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  Recap: Ashuan Lust


Here are a couple of things to remember about what happened in Ashuan Lust: 
	Matt’s mother, the Archdemon of Lust, incited a battle between her three sons, Balthasar, Caspar, and of course, Matt, making them believe they’d be succeeding her. In truth, she was looking for a new mate. Matt and his friends survived various attacks by his brothers, but were eventually lured to Hell when his mother kidnapped Samantha.

	During the rescue mission, Matt killed his brother Caspar, Samantha’s emblem of power awakened, and Balthasar ultimately deposed of his mother and became the new Archdemon of Lust. It was then revealed, he’d been working with Chay all along.

	Matt and Samantha went through a lot during Ashuan Lust. After Matt apologised for the crimes he committed in Ashuan Greed, their relationship was slowly mending until they could no longer deny their love and finally got together in the finale.

	Samantha had an especially hard time. She was often targeted by Matt’s brothers and later his mother. At the same time, her parents’ marriage was falling apart and resulted not just in a divorce but her mother and sister moving away.

	Fabian was mostly concerned with his mother, who suffered from burnout. He put a lot of effort into keeping his mother’s shop open while juggling finals at school. He started the season dating Lucille, but the relationship fizzled out fast, and he got together with Ophelia, a young girl he’d rescued from an Ishtar cult.

	Jan initially worked at the youth hostel, but eventually lost his job and got kicked out of home. He then moved into the Blackstone House, a run-down, cursed property and made it his own. He continued learning about his healing powers and began training as a paramedic.

	Lucille had a lot of romantic drama, dating first Fabian and then young reporter Philipp. Neither was meant to last. Meanwhile, her parents adopted a boy, Pascal, who she despised at first, but later learnt had telekinetic powers and needed her.

	Rachel learnt the truth about her parents’ break-up only to see them get back together again when her father temporarily moved to Greenvalley. She acquired a ghost companion named Hugo von Hohenstetten and later developed a crush on hospital technician Adam Black. Although he moved back to New Zealand, Rachel decided to give their relationship a chance.

	Apart from Jan, the friends graduated with their class, making plans for their future studies. Fabian’s became almost immediately derailed when the university rejected him prematurely. At the end of Ashuan Lust, he instead received a mysterious letter from the Citadel of Magic.



And that’s what you missed on Ashuan Lust.

      [image: image-placeholder]To read the full season: Ashuan Lust — The Complete Trilogy
Where it all began: Ashuan Greed — The Complete Trilogy






  
  A note about sensitive topics


There is a lot of magic and paranormal creatures in this series that create all kinds of magical drama. Some of it is action-packed, some of it is funny, and some of it can cut a bit deeper than you might expect. If you don't like spoilers and you’re cool with everything, skip this note and start the book. If you want to be prepared, read on. I’m writing this because reading should be fun, not bear nasty surprises. 
Our heroes are entering a new phase in their life. Some of them stay in Greenvalley, while others study at exotic places such as the Citadel of Magic and the University of Fader. These places often have different sensibilities and deal with different magics, among them a secret necromancy club that performs human and animal experiments as well as dealing with fresh organs.
In Fader, our heroes are dragged into a terror attack on the parliament, complete with lockdown, police crackdown, and assassins.
In another adventure, they’re forced to deal with a vengeful god that initiates a purge-like situation.
But Greenvalley isn’t safe either, and in one instance, they encounter a type of monster that literally eats the flesh of living people.
Lastly, the stakes are high as always and not everyone will make it out alive of this book. In fact, the death at the end of the book might be one of the hardest I’ve ever written into Ashuan (and I’ve already written it three times).
While our heroes  live in a dangerous world, it’s also a beautiful one. For every dark place there is light and humour, and—of course—magic. Lots and lots of magic.
Have fun with Ashuan Envy!
.
Love, Janna
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  Grab your free copy
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Magic, Vampires & Family Drama

.

Since arriving in Greenvalley, Lucille has made new friends, discovered she’s a witch, and started hunting monsters. Her life seems perfect, apart from the occasional life-and-death situation. But there’s one thing she’s sorely missing: her father’s affection.

When a vampire coven takes up residence in the crypts of Greenvalley Cemetery, Lucille and her friends take up the fight. However, everything changes when she encounters the charming Count Artorius and his daughter Isabelle. Despite being undead, his coven offers more love and affection than Lucille’s father ever had. Lucille yearns to join his coven, but to do so, she must die.

.

A Drop of Blood is a bonus adventure in the action-packed YA urban fantasy series, Ashuan Greed. Grab this free adventure filled with danger, longing, and the search for one's true identity today.

.


Sign up to my Story Seeker mailing list at www.janna-ruth.com/newsletter and grab the prequel for free











