No, it’s fine. I’m happy for you.” What else was there to say? She liked Fabian and she liked Lucille. They were an unlikely pairing, but if they were happy, so was she.

“Ha, see!” Fabian said triumphantly, obviously proving a point to Lucille. It made Samantha breathe a bit easier learning that her best friend hadn’t planned to keep it a secret. It hadn’t really seemed like him.

Samantha forced herself into a happy mood. “I can’t wait to hear the story.” She truly couldn’t.

“Do you want us to come over, or is that too much?” Fabian asked. “You must be exhausted.”

If only exhaustion was the cause of her parents’ constant fighting. “No, don’t. You two enjoy your evening. I’ll call you tomorrow when I’ve had a chance to sleep.”

As expected, Fabian didn’t suspect anything. “Okay. Sleep well. And welcome back.”

“Sorry again,” Lucille said before Fabian ended the call.

The car turned into the parking bay at home. Samantha got out as soon as they stopped and went to the back to grab her bag. Her mother went straight inside and started to air out the house. Once again, her father was left with the luggage and positively seething.

Samantha decided not to get involved and carried her bag upstairs to her bedroom. She’d barely made it to the second floor when her mother started shouting.

“You can’t be serious!”

“What now?” her father grumbled.

“You didn’t take out the rubbish!”

“Is that all? Don’t you have anything else to worry about?”

“You never do what I say! I told you to take out the rubbish before we left, and now it’s grown legs.”

“Fantastic. It can take itself out then.”

Her mother groaned. “This isn’t funny. Can’t you smell it?”

“I don’t smell anything.”

If Samantha concentrated very hard, she could smell a whiff of what her mother was talking about. It must have been absolutely horrid in the kitchen.

“That doesn’t surprise me at all,” her mother said. “The way you always stink when you come home from work.”

“What did you say?” A dangerous undercurrent had entered her father’s voice.

Samantha had heard enough. She dropped her suitcase and backpack onto the floor and ran down the stairs again, then past her parents into the kitchen. The stench was truly overwhelming, while the bin was disgusting to look at. Fungi in five different colours were blooming on top of what might have been potato peels long ago. Samantha held her breath as she grabbed the handle and yanked the bin out of its hold.

Her mouth set, she carried it past her parents who were still fighting, and stormed out of the house, slamming the door behind her. Blissful silence awaited her outside.

It was slowly growing dark. Samantha made her way to the big bins and poured the disgusting kitchen rubbish into the brown-coloured one. A flutter of wings was all the warning she got before a bird tried to land on her head, its claws raking through her hair.

Startled, Samantha screamed and let go of the bin. She threw up her arms as the wings beat around her ears. Something sharp hit her wrist and a claw scratched her elbow. Samantha tried to hit the bird, when it suddenly rose again. Then she heard fast approaching steps.

“Sam!” His voice out of breath, Cian arrived at her side. “I heard you scream. Is everything okay?”

Samantha stared at him. He was the other reason she’d been kind of dreading returning to Greenvalley. Before she’d left—in fact, before Matt had apologised—she’d told Cian all about magic. And kissed him.

None of that mattered right now, though. “I think so. Did you see the bird?”

Cian glanced up and quickly found the black bird sitting on the roof of her house. It looked like an exact copy of the one that had stared at Samantha at the train station. Finding its intelligent gaze again made Samantha shudder.

It seemed to have the same effect on Cian, who slowly bent down and closed his fingers around a stone. Samantha put a hand on his arm. “Don’t. It’s already aggressive enough.”

Cian let go of the stone but kept glaring at the bird for good measure. At last, he turned away and turned his gaze on Samantha. “You’re hurt.”

Following his eyeline, Samantha felt around her head. At the back of it, her fingertips came away wet. In the meantime, Cian had produced a tissue for her. She took it, well aware of the feel of his skin when their fingers touched, and pressed it to the back of her head.

“That’s a strange bird.”

She agreed silently. “It probably wanted our weeks-old rubbish.” Disgusted, she stared at a banana peel covered in thick white fur. With pointed fingers, she picked it up from the end and threw it into the bin.

Cian grimaced in response. “Yum.”

“I know.” She snorted softly. “What brings you here?”

A charming grin appeared on Cian’s lips. “You told me not to come to the train station. This isn’t the train station.” He took a step closer. “I missed you.”

Samantha blushed. “You can’t say things like that.”

“Can I not?” Cian asked amused. He bopped her nose with his finger. “It’s true, though.”

She stared into his eyes until she noticed she was doing so, quickly blinked and changed the topic. “Well, I missed peace and quiet the last three weeks. My parents are tearing each other apart. Meg fled the second she could.” It wasn’t her smoothest transition.

