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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, but you will 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 murder, and several very severe injuries. It's the finale. It'll get bloody.
Last but not least, there are instances of bullying, mostly verbal, by other teenagers. These scenes are few in between and our affected characters will rise above that.
The characters live in a dangerous world, but it’s also beautiful. For every dark spot, there will be light and humour. And of course magic. Lots and lots of magic.
Enjoy!

Love, Janna
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Magic, Vampires & Family Drama
.

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

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








  
  Part 1

Parties & Illusions
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  Lucille


Lucille shuffled her feet as she stood with the other students from the two Greenvalley High French classes at the train station, nervously awaiting the train’s arrival. Signing up for the student exchange had seemed like a good idea a few months ago. What better way to practice her favourite language and make new friends? Now, with frequent monster attacks in her hometown, her own magic, and an ominous prophecy involving a ruthless archdemon on her mind, it seemed like a disaster in the making. 
Among her friends, only Matt shared her fate. He’d only started learning French at the beginning of the year and usually dreaded class. “Please tell me you’re just as nervous as I am.” Lucille only had to worry about exposing her magic. If Matt’s partner found out he was sharing a room with a half-demon, he’d be running back to Marseille.
But Matt only frowned. “Why would I be nervous?”
“What if something goes wrong?” She immediately thought of the Blood Night. Matt had said it was a one-time occurrence, but who knew what other demon traditions would surprise them in the future? Not that Lucille would mention it. Their team was slowly getting back together, and she wouldn’t hamper that progress with a bout of ill-placed curiosity. “For example, what if your mother turns up suddenly while you’re eating dinner with your exchange student?”
Matt gave her a doubtful squint. “Then, I guess he’s got something to look at.” He sighed. “Lucille, she’s not going to turn up. New Year’s was a one-off occurrence. All of it.”
Lucille winced as he casually called out her real concern. “I’m sorry. I just… I am nervous. Amélie is going to think I’m awfully snobby.”
“Your parents are awfully snobby.”
That only added to her worries. While the other students would share rooms with their exchange partners, Lucille’s partner would have her own room, including an en-suite bathroom. And she’d see more of Albert and the maids than Lucille’s father and Linda. The only bright spot about her spacious living quarters was that she would be hosting the party of the year by the end of the week.
They were approaching the end of April. On the thirtieth, the Harz region would be flooded with tourists who came to celebrate Walpurgis Night, a heathen relic entrenched in witchcraft. It was believed that the witches flew to dance on the Brocken, Northern Germany’s highest peak. Nowadays, only tourists would climb the Brocken, while the real witches met somewhere quieter, and the teenagers of Greenvalley came to her big witch bash.
A low whistling sound whirred in the distance, and white clouds of steam rose above the trees. “They’re coming!”
Lucille could see Cheryl quickly touching up her make-up, while Cian and Shayna stretched their necks to catch a glimpse of the steam train. That was the other problem. She’d be spending time with Cheryl and her friends this week, a punishment she surely hadn’t deserved.
The small, black steam train finally arrived and came to a stop with a loud screech. The doors opened, and a group of French students exited, curiously taking in their new surroundings. Mrs Lindenberger, the French teacher, greeted her counterpart from the school in Marseille and introduced Adrian, the Head Boy, who was overseeing the exchange today.
Lucille’s nervousness was replaced by sudden excitement at seeing the other students and hearing their lightning-fast French, while Matt was the one who looked a little green now. “Matt… how much French do you actually know?” She doubted Chay had provided him with a French teacher in Hell.
“Not nearly enough.”
Mrs Lindenberger clapped her hands, and the excited chatter died down as the students gave her their attention. “Listen up. First off, bienvenue à Greenvalley. We are happy to welcome you here and hope you’ll have a wonderful experience. This is Monsieur Charpentier from our Marseille partner school, and this here is Adrian, our Head Boy, who is responsible for this week’s program.”
“Me and the rest of the student council,” Adrian said with a smile. “C’est un plaisir de vous revoir.”
“Well, Adrian will now tell you who you’re going to stay with. Please find your partner as soon as your name is called.” Mrs Lindenberger nodded at Adrian, while Monsieur Charpentier repeated the instructions in French for his students’ benefit.
Adrian looked at his phone and began to read aloud. “Amélie, you’re with Lucille.”
Lucille raised her hand and waved to a pretty girl with a long brown braid. Amélie grabbed her luggage and came over. She leaned in to greet Lucille with two kisses on the cheeks.
“Salut, Amélie.” Lucille introduced herself in fluent French and asked how her trip was.
“Long and exhausting,” Amélie answered likewise. “This little train is so slow, but the view was breathtaking. Everything is so green.”
Lucille laughed. “That’s where we got our name from. It’s finally spring again.” In fact, Greenvalley’s trees had been sprouting since late February thanks to the magic hidden in the woods.
“Could you guys talk a little slower?” Matt asked, sticking to German. “I’m getting a headache.”
“So sorry,” Lucille said, amused. “C’est Matt.”
It only took one glance for Amélie to truly appreciate Matt’s presence. “Hello, Matt.” She leaned in to kiss him on the cheeks as well, causing his mood to improve spontaneously. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said with a heavy accent.
Lucille grinned at his predictable reaction. A loud hiss in front of her distracted her, though. Quickly, she discerned the source. Cheryl was throwing a tantrum about her partner, an unassuming girl with glasses and a clothing style that could best be described as eclectic.
“I’ll complain to Adrian. This is not what I asked for. I bet Samantha did this to spite me,” Cheryl mused loudly, with no regard for the girl next to her.
“Why would Samantha do that?” Cian scrunched his nose. “You must have similar interests to be matched with each other. I mean, I don’t even get what the problem is.”
“The problem is that she doesn’t meet Cheryl’s beauty standards,” Shayna explained helpfully. Luckily, she was called up to meet her partner just then, narrowly escaping a bitch fight.
Cheryl huffed indignantly. “I will not be seen with this eyesore all week. Much less stay at her place in Marseille.”
“Eyesore?” the poor girl repeated. “I don’t understand.” Compared to Amélie, her German was much cleaner. She’d obviously understood most of what Cheryl had said.