  
  Part 1

Water & Fire
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  Fabian


The letter sat on his desk, judging him silently. 
We are pleased to offer you a place at the Citadel of Magic…
Fabian glared at it from his bed. By now, the letter should’ve been riddled with holes or at least soggy, but the paper had resisted his feelings on the matter for three months and it wasn’t going to start disintegrating now. So much for his famed elemental magic.
His decision changed every day. Some days, he felt intrigued, and since nothing else had come up, he thought about giving it a shot. Other days, he hated the letter and all it stood for with unbridled passion. The reason nothing else had come up was precisely because the Citadel of Magic wanted him: they’d messed with his mundane university applications, the rejection letters coming hard and fast. Now autumn had arrived and all his friends were off to university—or continuing their professional training, in Jan’s case—while he had no plan and no prospects. Maybe once the offer had finally lapsed, they’d give up trying to recruit him.
The door opened and his girlfriend slipped in. Ophelia dropped her school bag and immediately slung her arms around his neck, snuggling against him. “Stop staring at it!”
Fabian forced himself to look away and kiss her. “Sorry.” For a few precious moments, he forgot all about the letter.
“Don’t be sorry.” Ophelia sounded amused. “It’s a big decision. One you really need to make, though. The semester starts on Monday.”
That was only three days away. Fabian groaned and let himself fall backwards onto the bed.
Ophelia immediately climbed him and started to kiss his neck.
He buried a hand in her long black hair, welcoming the distracting attention, but the image of the letter had burnt itself into his retina. “I don’t wanna go.” Today’s mood was definitely a no-go.
“Then tell them that. You have to reach out eventually.”
“I can’t.” 
The letter had explained acceptance would be registered by a drop of blood on the enrolment form, which gave Fabian the creeps, but there’d been no instruction about what to do if he wanted to refuse, nor had there been a return address or any contact information. 
“You can reach us in the usual way,” was a useless instruction if one didn’t know what the usual way was.
“Have you asked Samantha yet?” Ophelia sat back up. Her hands splayed on his chest, she regarded him with mild annoyance.
“Nope,” Fabian admitted. 
While his friends had been there when he’d received the letter, it’d also happened in the aftermath of Samantha being kidnapped and their near-disastrous attempt to free her. He doubted anyone even remembered. Much less Samantha.
Ophelia sighed. “Fabian, please. I don’t know enough about the magical world to help you. If it were me—”
“—you’d take it in a heartbeat.”
She didn’t even look ashamed. “If only they offered Snake Whispering or Shadow Wielding.”
Who knew what they did? Was the Citadel full of elemental mages? Or did they teach other magical disciplines, too? To find out, Fabian would have to attend, which brought him back to the letter.
“Screw this.” He put his hands on Ophelia’s hips and began stroking upwards.
Ophelia grinned. “Gladly.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The next day, they met with their friends at a café near Greenvalley University. The campus was preparing for the onslaught of students hitting it in a week. For now, it was still blissfully empty, and the café had sufficient space for their rather large group. When Fabian and Ophelia arrived, Matt and Samantha were already there, unable to refrain from touching or kissing each other for even a minute. Robert and Anne arrived soon after, followed by Jan, who groaned when he saw them.
“What’s he doing here?” Jan asked Anne.
“I thought this was an open invite,” Robert said.
Jan raised an eyebrow. “Just like when you thought my birthday was an open invite?” They’d celebrated Jan’s 21st a month ago at the town’s only club.
Robert grins. “That was a great party.”
“To which you weren’t invited.”
Anne just shrugged, unwilling to take sides between her brother and her dorky boyfriend.
The tension dissolved with the arrival of Rachel and Lucille. Lucille had missed the party after travelling all summer. Now her skin was tan, but her hair was much shorter, falling only to her shoulders and newly strawberry blonde.
“That’s pretty,” Samantha said as Lucille greeted everyone, kissing cheeks. “Planned or accident?”
“Planned,” Lucille said. “I thought, new phase, new look.” She glanced over at the university. “I can’t wait to get started.”
“Same!” Samantha’s eyes were gleaming. 
She’d always been studious, and Fabian knew she’d thrive here, blossoming under the academic challenges and opportunities. It reminded him, though, how she’d be doing it without him. For the first time in their lives, Samantha would be going somewhere he couldn’t follow, and it scared him. Even if he took up the citadel’s offer, how was he going to survive without his best friend constantly on his case?
“Happy belated birthday,” Lucille said to Jan, then grabbed something from her bag. “Hope this is alright.”
Without opening it, Jan joked, “If it isn’t, I can probably sell it to help pay off my car.”
Lucille slapped him on the shoulder. “You know, I didn’t miss that at all in Palau.”
“How was it?” Ophelia asked.
“Oh, it was amazing. Clear waters for miles, green forests, warm weather, and some seriously hot guys. On the other hand, there was little else to do than dive and flirt.”
“I wouldn’t mind that,” Matt said. He turned to Samantha. “Flirt a little with my eyes, dive deep…” As Samantha burst into giggles, he kissed her.
Anne covered her eyes while Jan groaned and Ophelia sneaked an arm around Fabian’s back with a big grin. As for Fabian, he was just glad his best friend had finally found the love and commitment she deserved.
Lucille’s face mirrored his feelings. She clapped her hands. “Well, Palau was great, but we all want to know what New Zealand was like?” She grinned at Rachel.
Judging by Rachel’s eye roll, she’d already told Lucille all there was to know. “Fine. New Zealand was mind-blowing. It’s a breathtaking country full of natural wonders.”
“And human wonders?” Lucille batted her eyes.
Rachel’s cheeks flushed. “I had a very good-looking guide who really made me feel welcome. He showed me not just the natural wonders—” she paused while Robert excused himself to go to the bathroom “—but the magical ones, too.”
Samantha pulled away from Matt. “What?”
“Adam’s a witch,” Lucille said, eyes glistening. She cleared her throat. “Sorry, didn’t want to steal your thunder.”
If Rachel was annoyed, she didn’t show it. “Well, he can weave magic like you, Sam. Apparently, his mum taught him. It was part of the reason he’d applied for the position in Greenvalley. However, what may be more exciting—”
“More exciting than him being one of us?” Lucille asked.
“Oh, he’s much more than that,” Rachel said, sounding a little smug. “His father, Geoffrey Black, is a world traveller. He’s never home because he holds a seat at the Interglobal Parliament in Fader.”
“No way!” Matt exclaimed. “For Ashuan?”
Fabian looked back and forth between them. “Wait, what are we talking about?”
“The Interglobal Parliament,” Matt said, in a reverent tone. “They basically rule all the worlds in the Interglobal Union. Fader… you know, where I’ll be studying from next week on.”
“Oh, the other world.” 
Fabian still struggled with the concept of other worlds. Travelling to Hell was one thing—humanity had known about Heaven and Hell for millennia. But the fact completely other worlds existed, enough of them to form a common parliament, freaked him out.
Matt nodded. “They’re only the most important, most influential, and most powerful political body in the Abstract Space, but no biggie. And Adam’s father has a seat?” he asked Rachel, who nodded.
“For Ashuan.”
Matt frowned. “Really? But Ashuan hasn’t been integrated into the Interglobal Community yet. I’m sure Chay would’ve mentioned it if it had. He’s been an adviser to the parliament for two hundred years or so.”
“Well, why don’t we ask him on Monday?” Rachel said. “We’re still meeting Chay in Fader, right? I told Adam to be there.” Rachel had a secret little smile Fabian had never seen on her before. “It’s much cheaper than flights.”
“Didn’t you just see each other three days ago?” Lucille asked with unveiled glee. She didn’t even wait for her to answer before squealing and throwing her arms around her neck. “I’m so happy for you!”
Jan rolled his eyes, but he seemed more amused than cranky. “Speaking of Monday—I got pulled into a shift, so I can’t come.”
“Monday!” Robert returned just at that moment. “I’ll see you at the hospital!”
“Why?” Jan frowned. “Are you finally getting brain surgery?”
Anne shot him a dark glare, but then she cleared her throat. “I was trying to tell you this before, but well Robert signed up for a free social year and—”
“I’m helping at the hospital,” Robert said, with unbridled enthusiasm. “Isn’t that great? We’re gonna be colleagues!”
“Yay me,” Jan said, drily. “I’ll have to ask for some extra tours.”
“Are the rest of you coming?” Samantha asked.
Ophelia moaned. “Well, Anne and I have school. Otherwise, totally.” She looked at Fabian. “You’ve got to tell me all about it!”
Fabian rubbed his neck. “Sure, I…” If he took the offer, he’d have school on Monday, too. “Um, I might… I don’t know.”
“Oh, please.” Samantha made big puppy eyes. “It’s not dangerous. We’re just gonna go to the park and visit the market.”
“And tour parliament,” Rachel added. “Adam’s father invited us.”
Lucille gasped. “Oh, he’s my favourite boyfriend of yours ever.”
“Ouch.” Fabian winced. To his knowledge, Rachel’s only other boyfriend had been him. It hadn’t been a great relationship, but it hadn’t been that bad.
Lucille poked her tongue out at him and grinned while the conversation moved on. Fabian leant back and listened, his thoughts still with the damned letter in his room. Apart from Ophelia, who gave him a knowing smile and rubbed his leg, no one even noticed him withdrawing.

