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  A note about sensitive topics


While there is a lot of magic and fantastical creatures in this series, the teenagers at the heart of the story are just that: teenagers. As such, they deal with a number of very real issues alongside their magical ones. 
If you don't like spoilers and you’re cool with everything, skip this note and start the book. If you want to be prepared, read on. I’m writing this because reading should be fun, not bear nasty surprises.
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, sex will be a topic, particularly in this book, where Melaney unleashes her sin on the characters.
Saying that, 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 Parts 3 and 5. 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 and another in Part 2, which includes a car accident and the loss of a parent in the past. In Part 2 there’s also a scene with self-harm.
Part 5 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.
Lastly, this series deals a lot with demons, Hell, and the seven deadly sins. Demons have no morals to speak of and will engage in incestuous relationships. If any of this makes you uncomfortable, then this is not the book for you. Skip ahead to Ashuan Envy, which has none of that stuff.
Lots of warnings for this one, but while the characters live in a dangerous world, it’s also a beautiful one. For every dark place there is light and humour, and—of course—magic. Lots and lots of magic.
Enjoy!
.
Love, Janna






  
  Grab this bonus adventure for free
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Magic, romance, and bone-chilling mystery collide as an adventurous witch and a charming water mage team up to save a star-crossed vampire couple.

.

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

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

.

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

.

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








  
  Part 1

Regret & Forgiveness
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  Caspar


Bright light flooded the darkness of his world. Caspar’s eyes filled with tears at the sudden intensity. In the back of his mind, he told himself it probably wasn’t that bright, not like daylight on one of the many surface worlds. But after the days, maybe weeks—certainly not months—he’d spent in total darkness, even the smallest source of light was enough to blind. 
“Your sentence is up,” a voice called from outside the walls.
Caspar knew instinctively what had been impenetrable before was now easily traversable. All he had to do was get up and jump out, leaving the darkness behind. The demon outside wouldn’t stick around to wait for him, especially if they knew who their prisoner was.
But Caspar didn’t get up. He didn’t feel the rush of anger that filled him so often. He just sat there, wishing for the darkness to return.
The light was cruel. Not because it came so suddenly and was far too bright for his eyes after all this time, but because it didn’t allow him to retreat. Instead, it laid everything bare, forcing him back into a world without her.
Jeyne.
For five hundred years, Caspar had managed to push her to the back of his mind. He’d blocked every memory and every feeling he’d ever had. One visit to the Web of Memories had brought it all back with the force of an avalanche.
Down here in the darkness, there’d been nothing else to distract him from his feelings. He’d allowed himself to relive it all, to recall every fleeting moment they’d shared. He’d wallowed in his pain, allowed himself to stay in it, with no one to witness his weakness, no one to use it against him. But now his sentence was over. He’d have to return to the world and he’d have to bottle it all up again if he wanted to survive.
The problem was… Caspar wasn’t sure if he wanted to do that anymore.
His eyes had stopped burning and adjusted. With a heavy sigh, he pushed himself to his feet. There was no point in feeling all that he felt. Jeyne was long gone. So long gone, her soul would have been reincarnated by now. Somewhere in the multitude of worlds she’d get another chance at life. Hopefully, this time, she’d been born to better parents. And hopefully, this time, she wouldn’t fall in love with a demon.
Caspar knew better than to seek her out. Her soul would have been washed clean with no memory of him left. And judging by what had happened last time, it would be better if he stayed far away.
Satisfied that he’d regained his sanity, Caspar left the Dark Cells behind and jumped straight into the Residence of Lust, where his room awaited him.
As soon as the sparse furniture appeared, he bit down a curse. The layer of dust indicated he’d been locked away for at least two months. Two months wasn’t much in demon terms, but in human terms…
Caspar shook his head. He couldn’t think in human terms. He didn’t give a damn about what humans could have done in two months.
He’d almost convinced himself when he heard voices outside his room. 
“Samantha assured me it would work.” 
Melchior. His hated half-human half-brother. Had he used these two months of Caspar’s absence to make himself the new Archdemon of Lust or had something else brought him here after such a long absence?
“As soon as we’re done here, she’ll summon you and bring you back to Ashuan,” Melchior continued.
“I can’t wait.” The female voice that answered belonged to Menuha, Caspar’s twin sister. She’d been banished from Ashuan by mistake when Melchior and his little group of humans had banished Caspar. Now they were going to bring her back.
Caspar shrugged. He had no desire to return to Ashuan. Sure, it was annoying to find himself banished from a world, but if it were possible, he’d never visit a human world again.
Melchior and Menuha moved on, neither bothering to check Caspar’s rooms. The thought left him with an annoying little pang. So, what if his twin sister hadn’t sensed his presence? She was clearly distracted by the prospect of seeing her beloved humans again. Caspar had assumed it was she who’d finally managed to get him released, but clearly, she was preoccupied.
That suited him just fine. This way he’d have a little more time for himself.
For Jeyne.