“Matt,” Adrian called, distracting Lucille from Cheryl’s drama. “Your partner is Dion.”
Matt raised his hand halfway. His lacklustre gesture was reciprocated by a beautiful black boy with striking green eyes, who pulled his luggage towards them as if he’d much rather jump back onto the train. Judging by how Amélie immediately clung to his arm and pulled him closer, she was friends with him. If not more.
“Dion, looks like we’re going to spend a lot of time together,” Amélie chatted excitedly in French. “This is Lucille, and this is your partner, Matt. Be nice,” she hissed almost inaudibly.
“I’m always nice.” His eyes trailed over to where Cheryl was laying down some ground rules for her poor exchange student. “Stupid cow,” he muttered.
Lucille was about to say something when she noticed a bird settling on the sign above Cheryl’s head. A second later, it shat on her nose. Instantly, she started screaming, while the people around her burst out laughing. Even Shayna couldn’t hold back.
“Did you—?” Lucille was about to ask Dion, but he turned away from her abruptly and faced Matt.
“Is it far to your home?” he asked rather rudely. “I’m tired. And hungry.”
Matt stared at him, unable to make sense of the French. His eyes widened as panic set in.
“Oh, we won’t be going home straight away,” Lucille explained in place of Matt. “We’ll take the bus to school and have lunch there.”
Dion sighed, losing interest in Matt and turning to Amélie. “T’as encore de ces fameuses noix? Je suis affamé.”
“Bien sûr.” The two of them started chatting in French, making fun of Cheryl’s misfortune and commiserating with Michèlle, which seemed to be the name of Cheryl’s exchange student. Neither of them cared much about the exchange students they’d been paired with.
After everyone had been paired up, the teachers herded them towards the bus. Once again, the French students chose to stick together, and Lucille felt her excitement ebbing. Amélie had seemed nice enough, but with Dion around, she was completely ignoring her.
“Can I switch with Cheryl?” Matt muttered, staring daggers at Dion’s back. “She gets her arm candy, and I get someone who speaks German.”
Lucille didn’t share his communication problem. Her French was impeccable after the boarding school’s education. “Arm candy?” Dion was certainly that. Forbiddingly handsome, with broad shoulders and striking green eyes. “He does look good, doesn’t he?”
Matt just snorted.
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“You live in a castle?” While Amélie knew a bit of German, she was much more comfortable in French. Something she had in common with almost all the other students in her class.
Lucille chuckled. “It’s just a mansion, not a castle.”
“Just a mansion.” Amélie giggled. “You could host the entire class in here.”
“Well…” Lucille regarded the only home she’d ever known besides the boarding school. For the first time, she felt a bit embarrassed. “I will host a huge party on Friday!”
Amélie clapped her hands excitedly. “Oh, that sounds fabulous.” Her face fell. “But I don’t have anything to wear. Please tell me that there are some nice boutiques in town.”
Lucille grinned. Now, here was finally someone who enjoyed shopping as much as she did. “We can go tomorrow in our free time. I know a couple you might like.”
The car parked in front of the main entrance, and Lucille and Amélie got out. The chauffeur took care of the luggage, while Albert greeted them in his usual formal manner. Amélie just kept walking through the doors with her mouth and eyes wide open.
“Do you want the small tour or the long one?” Lucille asked, amused.
“How many hours does the long one take?” Amélie shot back.
“At least five!” Lucille pointed up the stairs. “I’ll show you to your room.”
Amélie had been given one of the guest rooms near Lucille, with her own bathroom. A bouquet of fresh flowers decorated the side table, and the kitchen had sent up refreshments. Excited, Amélie ran her fingers over the wooden headboard before letting herself fall on the bed, squealing at the springiness. “This is like a luxury holiday. I’m so grateful they assigned us. You’re like the coolest girl.” She sat up. “This room, a mega party, and you can speak French fluently. This is just perfect.”
“I’m glad to hear I pass,” Lucille laughed and curtsied for fun.
Just then, Amélie’s phone rang. She took one look and rolled her eyes. “Dion.” She accepted the call and began twirling a strand of her hair around one finger. “Do you miss me already?”
Lucille left her to her call, trying not to read too much into what she’d heard. After seeing Amélie and Dion at the train station and later at school, she’d already guessed the two were very close. They made an extraordinarily pretty couple, in Lucille’s opinion, but she couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed.
Dion had piqued her curiosity. He was a handsome young man with a startling gaze. But there had been a moment outside, where she’d been under the impression that he was a lot more than he pretended to be. As if he was only playing the disinterested jerk to keep anyone from looking too closely.
She sighed. Or perhaps she was making this up, because she couldn’t get those green eyes out of her mind.
“Gosh, he’s such a drama queen about this trip,” Amélie suddenly explained. “Turns out that while I get a room big enough to invite the whole class over for a sleepover, he only gets a mattress on the floor. And there’s a dog.”
“Does he not like dogs?” Lucille thought about Matt’s accommodation and wondered how the Traidous men would cope with an extra person in their tiny flat. Those green eyes in her mind, she wondered if she should invite Matt and Dion to stay at her place for the duration of the exchange. It could be fun.
“He didn’t grow up around animals, and they make him a bit skittish,” Amélie explained. “To be honest, I think he doesn’t appreciate how they see right through his act.”
“So, it is an act!” Embarrassed, Lucille covered her mouth. “Sorry. That…” She needed a distraction fast. “Are you two dating?”
Amélie’s eyes widened. “What? No! Dion doesn’t date.”
“Not at all?”
“He says love is an illusion. Which doesn’t keep him from making pretty eyes at girls.”
Lucille sat down next to Amélie and sighed. “He really does have pretty eyes.”
Amélie burst out giggling. “Oh no, he’s already put his spell on you. Don’t worry, you’re not the first.”
“I wouldn’t say he’s got me under his spell.” Spells, after all, were her speciality. The thrill of flirting washed through her, though. “I’m just saying that he has pretty eyes. Please don’t tell him.”
Amélie was still grinning. “Oh, believe me, Dion knows he’s got pretty eyes. He also knows how to gaze at you with them until you want to rip the clothes from his body and yours.” She rolled her eyes and sighed.
“Oh, so sex is not an illusion?” When Amélie nodded and blushed, Lucille snorted. “Well, in that case, he should get along with Matt splendidly. He’s the same.”
Amélie sat up straight, her eyes wide. “Oh, please tell me more about Matt. You two are friends, right? I mean, Dion has pretty eyes, but god, Matt’s a beautiful man.”
The tour was quickly forgotten as the two girls chatted about boys and giggled through the afternoon hours.