      [image: image-placeholder]The goodbyes seemed to last forever, but slowly everyone filed out. Fabian had his arm around Ophelia’s shoulders and was about to leave, too, when Samantha popped up beside him. 
“Hey, we barely had a chance to talk. I was thinking about visiting my grandma. Would you like to come? You know, just the two of us?”
Irritated, Fabian stared. “What about Matt?”
“I already sent him home.” She looked past him at Ophelia. “Sorry, I don’t want to steal him or anything. If you have plans—”
“No.” Ophelia ducked out from under Fabian’s arm and clapped his chest. “He’s all yours.”
Fabian frowned. “What’s happening?”
“You go with Sam,” Ophelia said, nodding. “You’re best friends, right? You haven’t caught up in ages, and I still have homework. This is good.” It came across as a bit too desperate. “You can talk about… stuff.”
When he finally got her meaning, Fabian almost groaned. “Yeah. Stuff.”
“I love stuff.” Samantha giggled, before taking Fabian’s arm and leading him away. Once they were out of earshot, she dropped the mask. “Seriously, tell me about the ‘stuff’. What’s going on with you? You were awfully quiet.”
“That’s just because Lucille was so loud.” Fabian sighed. “Fine. You probably don’t remember, but I got this letter—”
“Of course, I remember. The Citadel of Magic invited you to study Elemental Magic.”
Fabian stared at her. “You remember? But you never said anything.”
Snorting, Samantha rolled her eyes. “Of course not. I’ve known you long enough to know I need to let you work magical things out for yourself. Are you going?”
“I don’t know. But I have to decide before Monday.”
“Left it to the last minute, I see.” She chuckled as they turned onto the forest path. “What’s holding you back? Because for the record, I’d kill to study magic. It beats Chemistry by far.”
“You don’t want to study Chemistry?” 
For years, Samantha had been planning her university life out. It was supposed to be a fresh start away from the Elite Clique and all the petty ostracising she’d experienced, while Fabian had always dreamt of a time when he was finally free of school itself.
Since then, their lives had completely changed. Now it revolved around magic, other worlds, and looming prophecies. It didn’t surprise him at all that studying Chemistry felt like a step back in comparison.
Samantha shook her head. “I do. It’s not my first choice, but I feel this obligation to Greenvalley and I love chemistry. I’m looking forward to all the practicals and topics we didn’t even touch in school. There’s this class—” She stopped herself. “Nice try. Now, tell me about the Citadel. Why don’t you want to go?”
“I don’t know. It feels like a trap.”
She raised an eyebrow. “A trap?”
Fabian nodded. “Yeah. They’re not exactly trustworthy, meddling with my applications and so on. I feel like I’m being pushed into going there. What if it’s all a trap?”
“What if they really, really want you?”
He snorted. “Why would they want me?”
“Oh, you know. You’re just one of the most powerful elemental mages in existence,” Samantha said with a teasing smile. “This could be a good thing.”
Fabian shook his head. “You don’t know if I’m powerful. We don’t know any other elemental mages.”
“True, but how likely is it any others have taken it up with demons and lived to tell the tale? More than once?”
In Hell, Fabian had faced down four demons of the Black Guard, killers through and through. It had almost cost him his life, but in the end he’d prevailed. 
“Without Jan, I would’ve been dead.”
“Aren’t you curious about the other elemental mages?” Samantha asked a little softer. “I can’t wait to meet Adam and talk magic weaving with him. Yours is so different. You constantly have to balance your feelings with the power behind it. I know you’ve struggled. Wouldn’t it be nice to meet people who’ve been through the same?”
Fabian bit his lip, letting her words sink in. “I guess.”
She smiled. “Now, while you were wrestling with this, I started my own inquiries.”
“Of course you did.” If there was one thing he knew about Samantha, it was that she did her research.
“Grandma knows about this Citadel, and she said an invitation is pretty special.” Ahead of them, Elda’s little hut came into view. Samantha bounced up the stairs and rang the doorbell. “You should feel honoured.”
The door opened, and Elda greeted them with a smile. “Oh, hello. That’s a pleasant surprise. Is it just the two of you? Well, come on in. I’ve just finished a load of baking.”
Fabian hugged the older woman, who was like a grandmother to him, eagerly sniffing the air. “Your walnut ones? Yummy.”
“Fabi’s ready to hear about the Citadel,” Samantha announced as they shuffled into the library and sat in the comfy armchairs by the window.
Elda vanished for a moment, only to return with a pot of tea, three cups, and oven-warm cookies. “So, have you finally come to terms with the idea of studying magic?” she asked.
Fabian reached for a cookie and sank deeper into his chair. “Not really. I can’t imagine what there is to learn. I can control water… more or less.” He bit into the cookie and sighed. Elda’s walnut cookies were the perfect mixture of nutty and sugary. “These are so good.”
“Thank you.” Elda settled in the chair opposite and sipped at her teacup. “Well, there’s always more to learn. As for the Citadel of Magic, it’s a unique organisation. A global society of magic users in a secret place. However, they’re incredibly selective, relying almost completely on legacy students. You’re basically the first person I know who’s been invited without prior ties.”
His mouth full of cookie, Fabian mumbled, “Why me?” He nodded at Samantha. “Why not Sam?” The way she sat on the edge of her seat told him how much she envied him the offer.
“Because witches like Samantha are as common as the stars. Sorry, sweetie. You’re no doubt very talented but just imagine how many witches live in the Harz region alone. Besides, the Citadel is notoriously opposed to witches.”
“Opposed?” Samantha’s shoulders dropped by a margin.
Elda shrugged. “Your grandfather used to rant about it. They were too haughty, living in their castle in the clouds, while witches took care of their communities. They wouldn’t be the first to dismiss our work.”
Fabian sat up to grab another cookie. “Elitist, classicist, maybe magicist… if that’s a word. Sounds like just the place for me.”
“Oh, I’m sure things have changed. I mean, this was fifty years ago. It was a different time.” Elda smiled. “This right here could be a sign they’re committed to changing. At the very least, you should check it out.”
He glanced over at Samantha, who was biting her lip. Her eyes betrayed a profound hunger. While she’d never force him to make a choice, Fabian couldn’t help but feel like he owed it to her—and maybe all the witches in his life—to accept. 
“You mentioned a secret place. Is it really secret? The letter only said to use the magical rivers to carry me to the Citadel.”
“That’s specific.” Samantha snorted. “How are you supposed to know where to get out?”
“Well, I…” Samantha had never travelled on the magical rivers, unlike Fabian. “I think I saw it when we… you know. An old castle surrounded by snow.”
Elda nodded. “That fits what I’ve heard about the Citadel. I always assumed it was up north, in one of the Scandinavian countries, or maybe Canada.”
“Does that mean the classes will be in English?”
“Within a global mage community?” Elda chuckled. “I’m pretty sure they figured out a language spell that allows everyone to speak in their native language and be understood.”
Now that was the sort of magic Fabian could get behind. "Got to admit, that sounds pretty cool.”
“Very,” Samantha said.
“Wish we’d had that during our exams.” It would’ve lessened his anxiety a lot.
Samantha snorted. “That would be called ‘cheating’.” Finally, she scooted backwards and fully sunk into the armchair. “I wish I could go.”
“Don’t worry, darling. You’ll have other tasks ahead of you.”
“Magical ones?”
Elda chuckled. “Of course. I think it’s time for you and Lucille to formally join the Harzer witches at Walpurgis. One of you will become the Greenvalley Witch in the not-so-far future.”
Immediately, Samantha sat up straight again. “Don’t say that, Grandma!”
“What? That I’m ready to retire and enjoy the years I’ve got left in quiet service?”
“You can retire as much as you want, but those years better be a couple of decades.”
Fabian nodded. “Yes, don’t you dare die on us.” He’d already seen too much death in the last two years.
“Well, I’ll see what I can do.” Elda winked. “I wouldn’t want to miss any of your journeys. You’ve already achieved so much more than Cecille and I could’ve ever dreamt of.”
The words sank into Fabian’s stomach and settled there, weighing on him. This offer wasn’t just about him but all those who’d come before him. All the witches who’d been excluded. He finally saw the letter for what it was: a chance. A chance to be a little more than he was. Maybe a chance to change the broken world they lived in for the better. For those unheard and cast aside. Those who’d never had a chance like this.
“Guess I can’t come to Fader on Monday.”
Samantha grinned at him. “Fader isn’t running away.” She reached for his hand. “You’re gonna do amazing.”
He wasn’t so sure about that, but he was willing to give it a try.






