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Praise for 
the Blood Coven Vampire Novels

“You’ll get bitten and love it.”

—Rachel Caine, New York Times bestselling author

Night School

“An action-packed story with appealing characters, dark humor, and a new spin on both the worlds of the undead and the fae. Though primarily targeted to a YA audience, this novel will appeal to adult fans of Buffy the Vampire Slayer as well as the Harry Potter series and the Twilight novels.”

—Library Journal

“Another thrilling installment to Rayne and Sunny’s story!”

—Romance Reviews Today

“Fifth of the Blood Coven Vampire series takes a darker turn … [an] engaging young adult urban fantasy. It is entertaining watching the twins mature through this fast-paced series that packs enough twists and humor to hold readers’ attention to the last page.”

—Monsters and Critics

“This book has it all! Vampires, vampire slayers, and faeries, what more could you ask for? … A fast-paced book from start to finish. I can’t wait to read more about Sunny and Rayne’s adventures. This is a must-read for anyone who enjoys paranormal fiction and a good story.”

—Night Owl Reviews

Bad Blood

“A vampire book so worth reading, with dark humor, distinctive voice, and a protagonist clever enough to get herself out of trouble … A great ride.”

—Ellen Hopkins,
New York Times bestselling author

“Mancusi writes with a wicked sense of humor and keeps readers turning the pages, eager for more.”

—Novel Reads

Girls That Growl

“An amusing teenage vampire tale starring a fascinating high school student … Young adults will enjoy growling alongside this vampire slayer who has no time left for homework.”

—Midwest Book Review

“A fast-paced and entertaining read.”

—LoveVampires

“A refreshing new vampire story, Girls That Growl is different from all of those other vampire stories … a very original plot.”

—Flamingnet

Stake That

“A fast-paced story line … both humorous and hip … A top read!”

—LoveVampires

“Rayne is a fascinating protagonist … readers will want to stake out Mari Mancusi’s fun homage to Buffy.”

—The Best Reviews

Boys That Bite

“A wonderfully original blend of vampire/love/adventure drama which teens will find refreshingly different.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Liberal doses of humor keep things interesting … and the surprise ending will leave readers bloodthirsty for the next installment of the twins’ misadventures with the undead. A ghoulishly fun read.”

—School Library Journal

“A tongue-in-cheek young teen tale starring two distinct, likable twins, the vampire between them, and a coven of terrific support characters who bring humor and suspense to the mix … Filled with humor and action … insightfully fun.”

—The Best Reviews
  
OceanofPDF.com


Berkley titles by Mari Mancusi

SOUL BOUND

BLOOD TIES

NIGHT SCHOOL

BAD BLOOD

GIRLS THAT GROWL

STAKE THAT

BOYS THAT BITE
  
OceanofPDF.com


SOUL BOUND
 

MARI MANCUSI
 

[image: ]

BERKLEY BOOKS, NEW YORK
  
OceanofPDF.com


THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) • Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England • Penguin Group Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) • Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) • Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India • Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, Auckland 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) • Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

This book is an original publication of The Berkley Publishing Group.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

Copyright © 2012 by Marianne Mancusi Beach.

Excerpt from Blood Forever copyright © 2012 by Marianne Mancusi Beach.

Cover design by SDG Concepts, LLC. Cover photo by Shutterstock.

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

BERKLEY® is a registered trademark of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

The “B” design is a trademark of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

PUBLISHING HISTORY

Berkley trade paperback edition / March 2012

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Mancusi, Marianne.

Soul bound / Mari Mancusi. — Berkley trade pbk. ed.

p. cm. — (A blood coven vampire novel ; 7)

Summary: When Rayne is chosen to track down her twin sister, Sunny, and Sunny’s vampire boyfriend, Magnus, for what will mean certain death at the hands of the Vampire Consortium, she and her boyfriend, Jareth, go deep beneath New York City and through the Gates of the Underworld in hopes of saving them.

ISBN: 978-1-101-57711-0

[1. Vampires—Fiction.  2. Twins—Fiction.  3. Sisters—Fiction.  4. Hell—Fiction.  5. New York (N.Y.)—Fiction.]  I. Title.

PZ7.M312178Sou 2012

[Fic]—dc23                                                            2011045746

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2   1


ALWAYS LEARNING                                                                                                                            PEARSON
  
OceanofPDF.com


Table of Contents
 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

Epilogue
  
OceanofPDF.com


Rayne McDonald 
Las Vegas, Nevada

Queen Shrinking Violet 
Cinderella’s Castle 
Light Court, Fairyland 
Tir na nÓg, Ireland

Dear Mom,

How’s Fairyland these days? I’m guessing it’s pretty sweet—you being queen and all. I mean, it has to beat the whole nine-to-five gig you had back in Massachusetts, right? And let’s just say the replica of Cinderella’s castle that you now call home completely trumps our old three-bedroom, one-and-a-half bath. BTW, I totally call dibs on the tower bedroom when I come to visit this summer, k?

So… not to get all mushy or anything, but I miss you tons. I mean, staying at our stepmom Heather’s place in Vegas is fine, I guess. She bought the condo next to hers and did a little renovation so we all have our own bedrooms now. And I love being able to teach Stormy everything there is to know about video games. Seriously, my half sister is so smart. Guess we know who she takes after, right?