  
  Matt


“Here we are.” Matt gave the door a little push, making it bump into the wall. In front of him was the narrow corridor with the coat stand and shoe rack that led straight into the living room. From where he stood, he saw the door to his father’s room, and not much more. Crumbs came running, slunk around his legs, and barked excitedly. 
Next to him, Dion raised an eyebrow, as if to say he wasn’t very impressed. He never uttered a word, though. Just as he hadn’t spoken all the way home. They’d been together for four hours now, and Matt had the feeling that this week was going to last forever. He could barely string a simple sentence together in French, and Dion never even tried to speak German.
Meanwhile, the over-excited puppy was starting to take in the new arrival, sniffing his legs, before putting his paws on Dion’s thighs. While Crumbs was just a baby—a six-month-old baby—he’d grown quite a bit. Dion flinched and almost stumbled back out of the flat.
Matt sighed and got a hold of Crumbs, gently leading him away from the French boy and showering him with attention to make up for the lack of enthusiasm on Dion’s behalf. “He’s just curious who the new guy in our home is. Who’s a good boy? Yes, yes, you are.” Crumbs rewarded him with a wet kiss on his nose, then trailed off into the flat, circling his feeding bowl.
As before, there was no reply. Dion just looked as though he was regretting every life choice that had led him here.
“Not a dog fan, I take it,” Matt muttered to himself. He stood up and straightened his shoulders before leading the way in. Once they were in the living room, he quickly pointed out the facilities. “Kitchen. Bath. My father’s room. My room.”
He opened the door so Dion could stow away his luggage. The room wasn’t big enough for a second bed, so all Matt had to offer was an air mattress. It was either that or having Dion sleep on the couch in the living room. If their communication continued to be as painstaking as it was, Matt might consider moving himself.
As if he had evoked it, Dion turned to him and said, “Ce n'est pas très grand.”
“Uh…” He had no idea what Dion had just said. Probably a complaint. Or maybe it was a question. “You can put your things over there.” He pointed to the little space behind the air mattress.
Dion raised his arm and let his bag fall onto the air mattress, displeasure oozing out of him like the air did from the mattress. As the bed slowly deflated, he continued to stare at Matt.
“I’ll get it pumped up correctly next time.” He’d only figured out how to do it this morning. Surely Dion could cut him some slack. If they could find a way to communicate.
Matt reminded himself that he was the host and had agreed to ensure Dion’s well-being. As irritating as the French boy was, he didn’t hold a candle to Samantha. “Es tu… uhm… hungry?” Matt asked, feebly looking for the proper word in his head. He knew that much, didn’t he? Manger. Manger was eating. “Es tu mangé?”
Dion’s impassive mask broke as he snorted.
Obviously, he’d made the wrong choice. Annoyed, Matt turned around and walked off. “Just come along.”
He didn’t really care whether Dion followed him or not. He was going into the kitchen to grab a bite, and then he would take Crumbs for a nice long walk until he no longer wanted to wring his guest’s neck.
As he got closer to the kitchen, he heard some clattering. Hope flushed his veins. His father was home and could help him. Matt had no idea whether René spoke any French, but he knew how to deal with this. He dealt with moody children all day long—himself not included.
But the person in the kitchen wasn’t his father. It was his sister. His demon sister. “Menuha.”
Menuha whirled around, a wide smile on her lips. “Hello, Matt. You’ve got impeccable timing. I was going to cook something, but I have no idea what buttons to press on this machine. Last time I tried to cook in Ashuan, humans were still using a wood-powered stove, but I didn’t see any wood, and I think the food goes into the hole now.”
Curiously, Matt leaned to the side to catch a glimpse of what was going on behind her. She had managed to put the roast in the right spot, but the oven was cold. “You’re cooking?” He’d never seen her cook in Hescaryn.
Meanwhile, Menuha had discovered Dion and greeted him just as enthusiastically. “Hi. I’m Menuha, Matt’s sister. Half-sister, actually, but nobody cares about that.”
Dion stared at her as if she’d come from another world—which technically, she had. “C’est trop petit. Où vas-tu dormir?”
Just like Matt, Menuha had no idea what he was talking about. Matt turned on the oven, then shrugged. “I don’t understand him either. He probably thinks you’re too small.” It was the only word he’d picked up from the flurry.
Menuha chuckled at the idea she had to be taller. If anything was too high to reach for her, she could easily fly up. Which was absolutely not allowed to happen while Dion was staying. The last thing he needed was his guest running back home and telling all of France about the monsters in Greenvalley.
“Come with me.” He pulled Menuha out of the kitchen and onto the little balcony next to René’s room, leaving Dion to fend for himself.
“Why am I too small for him?” Menuha asked, still confused. “I’m as tall as he is.”
“Perhaps he’s into taller women.” As if that mattered. His guest would not be having sex with his sister! “What the hell are you doing here?”
“I’m visiting you.”
Matt sputtered. “Why?” Internally, he wanted to throw up. The last time his siblings had spontaneously arrived, it hadn’t ended well for him. “Is Caspar coming too?”
“Absolutely not!” Menuha shook her head. “I’m here because I was worried about you. After your Blood Night, you acted all weird, and then you left Hescaryn again.”
“I was not acting weird.”
“You didn’t have sex at all while you stayed at the residence,” Menuha explained drily.
Matt shrugged the notion off. “I wasn’t in the mood.”
“As I said. You’re acting weird.” When Matt groaned, she regarded him with pity. “How are you?”
He had no idea where to even start. “Perfect. I even had sex,” he added spitefully. The memory of Cheryl still clung to him. It had been alright while they were going at it, but afterwards, he’d felt no more relaxed than before.
Menuha studied his face. “Are you sure?”
“Half my friends can’t stand being in the same room as me, and I’m supposed to play babysitter for a French guy who refuses to communicate with me. I’m perfect, really.” Especially now that his demon sister had decided to drop in, because she was worried.
“If you want to talk—”
“No! I want to know why you’re really here. And stop pretending to care about me.”
Menuha sighed. “I do care. Fine. It’s the humans. Spending New Year’s with your friends was more fun than I’d had in a century.”
“Speak for yourself.” There wasn’t a single fun moment he remembered from his birthday.
Menuha smiled generously. “Your friends are amazing. The way they stood up for you, how you interact with them… Usually, when you tell a bunch of humans you’re a demon, they run away screaming or try to kill you, but your friends did neither. Instead, they were curious to hear more.”
Matt began massaging the bridge of his nose. Samantha had been carrying around a dagger designed to kill demons ever since that night. And Fabian still didn’t trust him not to murder any of his friends. “I think you’re wrong.”
“Please, Matt. Let me stay with you. Just for a couple of weeks. I want to get to know them more. I want to get to know you more.”
Out of all of his siblings, Menuha was the one person he would actually trust to mean what she said. She loved humans, always had, and there was not a single grudge he held against her. All his life, she’d been kind and supportive. Apart from the fact that she was incredibly close to Caspar, his tormentor. And as much as Matt tried, it was impossible for him to fully separate the two. “What about Caspar?”
“He won’t miss me.” Menuha scrunched up her nose as if the notion was outright ridiculous. “Matt, I know you think we’re inseparable, and it’s true to an extent, but that’s in demon terms. We’ve gone years without seeing each other. He won’t come looking for me if I stay away from Hescaryn for a little bit. I promise.”
Matt sighed. “I suppose there’s no reason to say no to you.” There had been a lot, but Menuha had outmanoeuvred him on all of them.
“You won’t regret it!” Menuha cried and threw herself around his neck. “Thanks, Matt! You’re the best.”
“Okay, okay. Just… don’t burn the house down while you’re cooking.” Her eyes grew big, as if wondering how she could possibly burn the house down with a human stove that didn’t even run on a fire. “And stay away from Dion. He’s not supposed to know what I am. Or what you are.”