Unsurprisingly, Cian seemed a little taken aback. “Wow, that sounds horrible. You mentioned them fighting, but…” Nervously, he rubbed his ear. “If you need… My house is only a couple streets away. You’re welcome to come by whenever you need to.”

Samantha sighed as he successfully brought the conversation back around. “Cian. You…”

Cian raised his hands in defence. “I know, I know. It’s all a bit fast for you.” He looked absolutely smitten with her.

Samantha should’ve felt the same, or at least something. Instead, she only felt bad about not reciprocating the feelings the way she should.

He sighed. “Why does it have to be so complicated?”

“Because, apparently, I am complicated. If you want simple—”

“I only want you.”

Samantha blushed. She liked Cian a lot, but her heart felt as if it was wrapped in cotton wool and foam, numb to the world.

“Alright, here’s an idea,” Cian said, trying his best to sound upbeat. “We still have a full weekend before school starts again. Your vacation was the opposite of relaxing, so let’s do something fun tomorrow.” When Samantha looked at him doubtfully, he grinned. “And I’ll try my best not to kiss you, promise.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “What do you have in mind?”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow.” He took two steps back, still grinning from ear to ear.

Samantha had to chuckle. “Alright. But it’s not a date.”

“Call it whatever you want.”

“Thanks for coming by.” He’d successfully managed to lift her mood.

Cian smiled. “Anytime. I’m just a text away.”

He turned around at last and walked down the street. Samantha picked up the bin and faced the house. Her good mood was wiped away when she noticed how the bird was still watching her.

She kept her eyes on him as she made her way to the overflowing post box. Most of it was for her parents, but a thick and heavy envelope was addressed to her. When she saw who the sender was, the puny rest of her good mood evaporated. “Daniel.”

The sudden beating of wings made her forget all about it. She threw the bin at the bird and rushed to the door. Within seconds, she’d let herself in and closed the door behind her. A moment later, something heavy crashed into the door, making Samantha jump.

“There you are,” her mother said, apparently alone in the living room. “Thanks for taking out the rubbish. Is everything okay?”

Samantha listened for the bird outside but couldn’t hear a thing. “Yes. I’m good. I think.” She deposited the mail on the cupboard close to the door and cradled the heavy letter to her chest. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, darling.”

As soon as Samantha made it to her room, she dropped the letter on the desk as if it was poison. A rustling in the leaves of the nearby tree made her jump. Without looking outside, she drew the curtains shut, her heart racing unnaturally.

Matt, Daniel, and now an evil bird. When was she supposed to find time to worry about Cian?










  
  Lucille





Her guilty conscience was eating Lucille alive. She sat on the sofa, absently touching her slightly swollen lips and tried not to jump into action as she usually did. Everything inside of her wanted to call Samantha and apologise again for not welcoming her at the train station. 

Fabian and she’d planned to, of course, but while they’d been waiting to leave, they’d passed the time the only way they currently knew how: by making out heavily at her place. The plan had been to tell Samantha together, how they’d been the only ones left in Greenvalley for the summer, and how helping a vampire couple reconnect had made them fall for each other. It wasn’t anything serious. Just a flirtation Lucille was enjoying tremendously. Surely, their friends would be cool with it once they’d let them know gently. Naturally, though, Fabian had to put his foot in his mouth, and now Lucille was analysing how Samantha had taken the news.

The words had been positive, but there had been some tension in her voice. Lucille didn’t think Samantha would mind the two of them going out. She had been over Fabian for more than a year, and had fully supported his ill-fated relationship with Rachel, but in some ways Lucille still felt like the newbie of their friend group. And since none of the others had been around during the holidays, she also felt like she’d somehow stolen Fabian while no one was looking.

It wasn’t like she’d planned the whole thing. If anything, she was probably the most surprised. Fabian wasn’t exactly her type and he’d been nothing but a dorky friend before. And then summer had come, and she’d been alone with him, and somewhere along helping the vampires, Lucille had fallen for Fabian’s softer, romantic side. He hadn’t seemed like much of a dork when he’d been willing to risk his life for love.

Lucille called it the Fabian Paradox. There was no doubt about it that he was one giant coward, often whining about the various monsters prowling Greenvalley or how his own powerful water magic freaked him out. But as soon as one of his friends—or some innocent—was in danger, he threw all caution to the wind and fought tooth and nail for them, even if it meant going up against crazy archdemons or ruthless vampires.

She touched her lips again, wishing he would hurry up—how long could a man take in the bathroom?—when someone else suddenly appeared in her bedroom.

Lucille jumped, before she recognised him, her heart racing. “Matt?”

The handsome blonde raised a hand in greeting. “Hey, there.”

“Have you forgotten how to open doors?” Lucille asked, slowly recovering from the surprise of having a demon space-jump into her room. Well, a half-demon.

Matt rubbed his neck. “Sorry. I’ll have to get used to it again.”