Anyway, you’re probably wondering why I’m writing you this letter, especially since we just signed off of Skype a few minutes ago. Well, Mom, I think it’s time to come clean. There’s still so much you don’t know about what happened to Sunny and me in the last year and it’s my New Year’s resolution to be more honest with people. I’m sorry we kept you in the dark for so long, but let’s face it—if you had known what we were up to, you’d have totally flipped, right? Though, um, now that we know what you’ve been keeping in the fairy ancestry closet all these years, I don’t think you’re one to talk.

So here goes nothing. And please, I beg of you as your firstborn daughter (by seven minutes—woo-hoo!) read all the way through and spare us any judgment, okay? We always claimed you were the “cool mom” to all our friends, so try to live up to your rep.

It all started back in the spring. When I met these really cool vampires at the local underage dance place, Club Fang, and they recruited me into their vampire-in-training program. I know, I know—you’re not happy with me becoming a vampire. But, Mom, it’s my life, right? And think about it for a moment: eternal life, riches beyond belief, a hot blood mate to call your own. There really aren’t a lot of downsides to the gig.

In any case, I started my training—taking courses, achieving my certification, getting on the waiting list for my very own blood mate. (It’s a very complicated process, you see, involving DNA matching and blood testing for ultimate compatibility.) I was on the road to becoming a creature of the night—and totally psyched.

But then something terrible happened. On the night I was meant to be bitten by my new blood mate, the stupid vampire (Magnus) accidentally bit Sunny instead. I know, right? I suppose it was an honest mistake. I mean, even you can’t tell us apart sometimes and you gave birth to us. So how could we expect some random vampire to make out the differences in the dark?

Sunny was so not happy, as you can imagine. She hadn’t even heard of vampires up until then. (She always was the Goody Two-shoes of the family!) And now she finds out she’s going to be morphing into one a week before prom! Needless to say, I got the brunt of the blame, even though, I’d like to—again—point out it was Magnus who made the actual mistake.

Luckily for everyone involved, Magnus was able to make it all work out. The two of them located the only thing able to cure new vampires—the Holy Grail—and bang, boom—Sunny’s human again, just in time for prom. (Okay, it was a little more complicated than that, but you get the picture.) In addition, she’s suddenly head over heels for Magnus, the Master of the Blood Coven, and they start the interspecies dating thing.

Things didn’t go so fairy tale for me. At least at first. Not only did I lose my chance to become a vampire, but our drama teacher, Mr. Teifert, suddenly informs me that I’m destined to become the next vampire slayer. Yes, the girl voted most likely to go vamp has now been charged with slaying them for a living. Bleh!

Luckily, as you know, Slayer Inc. is usually a pretty upstanding organization. They only ask us to slay the bad vamps, not the upstanding ones who play by the Vampire Consortium rules. For my first assignment, I teamed up with Jareth, the Blood Coven general, to infiltrate a seedy blood bar and stop its owner from spreading a nasty blood virus. Jareth wasn’t so happy at first to be teamed up with a slayer—after all, his whole family was killed by slayers back in the day. But in the end, he came around. We saved the day and fell in love. And I finally got my wish, too! Remember that day last spring when I was completely dying of a mysterious illness? And remember how I was miraculously cured? Well, wonder no more. That was the day I became a vampire! And thanks to a weird mutation due to the blood virus in my veins, I became one of the very few vampires not allergic to the sun. Which is useful in carrying out my Slayer Inc. duties.

Anyway, you pretty much know the rest. How you and Dad sprung the news that we’re not mortals at all, but actually fairy princesses and how we had to hide out at Riverdale Academy, a school for slayers, while the two of you went off to talk the Light Court into letting us live “normal” lives. (Ha-ha! If only you knew!)

Unfortunately, Riverdale had some deadly secrets of its own—namely, a fringe group of slayers called the Alphas, who were determined to take over the world. They captured me and planned to drain my fairy/vampire blood to create a powerful hybrid army of “vamshees” (their word, not mine). If it wasn’t for Sunny’s bravery during a showdown in Tokyo, I’m pretty sure I’d be dead—and they’d be in charge. You’d be proud of her, Mom. Really proud.

Sadly, not everyone shares the sentiment. The power-hungry leader of the Vampire Consortium, Pyrus, was furious at Sunny and Magnus for going against his orders and infiltrating the Alphas without permission. (He wanted war, not a peaceful solution, so he could reinforce the Consortium’s dominance over the world.) Now he’s given orders to have them “brought to justice”—which I think is a fancy way of saying executed for treason. Sunny and Magnus had to escape in the dead of the night and I have no idea where they went.

I’m worried about them, Mom. Really worried. Please let me know if you hear anything… 

With love, your daughter,

Rayne
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Charles Teifert looks like your typical high school drama teacher. He’s got wild black hair, thick glasses, and appears to have the inability to button his shirts correctly. (And don’t even get me started on his wacky ties.) He walks around life with a slightly frazzled look on his often unshaven face. To the common passerby, he appears to have nothing more on his mind then how his students will perform on the opening night of the senior class production of Camelot.