A little more serious, Menuha nodded. “Pretend to be a human. Got it. I can totally do that.”
Matt wasn’t quite as sure, considering she hadn’t even known how to turn the oven on. But if Menuha showed his friends that not all demons were bad, perhaps they’d be able to trust him again. It was worth a shot.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I’m regretting ever signing up for French class. This exchange is the worst,” Matt complained to Lucille as he and the rest of the group set out to hike the Witches’ Trail, a mountain walkway stretching almost a hundred kilometres. They wouldn’t walk all of that in a day, just the part between Greenvalley and the Witches’ Dance Floor near Thale, but it would take them a few hours at least.
“You have to be open-minded. Amélie and I get along great.” Despite her usual preferences, Lucille was wearing some sensible hiking boots for the day.
Matt snorted. “Because you can speak her language. I can’t wait until this week is over.”
Dion was still refusing to talk to him. He was outright chatty today as he hung around his friends. He’d even joked with Amélie, the pretty girl Lucille had got as a partner. Their French chatter was far too complex and fast for Matt to grasp, but Lucille seemed to understand every word—and hated it.
Her forehead creased, and all the good mood drained out of her. “You’re right. They are the worst.”
“What did they say?” Matt despised how he couldn’t understand a thing.
Lucille lowered her voice and muttered under her breath, “Amélie just told him how he could have sex with me in a hundred different rooms.” Her mouth twisted bitterly. “And she made fun of how much I gushed about his eyes.”
“You want to have sex with him?” Matt shrugged and regarded Dion anew. He hadn’t even noticed his eyes on that sour-puss face. “There are better guys. He doesn’t speak a word of German, though I’m starting to think he’s just pretending. And he hates Crumbs.”
“He hates Crumbs?”
Matt rolled his eyes. “You know how he is. He’s a puppy. Wants to play, begs for snacks. Dion ignores him completely. He doesn’t even want to be in the same room as him. Like, I now have to keep Crumbs out of my bedroom for the week. And taking him on our walk was apparently a big offence. Scowled the whole way through and kept repeating some question in French that I didn’t understand.”
He kicked a pebble off the path and watched it roll down the hillside into the valley below them. It was a beautiful day. Not too warm and not too cold, with little wind. Perfect for a long hike, if it weren’t for the company.
“Have you tried talking to him in French? In my experience, speaking their language goes a long way,” Lucille said carefully.
“Unless you butcher it. Like me.” Matt sighed. “Look, I only picked French because my mum said it was the language of love. Honestly, I think she’s never met anyone from France.” He stared daggers into Dion’s broad back.
“Well…” Lucille started to sound amused. “I personally think it’s a beautiful language.”
“Because you can speak it.”
Behind them, Shayna and Cian caught up, joining them on the narrow path. “You also having problems with your partners?” Shayna asked. “Natalie babbles non-stop, never slowing down. And as soon as one of her friends comes, she lets me fall like a hot potato.”
“Bernard is quite nice. At least, without the others,” Cian said with a shrug. “And he can speak a decent amount of German.”
Matt stretched his neck to check out the group of French students. “Which one is Bernard?” If there was a nice German-speaking French student, he wanted to make his acquaintance.
“The one giving you longing glances from time to time,” Cian admitted. “He asked me last night if you were… you know, into boys, by chance.”
Now that was interesting. “I’m into anyone… who’s willing to communicate.” There! His eyes met those of a curly-haired blond guy with glasses. Matt wriggled his eyebrows and flashed him a quick grin to see him redden instantly. “He’s cute.”
“Is that so?” Cian asked, strangely thoughtful.
In the meantime, Lucille asked Shayna, “Where’s your Queen Bee?” Now that she’d said it, Matt noticed that Cheryl was nowhere to be seen. She would’ve been complaining about how the hike had ruined her stilettos, or something stupid like that.
“Off sick,” Shayna replied. “Developed new allergies overnight.”
“Her request for changing partners was denied,” Cian added helpfully.
“Poor Cheryl.” Matt’s own partner woes were suddenly forgotten as he exchanged another glance with Bernard. “Excuse me, while I go practise my French.”
Behind him, Lucille snorted. Matt left her in Shayna and Cian’s care and caught up with the boy who, as he saw Matt approaching, fell behind his own group. “Salut.”
“Salut,” Bernard said shyly.
“Je n’ais…” This time Matt intentionally stumbled over the unfamiliar vocabulary, then laughed charmingly about himself. “Sorry, I…”
“It’s okay.” As expected, the boy came through for him. “I can speak German a little bit. I try.”
“I’m Matt.” He reached out his hand. “Cian said you were curious about me.” As the other boy took his hand, ready to introduce himself, Matt leaned in and whispered, “The answer is yes.”
Bernard’s face blushed heavily. A smile broke through his embarrassment, and he laughed. “That’s superb. I mean… uhm…”
Matt grinned at him. Now this he could work with. The next two hours passed easily now that he had someone willing to communicate—and more than that. Bernard marvelled at the beautiful mountains they walked across, soaking up the folktales of feisty princesses, sneaky dwarves, and the devil himself, while Matt amused himself by teaching him naughty words until he was convinced Bernard couldn’t wait for the trip to be over and free time to commence. Folktales be damned.
After three hours, they finally reached the Witches’ Dance Floor on the hills above Thale. Even though it was the beginning of the week, the mountain top was packed with tourists. A gondola brought visitors up from the town below, but more were hiking up. Tourist shops and food trucks surrounded the main attraction, which was crowded with people. It was a bunch of naked bronze statues of the devil lording over the witches that worshipped him. A pretend witch home invited people to take a spooky tour, and across the plaza, a mini-golf course beckoned with statues of wooden mountain spirits. In a few days, on Walpurgis Night, this place would be even more packed with the biggest party of the year.
Before Mrs Lindenberger had finished her speech about the forty-five-minute lunch break, Matt pulled Bernard behind the witch house and started kissing him. At first, the boy seemed overwhelmed, but then he quickly leaned into it and enjoyed Matt’s offering.
Behind them, people squealed as they toured the house. Bernard broke off the kiss. “You’re impossible,” Bernard sputtered as he came up for breath.
“Just your local devil,” Matt answered with a grin.
It highly amused him how the whole area had once worshipped the devil. He wondered what demon had had their fun with the locals. Definitely someone from the House of Lust, if the stories of orgies were to be believed. Back in the day, the ‘devil’ had invited witches to him, and they’d worshipped him with their bodies in exchange for their powers.
The last part was most definitely a lie. The witches he knew drew their power from the magic flowing through the mountains. And they were more into protecting the region from demons than dancing and fornicating with them. Matt sighed. It would be much more fun if the stories were real.
While he continued kissing Bernard and feeling him up, his imagination kept getting away from him. He imagined himself on Walpurgis Night, a fire burning in the clearing that was Greenvalley’s spring of magic. And he wasn’t alone, but dancing around the flames with his own little witch: Samantha. A naked Samantha.
“Damn it!” He punched the wall next to Bernard’s head, biting his own tongue. Why was he thinking of Samantha while making out with another man? She hated him. And he hated her. Or at least, he tried to be indifferent about her. Whatever they’d once almost had was long lost, buried under blood and snow.
“Is everything okay?” Bernard asked slightly intimidated. He awkwardly readjusted his glasses with flushed cheeks.
Matt stroked his face, drinking in the beauty of arousal in Bernard’s face. “Yes, I’m good. Better even.” He was better without Samantha. She’d never dance around naked with him, or sneak away from a school function to make out in a semi-public space. Bernard, however…
He leaned forward to whisper a devious plan into the other boy’s ear, while letting his hands wander across his body. It would keep him occupied enough to forget all about Samantha and her stupid vendetta against him.