  
  Rachel


Dark smoke was rising from the mountain towering over the lush tropical island below Rachel. She was sitting on a cloud, a little confused and intrigued by where the dreamworld had taken her. The vibrant green of the vegetation, white beaches, and glistening waves made her think she was somewhere in the tropics. Several small villages flanked the side of the mountain. Not a mountain, Rachel thought. An active volcano. 
He will step out of the shadows as dark as the night.
She searched for the speaker, but the words seem to bloom in her head as she watched the volcano rumble underneath her.
He’ll serve envy, jealous of the light.
Shadows crept across the volcano’s slopes, which convulsed under them like an animal in pain. Glowing red lava bubbled to the top, eerily blood-like.
His shadow will devour Ashuan…
Darkness encroached the mountain, squeezing the life out of it until, at last, it exploded. Rocks and ashes were flung high in the air, the plume quickly covering the sky, suffocating the life below. The forests burnt and civilisation withered, until all that remained was a thick layer of ash.
…leaving nothing but blight.
The ash rose. It crawled in through her nose and her ears, corroding and burning. When Rachel tried to scream, she could only cough instead. The fire was inside her, quickly dissolving her body as the light dimmed. Just before she lost sight of it all, a winged figure appeared. It was the last thing she saw before the darkness claimed her, leaving her with nothing but pain.