      [image: image-placeholder]A few hours later, Caspar had cleaned up and collected reports from his Blood Riders. Standing over a strategic model of the Southern Provinces, he moved his markers, trying to recreate the campaigns in his absence.
The door opened. Caspar recognised his older brother Balthasar from the confident tread of his shoes even before he’d opened his mouth. 
“You’re settled back in. Good. We’ve got work to do.”
“You got me out?” He’d been expecting Menuha or his mother. Or even Volac, who’d been down a general.
“Well, who else would care about your sorry ass?”
Caspar raised an eyebrow. “You care?”
Balthasar must have come straight from the Small Council. He was still wearing his black robes. “Well, ‘care’ isn’t exactly what I was after. I need your help.”
“You? Need my help?” Contrary to what Balthasar thought, Caspar wasn’t stupid. He knew his brother was up to something. “For what?”
“Melchior, of course. Or have you given up?”
Caspar lost interest. The only important information was that nothing had changed while he’d been away. Melchior hadn’t made his move. Of course he hadn’t. “He’s hiding in Ashuan. I’m tied to Hescaryn. Unless you have a plan to get him to Hescaryn, I don’t see how I can be of help to you.” He didn’t mention Melchior had been here only hours ago.
Balthasar rolled his eyes. “Thanks, Caspar. I know all that, and of course I have a plan on how we can lure him here.”
“How?” The question was more because it was expected of him than because he really wanted to know.
“There’s a birthday party tomorrow,” Balthasar said, with a sly grin. “And you know how exciting birthdays can be in Ashuan.”
Caspar frowned again. Had he actually only been away for two weeks? No, it couldn’t be. “Aren’t you a bit late for his nineteenth?”
“Not his,” Balthasar snapped, “Samantha’s. Do you really have to pretend to be dumber than you are?”
“What do I care about a human witch’s birthday?”
“You care because she’s his weakness. He loves her. Or at least he’s convinced himself he’s in love. Whatever. Fact is, he’d come here for her. To you.”
Love. Caspar would’ve gone to the end of all worlds and beyond for Jeyne. It hadn’t helped. “And how would I get my hands on Samantha?”
“I’ll bring her to you with one of your transport runes, if you still have enough brain cells left to make me one. Samantha disappears from her birthday party, your signature is in the air, and three seconds later Melchior shows up here.”
Caspar snorted softly.
Exasperated, Balthasar clenched his fists. “By the gods, you’re slow today. Did the Dark Cells imbue you with sloth?” He rolled his eyes and turned away. “I expect the rune in the morning.” He waved vaguely around the room. “And perhaps prepare yourself. Samantha is full of surprises.”
“I can handle a human girl.”
“She is the reincarnation of Gwydion, the god of magic—and Dianthos, the god of flowers.” Balthasar took a scroll from his robe and threw it at Caspar. “I found this in Chay’s notes.”
Caspar snatched the scroll from the air and unrolled it. Reincarnations mattered so little when everything was washed clean in the Land of the Dead. Gwydion may have been a formidable human, a genius of magic who’d served the goddess Freya until raised to divinity himself, but the human soul he’d left behind had carried none of his greatness. Caspar bet most of his reincarnations had never even touched magic.
“It’s an impressive line of reincarnations,” Balthasar droned on in that particular voice of his, trying to make a point Caspar couldn’t see. “Her soul has two ancestral lines.”
“It happens,” Caspar muttered, trying to identify one of the many names. “Two souls can become one or one can split.”
“And how do you know this?” Balthasar asked.
Caspar’s gaze remained glued to the scroll. According to Chay’s notes, Dianthos’ line had ended with Mireille Durand, an Ashuan girl who’d died at the age of seventeen, shot while on the run with her supposed lover, one Henri du Ammel, exactly 526 years ago. “Twins. One soul separated.”
“Fascinating. Pity all the positive qualities of your soul went to Menuha.”
Caspar didn’t respond. His gaze was fixed on the end of Gwydion’s line. Another teenage girl. Again, 526 years ago. Executed for consorting with demons. Jeyne Wynter.
“Try not to underestimate Samantha. With that line of ancestors, she’ll probably surpass you in a few years. In magic, of course. In intelligence, she’s already way ahead.” Balthasar sighed. “Caspar? If there’s any activity in that tiny brain of yours, you could shrug or grunt or something.”
Caspar couldn’t do either. The name before his eyes burned a hole in his stomach. Not a child in a faraway world, impossible to find, but right in front of him. And he was supposed to lure her to him. To Hell.
He wet his lips and took a shaky breath. “What am I supposed to do with her while we wait for Melchior?”
Melchior, who was head over heels in love with her. With his Jeyne.
“Whatever you want,” said Balthasar, unaware of how tightly Caspar’s fingers gripped the scroll. “Let off some steam. Tear her apart. I don’t care. Are you with me or not?”
Tear Jeyne apart? End her short life prematurely again? The scroll ached under his grip.
“Caspar!” Balthasar snapped.
The harsh tone helped Caspar tear his gaze from the scroll. From her name. “I’m in. Yes. Bring her to me.”
Balthasar snorted. “Now, was that so hard?” With another eye-roll, he left, his robes blowing in the wind behind him.
Caspar clutched the scroll again, his gaze fixed on Jeyne’s name. It didn’t matter that Samantha had two divine ancestors and a number of impressive witches and mages in her soul history. All that mattered was that she was Jeyne.
His Jeyne.