  
  Rachel


Rachel watched Samantha and Fabian goof around between the aisles of the second-hand shop they were visiting together after school. On Friday, Lucille was throwing her big Walpurgis Night party, and the three of them were shopping for cheap outfits that could be turned into some proper witch rags. 
With Jan off doing his own thing, and Lucille and Matt busy with their exchange students, it was just the three of them. Almost like before all the horrible events of last year. Samantha was clearly enjoying her Matt-free time, putting Fabian through a series of silly outfit changes, of which only half were suited for a witchy costume.
“You should totally dress up as a witch.” Samantha held a plaited skirt to Fabian’s hips that would have been out of fashion even for her grandmother. “Shake things up a little bit.”
“With the whole school watching? No thank you!” Fabian turned the skirt around and checked how it looked on Samantha. “Too boring. You wore that look two years ago.”
Samantha put the skirt back on the rack. “Which is why I offered it to you.” She went back to browsing the racks.
“Hey, can you help me with the Physics homework after this?” Fabian asked.
Rachel opened her mouth and shut it again. They’d been planning to go to her house after this. And she hadn’t exactly planned for Samantha to join them there.
“I don’t have Physics tomorrow,” Samantha said in a sing-song voice. Then she rolled her eyes. “Adrian asked me to take over the museum tour tomorrow, since he has an important meeting ahead of his big exams. And because it’s the Witch Museum.”
“That’s not fair!” Fabian complained predictably. “Look, I make an awesome guide. We’ve been there so much I know all about it. Please tell the school you need my help,” he begged with big eyes.
Samantha laughed, but then her eyes met Rachel’s, and she looked a little embarrassed. With a vague smile, she turned back to Fabian. “And leave Rachel all alone with Herbert? I can’t do that.” She nudged Fabian.
It was that physical touch that seemed to make Fabian remember his girlfriend was standing right there with them. Rachel sighed. “I wouldn’t mind.” She knew how torturous each Physics class was for Fabian. And if he’d rather spend the day with Samantha, she wouldn’t like it, but she’d understand it.
“Nonsense!” Samantha shot back immediately. “Besides, school would never agree. You suffer through Physics, and I will suffer through a morning with Matt and Cheryl.”
“Stick to Lucille,” Fabian advised, not taking the refusal personally. “Maybe you can have some witchy fun with the Elite Clique while you’re in Kessler’s home.” The Witch Museum was the former house of a famous local witch, Margarete Kessler.
“Anyway…” Samantha let the word drag on. “What do you think about this skirt, Rachel?”
The new skirt she’d found fell straight to the ground on Rachel’s short legs. Not the most flattering choice. Rachel couldn’t really feign the same excitement as her friends about Walpurgis Night. While the history of it was interesting enough, in the end, it was a loud party with grotesque faces and costumes, crackling fires and, in some places, celebratory witch burnings. They only burned straw puppets, but their symbolism was easy enough to understand.
“What do the real witches do for Walpurgis?” she asked Samantha. “Like, what does your grandmother do?”
Samantha looked through the clothes rack, trying to find something better after deciding that the length didn’t fit. “Oh, she meets up with the other witches in Harzgerode. They switch places every time, but basically, they go to a place in the forest where magic runs and perform a ritual, before sitting down and exchanging news. It’s like an AGM for witches.”
“Have you ever been?” Surely, a witch meeting would be more interesting than a party at Lucille’s house.
“No. Until recently, I didn’t meet the requirements of being a witch. And now… Well, I’m getting better, but my grandmother said that I—and I guess Lucille—are still considered apprentices. We’ll be invited once the time is right.” She sighed, letting go of the garments. “It’s not going to be this year.”
“Which is great news,” Fabian interjected. He put his hands on Samantha’s shoulders and grinned at Rachel. “Because this year, Lucille is making up for all the times she missed out on Walpurgis Night. She’s going all in, and it’s going to be epic. And you can’t miss it. Both of you!”
Samantha turned into him, laughing. “Why do you think we’re here, looking for costumes, doofus?” She bopped his nose, then pushed past him to examine another rack.
Fabian looked after her, then held out his hands for Rachel. “What do you want to go for? Full witchy or sexy witch?” With any other boy, it would’ve been clear what he preferred, but Fabian’s question seemed genuine. He cared about her wishes, not what he hoped for. If he even hoped for anything.
Rachel tried to imagine herself dressing up like some of the other girls, but it only made her uncomfortable. “Samantha would kill me if I didn’t go full witchy.” She grabbed the plain skirt rejected by Samantha and Fabian earlier. “I’ll make something out of this.”
“Alright. I’ll be your devil for the night either way.” Fabian grinned. “I’ve got some great theatrical make-up and prosthetics ready to go.”
“Tell me more.” Rachel hooked her arm with his as they followed Samantha down the aisle.