      [image: image-placeholder]As soon as Rachel woke, she scribbled down the lines of the prophecy she’d heard. When she’d been younger, she’d often forgotten her dreams as soon as she’d opened her eyes, but now she was more aware. As excruciating as it’d been, Rachel remembered every second. And it hadn’t been good. None of it. Compared to other prophecies, it had also been terrifyingly specific.
“The end of the world. What better way to start university?”
“What was that, Miss Rachel?” Her loyal ghost, Hugo, floated to her side.
She sank back on her bed. “I’m pretty sure I had a prophetic dream. Something about a volcanic eruption caused by shadow magic, ending with the death of everything living on Ashuan.”
“That sounds like a dream to me,” Hugo said with a heavy frown. “Or rather, a nightmare.”
“Believe me, I know the difference. This was a vision. Unfortunately, it didn’t come with a countdown.” The future she’d seen could come about tomorrow, next week, or next century. “As if one world-ending prophecy wasn’t enough.”
Unfortunately, this one hadn’t included any hope of fighting the imminent apocalypse. Unless that mysterious figure right at the end would save them. It had been too dark to see them clearly. The only thing she knew was their wings hadn’t been the bat-shaped ones of demons, but rather more like a bird. Or an angel. She’d never asked Matt if angels existed.
Just then, her phone beeped, and the instant smile on her face wiped the dark wisps of doom away. “Adam.” 
She reached for her phone while Hugo groaned, and scrolled through the messages Adam had left her overnight. The time difference between New Zealand and Germany was exactly twelve hours now they’d switched from summer to winter time. They only had those hours in the early morning or late evening when they were both awake, and nearly no time for them to be asleep simultaneously.
Eagerly, Rachel hit the call button and sighed happily when Adam’s face appeared on her screen. She loved everything about it. The deep chocolate eyes, the dark brown curls, and the dimples when he smiled. It was strange to see the light from his window when her world was still dark.
“You’re up early.” 
From his position, she could see he was in his workshop, where he tinkered with discarded broken machines.
“Couldn’t sleep.”
He winced. “Bad dreams?”
“You could say that.” She sighed. “I’ll tell you later. You’re going to come later, right?” She’d only just realised that for him it’d be close to midnight when they met in Fader. Apparently, the interglobal capital was more aligned with her side of the globe than Adam’s.
He gave her a thumbs up. “I’ve stocked up on Pepsi and had a nap earlier. I can’t wait to see you again.”
“Me, too.” And just like that, the prophecy was merely a nag at the back of her mind. “It’s been too long.”
“Way too long.”
In the corner, Hugo harrumphed. “He’s not the one who was left alone for three months.”
Rachel giggled. “Oh, I can’t wait for you to come back to Greenvalley.”
“I’m working on it. I’ve got a call with the hospital later this week. At 1am.” As so often, institutions seemed entirely oblivious to big time differences. “They liked my work, so fingers crossed, we can work something out so I can get on that visa application.”
“Well, if they don’t take you, I’ll set Jan on them.”
Adam laughed. It was a deep, open laugh that felt like thunder rolling down her spine. Rachel loved it. After a lifetime of loud and shrill emotions while guarding her own, she appreciated the ease with which he loved and laughed. “Is he coming? I might instruct him to drop my name occasionally. ‘You know, I miss that Adam guy. He always got the machines working again’.”
“Yeah, because you cheated.” Rachel giggled.
“Hey, I’m using the tools in my arsenal to save lives.” After his mother had died in hospital due to a faulty machine, Adam had dedicated his magic and work to making sure it never happened to anyone else. 
“I know. But no, Jan’s got to work. I think he’s sitting in on actual rides now and has a twelve-hour shift or something.” She hadn’t exactly listened to Jan’s explanation, her thoughts with Adam, as they so often were these days.
They talked for an hour or two while the sky outside brightened, just as his grew darker. When she finally heard her parents stir, she managed to tear herself away, knowing they’d see each other again in a few hours. With a happy sigh, she remained on the bed, pressing the phone to her chest. It wasn’t until Hugo cleared his throat Rachel remembered she wasn’t alone. 
She sat up and wagged her finger at him. “Don’t. I know you’re going to try to talk sense into me. I had sense for the longest time. I get to be silly.”
“As long as you know how silly you are. There was a rather urgent prophecy.”
“Not urgent. Just a prophecy.” She swung her legs out of the bed and started dressing. “And I haven’t forgotten, but I can’t be all doom and gloom.”
Hugo floated past as if she’d personally insulted him. She shook her head and let it go. Ever since she’d shown interest in Adam, Hugo had acted erratically. No matter how many times she told him he was irreplaceable, he wouldn’t warm to her relationship. As if he really thought he’d have a shot, incorporeal as he was.
When she came downstairs, her father was already setting the breakfast table. “Ready for your day trip?”
She’d told her parents she was going to Hanover to catch some obscure exhibition she and her friends were interested in. “Almost. Just need to pack a drink.” For a moment, she thought about packing lunch but then decided against it. They were going to visit a local market, after all.
“Well, while you’re here, there’s something I… or rather we need to tell you about.”
Rachel returned with her water bottle and stuffed it into her backpack. “Sounds serious.”
“It’s not serious serious, but as you know my sabbatical is coming to an end, so I had to think about what’s going to come next. I’ve got a faculty waiting for my return in LA, you know.”
“You’re going back.” Just as they’d started to resemble a little family again, her father was breaking them apart once more. She sat, looking at him unimpressed. “When?”
“Next month.”
“Awesome.”
Mick winced. “Don’t be like that. I really enjoyed this last year. Greenvalley is very charming, but it’s not exactly a vibrant city. It’s starting to feel quite small.”
“I know your home is in LA, at your university, not here with Mum and me.”
The grimace only deepened. “Actually, Annette and I talked about going together.”
“What?”
He grinned sheepishly. “We want to give it another try.”
“You two. In LA? What about me? I’m starting university next week, here in Greenvalley.” And even if she weren’t, this was her home, where her friends were and her destiny lay. “Adam’s trying to get here.”
Mick reached for her hand, but she quickly stowed it under her table. He sighed. “I’m excited for all of this. You’re embarking on new adventures, living your own life now.”
“You don’t want me to come,” she realised. Why was she even shocked? Her parents had never cared to include her in anything.
“It’s not that,” Mick said quickly. “If you want to come, we’ll make it work. I’ll help you get a place at one of the universities nearby. I just didn’t think you’d be interested. Your life is here, and you haven’t needed us for a long time.” Each word was like a stab to her heart. “Now, don’t you worry, Bug. I want you to concentrate on your studies, so you’ll keep the house, and I’ll make sure you have enough to cover groceries and everything else.”
Rachel bit her lip, trying her hardest not to give him a piece of her mind. The old bitter taste of disappointment swirled in her mouth, creeping down her throat. Living alone wouldn’t bother her at all. She’d practically done it for years. “Well, sounds like you’ve thoroughly planned it all out already. Great.” She got up. “I believe it’s time for me to go.”
“Rachel—”
“Just text me before you leave. Or not.”
“You didn’t even eat breakfast.” But he gave up quickly. “We’ll talk about it when you’re back. With your mum.”
“Great.” 
She strode through the living room and into the hall, fighting back tears as she put on her shoes. Angrily, she wiped her eyes. Her parents didn’t deserve her tears. They never had. Still frustrated, she nearly tore the door out of its hinges, only to stop short in front of Chay.
The honey-haired half-demon gave her a lop-sided smile. “Good morning, Rachel. I believe you’ve had a dream you wanted to discuss.”
Her heart sank. If Chay turned up on her doorstep first thing in the morning, the prophecy was more dire than she’d thought. “How much time do we have?”
“At least a couple of months, maybe even a year.” He winced. “Not exactly long to prepare, so let’s compare notes. Maybe we can figure out how to stop this in its tracks.”
With a sigh, she joined him, closing the door behind her. This was exactly why she’d never even think of leaving Greenvalley.






  
  Matt


“Time to get up!”  
The call rang through the house. Matt growled and buried his nose deeper into Samantha’s black hair.
A knock on the door was next. “Someone needs to go with Crumbs,” Jan said, the annoyance thick in his voice. “You’ve got classes, Matt, and Neve will turn him into a Crumbs-popsicle if he pees on the carpet again.”
Matt groaned, while the steps behind the door retreated downstairs. “I hate him.”
“No, you don’t.” Samantha turned in his arms, a lazy grin on her lips. “You just hate leaving the bed you share with me.”
He ran his hands over her body and pressed her to his chest. “Damn right, I do.” He pressed his lips to her neck and kissed her favourite spot until she gasped.
“Yes, Neve, Matt has agreed…” Jan called from downstairs.
Rolling his eyes, Matt let go of Samantha and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. 
During the summer, they’d renovated the entire floor, putting down linoleum and painting the walls in a pastel green. Plants were lined up under the windows and along the workspace on the eastern side of the house; there was a spiral staircase, hung with fairy lights, that led to the little tower on top of the house, where Samantha kept her witch books, herbs, and the cauldron; while a Japanese folding screen separated the new double bed they’d bought from the rest of the room. To their left was the upstairs bathroom, which was still an ongoing project.
Matt saw all this, but the one thing he didn’t see were the clothes he’d been wearing the previous night. “My things?”
“Check the door.”
Matt got up, giving Samantha a perfect view of his naked backside. Opening the door a fraction, he glanced outside. Sure enough, a pile of clothes lay in front of the door. Jan must’ve carried them upstairs earlier. 
“Huh.” 
He opened the door a little wider and dragged them inside with his foot, then began to dress in fresh clothes from the wardrobe. By the time he was ready, Samantha had fallen asleep again. Matt watched as the morning light danced on her cheeks and caught in her hair, making it shimmer like obsidian. Her shoulders were exposed, and he caught a hint of her curves under the blanket, causing his pants to tighten.
Even after three months, he still hadn’t had his fill of her. He tiptoed back to the bed and bent over carefully. Her eyelashes fluttered slightly under his breath, like black butterflies. Her lips parted and Matt was drawn to them. Running his tongue over them, he could still taste the sweetness of their night’s lovemaking.
As Samantha stirred, he whispered, “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.” Then he remembered how the fairy tale ended and used his lips to get the message across.
Samantha turned and stretched her arms above her head. The blanket dropped even further. Matt resisted putting his hands on her only with great restrain. Groaning, he withdrew and returned to the wardrobe. 
Picking the first two pieces of lingerie, he held them up. “Do you want to entice me with the black or the red tonight?”
She laughed and threw a pillow at him. “Black.”
Grinning, he dropped the lingerie on the bed. “What else do you want to wear, or are you keeping it nice and airy?” The thought excited him a little too much, and he straightened his pants.
“While I walk through Fader?” Samantha asked, in mock outrage. “Give me a pair of jeans and the green tunic.”
There was another knock on the door and Matt heard Crumbs’ claws scratching over the boards in the hallway. “I’m coming!” Just not the way he wanted to. He threw Samantha’s clothes over. “I’m out with Crumbs, okay?”
She reached out for him and he came to her willingly, stealing another long kiss, provoking Jan to knock again.
Jan was waiting for him downstairs with Crumbs. The dog bounded up the steps, nearly making Matt tumble down in his joy.
“I’m not the one going to university,” Jan bleated.
“There’s still two hours until then,” Matt said. 
Jan snorted. “Not a lot of time, thinking how long it takes the two of you to get out of bed…”
Matt grabbed Crumbs’ leash and slipped into his shoes. “Yes, Mum.”
“I’m not—”
With a grin, Matt closed the door. This right here was his life now, and he couldn’t be any happier.