Certainly no one meeting Charles Teifert for the first time would ever guess that beneath that carefully structured, stereotypical, nutty drama teacher facade lies one of the top protectors of our generation. But indeed Charles Teifert is that and more; he serves as vice president of Slayer Inc., an international conglomerate with a mission to keep the world safe from vampires, fairies, werewolves, and other supernatural beings. (Including, but not limited to, leprechauns, Sasquatch, and even jolly old Saint Nick, should he ever decide to start dropping bombs instead presents down his constituents’ chimneys.)

Charles Teifert is also my boss. He’s the one who first told me I was destined to become a vampire slayer last spring when his former star slayer, Bertha, had to retire to fat camp due to her inability to stop supersizing her McDonald’s French fries. I didn’t exactly welcome the guy with open arms at first, but somehow he managed to wear down my resistance and train me to use a stake to kick vampire (and other supernatural creature) ass. Since then we’ve had our ups and downs—can’t say I’ve always been an A+ pupil. (Heck, I’m lucky if half the time I deserve a C-!) But over time we’ve managed to develop a sort of grudging respect for one another.

In any case, today I’m meeting him at the back room of the L.A. Sports Club in Vegas. He promised me a little sparring before he heads back to Massachusetts, where he lives and teaches. But when I push open the door to the small yoga studio he told me to meet him at, I realize he’s not wearing his workout sweats, but rather a stiff, three-piece suit.

“Dude, what’s with the outfit?” I ask. “Doesn’t look like something you’d want to get blood on when I kick your butt!”

He doesn’t laugh at my joke. Instead, he motions to a set of nearby chairs. “Sit,” he instructs, without even saying hello.

Worry worms through my insides as I follow his instructions. “What’s going on?”

He pulls out a manila envelope from his briefcase. “The Consortium has sent out a request to Slayer Inc., an official commission from Pyrus himself.”

I make a face at the House Speaker’s name. “What does Mr. Tall, Dark, and Slimy want this time?” I query.

Again Teifert doesn’t laugh. “They’ve got a rogue vampire on the loose and are asking that Slayer Inc. track him down and deliver him for trial,” he explains. “And they’re offering a great deal of money to the slayer who does the job.”

“Money?” My eyes light up. “Are you saying I’ll actually get paid for this gig?” Usually I’m required to do Slayer Inc.’s dirty work all in the name of “destiny” instead of cold, hard cash. Could I really score an actual paycheck this time?

“If you were to bring in this vampire and his companion,” Teifert says carefully, “you’d get ten percent of the commission.” He looks down at his clipboard. “A sum of one million dollars.”

My eyes widen in excitement. One million dollars? Under the table? No taxes required? “Dude, I’ll take it!” I cry, grabbing for the envelope. But Teifert’s fingers lock on and refuse to let go. For an old guy, he’s still got a killer grip. “What?” I ask, making a face. “Don’t bogart my newfound fortune, man.”

“Maybe you should take a closer look before you start racking up any credit card bills,” he suggests in a strange voice that hints that he knows something I don’t.

“What?” I ask indignantly. “Don’t think I can handle the big bad this time? Come on, Teif, you know by now I’m super slayer. Able to stake evil vampires in a single bound.” I try again for the envelope.

Teifert raises it out of my reach. “Trust me when I say I would never doubt your abilities, my dear,” he says slowly. “I simply think you ought to look before you stake.”

I sigh loudly. “Well I’d be simply overjoyed to look, if you would let me see the envelope in question….”

He nods, finally tossing it in my direction. I grab it eagerly and rip it open. Two black-and-white photos fall into my lap.

“Okay, let’s see which naughty little vampires need a talking to this time arou—”

The words die in my throat as I pick up the first photo. I look over at Teifert in horror, my gut wrenching.

“But… there’s got to be some mistake!” I cry.

“No.” He purses his lips. “No mistake.”

“But… but…” I pick up the other photo and a mirror image of my own face stares back at me. “They want me to slay my own sister?”
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Teifert gives me a grim look. “The official commission,” he corrects, “simply asks that you track down your sister and Magnus and extradite them back to the Consortium for justice. So that the two of them can face the charges that have been brought against them and be judged by a jury of their peers.”

“Right.” I roll my eyes. “In other words, Pyrus doesn’t want me to slay them. Because he wants to have all the fun of killing them himself.”

My mentor doesn’t answer. Instead, he slowly rises from his seat and walks over to the yoga-studio door. He turns the lock, then heads over to a small radio sitting by the mats, cranking up the volume to eleven. My ears are suddenly assaulted by Justin Bieber.

“Um, Teif?” I try to shout over the noise. “Though I truly, completely respect the fact that you’re secure enough in your masculinity to rock out to the Biebs, I really don’t think it’s the time or place to—”

“Lower your voice!” he admonishes, returning to his seat.

I reluctantly clamp my mouth shut, staring at him expectantly.

He glances around the room with nervous eyes, as if to make sure it’s empty save the two of us. Then he turns back to me. “Pyrus has spies everywhere,” he informs me in a hushed voice. “You need to be completely careful of what you say from this point out.”