      [image: image-placeholder]After their shopping trip, Rachel and Fabian returned to her home without Samantha. Her friend had wisely feigned some plans of her own when Fabian had invited her. One part of Rachel was glad about it, thinking that she deserved some time alone with Fabian. The other was ironically worried about being alone with him. They’d never had their big talk. Fabian made it too easy to keep going as they were, and so the weeks had passed without them changing anything about their relationship.
“What shall we do tonight?” Fabian asked expectantly.
Rachel opened the door and fumbled for an answer. “What about a movie?” She saw her mother in the living room. “Or perhaps not.”
“Oh, hey, you two!” Her mother got up from the couch and smiled vaguely. “Did you want to use the living room? I can go upstairs. Or leave the house altogether, if you’ve got other plans.”
“Mum, please…” Rachel didn’t need her mum making thinly veiled sexual allusions as well. Though eighteen years old, Rachel didn’t feel ready for sex. She’d thought she would be by now, but the idea of it still held no appeal. Not even if it meant making Fabian happy. Like with big, loud parties, Rachel just wasn’t into it. And slowly, she was beginning to doubt she ever would be.
“I’ll go. It’s such nice weather. A walk, and maybe a coffee, would do me good.” Her mother grabbed her jacket, then winked at them. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
The door shut behind her, and Rachel begged for the ground to open up and swallow her whole. “I don’t think there’s anything my mother wouldn’t do or hasn’t done.” She smiled at Fabian. “Movie?”
“As long as it’s not a horror movie,” Fabian quipped.
“Learnt my lesson.”
They settled on the couch, and Rachel let Fabian pick some silly comedy while she prepared some snacks and drinks. With everything set up, she sat down next to him, and he started the movie.
About ten minutes in, Fabian’s arm fell on her shoulders, and he pulled her a little closer. Rachel instantly tensed and hated herself for it. What was she so scared of? She wanted Fabian! He wasn’t even doing anything, just holding her with his eyes glued to the screen. And yet, there was an inexplicable knot in Rachel’s tummy, as she dreaded something that wasn’t happening, anyway.
“You know, we should do our Physics homework,” Rachel said, before quickly adding, “after the movie, I mean.”
Fabian turned his head and frowned at her. “How do you get from drunken party antics”—he pointed at the screen—“to our Physics homework?”
“Well, those people are still going to school, right?” Rachel hadn’t truly paid attention to the movie. “I was just thinking, because you asked Samantha earlier.”
“Oh, she said, she’d send me her notes on the experiment. That’s almost as good as a report. I can make the rest up.” Fabian’s attention was drawn back to the screen, and he laughed.
It wasn’t the first time Fabian had copied his homework from Samantha, and it likely wouldn’t be the last, but Rachel couldn’t ignore the sting when he passed her over for Samantha’s scraps. She wasn’t truly jealous, she told herself. The relationship between her two best friends was over. Samantha had long since moved on, and Fabian seemed happy and content with his lot. But the emotional connection between them was as strong as ever. And despite being Fabian’s girlfriend, Rachel had the feeling she was no closer to him than she’d been before.
He was no longer trying to become intimate anymore—something Rachel should’ve been happy about. And yet, she wasn’t.
Confused and annoyed, Rachel snuggled into his arms and concentrated on the movie. There really was no reason she couldn’t enjoy being with Fabian if she shut her brain off. That was the most important thing. Shutting off the part that kept over-thinking and over-analysing every little detail until it no longer held any appeal.
Fabian was her boyfriend. Just as she’d always wanted. They were good. And any doubts were all in her imagination.