  
  Samantha


With a month to go before her written exams and her parents separating, the last thing on Samantha’s mind was her birthday. Instead of the usual birthday table, all she’d found that morning had been a hastily signed card and some money. The only real present had been a book from Meg, ordered from her wish list. There hadn’t even been the usual quick get-together and congratulations. Her mother was in Cologne, setting up her new flat, planning to return later today, and her father had already left for work. Once again, Meg was the one left to bring up the rear, and her sister had never been big on celebrating her. 
As far as birthdays went, this one ranked right at the bottom.
At school, Samantha sorted her books in her locker for the day. Her gaze fell on the yearbook proof and she sighed. That was something else she had to take care of. But not today.
She closed the locker door and found Cian leaning behind it, a box of chocolates in his hand. “Happy birthday.”
Just like that, her day looked a little brighter. “Thank you.”
As she hugged him, she could see Matt and Lucille approaching. Her lips tingled at the memory of the featherweight kiss Matt had planted on them a week ago, and she pulled away.
Cian noticed her stare and looked over his shoulder. “Oh well. See you later, birthday girl.”
“See you,” Samantha replied automatically, then remembered there was no Chemistry today. Before she could ask Cian what he’d meant, the others arrived.
Lucille went straight for a hug. “Happy birthday!”
“Yeah, all that,” Matt said in a strangely blasé voice and with an even stranger hand wave. Then he simply walked away.
Confused, Samantha watched him head down the corridor. “Is he alright?”
“Yes, why wouldn’t he be?” Now Lucille sounded strange too.
“Yeah, all that?” Samantha repeated irritated. “Is he upset because he saw me hugging Cian?”
Lucille linked her arm with hers. “Nah, I don’t think so. He probably just doesn’t care much about birthdays. You know, being half-demon and all. It’s no big deal.”
That made sense, although it still hurt. She’d thought Matt would have been exposed to enough human birthdays by now to know they were some kind of deal. “Oh well, it’s only my nineteenth. Nothing important.”
“Exactly.”
Now, that was really out of character for Lucille, no matter how positive she sounded. Lucille loved parties and never missed an opportunity to celebrate. Between her airheaded chatter and Matt’s don’t-care attitude, Samantha thought she knew what was going on.
“You’ve got another surprise party planned, haven’t you?”
Startled, Lucille stared at her. Then she wet her lips. “You didn’t hear it from me.”
Samantha chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ll act surprised.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samantha dreaded going home. They may have defeated the soul parasites that had eaten away her parents’ marriage, but it had still fallen apart. Now that her mother and Meg were moving to Cologne while she was staying with her father, her family had been effectively halved.
Moving to Cologne was out of the question for her. She had a life and responsibilities here. Besides, big cities always lacked magic, and Samantha couldn’t imagine living in a place that wasn’t brimming with it.
When she arrived home, there was a moving van outside the house. Movers were going in and out of her home carrying boxes of stuff, as well as the furniture from Meg’s room and a few other select pieces. Samantha slipped inside between two movers and found her mother directing people in the living room.
Her eyes lit up when she spotted Samantha. “Ah, if it isn’t my little birthday girl.” She opened her arms for a hug.
Samantha ignored the invitation. “You booked the movers for today?”
“It was the only available date this month,” Juliane said with an apologetic smile. “I know it’s not what you wanted, but Meg told me you were celebrating somewhere else anyway.”
“You mean my surprise party?”
Juliane’s mouth made a small ‘O’. “Did I just spoil the surprise?”
Something bitter tried to worm its way out, but Samantha swallowed it. “No, I figured it out myself.” As much as she appreciated the effort her friends had put in, she felt a little too fragile for surprises. What she needed today wasn’t feigned indifference to be surprised later. What she needed was positive attention and distraction.
“Of course you did.” Juliane laughed softly, then took a step forward to cup her face. “You’re my smart one.”
“Excuse me?” Meg cleared her throat behind them. She was coming down the stairs, dropping cuddly toys into a moving box. “What am I? The dumb one?”
Juliane groaned a little, then laughed again. “You, my dear, are my feisty one.”
Meg snorted and rolled her eyes. “I’m all packed for now. So, if you two are finished, I’ll have to kidnap Sam.”
“Are we finished?” Samantha asked, not quite sure what to make of her own voice. Was it confrontational or meek? What kind of question was that even?
Her mother’s gaze softened. “We could never be finished. I’m your mum, even if we live in different cities. And I’m sorry this has come at one of the worst times. You should be concentrating on your final exams and not on this bullshit.” She shrugged. “There, I said it. And I’m also sorry for ruining your birthday like this. I know it’s not what you wanted.”
“It’s just my nineteenth. Nothing special.”
“Every birthday of yours is special to me. I just had a lot to do this year. As soon as Meg and I are settled in, you’ll come and visit us, and we’ll go for a big dinner in Cologne. Something really nice. None of those boring small-town options.”
Samantha liked the so-called boring options. They tasted like home. “Sure.” It probably wouldn’t hurt her to try something new once in a while.
“Are you done now?” Meg nagged. “This is sort of my party, too.”
“Sort of?” Samantha asked, fearing the worst. Meg’s circle of friends was much bigger than hers.
“Don’t worry, I’ll have a separate farewell party tomorrow, but it’s still kind of a goodbye. Now, can we please go?”
Samantha looked at her mother and Juliane smiled. When she opened her arms this time, Samantha came willingly.
“Happy birthday, darling.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Halfway to Blackstone House, Meg insisted on blindfolding her. “Remember, it’s a surprise party. Matt will flip out if his surprise is spoiled.”
“Matt will flip out?” Her heart did a little flip of its own. Matt cared.
Meg rolled her eyes. “He’s so annoying. Almost as bad as Fabian. I think the only reason that one hasn’t been on my case is because he’s busy with Lia.”
“But Matt has been?”
Meg stopped trying to get the blindfold on for long enough to throw her a look before giving in. “I don’t know why, but for some reason the hottest guy in school is obsessed with you. Now shut up and let him surprise you.” With that she pulled the scarf over Samantha’s eyes and knotted it at the back of her head.
As Samantha blindly followed Meg, she wondered what surprises Matt had planned. She still didn’t know how she truly felt about him, but if the bubbling heat in her stomach was any indication, the thought of him was exciting.
“Careful, step,” Meg said. Samantha could feel a winter breeze.
“Is that you, Neve?” Samantha asked, amused.
“Neve is hiding,” the little snow witch whispered.
Samantha grinned. “Neve is hiding very well. I can’t see you at all.”
Someone groaned, probably Fabian. She could feel the others around her as someone came closer. “I’ll take it from here.”
Her heart skipped a beat as she recognised Matt’s voice. Meg’s hand fell away, replaced by another pair of hands on her shoulders. A puff of hot air brushed against her ear. “Just keep going.”
She was glad he hadn’t asked her to speak because she wasn’t sure she could’ve. But walking worked. With bated breath, she let Matt lead her through what she thought was the living room. To her surprise, he kept going, out the back, and outside again. “Where are you taking me?”
“You’ll see.” Again with that low voice close to her ear. Samantha had to remind herself that all her friends were probably standing around to avoid turning into a puddle. This blindfold thing was dangerous.
“Ready?”
She almost answered “No,” but managed a gentle nod instead.
Matt’s fingers disappeared from her shoulders to loosen the knot. As the wool fell away, Samantha found herself standing in Jan’s garden. But it wasn’t the garden she’d seen when they’d renovated the place. The garden then had been almost non-existent, a bare wasteland of dry bushes covered in snow. This garden was green. And not the pale green of early bloomers, but a deep, lush green. There was a meadow decked with fairy lights at her feet, but around it the vegetation was almost forest-like, with winding paths leading through the thicket. At least half the bushes and trees were in bloom.
“I don’t understand,” Samantha said. Every time she tried to look away, she found some new, exciting plant. It reminded her of something, but it wasn’t until she saw the little stone pool with its silver liquid that she understood what she was looking at. A miniature version of the gardens they’d visited in Hell. “Where are we?” she asked with growing trepidation.
Matt laughed softly. “We’re still in Jan’s garden. Or rather your garden. I asked Adrianes for help.”
“This is for me?”
“It’s your birthday present,” Matt said, amusedly. He bit his lip. “Do you like it?”
“Do I like it?” Now she was laughing. “It’s magical!” In every sense of the word.
She turned and wrapped her arms around Matt, still laughing. “Thank you! This is... I think this is the best birthday present I’ve ever had.”
His face lit up like the winter sun and Samantha swore he grew two centimetres at the compliment. She laughed again, then noticed the rest of her friends waiting expectantly inside. 
When Lucille caught her eye, she grinned. “Surprise!”
Matt let go of her as the others came out to congratulate her. A garden party in the middle of March. Now that was a surprise party to her taste.