Right. I swallow hard, nodding my head, now taking my own inadvertent glance around the room. I knew the vamp was bad news. I just had no idea he had such a far reach.

But at least Teifert seems to be aware of it. “So you know then,” I whisper back, once satisfied the room is empty. “You know what a tyrant he is. And what he’s reduced the Consortium to.”

Teifert nods. “We’ve been investigating his leadership for some time now. We know that under his command the Consortium is more dictatorship than democracy. We have reports of the other coven masters living in fear, only going along with the leader’s mandates in order to protect their own covens.”

“’Cause if they speak up, they’ll end up like Magnus,” I add eagerly. “Facing their own so-called trial for treason.”

“Normally we at Slayer Inc. don’t get involved in vampire politics,” Teifert admits, “unless we come to believe their policies may cause harm to humanity. We now feel Pyrus’s lust for power may have reached that point. And we are considering the need to step in.”

“Perfect!” I cry. “Can I be the one to take him out then?” Man, it would be so satisfying to stake that jerk through the heart once and for all. And then my sister and Magnus could come home and we could all live happily ever after and—

“Not so fast,” Teifert says. “We need to build a case first. And solicit support from the other coven leaders without Pyrus knowing it. If we act too soon and without support from the organization, it could be seen as act of war.”

“Right,” I say, a little disappointed. “I guess that makes sense. But where does that leave me? Even if I did know where Sunny was I couldn’t hand her over to them. After all, she did what she did to save my life. And I’m so not going to enable Pyrus to end hers because of it.”

Teifert gives me a sympathetic look. “I know it’s a tough position to be in. But unfortunately, you don’t have much of a choice. Pyrus knows about the nanocapsules in your bloodstream. If he feels you are not doing your duty, he can petition that we activate them and… terminate your employment.”

I scowl. Terminate my employment indeed. That’s just the fancy way of saying they can stake me from the inside out, thanks to that stupid virus they injected into my bloodstream at birth. It used to be something they did to all potential slayers, back in the day, to keep them in line. A barbaric practice now completely abolished by the kinder and gentler Slayer Inc. of today. Not that it does me any good…

“But why does he want me?” I ask. “I mean, hello conflict of interest! It’s my sister we’re talking about here. Why would I turn her in?”

“Because of all the slayers in the organization, you have the strongest connection to her and the rest of the Blood Coven,” Teifert reminds me. “Pyrus sees you as in insider. Someone who could find out things that he can’t.” He shrugs. “And he believes that like the other coven masters, you will do what he says—in order to save your own skin.” He throws me a wry smile.

“Yeah, well, he’s got another thing coming,” I mutter. “Even if I did have some kind of freaking connection with my sister—which I don’t. That whole ‘Wonder Twin Powers Activate’ crap is just for Saturday-morning cartoons. Sunny and I never had a secret twin language or any hint of ESP. Hell, the guy behind the counter at Burger King has as much chance of knowing where she is right now as I do.”

“And that’s the way we’d like to keep it,” Teifert concludes.

I stare at him for a moment before the admittedly slow lightbulb goes off over my head. So that’s what he’s getting at. “So you want me to pretend to look for Sunny…”

“…but have no luck in finding her.” He nods. “Exactly. After all, it’s not your fault, right? You’ve been doing your slayer duty—scouring the globe, racking up the frequent flier miles, following up on every lead under the sun. It’s not your fault your evil sister and her boyfriend are so elusive!”

“And by the time he starts getting suspicious of my loyalties,” I conclude, “you and your team at Slayer Inc. will have gathered enough evidence to bring the bastard down!”

“Now you’re thinking like a true slayer,” Teifert says with a grin. Then his expression turns serious. “But you can’t mess around with this, Rayne. It’s too dangerous. If Pyrus discovers you’ve been stalling before we can build the case, we will not be able to protect you. If he demands we terminate your employment, we must oblige.”

I shiver at his words, not liking what he’s saying one bit. But at the same time, what choice do I really have?

I square my shoulders. “You can count on me,” I tell him, my voice strong and determined. “I’d do anything in this world to save my sister’s life.”

“I know you will, Rayne,” Teifert says, patting me on the back. “Let’s just hope it doesn’t come down to ending your own.”
  
OceanofPDF.com


3
 

“I need to see Jareth. Now!”

Marcia, Jareth’s secretary (who used to work for Magnus and is decidedly the most annoying vampire in the known universe) looks up at me over horn-rimmed glasses. (I assume she wears them in an effort to give off that whole “sexy secretary” vibe, seeing as even the most nearsighted human gets twenty-twenty vision once they become a vampire.) She frowns.

“The Master has asked not to be disturbed,” she announces snottily before turning back to her romance novel.

“Oh, he means by other people, I’m sure,” I say quickly. “Not me. He’ll be happy to see me, I promise.”

Marcia makes a big show of looking up from her book again, as if I’m some pesky fly she can’t manage to shoo away. “Ecstatic as any mortal or vampire might be at the announcement of your illustrious arrival, the fact remains, I was told not to disturb him. And, I can assure you, there were no ‘except that weirdo Goth chick I’m hooking up with’ caveats to that order.”