  
  Samantha


Samantha loved Greenvalley’s Witch Museum. In her opinion, it was even better than the big one in Thale, because the house had once belonged to a witch. Margarete Kessler was one of Greenvalley’s most famous inhabitants—or rather infamous, since she’d been tried for witchcraft and had died in the fire. Samantha had no idea if the poor woman had held any real powers, but either way, she’d been the victim of mass hysteria and foul play. And something about that had always spoken to her. So much so, she’d even dressed up as Margarete on Walpurgis Night before. 
Today, she was accompanying the French course and their exchange students. None of them were expecting her to give a tour, so all she really did was tag along with Lucille, who’d never visited the museum before.
“Is that…” Lucille pointed at a hairy pair of trousers with obvious appendages on the outside.
Samantha giggled. “The penis of a devil. Yes. Those pants are supposed to make you rich. And they curse you at the same time.”
“There’s no way in hell I would put these on,” Lucille declared, still pulling a face. “They’re not exactly a fashion statement.”
“No. Not really.” They were truly bizarre. And even after all these visits, Samantha hadn’t found out why the pants were fashioned the way they were, or whether they were supposed to imitate the actual skin of a devil. “Either way, they got demons dead wrong.”
“True. Speaking of…”
Just then, Matt joined them, tucking his shirt back into his pants. “What did I miss?”
“Well, I guess it does symbolise how demons never keep it in their pants,” Samantha mused.
Matt’s eyes narrowed. “You got a problem with that?”
Lucille put a hand on Matt’s arm, but Samantha rolled her eyes. “Excuse me. I’ve got work to do.”
She slipped into a neighbouring room before Lucille could stop her and took a deep breath. It had been nice not to deal with Matt for a few days. He could run around with some French girl or boy and leave her alone for once.
But her relief was only short-lived. “Hi, Sammy,” the dreaded voice of Cheryl trilled. A second later, she’d hooked her arm with Samantha’s and was dragging her along. “You must feel right at home here. I bet old Kessler was your ancestor. Have you inherited her broomstick for the flight on Friday?”
It wasn’t the first time Cheryl had brought up that particular joke. “What do you want?”
“Oh, you’re our guide today, aren’t you? I need you to show me something.”
There was no escaping Cheryl’s iron grip without making a scene. Samantha let herself be dragged into the room that was dedicated to Margarete Kessler’s trial. Along the walls, several items of her possession were exhibited, between them information signposted in three languages. The room was dominated by a huge contraption, though, one that looked like an oversized scale with two cages instead of scale pans. One of them was weighted down by a huge rock, while the second hung in the air.
As they approached it, Samantha figured out what Cheryl was trying to do. “Oh no.”
“It says here that witches were tested on these scales,” Cheryl announced, sounding awfully chirpy. “If they weigh less than the counterweight, they’re obviously witches. I just don’t get why? Why do witches not weigh anything?”
The answer shot to the tip of Samantha’s tongue. Because people believed they had to weigh next to nothing to be able to fly on broomsticks. Instead of saying so, she tried to wriggle her arm out of Cheryl’s grip. To no avail.
Cheryl kept pushing her until she faced the open door of the second cage. “Come on, Sammy, let’s settle this once and for all. You must be dying to know whether you’re a real witch after all these years.”
While the exhibition piece invited people to try out the ridiculousness of the biased trial, Samantha had no interest in testing it in front of all people. But the grip around her arm was starting to hurt, and Cheryl kept pushing her against the iron bars. A small crowd of students was already gathering, drawn in by Cheryl’s show.
If I do this, it’ll be over sooner, and she’ll move on to someone else, Samantha thought, and gave in. She climbed into the cage with a huge sigh and closed her eyes. Naturally, the upper cage didn’t move a bit.
The door clanged shut. Samantha’s eyes flew open.
“What are you doing?” She grappled for the door, but Cheryl was holding it shut.
She grinned at Samantha before getting out a pen to jam it into the primitive lock. Then she turned to the others. “Would you believe it? She doesn’t weigh a thing. You really are a witch. Just like Kessler.” Cheryl pointed at the portrait of the old woman.
Margarete Kessler had been a middle-aged woman with an unfortunately long nose and big teeth. Her eyes were like two dark beetles, which gave her a creepy stare that may have scared children—and enough people to accuse her of witchcraft.
“Be careful you don’t start looking like her!” Cheryl warned, then laughed. Several of the students around them, even some of the foreign exchange students, laughed along with her.
Samantha’s eyes were burning. Her throat felt tight as she stuck her fingers through the bars and tried to grab the pen. She would not cry in front of everyone. And certainly not in front of Cheryl. But her eyesight was compromised by a shimmering curtain, and she only managed to touch her fingertips to the pen, lacking any grip.
Just then, a hand touched hers and gently moved her fingers aside. Samantha blinked to see Cian trying to remove the pen. It was a bit jammed, but he got it out within a few seconds and swung the door open.
“Thank you,” Samantha whispered, too ashamed to hold his gaze.
Cian offered her his hand to climb out. He smiled good-naturedly. “Come on, you featherweight.”
“Cian!” Cheryl said, offended. “What are you doing?”
“You lost something,” he said matter-of-factly, and threw the pen to her.
Samantha used the distraction to climb out and swiftly walk away before the unshed tears fell after all.
“Sam!” Lucille called. She and Matt must’ve only just arrived in the room.
“What was that?” Matt asked, looking disgusted with whatever he’d seen.
Samantha fled into Lucille’s arms and pulled her out of the room. “Nothing.” The last person she needed to detail her ordeal at Cheryl’s hands to was the guy who’d put her through much worse.
While Lucille put an arm around her, she explained to Matt, “A witch trial. People back then were convinced that witches weighed nothing. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be able to fly. Another test was to tie them up and throw them into a lake. If they swim, witch. If not, not a witch. Still dead.”
“Man, seems like those people knew even less about humans than demons,” Matt mused.
“Why don’t you educate them?” Samantha shot back. He didn’t truly deserve it this time, but it helped her rid herself of the negative energy Cheryl had instilled in her. “Gosh, I hate her so much,” she whispered.
Lucille gave her a pitiful smile. “You and me both. Come on, let’s check out ghosts for a change.”
They had now reached a room dedicated to modern occultism. It was filled with stories about ghost sightings, such as the Brocken Spectre, and objects used in séances. Lucille was checking out a Ouija board. “Do you think we should get one for Friday?”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Even though they were most likely fake, Ouija boards creeped Samantha out. The last thing they needed was a ghost infestation at the party.
“Why not? What’s the deal with these?” Matt asked, confused.
Lucille rolled her eyes. “Apparently, you can use them to summon ghosts and ask them questions. The ghosts then move the planchette from letter to letter to answer. But, as it says here, it’s all due to the Carpenter Effect, which is an ideomotor phenomenon. So practically, people are so tense with expectation that their muscles twitch towards an answer. Or people are faking it to give each other a fright. We did it once at Rosemary and nothing happened.”
“I still wouldn’t risk it. We know ghosts exist.” The one time Samantha had tried it all by herself—since Fabian wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole—she had given herself a massive fright.
“I won’t use it. I was only thinking of getting one for decoration,” Lucille assured her. “I can’t wait for Friday! I’ve never been in Greenvalley during Walpurgis Night.”
Slowly, Samantha was recovering from her earlier embarrassment. “You’ve missed a lot. It’s my favourite day of the year.” The one time pretending to be a witch was not weird or something to laugh at. Though she was sure Cheryl would find something else to torment her with. “Please tell me you didn’t invite the Elite Clique.”
“I didn’t invite them,” Lucille said, but then her face fell. “They RSVP’d, nonetheless. But look, there will be about eighty people. We’ll stick together and shield you from them.” A wicked glint entered her eye. “And if they won’t leave you alone, we’ll show them what real witches do with those that laugh at them.”
Samantha shuddered. “Sometimes you scare me.” But it comforted her. Cheryl may have made fun of her for pretending to be a witch for years, but this year, there was no pretending.
This year, she truly was a witch.