  
  Jan


Jan had been grumbling a lot in the run-up to this surprise party. He’d barely finished renovating the necessary parts of the house and was a little overwhelmed by all the action. But now, as all these people gathered in the living room or on the magically heated patio, he felt something like pride fill his chest. 
He’d done it. After all the trials and tribulations of dropping out of school, losing his job, and being kicked out of his home, he felt he was finally on the right track. He was about to start his paramedic training and he had his own house. At twenty.
That deserved a celebration. Though the choice of guests was a little off.
Rachel had brought Hugo along, much to Neve’s delight—and Hugo’s distress—while Lu and Fabian had brought their respective partners. Matt was currently surrounded by his demon friends: the bubbly Menuha, who couldn’t stop grinning at being back in Ashuan, the tense Chay, and a younger demon—probably older than Jan’s parents—with his leathery wings on full display. He was Balthasar’s son, Adrianes, and Hell’s head gardener. Jan had become strangely acquainted with him as he and Matt had worked together to transform the dead patch of land behind the house into a garden worthy of a conservatory. Fortunately, the nearest neighbour was far enough away to avoid attracting attention.
On the other side were his sister, who’d brought her boyfriend Robert, and Meg, who was talking about her first few days in Cologne. Jan grabbed some punch and made his way over.
Meg took a glass from him without even looking and continued with starry eyes, “There are so many people. It’s unbelievable. Nobody knows you. Nobody’s going to tell your mum they saw you hanging out with this person or that person or ask if you remember some incredibly embarrassing childhood moment. Best of all, people come from all over the world. One week and I already feel like I’ve outgrown Greenvalley. How did I ever manage to live here?”
Jan put an arm around her shoulders and grinned. “With me, of course.”
As if by accident, Meg twisted out of his embrace and grabbed a handful of snacks. While Robert was telling Meg how much he liked this close-knit community with its own little rules, the doorbell rang.
Jan got up before Neve decided to show herself and opened the door. Outside, Cian stood with his hand raised, Alan and Shayna behind him.
“Um, can I help you?” Jan asked, confused. He understood Cian, although the boy must be crazy to try to get close to Samantha with Matt and his demon relatives around. But Alan and Shayna? Surely that was a mistake.
“We’re here for the party,” Cian said with an easy smile, lifting up a pack of beers he was carrying.
“What kind of dump is this?” Alan asked, craning his neck to look up at the facade.
“Mine,” Jan snapped.
Just then, Lu hurried over. “I invited them. Come on in!” She pushed Jan aside to make room. “The birthday girl is in the garden.”
Cian gave her a friendly nod and headed straight outside. Shayna looked equally excited, while Alan wrinkled his nose in disgust at the sight of Adrianes. “Is this a costume party?”
“Why on earth did you invite the Elite Clique?” Jan hissed when they were all gone.
“Just the three of them,” Lu apologised. “Actually, just Cian, because he and Sam… well, you know, they’re friends. Anyway, Alan and Shayna heard me and Shayna asked if they could come. I couldn’t possibly say no.”
Jan groaned. “Next time that’s exactly what you’re going to say.”
The last thing he needed was a fight in his brand-new house. Even if it was a dump.






  
  Matt


Matt’s surprise had been a complete success. One look in Samantha’s sparkling eyes and he’d known he’d done the right thing for once. It wasn’t just that her Emblem of Power was a bunch of flowers. He remembered how much she’d missed her childhood garden when they’d found the emblem. And the way she’d looked at Hescaryn’s gardens. If she hadn’t been ill and their town in desperate need of the cure, she would have probably begged him to stay there for a week. Now she had her own little hellish garden, green even in winter. And he hadn’t even shown her the swing in the back yet. 
Of course, not everything had gone so smoothly. For some reason, half of the Elite Clique had turned up, and now Matt was forced to watch Samantha chatting with Cian on the terrace while he stood at the buffet with Chay and Adrianes.
“If you want to study at Fader,” Chay said, “you should apply soon before all the places are filled. Interglobal Studies is a competitive course, but if I write you a recommendation, they should offer you a place.”
Adrianes grinned. “Oh yes, when the Great Chay recommends a student, they’ll light up the cave.”
Matt chuckled at the thought of any humans caring about cave lighting—and Chay’s reputation. “Do they know you there?” 
He was still deciding what to do after school. The University of Greenvalley was an option, but none of the courses there interested him much. As fascinating as school had been, there was not a single subject he could see himself pursuing for a couple of decades. The big University of Fader had the opposite problem. There were far too many courses to choose from.
Chay shrugged. “I’ve taught a few classes now and then.”
“He’s massively understating his notoriety,” Adrianes claimed. “I’ve heard Balthasar say he’s something of a folk hero in Fader.”
The notion made Chay snort. “That depends on who you ask.”
Adrianes grinned and shook his head, as if he didn’t believe Chay, while Matt almost burst with curiosity. He was well aware Chay had visited many worlds and saved almost as many. Fader was a city on the world of Lukrya and home to the Interglobal Parliament. It was the centre of all connected worlds, a crossroads as well as a meeting place.
It wasn’t Chay’s hometown, though Lukrya was the world the half-demon had been born in, but it was where he spent most of his time. Many years ago, Chay had studied at the great university. These days, he worked mostly with the parliament as a valued advisor.
Still grinning, Adrianes turned to Matt. “Anyway, if you’re going to Fader, please, please, please send me copies of your botanical notes. I’d like to learn more about the flora of other worlds. Like this one.” Adrianes had brought as many plants back from Greenvalley’s flora as he had from Hescaryn to Greenvalley.
“Of course. General Botany is a mandatory course, but if I end up doing a specialised one, I’ll send you everything I find. Honestly, when I look at the choice of classes, I would almost say choosing a subject is easier.” There were dozens of paths through Interglobal Studies.
Chay laughed out loud. “Yes, that’s what we call the Fader Effect. It’s the biggest university in all the worlds. Over two thousand faculties and over a million students—more than there are even demons in Hescaryn.”
“Wow.” Matt couldn’t even imagine that many demons in one place.
Just then, the sudden movement of several guests alerted them to Balthasar’s appearance in the middle of the living room. He looked disoriented for a moment before his gaze found Matt.
Meanwhile, Alan was staring at him with eyes as big as saucers. “What the hell?”
Lucille quickly stepped in and started clapping. “A big hand for Balthasar!”
With a glance at his brother, Matt clapped enthusiastically, and the others followed, albeit much more reluctantly. Balthasar looked a little confused but shook it off, as he did most things.
“That was the beginning of our little magic show,” Lucille continued. “Philipp, can you pass me the top hat?”
For some reason, Philipp had one at hand. “Of course, my enchanting Lucille.”
Lucille smiled at him before she began to pull coloured handkerchiefs from it. The applause after the demonstration was much more sincere, although Matt didn’t understand why.
“Excuse me. I need to find the relief area.” Adrianes ducked away just before Balthasar reached their small gathering. The older demon didn’t even spare him a look.
“What are you doing here?” Matt bit out. He was still angry after Balthasar’s last visit to Greenvalley. It had almost cost him his humanity.
Balthasar smiled, as if he didn’t remember anything. “I’m here to attend Samantha’s birthday party, of course.”
“I don’t think she’ll appreciate it. You know, after you got her parents to split up. A week ago,” Matt added sharply.
“As if they weren’t splitting up anyway.” Losing interest in the subject, Balthasar looked outside. “Hell plants?”
“They’re harmless.”
“I know.” Balthasar rolled his eyes. “I just wondered why they’re here.”
Matt pressed his lips together, refusing to explain his actions to the elder.
Balthasar studied him carefully, then sighed. “Let me guess, the little witch loves her nature? And you’re still head over heels for her.” He nodded at Chay. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“Generally,” Chay replied tersely.
Confused, Matt looked back and forth between them. “What do you know about Chay’s plans?”
“Doesn’t matter.” Balthasar waved him off. “So, what ridiculous games are you playing at this party?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Somehow Matt had come to terms with Balthasar’s presence. He’d watched him closely at first, but Balthasar had congratulated Samantha, then made polite conversation with the other guests. And after a few hours, Matt had decided he wasn’t here to stir things up. Except for his annoying presence, that was.
For the moment, Menuha was keeping him distracted, leaving Matt to his own entertainment. Time had passed and darkness had fallen. Most of the party had moved outside, where fairy lights illuminated the meadow which had been transformed into a dance floor. There were three couples dancing at the moment. Matt was about to make it four.
He walked over to Samantha where she was standing with Hugo and Rachel, laughing at something the ghost had said. But before Matt could ask her to dance, Cian swooped in out of nowhere and asked for her hand.
Instead of backing down, Matt went ahead and took Samantha’s hand from Cian’s. “I’m afraid Samantha was waiting for a dance with me. You’ve had plenty of time.”
Cian glared at him while Rachel and Hugo quickly backed away. “Who says she wants to dance with you?”
“Um… guys?” Samantha asked.
Matt pulled her towards him with such force she gasped. “She wants to.”
Cian’s face darkened. “Does she? Then why was she willing to dance with me until you showed up?”
He tried to grab Samantha’s hand, but Matt twirled her elegantly out of the way and straight into Balthasar’s hands.
“I’ll take it from here,” Balthasar said, easily extricating Samantha from Matt’s grip and leading her to the dance floor. With a grin, he told her, “Boys.”
Matt was seething with jealousy, but he knew better than to start a fight. Silently, he wondered if this was Balthasar’s new plan: to seduce Samantha away from him.
“Who’s that?” Cian asked, anger in his voice.
“My brother,” Matt snapped. The mean streak in him won out when he remembered Cian knew all about the magical world from Samantha. “Demonic side.”
As expected, Cian swallowed hard and immediately lost all interest in making a scene. If only Matt could silence Balthasar as easily.