Lucille chuckled. Then she got up and gave him a big hug. “It’s nice to see you again. How was it back home?” She hadn’t seen him since summer had started.

Matt was about to say something when Fabian returned.

“I was thinking a surprise party would—” Fabian stopped cold in his tracks, instantly glaring at Matt. “What’s he doing here?”

Frowning, Matt answered, “I could ask the same about you.”

Lucille was aware of the tension in the air. Their battle against the Archdemon of Greed, who also happened to be Matt’s uncle, had opened a rift between the half-demon and the rest of their group. Instead of dealing Malcolm the final blow, Matt had abandoned them, practically consigning them to a brutal death. That they’d been able to turn it around in the end was enough for Lucille, but not for Fabian.

It was the last topic Lucille wanted to start with, so she smiled and said instead, “Uhm, Fabian and I have been dating for the last week and a half.”

Matt stared at her, bewildered, as if he, too, couldn’t fathom what she saw in someone like Fabian. The latter, however, closed the gap between them and put his arm around Lucille’s waist. She couldn’t deny the little spike of exhilaration inside her when he pulled her close to him while glaring at Matt.

“I see.” Matt frowned, then shook his head as if to free himself from the strange images inside his head. “Well, then… I’m back.”

“A shame,” Fabian said coldly.

It was a side of him Lucille didn’t particularly like. Fabian was fiercely loyal to his friends, to the point of deliberately shunning some of his others. At least, she hoped, Fabian still saw Matt as a friend of sorts. “Give him a chance, please.”

“Why should I? He didn’t give us a chance either.”

Matt set his jaw, stubbornness creeping in. “If you want me to leave, just say so.”

“I don’t have the power to tell you what to do or not,” Fabian replied in a similar tone. “But I’d like to spend some time alone with my girlfriend. If you don’t mind.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah, yeah.” Matt rolled his eyes, then searched Lucille’s gaze. “The surprise party is for…?”

“Samantha,” Lucille confirmed, well aware of how much her friend meant to Matt, even though he shouldn’t even be capable of caring so much. “She arrived today, and well, we thought about surprising her tomorrow.”

“Don’t you dare think of turning up,” Fabian snarled, destroying all of Lucille’s vague hopes to use the tentative party as a bridge for Matt as well. “The party is for Sam, so you’ve got no business being there.”

Matt’s face tensed, but he didn’t hit back this time.

Nevertheless, Lucille tried to soften the blow. “It’s probably not a good idea. I would be all for it, otherwise, but we want to lift Samantha’s spirits, and if you come, it’ll be a bit complicated.” Now that she thought about it, Fabian was right. Samantha wasn’t going to appreciate having to deal with Matt.

“I got it the first time,” Matt snapped. “You don’t want me here or there. Well, have fun with… whatever.” He vanished without giving them the chance to reply.

Lucille sighed and extracted herself from Fabian’s embrace. “You didn’t have to go so hard on him.”

“After what he did to us? He left us to die, Lucille, and then he vanished for six weeks. Did he think he could just waltz in here and all would be forgotten?”

Knowing Matt that was a very likely thought process. He’d done the same after his involuntary killing spree on New Year’s, not understanding how they wouldn’t be over it after a few short weeks.

“But we’re a team.” They were more than that; destined heroes of an ancient prophecy. And even though that prophecy had been fulfilled, their fates remained intertwined.

Fabian snorted, obviously thinking differently. “Are we? Does he know what being a team even means?” He sighed, the fight leaving him. “Let’s talk about the party instead. Please.” He opened his arms.

Lucille smiled, returning to his embrace. When he kissed her gently, she melted into him. “What were you thinking of?”










  
  Matt





Matt returned home after the failed reconnection. Frustrated, he kicked his bed, stubbing his toe in the process. The pain throbbed for a hot minute before it was gone. Finding no relief, he dropped onto the side of his bed and buried his face in his hands. 

He’d made a royal mess out of everything last spring. Even before then, in winter, when he’d destroyed all that was good for him. And now he was going to mess it up again. Matt clenched his fists so hard his nails drew blood. No, he was not going to bring his demon mess to his human friends this time. They didn’t want to be around him? Fine with Matt. That would keep them much safer.

A soft knock sounded at the door. His father, the only one he’d told. “Yes.”

René opened the door, but the first to come in was Matt’s puppy Crumbs. Not that he looked much like a puppy anymore. The golden Labrador was excited to see Matt, as if he hadn’t only left home ten minutes ago. Six weeks of absence did that, probably.

“Hey, cutie. Did you miss me?” He rubbed Crumbs’ big furry head.

“How was your visit?” René asked.

“Good. They want nothing to do with me.”

René sighed. “Matt.”

“What? That’s a good thing.”

“No, it’s not. You need your friends.” As usual, his father was adamant that he had human needs.