  
  Jan


In Jan’s opinion, the best thing about school was a free period. Thanks to a lack of relief teachers, there was no one to cover Zobel’s classes while he was too sick to work, which meant they had five extra free periods this week. As usual, Jan and his friends spent them in the school hall, seated around their standard table. While he, Rachel, and Fabian were playing a round of Skat, Samantha was folding flyers. 
“A donation drive?” Jan asked, showing some interest in her activity when the current round ended.
“The cafeteria is asking for a rebuild.”
Fabian snorted. “Another excuse for raising prices, I’m sure. Is anyone still able to afford food here?”
“Lu is,” Jan mused. “Though she brings in her own five-star lunch.”
“Guys?” Rachel whispered. “What’s Matt’s sister doing here?”
Jan stretched his neck to check the entrance. Sure enough, Menuha was walking into the cafeteria, her eyes wide with wonder. “What the hell?” he whispered.
Under the table, Fabian was forming a delta with his fingers, while Samantha slipped one hand into her backpack, watching each of Menuha’s steps with trepidation. Jan stretched out on his chair, raising his chin to meet the challenge.
“Matt’s not here,” he said.
“Oh, I’m aware.” Disconcertingly, Menuha was smiling at all of them. “He’s on a trip with Dion. I just wanted to check out his school while I was here.”
“Visitors need to report to the office,” Samantha muttered, unable to bend her rule-abiding backbone.
Menuha looked confused for a moment. “I didn’t know that.” She cast around, searching. “Where is the office?”
“Forget the office!” Jan leaned forward, slapping his palm on the table. “Why are you really here?” He already had trouble understanding why a half-demon would attend school.
“As I said, I wanted to check out the school,” Menuha repeated.
Baffled, Jan took a moment to consider the possibility she truly could be here for that reason. It just didn’t make any sense! Anger was churning in his stomach. Demons were strolling around Greenvalley, attacking people at parties, selling drugs, and stealing the town’s magic. Now they were taking over the school. He was tired of the supernatural messing with them. “Bullshit! Nobody’s interested in school. Samantha excluded.”
Menuha ignored his outburst and turned to Samantha, her eyes wide with excitement. “You’re also interested in the human world?”
“I am a human.” Samantha’s hand was still in her backpack. Jan wondered what she was hiding in there that could harm a demon. Some potion, perhaps.
“Right. Silly me.” Menuha laughed. “Sorry, this is all new to me. I’ve been to Ashuan before, but things change so fast here. It feels like a whole other world compared to last time.”
Slowly, Fabian raised his hands again, relaxing his fingers. “Why do you have an interest in the human world?”
“Probably wants to take over,” Jan suggested. That was something demons did, wasn’t it?
“No, that would be unnecessary,” Menuha assured them. “I find Ashuan fascinating. You have such a short life, and yet you fill it with purpose.”
Jan exchanged an uneasy look with Fabian. He didn’t feel especially purposeful outside of the occasional monster hunt.
“Matt grew up so fast!” Menuha continued, ignorant to how the mood around the table had changed at the drop of his name. “You know, demons take a much longer time to grow up. If they ever come of age. An eighteen-year-old demon is still running around with blood steeds.” Her entire face lit up. She seemed to have great memories of what sounded like some dangerous creatures. “Within a demon’s childhood, you humans come of age, build families, have whole careers, and change the world profoundly. I admire that.”
Even Samantha had been worn down by Menuha’s unashamed friendliness and pulled her hand out of her bag. “Why do you call him Matt and not Melchior? Isn’t that his demon name?”
“Does he prefer that? I thought he liked Matt more whenever he’s here.”
“I have no idea what he prefers,” Samantha said decidedly, as if she hadn’t just asked about him herself.
Menuha sighed and began to observe Samantha closely, leaving Jan wondering how much she’d understood of what had happened that fateful January night. “He is going through a lot at the moment, rethinking many things. The Blood Night confused him, I think.”
If she’d hoped to have an empathetic discussion about Matt’s woes, she’d picked the wrong conversation partner. Samantha packed up her flyers and got up. “I need to bring these to the office. I'll see you guys later.” Then to Menuha, she said, “Have fun looking around school.”
“Sam…” Fabian called, but Samantha was already rushing off. “You need to excuse her,” he explained to Menuha. “She doesn’t like talking about the Blood Night.”
Menuha wasn’t quite as ignorant as she’d pretended to be. The over-excitement abated, and a serious expression took over her face. “That day must have been so scary for you all.”
“Scary?” Rachel asked drily. “Matt killed Daniel. He was Samantha’s boyfriend.”
“The young man Melaney was so interested in?” Menuha asked, then explained, “She noticed right away that Matt couldn’t stand him. Apparently, Samantha was the reason.”
Jan exchanged another look with Fabian, who swallowed. “Well, he was quite obviously jealous,” he confirmed. “But that’s irrelevant, isn’t it?”
“Jealousy?” Menuha frowned, as if the very thought Matt could be jealous of a human boy was too foreign. “It shouldn’t have mattered, but half-demons are different. Chay once told me that he’d wanted to kill the people he killed, but—”
“Woah!” Jan almost fell off his chair. “Chay’s Blood Night?” The seer had alluded to it, saying he regretted what had happened back then. Had that been a lie, then? If he’d wanted to kill them?
“Yes, Chay’s Blood Night is the stuff of legends in Hescaryn. He killed hundreds over two or three days, left hardly anyone alive,” Menuha explained, as if discussing someone weeding their garden.
Jan felt the blood drain from his face. Fabian looked like a ghost, and Rachel swallowed. None of them said a word. And here Jan had thought it had been some legendary party. Not a gory blood bath.
“He doesn’t like to talk about it,” Menuha mused thoughtfully. “I have no idea what happened exactly. I only met him about one-and-a-half centuries later.”
Jan’s feeble mind latched onto this unnecessary detail like a lifeline out of the blood-filled visions. “150 years? How old is he really?”
Menuha blew off some air, as if he’d asked her to solve some complex maths formula. “About 260 or 270 years? I’m not quite sure.”
“And you are?” Fabian asked, just as eager for an answer that involved no blood.
“Turned half-a-millennium twenty years ago,” Menuha declared proudly.
Jan was starting to feel a little dizzy. “Cool, cool. And you’ve been to Ashuan before?” No wonder Menuha thought things had changed so much. When she’d been young, there’d still been kings and queens around Germany.
“Yes. I like to visit from time to time.” The excitement was back in her eyes. “Every time I get here, it’s like a completely new world. Like these things!” Menuha grabbed Fabian’s cellphone from the table. “Everyone has one of these in their hands at all times. They must bring you great satisfaction.”
“Uhm, sure,” Fabian said, looking around awkwardly, as if he was afraid Menuha was going to break his phone.
Before Jan could generously explain the marvel of smartphones to Menuha, someone bumped into his chair and put their arms around his shoulders. Meg.
“Hey,” she said cheerfully, and kissed his temple. “We got out five minutes early.”
Jan twisted in his chair to get a real kiss. From the corner of his eye, he saw Anne approaching as well. As usual, his little sister was annoyed about having to spend time at their table, but she sat down nonetheless. Right next to a demon.
“Uhm…” He was frantically trying to find a reason to send the two of them away again.
But Meg immediately latched onto Menuha. “Who are you? I haven’t seen you before, have I?” As if to make it clear Jan belonged to her, she climbed onto his lap, one arm still around his neck.
“I’m Matt’s sister, Menuha,” Menuha said with the same kindness she’d shown before.
“Oh, hi!” Meg leaned forward again, wriggling her bum on Jan’s lap. “I’m Meg. Samantha’s little sister. Hi.”
“Anne,” Anne said shyly, not adding her claim to sisterhood.
Jan found it hard to concentrate with Meg so close to his nether regions. He was sure she knew exactly what she was doing to him.
Menuha seemed delighted to make their acquaintances. “So nice to meet you. You’re Samantha’s little sister. May I ask you something, then?”
“Uhm, I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Fabian said at the same time Meg assured Menuha with a resounding, “Sure!”
“I’m trying to figure something out,” Menuha started. “Did Matt sleep with your sister last year?”
Anne’s eyes bulged, Fabian sputtered, and Rachel started remixing the cards she’d already distributed.
Jan burst out laughing. “He wishes.”
“No, he doesn’t,” Meg declared. “Why would Matt be interested in my sister? She’s so boring.”
Jan rubbed her back, and despite being of a completely different opinion, he said, “Exactly.”
“They haven’t,” Rachel announced quietly. Her eyes fixed to the table, she said a little too fast, “It’s not fair to talk about something like this without the relevant parties present, but they haven’t. Sam said she had no interest in becoming one of his conquests.”
Fabian jumped straight on to the declaration. “That sounds like Sam. She’s looking for love. Nothing Matt could give her. And apart from that, the two hate each other now.”
“And I still don’t know why,” Meg mused.
That was a good thing, in Jan’s opinion.
Meanwhile, Menuha had taken in all their opinions, nodding thoughtfully. Her gaze landed on Fabian at last. “Love?” she asked.
Fabian reddened promptly. He checked with Meg and Anne, then
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