  
  Samantha


How on earth had she ended up dancing with Balthasar? One minute Samantha had been talking to Rachel and Hugo, the latter complaining about the atrocity of modern music. The next, Cian and Matt had been fighting over her. And then Balthasar, of all people, had saved her from the embarrassment. 
He was a surprisingly good dancer. It wasn’t something she’d expected from a demon, but then again, he had a millennium of life experience. He could have picked up any skill he’d wanted out of sheer boredom. If only she could find out why he was dancing with her. Or why he was at her party in the first place.
As she slowly accepted her fate, Balthasar’s hand slid down her back. Deeper and deeper it went until Samantha realised he wasn’t going to stop.
“Don’t you dare!” She tried to slap his hand away, but it landed in her back pocket, squeezing her ass. “I said stop.”
Balthasar grinned. “Shouldn’t I at least test what’s so special about you? Seeing how you have two boys fighting over you?”
“They’re not fighting.” Hopefully they weren’t. Samantha tried to catch a glimpse of them, but Balthasar blocked the view with his shoulder. “What do you want?”
His hand had left her pocket and was now resting on the small of her back. “Just having a bit of fun.”
Just then, Fabian spotted them. “Hey!” He strode towards them. “Leave Sam in peace!”
To Samantha’s great surprise, Balthasar immediately backed away, though he was still grinning. “Looks like I’m no longer welcome here.”
Fabian scowled at him. “You never were.”
Instead of taking offence, Balthasar simply walked away. Fabian turned to her with a worried look. “Are you alright?”
“Yeah, no worries,” Samantha said distractedly. At the other end of the meadow, Matt was confronting his brother. She shook her head in a vain attempt to clear it. “I need some air.” The winding paths looked extremely welcoming at the moment. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
“Okay. I’ll make sure he doesn’t bother you again.”
Samantha smiled at him. Choosing one of the paths, she lost herself in the thicket. Some of the plants Matt had planted glowed in the dark, giving off a faint light to guide her. He’d really put a lot of thought into the garden—or maybe Adrianes had.
Either way, the garden was beautiful. Samantha noticed a few empty raised beds, just begging to be filled with witch herbs or vegetables. But what she loved most about the garden was how secretive it was. Each winding path led to a different little nook. One time it was a fountain. Another time she found a charming little drinking bowl for birds. But neither could have prepared her for the sight of the next hiding place.
Under the large oak tree at the back of the garden hung a romantic wooden swing. Solar lights were flickering around it, imitating a circle of candles. Samantha couldn’t resist and sat down.
Something jabbed in her pocket.
Irritated, Samantha got up and slid her fingers into the same pocket as Balthasar had. With a growing sense of trepidation, she pulled out a small wrapped present. She tried to feel the contents, but if she had to guess, it was a bundle of small sticks tied together.
Was it some kind of demon joke she didn’t understand? There was only one way to find out, although Samantha was tempted to just burn it instead. In the end, it was the feeling of tightly wound magic inside of it that gave her curiosity the upper hand.
What kind of magical web was concentrated in such a small object? It didn’t feel hostile, yet Samantha unwrapped it as if she were holding a live grenade.
It was a pair of sticks, bound together in a crude form. Magic flew through the knots, brimming in the wood. As she held it, it began to heat up.
Hastily, Samantha did the only thing she could think of. She broke the branches apart. Immediately the magic unfolded. The moment she realised what it was for, it had already grabbed her and whisked her away.
#
Samantha stumbled forward, only to be met by a sudden, intense heat. A red, bubbling mass appeared before her, hissing and gulping. Lava!
She jumped back with a shriek and crashed into a wall. Her fingers clawed at the stone, trying to find a way out, but there was nothing. She was in some kind of cave—Hell, no doubt—with a pool of lava just two metres in front of her.
Her heart was pounding. With every breath she took, she tasted the unmistakable rotten stench of sulphur. Sweat was already running down her face, whether from the heat or the fear, Samantha didn’t know.
Trying her best to keep the panic at bay, Samantha took a quick look around the cave. The first thing she noticed was there was no way out. The second was she was not alone.
“Caspar.”
The white-blonde demon leant against the far wall, seemingly unaffected by the lava pool bubbling between them. “You kept me waiting.”
Samantha remembered the magic that had brought her here. A transportation spell, though she didn’t know how it had been coiled in the twigs. What she did know was she needed to move quickly if she was to survive long enough to find a way out. Her fingers began to weave a simple but effective shield.
“You don’t look like her,” Caspar said.
“Like who?” Talking might buy her some time.
As soon as the web was finished, a greenish film covered her from head to toe. A darting flame shot up from the lava pool, making Samantha jump. “What are you planning to do to me?” she asked, hating how weak she sounded.
“Nothing.”
Nothing? For a moment Samantha was confused, but then the plan unravelled in her mind, just as the spell had. “I’m the bait, right? For Matt? You want me to call him here so you can push him into the lava.”
“Melchior can stay where the swamp flies go to die.”
Caspar pushed away from the wall and slowly walked around the pool. Samantha tried to back up, but the cave ended a few metres to her side, the lava flowing underground. She was completely trapped, the only way forward blocked by Caspar.
“Are you scared?” the demon drawled.
“Why? Should I not be?” Samantha asked sarcastically. She knew Caspar. He was a brutal, ruthless monster. The only reason she was still alive was because Matt wasn’t here yet.
Caspar kept approaching. “I could throw you in the lava lake. Or rip your skin off. Balthasar suggested I tear you apart.”
Samantha whimpered in fear, feeling like she was about to faint. The heat was unbearable, but the fear was worse. She wouldn’t put anything past him if it would hurt Matt. She should never have opened Balthasar’s ‘gift’.
“I’m not defenceless,” she warned him. “I can…”
Her breath caught in her throat as Caspar stopped in front of her. He raised a hand, but instead of blasting energy at her, he stuck out a finger and drew something into her shield.
He shouldn’t have been able to touch it. Not like that, not that easily. But Caspar’s finger went through her shield as if it was softened butter, and the magic around his drawing fell to the ground like a curtain dissolving.
Samantha tried to take a step back, but there was only stone at her back.
Caspar’s hand shot out and grabbed her by the throat. “It would be so easy.”
His grip was firm, but Samantha noticed he wasn’t squeezing. Matt wasn’t here, so Caspar wasn’t going to kill her. Yet.
“What are you waiting for?” Samantha whispered, despite her conclusion.
“Jeyne.”
She’d expected many answers. Matt—or Melchior—would have been her first guess, but not a woman’s name. “Jeyne?”
A muscle twitched in Caspar’s cheek. “Wynter. She was on your list.”
“Jeyne Wynter.” Samantha wet her lips. She recognised the name now. More than that, she knew exactly which list Caspar was talking about. She’d read it herself in Chay’s book about the Emblems of Power. “You knew her?” she guessed. “She died over five hundred years ago.”
“I’m 576.”
Samantha swallowed hard. “So, you were…”
“Fifty when she died. Jeyne was seventeen.”
Suddenly he did squeeze. Samantha’s fingers clawed at his hand in vain.
“You’re her reincarnation.”
Stars danced in front of her eyes. Now would be a really good time for Matt to show up.