Matt shook his head. “No, it’s better this way. This has nothing to do with them. There’s no need to involve them.”

“You sure?” René didn’t seem to believe a word he said, but fortunately, he gave in quickly. “Alright. I suppose, as long as you show no interest, you’re relatively safe here, and you’re not interested, right?”

With blazing eyes, Matt shook his head. “Of course I’m not.” That was the whole reason he’d come back to Greenvalley. Well, part of the reason. “I don’t know about safety. Caspar and Balthasar weren’t exactly overjoyed when Melaney nominated me.”

“I saw that,” René said in a tense voice.

When Matt had returned home, he’d been pretty beaten up. He’d been barely able to drag himself under the shower to wash off the blood, most of it his own. By the time the shower was done, he’d healed, but his soul had remained torn. What his mother wanted from him was unthinkable to him. Not so to his brothers.

He held René’s gaze. “You don’t need to worry. I can take care of myself.”

“I’d worry less if you’d told your friends.”

Matt clenched his teeth. “Not going to happen.”

René sighed. “Well, then. Let me know if you need anything.”

Matt waited until he was gone before burying his face in Crumbs’ golden fur. “I can’t do this to them,” he whispered. “They already hate me enough as it is.”


      [image: image-placeholder]His night had been restless, so Matt decided to walk Crumbs early, while the town was still asleep. The fresh air brought him a little relief, but his heart wasn’t in it. Bored, he scrolled through his friends’ social media posts. Lucille and Fabian had made their relationship official last night, and he couldn’t help but assume it was to spite him. As if he cared. Jan was posting weird stuff about his new job at the local youth hostel, his crystal collection, or random shit as usual, while Rachel’s feed was as good as empty. She’d never been one to post a lot about her private life. She didn’t really talk about it either.

Predictably, Matt got stuck on Samantha’s feed. For the last three weeks she’d been posting pictures from her trip; beautiful scenery with barely a description beyond the location of the pretty sights. There wasn’t a single picture of herself among the vacation shots. Matt wondered if that had been a conscious choice to avoid her school bullies or whether there was more to it.

As he kept scrolling, he came across a picture of Robert in a bright yellow chicken costume. “Ridiculous.”

“Oh, absolutely.”

Matt jumped when the dark timbre of his oldest brother reached his ear. Crumbs barked excitedly and sniffed Balthasar’s feet. Before something could happen to the dog, Matt jerked his lead, bringing him back to heel. “What do you want?”

Balthasar was like a hidden grenade. He smiled, but under that smile was layer upon layer of threat. “My dear, so rude. I had some time off the Small Council and thought to myself, let’s visit the little one. You know, just checking how much you’ve grown since last time.”

Almost a thousand years lay between them. A thousand years of experience in the harsh battle for survival in Hell. Matt knew he wouldn’t have the slightest of chances if Balthasar wanted to go head-to-head with him. “It wasn’t my idea.”

“And yet, here we are.”

Matt groaned, not knowing how to extract himself from the danger his older brother clearly posed. This wasn’t like Caspar, who you had to strike back as hard as you could to make him back off. “Listen. I don’t want anything to do with this. You two can battle it out amongst yourselves for all I care, or even better, just leave it as it is. Why aren’t you taking care of Caspar? He almost went for it right there and then.”

Balthasar dismissed him with a scoff. “I know Caspar. He’s a lot of bark and bite, without much brain to back it up. Once in a while, he goes crazy, and in that case, you need to lay low for a bit, but truth be told, he’s not much more dangerous than your sorry excuse for a hellhound.” He nodded at Crumbs.

“The General of Terrors isn’t dangerous?” Matt asked doubtfully. His experience was a decidedly different story. Caspar had been beating his hide ever since he’d been old enough to cross his path.

“Like I said, he doesn’t have the necessary mental faculties to make things happen, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. Which brings us to you. I admit I haven’t really paid you much attention in the short span of your existence.”

“No hard feelings.”

Balthasar seemed amused. “However, I noticed how much stock Chay is putting in you, and that’s enough to pique my curiosity. Why is he wasting his precious time with you?”

Matt shrugged, uncomfortably. “Because he likes me?” He knew Chay was a far better man than he could ever dream of becoming.

A short laugh erupted from Balthasar’s lips. “I thought it was sentimentality at first. Some silly half-human sympathy, but I’m beginning to think there’s more to it. That I should pay you a little more attention.”

One murderous brother was more than enough, in Matt’s opinion. He’d fared just fine without the older one’s attention. “No need, really.”

“Nice try, pup. But you’ve got Melaney and Chay to thank for this. If they weren’t so obsessed with you,” Balthasar ran his gaze up and down Matt’s body, “and I really don’t know for what reason, I’d leave you alone to live whatever sorry existence you’re carving out for yourself.”