I roll my eyes. She is so ridiculous. Is this what poor Sunny had to go through every time she wanted to meet up with Magnus? Well, sadly for Marcia here, I’m not my sweet little sister, respectful of authority and proper procedure and all the rest.

I start toward the office exit. Then I make a big show of looking down the hallway to my right. “Oh wow. I didn’t realize Race Jameson was coming in today,” I remark casually.

“Wait, what? Race Jameson?” Marcia stammers, her face turning beet red at the name of everyone’s favorite vampire rock star. She scrambles from her seat to take a look for herself.

It’s all the opportunity I need—dashing past her desk and pushing open the door that leads to Jareth’s office. Behind me, I can hear the secretary screaming bloody murder as she realizes she fell for the oldest trick in the book. Seriously, they should probably start administering IQ tests before turning people into vampires.

“I’m sorry, Master!” she cries, bursting into the room behind me. “I tried to tell her—”

But Jareth waves her off. “It’s okay. Thank you Marcia.”

“You want me to drag her out on her ass?” the secretary asks hopefully.

Jareth chuckles. “I don’t think that will be necessary. But I appreciate the offer.”

Marcia scowls. I shoot her a big smile. “Can you get me a glass of O-negative?” I ask sweetly. “Extra sugar? I’m sooo parched!”

The secretary glowers at me and slams the door behind her. I plop down into the chair across from Jareth’s desk. He gives me an amused look. “She’ll probably spit in it, you know,” he says.

I shrug. “That’s okay. I’m not thirsty anyway. Just wanted to make sure she felt useful and valued in her current position.”

“As always, Rayne, your thoughtfulness to the well-being of others simply astounds.” Jareth replies drolly. Then he turns serious. “So to what do I owe this visit? Not that I don’t love seeing you, but I am a bit busy this evening.” He sighs, looking down at the mounds of paperwork on his desk. “Sadly, being Coven Master isn’t as glamorous a job as it might seem.”

“I bet,” I say sympathetically. “And this isn’t going to make your night any better, I’m afraid.” I toss the envelope with my assignment down onto his desk. He picks it up and pulls out the paperwork, his pale face growing pinker and pinker as he reads.

“Those bastards,” he growls, crumpling the paper in his hands and tossing it across the room. “I should have suspected something like this.” He groans loudly, then looks at me. “You turned down the assignment, of course.”

“Well, not exactly…” I hedge. “It’s complicated.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Turning down an assignment to slay your own sister is complicated?”

“Well, kind of. I mean, look, I know you’re not a fan of Slayer Inc., but…”

“Not a fan?” Jareth repeats incredulously. I wince, realizing my bad choice of words. “Not a fan? Rayne, they murdered my whole family in cold blood.” He scowls. “Or did you happen to conveniently forget that little trivial fact about your precious employer?”

I sigh. Here we go again. God, at this point I can’t even count on both hands the number of times we’ve had this argument. In his mind Slayer Inc. is evil incarnate, out to destroy the world. And maybe they were, once upon a time. Hundreds of years ago under completely different management. (Unlike vampire political organizations, which have no term limits and whose rulers can live a thousand years or more, mortal Slayer Inc. officials tend to take the cushy retirement plan when they hit sixty-five.)

But how can you argue semantics with someone whose own sister and brother were targeted for annihilation for no reason at all, except for the unfortunate fact that they’d been turned into vampires as children. (The vampire who turned them had only wanted to save them from the deadly plague that had consumed much of Europe. But to Slayer Inc., child vampirism was—and is—an abomination.)

“I’ll never forget that day,” Jareth says, staring down at his desk, looking miserable. “The day we were asked to vote on whether or not to let Slayer Inc. in as an official police force for the vampire community…”

He trails off, but it doesn’t matter. He’s told me the story a thousand times before. How the vote was split right down the middle. How he was forced to become the tie-breaker. How his vote effectively established Slayer Inc. into the role they still hold today.

Of course he could have never known the consequences of his actions…

“It didn’t take them long to come after us,” he says in a hoarse whisper and I wonder suddenly if he even remembers I’m still in the room. “We held out for days in our family’s castle—trying to outlast the siege. But the blood ran out and our hunger overtook our good senses. We tried to fight our way out. But they were too strong.”

I walk around his desk, trying to put a hand on his arm—in an effort to comfort him. But he shakes it off, rising to his feet, his body seething with anger.

“I will never forget the look on my sister’s face as that damned slayer struck her in the heart with his stake.” His voice cracks. “She looked straight into my eyes, condemning me for what I had done—blaming me for her death.”

He stands silent for a moment, fists clenched at his sides, in such agony I can’t bear it any longer. I grab him, holding him tight against me, fighting his attempts to shake me away. Finally, his body slumps, as if in defeat, crumbling against my own, soaking in the strength I so willingly try to give him.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I can’t imagine what that would have been like.”

Half of me still wants to argue my case. That the Slayer Inc. of today has introduced so much good into the world—keeping the peace and saving so many lives. With their donor program, for example—which allows humans to be compensated for donating blood to vampires, rather than be murdered as twisted cattle to satisfy the beastly hunger we vampires share.