  
  Fabian


The party was a complete success, and for a few precious hours, Fabian was able to forget about the looming doom of his final exams. Balthasar had threatened to ruin everything, but he’d been surprisingly tame and had left half an hour ago. Now nothing was stopping them from enjoying a dance or three. 
Fabian had never been much of a dancer, but with Ophelia he never wanted to leave the dance floor. Her arms were around his neck and she was pressing so close to him they were almost one. And if that wasn’t enough, kissing was officially one of the dance moves.
He was just about to ask her to take their slow dance somewhere more private when someone bumped into them and separated them. Before Fabian could react, Alan had grabbed Ophelia and was dancing away with her.
“What the—?”
Ophelia’s spot didn’t remain empty for long as Shayna slipped into her position.
“What’s going on?” Fabian had no idea why the Elite Clique was here. Apart from Cian, none of them were friends with Samantha or any of them.
Shayna batted her eyelashes at him. “Oh, you know. Alan’s got the hots for your girlfriend.”
“What?” Fabian’s mind raced, fuelled by anger. Leave it to Alan to ruin everything good he had. It wasn’t enough that he’d bullied him years ago, now he had to steal his girlfriend? Right out from under his arms?
“She has sex appeal,” Shayna said reluctantly. “Never thought you could pull someone like that.”
Annoyed, Fabian tried to break free and rush over to Alan, but Shayna put a hand on his chest. “Relax, Bendtfeld! That girl only has eyes for you.” She winked at him.
Fabian glanced at the odd couple and noticed Ophelia’s murderous eyes. If she’d brought her sacrificial dagger, Alan would have had a few new holes in him by now. Not that Alan noticed anything wrong. He was looking incredibly proud of himself.
Shayna leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Just enjoy the show!”
“What show?” Fabian grumbled. Usually when the Elite Clique enjoyed a show, it ended with one of his friends getting hurt.
“Your little girlfriend will be back in no time.” Shayna patted his chest. She took his arm and wrapped it around her back. “In the meantime, dance with me.”
Fabian did as he was told, though he gave Shayna only a fraction of his attention. The rest was firmly placed on Alan and Ophelia. The latter was now positively seething, resisting every move Alan made to lead her.
“You’re not bad, Bendtfeld,” Shayna said.
He sighed and looked at her. “I’m practising.”
“For prom?” Shayna smiled at him like he was a cute pet. “I assume you’re taking your sexy girlfriend.”
“Who else would I take?” He shrugged, then turned the conversation. “I assume you’re consoling Alan after he was rejected by Lia.”
Shayna burst out laughing. It wasn’t the mean laugh Fabian was used to, but an open, fresh sound that made his own lips twitch. “I don’t think he’ll be crying for long. But no, Alan’s going with Cheryl. They decided that years ago. The King and the Queen, you know?” She rolled her eyes. “I’ll probably go with Cian, unless there’s a miracle and Samantha falls in love with him after all.”
“I highly doubt that.” That strange relationship still grated on Fabian’s nerves. He couldn’t believe Samantha would ever get involved with a boy from the Elite Clique. Sure, they’d had Chemistry for almost two years now, and apparently he was a different person without his friends, but Fabian preferred people who remained one person, no matter who was around to see it.
“I doubt it, too,” Shayna admitted. “So, yes, I will console Cian. Unless you want to ask me.”
Fabian almost tripped over his feet. Had Shayna Richards just asked him to take her to prom?
She laughed again, amused at what must have been his stupid face. “Relax, Bendtfeld. I’m not trying to steal you away.” She bit her lip seductively and batted her eyes again. “Unless… you want me to.”
Fabian snorted and took a step back. “Everything’s just a big old joke to you, isn’t it?”
Shayna’s eyes sparkled. “I’m having loads of fun.” She chuckled. “You guys are so serious all the time. Oh, it’s starting.”
With a broad grin, Shayna turned away, watching Ophelia and Alan.
Fabian realised he hadn’t really been paying attention for the last few minutes. The two had stopped dancing and Ophelia was pushing Alan away.
“Aren’t you going to join in?” Shayna asked amused.
“Lia can hold her own.” In the end it was just Alan. No demon or crazy cultist, just stupid, entitled Alan.
“Hm, a man who isn’t intimidated by strong women.”
Fabian looked at her, annoyed. It really was all a game to her.
Shayna chuckled, but then the sound of skin on skin made them both gasp. Ophelia had slapped Alan, causing the self-proclaimed king of the school to stumble back in indignation. For some reason, Shayna was cackling with glee.
“I thought Alan was your friend.”
“Oh, he is. But he needs a bit of a smack from time to time. Takes himself too seriously otherwise, you know?” She winked at him again.
Meanwhile, Ophelia came running over and put her arm around Fabian’s. “He’s mine, you stupid cow.”
“Oh, please, go ahead!” With another wink, Shayna began to walk backwards. “Until next time, Bendtfeld.” She gave him a cute wave then blew him a kiss.
“What’s with her?” Ophelia asked immediately.
Flustered, Fabian turned to her. “Nothing, absolutely nothing.” 
Shayna had always confused him. Some days he didn’t even know why she bothered with the Elite Clique. Apart from Cian and Alan, she didn’t really seem to like any of the others.
Ophelia was still fuming, looking incredibly hot as she did so.
“Are you alright?” Fabian asked, worried about Alan’s unwanted attention.
“Of course I am.” She snorted. “That Alan suggested we could have a quickie.” After another snort, the anger slipped from her skin. She cuddled up to Fabian and grinned mischievously. “You’re the only one I’d do that with.”
Blindsided, Fabian coughed. He instantly felt the heat rising in his ears. “Well, I wouldn’t say no.”
Ophelia giggled and placed a hand on his neck. On her tiptoes, she reached up to kiss him gently. “I wouldn’t say no, either.”
Fabian felt a sudden urge to leave the party. “Do you want to call it a night?”
“Far from it.” She took his hand and pulled him towards the door. “The house is big enough. Come on.”
Flustered, Fabian checked to see if anyone was watching them, but no one was seemingly paying them much attention. A cheeky smile played across his lips as he followed Ophelia inside.