He waited for a moment, as if to expect Matt to jump at the insult like Caspar would’ve. At last, he nodded. “Very well, keep your little secrets. I have other ways of finding out.” The smile Balthasar gave Matt made him think of Malcolm. It was full of sadistic promise. “It seems like Chay’s interest extends to your friends.”

Sudden panic shot through Matt. “What did you do?”

The smile deepened. “So, it’s true. You care for these little humans.” While Matt’s pulse was racing, Balthasar leaned forward to whisper in his ear, “There’s something you should know about me: I hate getting my hands dirty. That said, you should check with your friend, you know the one. The little girl you practically devoured with your eyes on your Blood Night. The one you killed for.”

Samantha.

Matt felt as if his heart was being squeezed by a steel press. His breaths came harder and shorter. Black spots danced in front of his eyes. “What did you—?”

But when looked up, Balthasar was gone.










  
  Samantha





The bird was still there in the morning. Apparently, it had moved into the tree outside her window while Samantha had been away. It was the only natural explanation that made sense. Unfortunately, there were a bunch of supernatural explanations that made a lot more sense, each of them more distressing than the last. 

Samantha pulled the curtains closed again when her gaze caught on the letter Daniel’s parents had sent her. She hadn’t yet managed to open it, scared of what it might hold for her. What could they possibly want more than half a year after they’d buried him?

Unable to come to an any conclusion that made her want to open it, Samantha stuffed it into her purse. She went downstairs in search for breakfast. Since they hadn’t gone shopping last night, she was mentally prepared to do a bakery run, but when she reached the bottom of the stairs, her father almost bowled her over.

“Just leave me alone,” he shouted over his shoulder, then slipped on his shoes.

“Papa?” Samantha asked but failed to receive an answer.

Instead, her mother hollered, “Yeah, go, hide in your workshop, as you always do.”

The door slammed shut before the sentence was finished. With a sigh, Samantha checked the living room. “What happened this time?”

“Nothing. Nothing ever happens in this household.” Her mother glared at the closed door for good measure. Then she loosened her stance and sat down. “It’s just your father sticking his head in the sand instead of facing the consequences. As if that ever helped anyone.”

Samantha’s heart missed a beat. “What consequences?”

“Well, closing the garage and finding a secure job before that damned thing ruins us all.”

“Oh.” That was a lot better than the consequences Samantha had initially thought of. Though not by much. “We’re going to be okay, won’t we?” For as long as she could remember, her and Fabian’s fathers had run their workshop. She’d learnt to walk in the office and helped out with accounting for extra cash in more recent years. She was no expert, but the finances had always looked okay to her. “I mean, surely, Jo’s settled things with the insurance by now, and—”

“You think so?” her mother asked, her voice full of doubt. “If he has, he hasn’t exactly told us. And I think we need more than just a settlement with the insurance company to get the workshop back on track. No, it’s a dead horse. We managed to pull it out of the muck a couple of times, but I’m tired of putting my career on hold, just so those boys can live their dream.”

Samantha hadn’t been aware that her mother had done so in the past. Juliane had always dreamed of becoming a movie actress but had never really made it beyond a bunch of ads and small background roles in TV. If the workshop was merely a dream, her mother’s acting career was nothing but an illusion. Samantha doubted things would’ve been different if she hadn’t worked part-time for the council as well.

Her mother got up, rubbing her eyes. “I’ll give my agent a call, see if they have something for me.” She forced a smile. “We’ll find a solution. I just have to make your father see sense for once.” And with that said, she left Samantha alone.

It’s going to be alright, Samantha told herself. It had to be. Maybe if she picked up a part-time job, they could get over this hurdle together.

As expected, the kitchen was empty. She found some old cornflakes turned chewy in the cupboard and forced a few spoons down without milk. Then she went back upstairs to get her phone and text a quick message to the group chat and see if anyone wanted to meet up.

After a minute of waiting, the replies came back as if they’d coordinated it.

Jan: Got work, sorry.

Lucille: We’re on a date.

Fabian: What she said.

Rachel: I’m boarding a plane in two hours. I’ll be home tomorrow.

Matt was the only one who didn’t reply, but then she noticed that he’d left the group. Or had been made to leave.

A tear fell onto the screen, startling Samantha. It shouldn’t affect her this much, and yet it did. Her nerves were taut, and she was in desperate need of a pick me up.

Just then, her phone vibrated and a call was incoming. Cian. With a shaky finger she accepted it. His cheerful voice filled her ears. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“It was alright.”

“Ready for some fun?”

“Definitely.” Samantha shocked herself by how readily she accepted his offer.

Cian laughed. “Awesome. I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes, then.”

She needed to go out of the house, and since her friends were all wrapped up in their own business, Cian would have to do. In fact, she was sure he’d do splendidly.