But I know in my heart Jareth cares little for the thousands of mortal lives saved by my employer. He thinks only of those lives they ended. His sister’s and brother’s—for a crime they didn’t commit. His parents—for trying their best to protect them. I guess I can’t really blame him for feeling as he does.

He looks down at me with bloodstained eyes. “And now they want to take away your sister,” he says slowly. “Just as they once took mine.” His face twists with rage and he shakes free of my grasp. “I won’t let them do that. I won’t be responsible for another innocent death!”

I squeeze my eyes shut in frustration, then open them again, entreating him. “But Jareth, you don’t understand,” I try. “Things are different now. Slayer Inc. doesn’t want to slay Sunny. Or Magnus, for that matter. They know Pyrus is a tyrant and they want to bring him down as much as we do. They’re on our side this time.”

“I will never, ever be on the side of Slayer Inc.”

I give up, walking around and slumping back into my chair. How can I argue with a vampire who holds a 700-year-old grudge?

“Look, I’m not asking you to sit around the campfire with them, singing ‘Kumbaya,’” I remind him. “Just let me work with them for now. Let Pyrus think I’m on the job. And in the meantime, Slayer Inc. can work to build their own case against him and his reign of terror. I mean, imagine if they were successful! We could get rid of him forever. Magnus and Sunny could come back home. The Consortium could return to a democracy. These are all things I know you want, Jareth. And Slayer Inc. is the only one right now that can give them to us.”

My boyfriend rakes a hand through his blond hair. Considering vampires never age, he’s suddenly looking kind of old. I guess stress can do that to you.

“I see what you’re saying,” he says at last. “I can’t make a move against Pyrus while still running the Blood Coven. If he suspected disloyalty, he’d have me removed from power—leaving the vampires in my protection in danger.”

“Exactly,” I say, rising from my chair, excited he’s finally seeing the point. “So why not let Slayer Inc. do the dirty work instead? After all, that’s what you hired them for in the beginning, right?” I hold my breath, waiting for his reply.

“Right,” he says at last. “But I still don’t like the idea of you involved in any of it. It’s dangerous. And don’t think for a moment Slayer Inc. won’t throw you under a bus if it allows them to keep their cover. Are you prepared to deal with that possibility?”

I nod my head resolutely. “Absolutely. If it means saving my sister and Magnus—not to mention the Blood Coven.”

He stares at me for a moment and I stare back, my shoulders squared and my chin held high. Sure, I’m scared as hell, but he doesn’t need to know that right now. He needs to see my dedication to the mission ahead. He needs to know I’ll do whatever it takes to save my family. Just as he once tried to save his own.

And then he’s on me in a movement so quick I can scarcely track it, pulling me into a hot embrace, burying his face into the top of my head. I find myself melting into his arms, rejoicing in the feel of his strong body, pressed against mine. God, I love this vampire so much, it hurts sometimes.

“You’re so brave,” he whispers in my ear, stroking my hair with trembling hands. “So fierce. I wish I were more like you. Maybe then I would have been able to save my family, too.”

I open my mouth to protest, but he places a finger to my lips. “I don’t want to talk any more about the past,” he whispers. “I just want you to listen to me now.”

I nod slowly, meeting his beautiful eyes with my own.

“I love you,” he says. “And I trust you more than anyone in the world. If you say Slayer Inc. can help us—well, then I will respect your judgment and not interfere.”

“Thank you,” I whisper, knowing how hard it must be for him to make such a promise.

“And I will do anything I can—within my limited capacity—to help you keep your sister safe.” He pauses, then adds, “No matter what it takes.”

A chill trips down my spine at his words and I throw my arms around him, not wanting to let go. “I love you, Jareth,” I murmur as I cover his face with kisses before finding his lips with my own. “And I won’t let you down.”
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“Take that, you putrid jumble-gutted zombie!” I cry, mashing my PS3 button as fast as I can, letting loose a stream of deadly bullets from my AK-47 and splattering zombie brains, blood, and other assorted bodily fluids all over my bedroom television screen. The game dings as I beat my own high score once again and I lean back in my chair, feeling oh-so-satisfied. Yeah, baby! No one’s better at Vampires vs. Zombies than me. I should enter a tournament. I’d blast all those wannabe zombie slaying nerds out there from here to kingdom come without even trying.

I’m about to start the bonus round when there’s a knock on my door.

“Come in!” I call, hoping it’s my half sister, Stormy. She’s the only one who can come even close to beating me at the game and I’d love another chance to kick her ten-year-old video game–addicted butt.

Sure enough, the door opens and Stormy pokes a blond head into my room. “Hey, Rayne,” she says. “There’s some girl here to see you.”

“A girl?” My mind races for possibilities but comes up blank. I’ve never really been good with making girlfriends in general, and I’m almost positive I haven’t given my home address to any mortal ones here in Vegas. (Unlike my much more social twin, Sunny, who made like ten friends in two days just by breathing the air at Las Vegas High School.) And, of course, no self-respecting vampire would be swinging by for a chat on a Saturday afternoon while the sun is still high in the sky. “Who?”