      [image: image-placeholder]The first sight of Fader was staggering. The group had met up with Chay, who’d transported them through the rivers of magic. According to him, the interglobal community’s defences prevented them from simply teleporting there. They’d arrived in an enormous plaza surrounded by stony gates, each filled with a silver curtain of magic. 
Matt had barely set a foot on the ground before he was directed to join a queue that stretched across half of the plaza. It was moving at a steady speed, but every second someone new stepped through the gates. The waiting crowd was as varied as grains of sand on a beach. He saw humans in all shapes and sizes, as well as elves, dwarves, and creatures he had no name for.
His friends joined him, looking around curiously. The city itself was blocked by a wall. Beyond it, Matt saw a multitude of roofs rising as far as he could see.
“Chay?” An official in purple garb approached the group, frowning slightly. “What are you doing in line?”
“Introducing these four to the wonders of Fader and the interglobal community.”
The official snorted. “Come on. I’ll get you registered.”
They bypassed the queue, much to the dismay of the travellers still waiting. 
Matt couldn’t help notice how many seemed to recognise Chay. “Preferential treatment,” he teased, clicking his tongue.
Chay shot him a withering look. “Be glad for it. It usually takes an hour to get to registration if you’re a first timer.” He told the official, “Homeworld’s Ashuan.”
“Ashuan, Ashuan…” The official frowned as he led them to a multicoloured column. “Are they part of the union?” When Chay shook his head, he smiled. “Ah, that explains it. One of the late ones, then. Is it world-changing business?” He seemed to be eager for the latest political gossip.
“Not yet. For now”—Chay clapped Matt’s shoulder—“we’ve got a new student. He’s a half-demon like me. My protégé.”
“Lucky man. I take it you’re vouching for him, then?”
“With my life.”
Matt wasn’t quite sure if Chay was literally putting his life on the line for him, but it was better to be safe than sorry. With the conflict around his mother’s abdication settled, studying in Fader should be a breeze.
The official waved him forward to step into the column. “This will scan your magical signature and save it for the gates. Next time you arrive, you can step through without being held up.”
“Fascinating,” Samantha mumbled.
Matt smiled as he stepped into the column, knowing Samantha would interrogate Chay about the magic involved. The column barely made him feel anything. Within half a minute he was done and free to go. 
He was waiting on the other side when he noticed a commotion. A man had passed the silver gates, which had promptly turned violet and frozen him in place. Two officials approached, released him, and led him to a closed structure on the far side.
“What’s the deal with him?” Matt asked.
“Oh, he must have a no-entry status or only with limitations,” Chay said.
“And the curtain knows?” Lucille asked.
The official grinned. “The curtain is pure magic. It knows.” He let Rachel and Samantha through, then nodded at Chay. “Good luck in there.”
“Say hi to your husband for me.”
Together, they stepped through the gate on the other side, arriving in an alley as wide as their school grounds. The street was split into several lanes by flowering trees, giving it the appearance of a promenade. Fountains propelled water high into the air, where it morphed into fluttering birds before settling back into the basin. Vendors were grilling meat in their flame-bearing hands, while others displayed breathtaking cutting art as they split multiple fruit with one slice of magic, making the food look like flowers. Floating carriages waited in a line, eagerly waving new arrivals to them. Most of the travellers chose to walk, apart from some important-looking delegation, who were whisked away in one of the carriages, travelling a metre above their heads.
Samantha spun around, laughing. “Is everything magic here?”
“A lot of it,” Chay said, with a smile. “People from all worlds come here, bringing their magical talents. The art district alone would take a month to explore and a year to catch all performances.”
“It’s a massive city,” Lucille exclaimed. “I’ve been to New York and Tokyo, but this tops them all while retaining a medieval charm. Has it always been so big?”
Chay shook his head. “Not at all. It exploded in the last hundred and fifty years with the parliament gathering more support. When I first started, it was much smaller. Still the biggest city I’d ever seen, but smaller than this.”
“Started?” Rachel asked. “I thought this was your home?”
“Home world. Fader is the capital of the Eastlands. I was born in the High North, which is… well, north of here.”
Matt snickered. “Yeah, where’s it’s really cold.” 
Chay didn’t talk often about his beginnings. In fact, Matt knew annoyingly little about his friend’s heritage, but he had occasionally regaled him with stories from his childhood. They usually involved snow.
“We do have summers.”
“Yes. Every five years.”
Chay rolled his eyes. “You wouldn’t last five hours at the Ice Lakes.”
“Ice Lakes?” Lucille asked, her eyes glistening. “That sounds pretty. Are you going to show us one day? Your homeland sounds perfect for a winter holiday.”
Matt had seen Chay’s face darken whenever he mentioned his home, and he’d learnt long ago not to push, so was surprised when he said, “That’s highly unlikely. The borders were closed over two hundred years ago.”
“Completely?” Lucille looked as if the idea of a country completely locking down was unthinkable.
“They’ve been at war for even longer. It’s all the North has known for centuries.”
“Did you fight in the war?” Samantha asked softly.
A pained expression flashed across Chay’s face. “Let’s talk about it another time. There’s more than enough to see in Fader, and Matt here has to get to class. Come, the university isn’t far.”
Samantha searched Matt’s gaze. He shrugged. All that had been new to him, too. The Chay he knew had always been a diplomat, trusted adviser to the interglobal community, and saviour of worlds. Those things were all true in Fader. Even here on the streets, random people recognised Chay and pointed him out to their acquaintances. 
“Is this a normal day in Fader for you?”
“I usually jump straight to the parliament or whoever I want to see to avoid the attention.”
“Sorry.” Still, Matt couldn’t help laughing at his friend’s discomfort.
A few moments later, the laughter stuck in his throat when they rounded a corner to see a giant golden palace rising across from an extensive park. Countless people were headed towards it, chatting and buzzing with energy. Matt shuddered as a snow drift moved past him, apparently also heading for class.
“This is… big.” If Matt had to take a guess, all of Hell could’ve attended and still not filled the seats.
Chay chuckled. “The interglobal society currently includes seventy-two worlds, not counting the ones Lukrya is in contact with that haven’t officially joined yet, like Ashuan and Hescaryn. Therefore, lots and lots of students.”
“Admission must be extremely selective,” Lucille said, unveiled awe in her voice.
Samantha’s eyes were full of longing. “Just imagine all that knowledge.”
Slightly embarrassed, Matt rubbed the back of his head. “It’s apparently easy when you know a valued alumnus.” Or an interglobal celebrity. “Someone to measure up to.”
Chay patted his shoulder. “You’ve got this.”
“Did you see that in my future, or are you just saying that because you’re my friend?” 
Matt was starting to feel sick. He didn’t deserve this spot. Someone like Samantha did. Someone who would thrive here.
Just then, she stepped in front of him. “Don’t worry, Matt. Some might have more experience, but I’ve heard it all evens out within a semester. I don’t think this university is any different in that regard. And you’re smart. You’ve already done it once. Coming to Ashuan, entering Year Twelve without any prior schooling… I know you had private tutors, but they weren’t specialised in Ashuan and you still had a really good average at the end. This isn’t your first rodeo.”
He couldn’t help but smile. He loved this woman so much. “Thank you.” Samantha was absolutely right. He’d already jumped into a different world and quickly integrated himself. His Geography major had basically been World Studies for beginners. “Are you okay with me going?”
“Absolutely. But I do expect you to share all your notes, textbooks, and homework with me.”
Matt burst out laughing. “I’ll make sure to be extra meticulous.”
Grinning, Samantha threaded her arms through his and pulled him in for a kiss. “Go get them.”
With one last wave, the group left him in front of the university to continue their sightseeing. Matt faced the golden palace again, squared his shoulders, and joined the mass of students.