      [image: image-placeholder]Cian’s idea of fun was taking her to the local adrenaline park. High up in the trees, several courses consisting of swinging blocks, knotted ropes, and flying foxes had been laid out. They’d taken his car and stopped at a bakery on the way, but Samantha regretted eating something as her stomach did a weird little flip.

Amused, Cian followed her line of sight. “Don’t say you’ve been monster hunting all year long, but you’re afraid of heights.”

“I just respect wonky obstacles at a ten-metre height, that’s all.” She wasn’t usually squeamish about heights, but despite the safety measures, this didn’t look safe at all.

“We’ll start small. I’ve only done the ten-metre parkour once, and yeah, I get what you mean about respect.”

He patted her shoulder and turned towards the lockers, where they stored their belongings. As he did so, he accidentally knocked her purse with his elbow. It fell from her hands to the ground, the letter spilling out.

“So sorry.” Cian was quick to pick it back up. “Did you want to send this? I can stop at the post office on our way back.”

Samantha snatched the letter from his hand and pushed it back into her purse before stowing it in the locker. “No, that one’s for me.” Only then did she remember she’d told Cian all about what happened to Daniel. “It’s from Daniel’s parents.”

He immediately grasped the gravitas of the situation. “Oh. What do they want from you?” 

“I don’t know,” Samantha admitted. “I haven’t managed to bring myself to open it yet.”

“I see.”

She appreciated him leaving it at that. Determined, she made sure her stuff was secured and handed him the key. “You promised to distract me.”

Cian offered her his hand. “Then let’s make sure I keep my promise.”

Together, they went back around to the front to get their gear fitted and listen to a short introduction. Then Cian picked a course he deemed fun and challenging, but not too scary, and they climbed up the ladder.

Going up was surprisingly easy. Samantha only had to concentrate on the next rung of the ladder and managing her security line until they reached a little platform three or four metres in height. From here on, they had to climb around the tree towards the first obstacle; a horizontal ladder made up of short logs that swung more sideways than back and forth when they set a foot on it.

Cian went first, crossing the obstacle with admirable dexterity. He made it look easy, but Samantha quickly found out it was anything but. She held onto her safety rope for dear life as she balanced on the logs, taking a whole minute to get across, while Cian encouraged her with a big smile on his face.

Together, they made it through two more obstacles before Samantha decided she couldn’t do this anymore. The next obstacle was a narrow beam with nothing but the safety line to hold onto. Even Cian went slow on that one, though he sped up towards the end of it.

Samantha made the mistake of looking down, and her head instantly started swimming. She pressed herself against the tree trunk behind her and breathed through her nose, while staring up into the foliage. Somewhere above her, the leaves rustled, as if a bird had taken flight.

“You can come,” Cian called.

“No, I can’t,” Samantha replied shakily.

He chuckled and stretched out his hand, as if that was going to help when she had to cross a distance of ten metres before getting into his reach.  “Just one foot in front of the other. You’ve got this!”

At least one of them believed in her ability to do this. Since the only alternative was to admit defeat and get one of the employees to bring her down, blocking the entire course for the duration, Samantha finally decided to give it a try. She put one foot on the beam, then the second. When the wood beneath her feet started swaying, she quickly stepped back.

“The rope keeps you safe. You can even hold onto it,” Cian suggested, referring to the safety line above her head.

Unfortunately, it was just out of her reach. Instead of stretching up, Samantha tried to lower herself onto her knees, finding the thought of being on all fours comforting. This time, the rope around her belt pulled taut, only allowing a small amount of vertical movement. At least, that proved it was doing its job. If she fell, it would only be half a foot.

She held onto the rope in front of her chest and gave it another try. Unable to face the swinging beam, she kept her eyes locked on Cian, while using her feet to feel her way across. By the time she reached the middle, each step on the swaying beam made her legs tremble.

“I can’t.”

“Just keep going. You’re almost here.”

Samantha took a shuddering breath, willing her feet to move. Just then, leaves rustled and wings beat. A bird screeched, and something flew into her left cheek.

Screaming, she swung to the right and lost her balance. She came to a sudden halt and her shin hit the beam, while the bird’s talons missed her by a hair’s breadth.

It rose, banked, and came for her again, its dark eyes glistening in the morning sun. Samantha pulled her shoulders up and lowered her chin, causing the bird to scrape across her helmet. Still, it caught bits of her hair, and Samantha cried out.

Suddenly, Cian was there. He grabbed her by the elbow and helped her back on the beam. “Come on. Quick!”

Her fear of heights was forgotten as Samantha scrambled after Cian. He pulled her with one hand, while trying to fight off the bird with the other. Just as they reached the opposite platform, the bird dove under Cian’s arm, its beak hitting Samantha just above the brow.

Cian reached into the bird’s feathers, grabbing hold of something, and smashed it against the tree trunk. The bird crashed onto the platform, no longer moving.