Stormy shrugs. “I’ve never seen her before,” she confesses. “Though she looks a lot like the girl from Resident Evil.”

“Video game or movie?”

“The movie. Definitely the movie.”

Hmm. I’m pretty sure I’d remember making friends and influencing people who looked like Milla Jovovich….

“Well, send her in, I guess,” I tell my sister. What the heck, right?

Stormy nods and disappears. While I’m waiting I go and save my game. It’s a little embarrassing to see the game clock pop up and realize how many hours I’ve been sitting in front of a television set. But it’s for a good cause, I remind myself. After all, if Pyrus received reports of me hitting the slot machines or dancing up a storm in downtown Vegas he might decide I’m not taking my whole mission to bring down my sister and her boyfriend as seriously as he’d like. Out of sight, out of mind, that’s what I say. As far as he knows, I’m scouring the world, one step away from my bounty.

I hear the door creak open and turn around to greet my strange visitor. Stormy isn’t wrong—the girl does bear a remarkable resemblance to the famed zombie-slaughtering film star. Not only does she kind of look like her, but she dresses like her, too. I mean, it’s not every day you see someone sporting a tight white tank top under a green army vest, tucked into little black shorts with garters that cling to ripped thigh-high stockings—even in Vegas. (Unless, of course, Taylor Momsen’s in town…) The girl tops off the outfit with an amazing pair of knee-high, stack-heeled, black leather boots and two matching black leather holsters strapped to her perfectly toned and tanned thighs.

But unlike the zombie killer of the 3-D silver screen, these holsters aren’t slotted with guns. They contain stakes.

A vampire slayer. I let out a low whistle, wondering where on Earth she scored an outfit like that. Is there some kind of secret online Slayer Inc. uniform shop that no one told me about? I mean, I’m not all about the army vest. But those boots, man! I’d pretty much sell my soul to slip my feet into those beauties—if I hadn’t already given it away when I first became a vampire.

Of course, I’m not entirely sure my current not-so-tanned, not-so-perfectly sculptured thighs could carry the rest of the outfit as well she does. After all, I’m still recovering from all those high-calorie blood milkshakes they force-feed you at the vampire rehab I was made to attend after having an eensy-weensy little blood-drinking issue….

“Rayne?” the girl asks, looking down at me and removing her mirrored aviator shades. She wears a slightly disdainful look on her otherwise flawless face and I suddenly get a weird feeling I’ve seen her somewhere before, though for the life of me, I can’t figure out where that could possibly be. “Rayne McDonald?”

“That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” I reply automatically, feeling a little defensive. After all, she showed up at my house out of nowhere, giving me dirty looks like that. Even if she is the hottest thing known to slayerkind and I’m three days overdue for a shower and wearing vampire bunny slippers instead of kick-ass boots.

She purses her obviously collagen-injected, over-glossed lips, looking at me with clear disapproval in her purple contact–covered eyes.

“Um, did you want something?” I ask, suddenly eager to get rid of her and go back to my game. After all, those brain-hungry zombies won’t explode themselves, you know.

She sighs loudly, as if she’s carrying the weight of the world on her perfectly sculpted shoulders. “My name is Bertha,” she says at last.

“Bertha?!” I burst out laughing. I’m sorry—I can’t help it! This über hottie’s name is Bertha? For realz? I had always assumed there was some kind of law against hot chicks being named Bertha. A name like Bertha should be reserved for girls who look like that crazy ex-vampire slayer from back home who—

Oh crap. So that’s why she looks familiar….

“Bertha?” I cry, scrambling to my feet, trying to hide my shock. “Bertha the Vampire Slayer? Bertha the Vampire Slayer from Oakridge High School?”

Bertha had been the number one slayer in my neck of the woods, back in the day. She had some pretty major kills to her name, too. She’d even bagged Lucifent, the former leader of the Blood Coven. Unfortunately, her career had stalled out due to her inability to ever meet a drive-thru she didn’t want to go through twice. Those pesky blood pressure issues can really put a damper on one’s vampire slayer career.

But um, wow. I guess she kicked that problem.

“I probably look a little different then when you saw me last,” she says, preening a little. I catch her glancing at her own reflection in the bedroom mirror.

I nod. I mean, holy understatement of the century, Batman! This chick did not merely get her stomach stapled. She’d had a complete Heidi Montag makeover. Her once-pockmarked face is now porcelain-doll smooth. Her old stringy hair now flows down her back in silky waves. Her nose is at least three inches shorter and her breasts would make even Katy Perry cry.

“Wow, Bertha,” I say. “You look great. Really great.” And I mean it, too. Not that I’m into girls or anything. But if I was, she’d totally be first on my list.

She sniffs and I realize she’s moved away from the mirror and is now giving me a critical once-over. It’s then that I remember I’m currently dressed in Nightmare Before Christmas flannel pajamas, wearing no makeup, and haven’t brushed my hair since Tuesday. At this point, I’d be dead last on pretty much anyone’s list—male or female.

But still, there’s no need for the judgment here. I mean, it’s not like she gave me any heads-up of her impending arrival so I could apply some mascara.