  
  Fabian


Snow-laden fir trees covered dramatic cliffs and slopes beneath a clear blue sky. Tucked within the mountain’s nooks and crannies stood a citadel of immense age, its weathered grey rock clinging to the ground, vines claiming its turrets. The courtyard lay silent as a grave, without any sentries standing watch, other than a flock of crows searching for hidden treasures. 
Fabian arrived, huffing. He’d overslept and had been held up by both his cat—who’d thrown up on the carpet—and his need to gather the courage to travel through the rivers of magic by himself. Last time he’d attempted it, he’d landed in the Dûr Lôrac in Hell. In comparison, this trip had been ridiculously easy, as if the magic had already known where he’d wanted to go. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case now he’d finally arrived at the Citadel.
He barely had time to take in the scenery as he ran toward the wooden gates at the end of the courtyard. Stumbling up the stairs, he entered a polished hallway lined with statues and hung with portraits of, what he assumed were, famous mages and headmasters. If the Citadel even had a headmaster. The only thing missing was a sign telling him how to get to registration or his classes… or anywhere.
Time already running out, Fabian ran up the stairs and followed a dark red carpet. Rooms lined both sides yet most doors remained locked, while the few open were vacant. He checked his watch to make sure it was Monday. Maybe he’d got the date wrong and everyone was still enjoying their break. Then again, they had to have someone take care of the grounds.
After wandering without much success, he arrived at a crossing. Unsure which hallway to try next, Fabian closed his eyes and raised his arm to let it sway. In the rivers, the magic had helped. Maybe it could help him here, too. His arm swung left, and he wasted no time following, bursting through a door.
His feet came to a skidding stop as he stared down a deep chasm. The walls were made of jagged, grey stone, offering little-to-no purchase, nothing but darkness looming below. Snowflakes whirled between the sides, trundling down until they were lost in the deep.
Heart pounding and gasping for breath, Fabian stumbled backwards until he hit the wall. Just as he thought he’d made it to safety, the wall gave way, and he fell into the darkness. Groaning, he rubbed his back and crouched to catch his breath, only to find two yellow eyes staring at him.
Fabian gulped. “Um… hi.” 
The responding hiss made him gulp.
Slowly, his eyes adjusted, revealing a terrifying sight. In front of him sat a mangy creature—half cat, half woman. She was mostly humanoid and thankfully wore clothes, but under her long stringy hair a pair of tattered, almost-rotten, cat ears rose. Her fingers ended in claws and her skin was of a wax-like quality where it wasn’t covered in isolated clumps of fur. She looked as if she hadn’t eaten in days, which would explain her hungry eyes.
Fabian raised his arms, shakily forming a delta with his fingers. “I’m warning you—I’m a mage.”
The cat-woman chuckled, the sound a raspy rattle, as if someone had shaken a bag of marbles. “Everyone here is a mage.”
Fabian swallowed. “Fair enough. I just—” It only occurred to him then the creature had spoken to him. Like her body, her voice was a mixture of woman and cat: melodic but with a whine to it. “Are you a student?”
“Not anymore.” She shook her head. “But you’re one.”
“I’m one,” he repeated, still not sure what to make of this unlikely encounter.
She smiled, exposing two rather long teeth. “I’m Clio. I’ve been waiting for you.”
“For me? You’re not going to eat me, are you?” They always wanted to eat him.
She laughed again. “I no longer need food.”
Fabian gave her body another look. In his opinion, she needed it much more than him, but he wasn’t going to disagree with a cat-lady.
“You’re the one who’ll save us.”
He blinked. “What?” Surely, she was mistaken. He wasn’t here to save anyone, just go to school and learn about his magic.
“But first, you’ll have to find the way.”
A perfect reminder of his priorities. Fabian scrambled to his feet. “Finding the way sounds good. I’m expected at the welcoming ceremony. You don’t happen to know where that’s supposed to take place?”
Clio cocked her head, reminding him starkly of his own cat when she silently judged him. Then she turned around and ran on all fours into the darkness. Fabian hesitated for a moment but decided he had very little to lose—apart from maybe his life if she chose to eat him after all—and followed.
Two turns later, he burst through a tapestry into another light corridor. At the end, a large double-winged door labelled, ‘Grand Hall’ appeared.
Clio smiled. “That’s where you have to go. See you later.”
And with that, she vanished back into the secret passageway, her half-rotten tail smacking Fabian’s leg. The encounter had left him extremely confused, but lacking time to dissect it, he shrugged and hurried towards the door. Carefully, he opened it and peeked inside. When he saw rows and rows of students listening to a grey-haired professor at the front, he let out a sigh of relief.
As quietly as possible, he slipped into an empty back-row chair.
“…discipline and order. Any violation of the Citadel’s principles will be severely punished. If you’re unsure whether something’s allowed, better not to do it. Or at least check your student guide first.” The professor nodded and Fabian felt as if he’d already failed. “And now I want to introduce you to the Director of Studies, Professor Takuna.”
He rejoined the row of seated professors and a Japanese man took his spot at the podium. Unlike the previous speaker, he had a few smiles for the students, who greeted him with lacklustre applause.
“It’s good to see so many of you here on this glorious day. Most of you are well-known to us. We taught your parents and your grandparents and turned your older siblings into talented mages. But a few of you are first-generation mages who’ve received the honour of joining our exalted ranks. You were chosen for the immense talent you’ve already displayed.”
Fabian sank deeper into his seat, not feeling particularly talented.
“The Citadel of Magic is more than a place to study. We’re a community. A family. Our students and professors hail from all corners of the world, we teach over thirty different paths of magic, and we support each other, learn from each other, and inspire each other. Our community is growing through you. What you give us, we’ll return tenfold. Now…” He paused, his voice rising, as if something exciting was about to happen. Some students glanced about or exchanged whispers. “I have some special news for you. This year, we’re honoured to welcome four exceptional students to our ranks. For nearly forty years, the Citadel has been lacking an elemental mage. Now there are four, one of each element.” He smiled ominously. “We expect great things from them.”
As applause resounded throughout the hall, Fabian deflated even further into his chair. They were the first in forty years? How was that possible? Was elemental magic really that rare? Then why had it picked him?
“But enough of the speeches. Let’s start this new year with a feast. Welcome to the Citadel of Magic!”
Once again, the students clapped wildly, the applause only rising, when the back wall of the hall disintegrated and revealed a huge dining hall, each table loaded with food.
Slowly, Fabian rose from his chair with the rest of the student body, looking around uncertainly. In front of him, a blond woman spun around and grinned.
“There you are. I was wondering when you’d finally get here.”
Fabian stared, sure he must be dreaming. “Shayna?”