Samantha wiped blood from her forehead, breathing heavily. “Is it dead?” Her heart was nearly jumping out of her chest, pain throbbing in her brow.

“Looks like it.” Cian caught his breath, his hand shaking. “Are you okay?” He turned to her and gently rubbed his thumb over her wound. “Did you hide bird food in your hair or else why are they so crazy for you?”

“I wish I knew!” Samantha exclaimed, trying her best not to start crying. “How many more obstacles till we’re back down?”

Cian glanced over his shoulder. “Hard to tell. I’d say we’re close to halfway—”

“It’s moving!” Samantha screeched.

At their feet, the bird was bulging and twitching. Cian raised his boot, ready to stomp the creature, when the bird suddenly exploded into a mound of feathers. Three birds rose in its stead.

Samantha felt the blood drain her face. “Oh my god.”

“What the hell?” Cian asked, pushing backwards against the tree.

Samantha shoved him. “Go. Go. We need to get out of here.”

There was no more natural explanation for the birds that flocked to her. They were hunting her, and with killing them turning out to be a disastrous option, Samantha had no idea how she’d ever escape them.










  
  Fabian





Fabian had barely let Jan into his room when Samantha’s text had arrived. After a short discussion with Lucille and Jan, they’d decided to all feign being busy. He felt a bit sorry about blowing Samantha off, but he knew the surprise they were planning would make up for it. In the meantime, he got busy drawing streamers with Shitaten’s feather for Jan to hang around the room according to Lucille’s expert advice. 

“A bit higher, Jan,” she called out, an ice block in her hand. “Otherwise it’ll look all crooked and weird.”

“Really sorry, but I can’t grow on command,” Jan replied grumpily. “How about you help?”

Lucille innocently sucked on her ice-block, causing the heat to rise in Fabian’s face. “Hazard management is hard work, you know?”

Jan snorted. “Be careful. You don’t want to split a nail or something.”

“Stop fussing, work!” Fabian called over, feeling a bit defensive over his new girlfriend. He was also afraid the surprise wouldn’t be good enough. “Should I call Samantha?” he asked after finishing another beautiful streamer.

Lucille raised her finger in warning. “Don’t you dare. You can’t have a surprise party when the surprise is ruined.”

“I wasn’t going to tell her about the party,” Fabian protested. “Just talk a bit, so she doesn’t think we all suddenly stopped caring about her.”

Lucille rolled her eyes. “Samantha will be fine. And you can last a few more hours without your best friend.”

It occurred to Fabian that Lucille might be a bit anxious about co-existing as his girlfriend with Samantha back in the mix. It had been the downfall of his last serious relationship. But if he’d learned one thing from it, it was that Samantha was part of the package deal. Abandoning his best friend was out of the question, but he’d make sure Lucille knew she was his number one priority.

He kissed her on the head before stealing a piece of her ice block. Sweet coldness spread in his mouth while she mock-gasped at him. “Naughty.”

“You’re one to talk,” he whispered cheekily. As if she hadn’t made a big show of sucking on it whenever he glanced at her.

Lucille gave him a devilish grin. “It tastes better from my lips.”

Fabian wasted no time in testing her claim and found she’d spoken true.

Behind him Jan groaned loudly. “Not this again. I thought you guys wanted to make this the biggest party ever. If you’re not helping, I’m going to get Meg and start making out, too. I’m not going to do this alone.”

Lucille broke off the kiss, her cheeks flushed. “I wouldn’t expect you to do anything alone.”

“Wouldn’t expect me to or wouldn’t trust me to?” Jan asked with a grin, causing Lucille to throw a package of balloons at him.

Fabian chuckled as he returned to the drawing board. So far, the new school year was lengths better than the last. And the best thing was, school hadn’t even started yet.


      [image: image-placeholder]An hour later, Fabian made his way over to Samantha’s house to pick her up for her surprise. He’d volunteered not only because he’d be the most inconspicuous, but also because he was hoping to have a few moments alone with her to ask about her trip and explain how he’d suddenly found himself Lucille’s boyfriend. After yesterday’s failure to pick her up from the train station, he owed her as much.

He reached the Kollmer house and rang the doorbell. A few seconds later, her mother Juliane opened the door. “Hello. Is Sam home?”

“Hello, Fabian.” Her face was a bit tense as she recognised him. “I’m afraid she isn’t. She left this morning.”

That came as a surprise. They’d all turned down her request to meet up. “Did she tell you where she went?” Perhaps Samantha had gone to visit her grandmother in the forest. That actually made a lot of sense. They hadn’t seen each other for three weeks, either.

“You know, the times she used to tell me what’s going on are long past. She probably got that from her father. But hey, why don’t you call her and ask?”

A little taken aback, Fabian blinked. Juliane usually didn’t leave him standing outside the door, even if Samantha wasn’t there. “Sure. I’ll do that.” He buried his hands in his pockets and took a step back. “Welcome back.”