  
  Jan


“I missed you last week,” Jan whispered in Meg’s ear as they slow danced on the terrace. 
His girlfriend had been in Cologne with her mother to look at some apartments and nearby schools. He still hadn’t come to terms with the fact she was moving away. It was only a few hours away by train, but it would mean they’d see each other a lot less.
Meg had her arms around him. She opened her mouth once without speaking, then sighed and let her hands fall. “Can we talk somewhere else?”
“Sure.” With so many people gathered outside, no one would notice if they were gone for an hour or two.
Meg took his hand and led him inside, but instead of taking him to his bedroom, she pulled him into the kitchen.
“The kitchen?” he asked, amused. “We’ve never tried that before.” In Jan’s mind he already saw himself lifting her onto the counter.
“I wanted to talk to you.”
The image burst like a soap bubble. “Okay, sure. About what?”
“You need to know this isn’t easy for me.”
“Meg, you can talk to me about anything.” They’d been together for a year and a half. He already knew everything about her. They’d been through good times and some really shitty times. This was just another challenge they’d face together. Unless… “No. No, no, no, Meg.” Tears formed in her eyes and his stomach sunk like lead. “Please don’t tell me you want to break up.”
“I do,” she cried. A few tears rolled down her cheek, but she quickly wiped them away. Meg hated crying in front of people.
Jan didn’t understand where this was coming from. They were good! “Why? Meg, I love you. It doesn’t matter how far away you live. We can make it work.”
She winced. “See, that’s the thing. I… I don’t think I love you the same way.”
Surely, she hadn’t just said that. Surely, he must’ve misheard.
“I like you,” Meg said, as if that made it any better, “but as you said, we live in different cities now.”
“There are trains and cars.”
“I know that,” Meg said, not appreciating his contribution. “Even with those, we’d only see each other once a month or every two months.”
Jan swallowed hard. “There’s Zoom, there’s FaceTime, there’s literally a hundred apps that allow you to video call.”
“I don’t want to video call. I’ve had enough of those to last a lifetime.” She shook her head, all traces of tears gone now. “What I want is a boyfriend I can visit whenever I want, with whom I can just have a spontaneous date, go for a coffee in the city, catch a movie…”
“Then why did you leave with your mum?” Jan asked, still stunned. “You could have stayed in Greenvalley.” It had never been a question for Samantha.
Meg snorted. “I didn’t want to stay, and I like Cologne. It’s so different and vibrant. It’s so much bigger than Greenvalley. Like me. And I like being there with my mum, too. It’s actually quite fun. We spend a lot more time together and we go out for dinner. She treats me differently there. Like an adult.”
“You’re choosing your mum over me?” Talk about a low blow.
“No,” Meg said, with a small pout, “I’m choosing my future life there.”
“A life without me.”
She gave him a one-sided shrug. “I’m just not interested in a long-distance relationship.”
Bile rose in Jan’s mouth with every word. It was as if the last eighteen months had meant nothing to her. “You don’t even want to try?”
“I already know it’s not for me. I want to flirt and have fun.”
How fortunate this move must’ve been for her, Jan thought bitterly. “And we already decided that I’ve become too boring.” When Meg didn’t answer and lowered her eyes, he snorted. “Wow.” And here he’d said the big L-word. “Amazing. Well, in that case, don’t let me stop you.” His voice grew harder with each word. “Have fun in your new life! All the fun.”
Meg rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to be mean!”
“Me? Be mean?” Jan couldn’t believe it. Here he was, ready to fight for their relationship, and she hadn’t just thrown it away, she’d trampled on it for good measure. “Just go, Meg! Just piss off and leave me alone. Go party somewhere else.”
She gasped in indignation. “It’s my sister’s birthday.”
“And it’s my house,” Jan shot back.
Meg stalked to the door. Once there, she half turned to him. “You know, you really got boring fast.”
“Piss off!”
The door slammed behind her. It was as if the violence of the act had transferred directly to Jan, and he kicked a kitchen cupboard in response. As the wood splintered, so did his anger, and the heartbreak behind it seeped through the jagged edges.
Jan doubled over as a flood of thoughts overwhelmed him. Meg had left him. He was too boring. Him, Greenvalley’s troublemaker. Had she really preferred it when he hadn’t had a home, when he’d frozen his ass off in the back of the Magic Circle, when he’d lost his job, when he’d dropped out of school? Or had she missed the good old days when he’d taken drugs with his so-called friends on the docks, the danger of a fight brewing just below the surface?
He thought he’d worked so hard on himself. For a few precious days, he’d even been proud of himself. And for what? What had he worked so hard for?
The bile rose in his mouth again and Jan knew he had to wash it out, and everything else with it. He grabbed a bottle of vodka and stormed out of the kitchen.