  
  Samantha


After dropping Matt off, Chay led the group through the streets of Fader, searching for the park, where Rachel said Adam was supposed to meet them. Progress was slow as each turn revealed fresh sights. Sometimes, it was a street performer, showing wondrous tricks of magic; other times, the magic was much more mundane, woven into the city’s very being. They passed a house with broken shingles being repaired by an army of hammers and tools Samantha couldn’t recognise, no workers in sight; a wind blowing through the streets picked up all the litter and bundled it up, shrinking it until nothing remained; and a mural walked with them for two blocks. 
“I love it here,” Samantha exclaimed.
Lucille nodded. “Same!”
In front of them, Chay chuckled while Rachel seemed to have no time to look at all the wonders, constantly pushing him to walk faster. When at last they reached a blooming park, she finally seemed to relax.
All around them, orange flowers covered the trees. The wind blew through the petals, making them dance like fire sparks. Sandy pathways led through the park, while the grass invited visitors to sit. Diplomats strolled past, engrossed in serious conversation, and parents took their young ones for a walk. Students gathered under the trees, and a group of people played music together.
Then suddenly, Rachel let out a cry—“Adam!”—and ran towards a young man on a bench. Samantha had never seen him before, but with his typical Ashuan clothes, he stood out like a sore thumb.
Rachel threw herself into his arms, and he whirled her around with a big grin before he stooped and kissed her.
“Young love,” Lucille sighed.
Samantha eyed her, amused. “You know Rachel is six months older than you?”
“Five. And in terms of relationships, I’m basically a granny.”
Samantha burst out laughing, then linked their arms. “Come on, Grandma, let’s introduce ourselves.”
“He’s surprisingly handsome,” Lucille said as they approached the couple.
He probably was, with his dark complexion, brown locks, and intricate tattoos peeking out from under his sleeve, but he was no Matt. Still, Samantha couldn’t help but warn, “Do not interfere.”
“Please. I’m a girls’ girl. After Hugo, I was just doubting Rachel’s taste. The main thing is she’s happy.”
Rachel let go of her boyfriend and grinned at them. “So, this is Adam. And these are my friends, Samantha, Lucille, and Chay. We left Matt and Fabian at school, and Jan has to work.”
Adam smiled, exposing adorable dimples. “It’s great to finally meet you in the flesh. Rachel’s told me so much about you and your adventures.”
Samantha and Lucille shared a look. Rachel wasn’t exactly known to be a chatterbox. Lucille stepped forward and gave Adam a big hug, kissing his cheeks. “Well, it’s nice to meet you. Welcome to the family.”
“And you,” he asked Chay. “You’re not the Chay, are you?”
“I’m afraid I am.”
Astounded, Samantha regarded Adam. “You’ve heard of him?”
“My father talks non-stop about ‘Chay this’, ‘Chay that’. He really admires you.”
Chay clearly hadn’t expected this random guy from Ashuan to know him, much less his father. “And your father is?”
“Geoffrey Black. He works at the Interglobal Parliament for the Citadel of Magic.”
“You know the Citadel, too?” Samantha asked before Chay had a chance to reply. “Fabian just started there.”
“Good for him.” Adam rubbed the back of his neck. “Hope he likes it more than me. When they invited me, I couldn’t run the other way fast enough.”
Samantha wanted to ask more, but this time Chay interrupted her. “Geoffrey, yes, of course, I know Geoffrey. He’s a great mediator in complex situations. Being Ashuan’s only envoy has placed him in a neutral position. Just recently he helped quell a conflict between the Phalesian and Iperanian delegations.”
Despite the glowing words from Chay, Adam looked less than enthused. “Yeah, I’m sure he’s good at his job.”
“So, you’re magically talented, too, right?” Lucille asked. “Weaving magic, like Samantha? Why such a mundane job in Ashuan when you probably could’ve had an internship here? Maybe even visit the university?”
“Because, unlike my father, I like Ashuan,” he said, in a terse voice
No one really knew what to say. Rachel rubbed Adam’s arm and smiled at him.
Chay cleared his throat. “Now that
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