Juliane gave him a weak smile before closing the door. Still confused, Fabian turned around and pulled out his phone. Just as he was about to call Samantha, he saw Matt coming down the street.

“He can’t be serious,” Fabian muttered. Pulling his hands out of his pockets, he crossed his arms and glared at his former friend. “What do you want?”

Matt balked at Fabian’s aggressive greeting, but managed to keep his own voice calm. “I’m here for Sam.”

Fabian snorted in disbelief. “She’s not here, and even if she were, you’d be the last person she’d want to see.”

“Did she say that?” Matt asked with a frown. He had the audacity to feign surprise, as if Samantha had any reason to forget what he’d done to her.

“She doesn’t have to. I know how much she hates you. I thought you’d got that by now.” Foolishly, they’d all given him a second chance only to be disappointed again in the worst possible moment.

Matt took a deep breath. “Things change.”

“Things do. Demons, however…” Fabian left the sentence unfinished on purpose.

It finally did the trick and broke Matt’s composure. “As if you have any idea what it means to have demon blood,” he hissed.

“What’s there to understand?” Fabian shot back. “You kill as you like, abandon anyone who’s stupid enough to trust you, and still expect the world to fall at your feet.”

“Hey,” Matt snapped, “Just because you’re finally getting screwed doesn’t mean you get to have an attitude now. One of that sort is enough.”

“Are you referring to yourself?” Fabian couldn’t think of anyone with a higher opinion of himself and blindness to his own faults than Matt.

In response, Matt clenched his fists, reminding Fabian how dangerous the half-demon truly was. “Listen, Sam is in danger and I—”

Fabian immediately switched into alert mode. “What? What did you do this time? Are you—?”

“Stop wasting our time!” Matt barked. “She’s in grave danger and I need to find her. So, where the hell is she?”

“I have no idea,” Fabian admitted. “Not home, but I was going to call her.” He finally did and anxiously waited for a reply. After a few rings, the phone went to voicemail. “She might be with Elda,” he said, calling Samantha’s grandmother instead.

While Elda answered the phone relatively quickly, she didn’t know where Samantha was either.

“Matt says she’s in danger,” Fabian explained, glaring at Matt for good measure. “We need to find her.”

“I can ask the pendulum,” Elda suggested. “Just stay on the line.”

The phone went silent, leaving Fabian to wonder what asking the pendulum meant. Another thought pushed the question aside. “What kind of danger are we talking exactly?”

Matt was pacing next to him, impatiently waiting for a trace of Samantha. “I have no idea, but whatever my brother came up with can’t be good.”

As soon as he heard the word “brother”, Fabian narrowed his eyes. “I thought we were finally through with your blasted family.” Matt only winced, making Fabian groan. “Which brother? The mad one who hates your guts?”

“No, the oldest one. Balthasar.”

“The one who kissed Lucille?” It probably wasn’t the most logical association, but the image came to Fabian unbidden.

Matt stopped in his tracks. “He did?”

It had happened at Matt’s birthday party, when the birthday boy had been busy with a little celebratory killing spree. “Doesn’t matter. Why’s he after Samantha?”

“I have no idea,” Matt said, after the slightest bit of hesitation.

Fabian was about to question him further, but he suddenly heard Elda’s heavy breathing again. “She’s at the adrenaline park in Harzgerode.”

“What?” Fabian stared at the phone. The location was a total surprise. It sounded so mundane, and yet so out of character. “That can’t be right. Why would she go there on her own? How would she even get there? You must be wrong.”

“The pendulum has never lied to me,” Elda said sternly. “Samantha is at the adrenaline park in Harzgerode. Now, will you check on her, or—?”

“I will. Thanks.” Fabian ended the call and stared at Matt, hoping he had a better explanation, but the other guy only shrugged.

“Perhaps Balthasar kidnapped her and brought her there. What’s an adrenaline park?”

Fabian had no patience for explaining that particular Harz attraction to Matt. “We need to get there as quick as possible. Do you have a car—?”

Matt grabbed his arm, and suddenly, the world turned black. Coldness spread through Fabian’s body and he felt like passing through wet slime. Just as he was about to throw up, they reappeared twenty kilometres further east from the boundaries of the next big city.

“Harzgerode,” Fabian said, feeling a bit weak in his knees.

Next to him, Matt’s jaw was set. “Well, where’s that stupid park?”

This time, Fabian was prepared to give him proper directions.









OEBPS/cover.jpeg
= o e EN °

THE COMPLETE TRIEQGY: -

i '\,~",",‘/

it N 2





OEBPS/images/AL1.jpg
ASHUAN LUST BOOK 1

JANNA RUTH





OEBPS/images/symbol.png





OEBPS/images/AL1-1.png