  
  Matt


As soon as Balthasar left, the party had returned to its former cheerful state. There was much dancing and laughing, and the food was delicious. Menuha was delighted to talk to Cian, who’d recognised her from last year’s Walpurgis Night party at Lucille’s. It was the perfect time for Matt to slip away, find Samantha, and show her the swing he’d bought for her. 
He still remembered the short sweet kiss they’d shared after she’d saved him from himself—and the soul parasites. He hadn’t tried for more at the time, but now they’d had some time to process what had happened, he was ready for some good old-fashioned romance. There was a spark between them and it seemed like Samantha could no longer deny it either.
His plan was interrupted when Lucille came out of the house carrying a cake with burning candles and singing Happy Birthday. Everyone turned and rushed in, only to realise one very important person was missing.
Instantly, Matt’s heart sank. He hadn’t seen Samantha since Balthasar had danced with her, but she’d been fine. He hadn’t hurt her and had left soon after. Unless he hadn’t.
“Has anyone seen Sam?” Lucille asked, looking worriedly at the burning candles.
“I thought she was inside,” Robert suggested. “I’ll go and have a look!” And off he went.
Matt strode over to Lucille and lowered his voice. “Did you see Balthasar again?”
Lucille’s eyes widened in shock. “Balthasar?”
Before he could explain his fear, Menuha and Cian joined them. “Has something happened?” Menuha asked, blowing out the candles before all the wax dripped onto the cake.
“Did your crazy brother do something to her?” Cian huffed, as if the next thing to come out of his mouth would be how he’d hunt down Balthasar if that was the case. A ridiculous notion.
Matt snorted at him. “Stay out of this and deal with your own shit.”
“Samantha is my own shit.” Cian shook his head, annoyed at himself. “I mean, I care about her wellbeing. A lot.”
Meanwhile, Philipp took the cake from Lucille’s hands. “I’ll take this back inside and have another look. You search out here.” He gave Lucille a quick kiss and carried the cake into the house.
“Thanks.” Lucille frowned in concentration. “I’ll try a spell.”
It took an enormous amount of effort for Matt to keep his feet still and wait for Lucille to mumble her spell. As she worked her magic, he was hyper-aware of everyone around him. Fabian and Ophelia were missing. So were Jan and Meg. Both couples had probably taken the party elsewhere.
Robert and Philipp searched inside, while Rachel sent Hugo and Neve into the air. Across the meadow, Alan and Shayna were clearly watching them. Whereas Shayna tried to hide her curiosity, Alan had no such qualms. The only one not paying attention was Anne, who was texting on her phone.
Matt’s gaze drifted to Chay, cautious, too afraid of what he might see on his face, but Chay had his arms crossed and was staring at the ground in contemplation, while Adrianes looked worried.
“I’ve got something,” Lucille announced, quickly crossing the meadow and entering the garden, following a red glowing arrow point.
“Don’t,” Chay called after him, but Matt was too eager to find Samantha to pay any attention. Whatever ominous warning Chay had for him could wait.
The arrow led him, Lucille, Cian, and Menuha deeper into the garden. Matt knew where they were going before the magic took them, and for a moment his heart eased. Samantha had just retired to the swing he’d built for her. It didn’t matter that he’d wanted to be the one to show it to her. All he wanted was for her to be safe.
But as they hurried around the bushes, the swing was empty. Lucille came to a halt as the arrowhead quivered in the air. “She should be here.”
“Try again,” Cian urged, “this is obviously a dead end.”
“Wait a moment.” Menuha crouched down and picked something out of the grass. She came up again with two wound twigs in her hand. “A transport rune.”
Matt’s stomach plummeted to the depths of Hell. “Caspar.”
Before anyone could stop him, he snatched up the transport rune and followed its magic to Hescaryn.






  
  Samantha


Caspar let go of Samantha long before she lost consciousness. Still, she gasped and clawed at her throat, the panic coursing through her veins. Frantically, she looked around the cave, but there was no exit as far as she could see. She was still alone with Caspar. 
“What are the chances you’re her reincarnation?” Caspar said in a hoarse, raw voice completely unlike him. “Out of all the trillions of humans on all the worlds? She wasn’t even from Ashuan.”
Samantha didn’t know anything about Jeyne Wynter other than her name and that she was the last of Dianthos’ line. “Where was she from?” Her own voice was barely more than a raspy whisper.
“Meriand.” The name was unfamiliar. “You don’t need to look it up. Nobody lives in Meriand anymore.”
Samantha froze. “No one?”
“I killed them all.”
An undignified whimper escaped her lips and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to control the fearful shudder that had taken hold of her body. The last thing she’d needed was a reminder of how cruel and brutal Caspar had been. Jeyne had obviously hurt him deeply and he’d taken his revenge by killing everyone. What if he wanted to kill her reincarnation next?
But Caspar didn’t seem to be in a hurry to kill her. Instead, he walked away, staring into the lava lake, as if the heat didn’t bother him at all. If it burnt him, his healing powers were faster.
“It was one of those worlds that’s terribly afraid of demons for no real reason.” A ghastly grin spread across his face. “I gave them a reason.”
“And Jeyne?”
“They killed her.”
Tears filled Samantha’s eyes as she saw her own life flash before her. “Who did?”
Caspar turned around. “The humans, of course. Your kind is so righteous and judgmental they’d murder their own for nothing but appearances. They condemned her to death. Do you want to know why?”
Samantha shook her head, her thoughts both racing and completely unintelligible.
“They said she struck a deal with a demon.”
Her heart pounded in her chest. Could it be Jeyne and Caspar had been on the same side? Had she been a stupid girl, summoning a demon only to have him kill everyone she’d ever known? 
“Were they right?” she whispered.
“Were they right?” Caspar roared. He strode quickly back to her, causing Samantha to press her body against the stone behind her. “You think they were right? She was innocent!” he shouted so loudly his spittle hit her cheeks. “She didn’t hurt anyone. She didn’t betray anyone’s secret. She didn’t switch sides. She just fell in love with someone she shouldn’t have.”
Love? A terrible truth unfolded in front of Samantha’s eyes. Jeyne had loved this monster of a man. And Caspar... Suddenly everything made sense. He wasn’t angry, he was in agony. Five hundred years ago, he
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