“So to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” I ask curiously. “I’m sure you didn’t fly more than halfway across the country to show off your extreme total makeover.” Though, to be honest, if I looked like her, I’d pretty much make that my full-time job from here on out. Tracking down all those boys who once rejected me, showing off my curves…

“I’m your new partner.”

… finding even hotter boys and stealing them away from their cheerleader girlfriends, only to dump them after—

Wait, what?

I stare at her. “My partner?” I repeat. If my heart was still beating, it’d be slamming against my chest right about now. What the hell is she talking about?

She nods. “The powers that be felt you might need some… motivation… in tracking down your sister. So they flew me out here to assist you.”

“Motivation?” I cry indignantly. “They think I have a motivation problem?” I give a loud, barking laugh at the ridiculousness of it all. A laugh that cuts short as I realize she’s staring smugly at the video game behind me. Particularly the game clock that’s still flashing on the screen.

“Oh, that!” I wave my hand dismissively. “That’s just practice. After all, you never know when you might meet up with a zombie while out on a Slayer Inc. mission. But don’t worry, Berth, my girl. Can I call you Berth? I am unsurpassed at perfect head shots. Seriously, brains start splattering all over the place at the mere the sight of my mighty BOOMstick.”

She raises an eyebrow. “That’s very… reassuring.”

I grab the remote and quickly shut off the TV. “But enough about me. Let’s talk about you! What have you been up to? Are you enjoying Vegas so far? Done any gambling? You have so got to try the Krave Lounge on Fridays. Amazing Goth scene. They’ve got the hottest—”

“Rayne!” Bertha interrupts. “We don’t have time for clubbing,” she says, spitting out the word as if it were poison. “We’re on assignment to track down your sister and Magnus. Or perhaps you forgot?” she adds, giving the television set another look of condemnation.

I frown. Am I missing something? After all, Teifert made my mission perfectly clear. As in, this is all basically a cover-up to buy them time. So why would they assign me back-up? Back-up who, I might add, seems awfully eager to get the job done… Could Jareth have been right? Could Slayer Inc.’s mission not be as heroic as I argued it to be?

No. I’d trust Teifert with my life. There’s got to be something else going on here.

“Who put you on this so-called assignment?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. “Not Slayer Inc. They would have told me.”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out,” Bertha sneers. Evidently she can play third grader as well as me. She plops down onto my bed. “Now, let’s talk strategy. Do you have any leads? Any idea where your sister and her boyfriend might have gone?”

I shake my head. Luckily, I can give her an honest answer on that one. Don’t ask, don’t tell. That’s my policy. “Sorry, she hasn’t updated her Foursquare lately. In fact, I think she even lost her mayorship at the local Olive Garden.”

Bertha rolls her eyes. “Trust me, I already checked her Facebook. Even her MySpace. But you’re her twin. Can’t you… sense… where she is or something?”

“Please. The only thing I can sense is a super-annoying presence currently residing in my bedroom,” I retort, irritated at the whole “Twenty Questions” routine. Who is she working for? Someone else at Slayer Inc.? Pyrus himself? Does Teifert know any of this is going on?

She frowns. “Go ahead, be a bitch. You’re not going to scare me away.” She shakes her head. “This is the new and improved Bertha. And she doesn’t take crap from anyone.” She rises to her feet, staring directly into the mirror. “I’m back. I’m hot as hell, and I’m not going to take it anymore!”

She raises a fist in triumph then looks at me expectantly. As if she’s hoping I’ll cheer on her newfound sense of self-esteem.

“Um, yay?” I try. “Go on with your bad self, you hot mama you?”

She glares at me. “Laugh all you want,” she growls. “But you won’t be laughing once I have your sister and her stupid boyfriend in handcuffs.”

That’s it! I leap from my bed, grabbing her by her vest. “We’ll see about that!”

She smirks and I realize I’ve walked right into her trap. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she says with wide innocent eyes. “For some reason I thought you were supposed to be on my team. You know, the team that hired you for the job? The one that has the ability to wipe you off the face of the earth by activating the nano virus inside of you if you don’t obey their rules?”

Argh. It takes everything I have inside to let her go. But of course she’s right. I can’t let on that I’m more interested in protecting my sister than doing my Slayer Inc. duty—at least until I figure out who she’s really working for. After all, if I’m killed then who will protect Sunny?

Better to bide my time. Pretend to play by her rules for now. And figure out a way to beat Bertha at her own game.

“Of course,” I say brightly, gritting my teeth and wishing I could bite through that juicy little neck of hers and suck her dry. “I just meant, as a superior slayer, I’m sure to get there first.”

Her lips curl into a nasty grin. “Oh right,” she says. “Of course you did.” She chuckles. “But, you see, that’s not going to happen either. I’ve been given a second chance. And I’m going to use that chance to prove I’m the best slayer on Earth—no matter what I have to do.” She smiles triumphantly. “Even if that means going above and beyond—and staking your sweet little sister through the heart.”
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“The Master asked that he not be disturb—”

“Suck it,” I interrupt, pushing past Marcia as I head toward Jareth’s office. Thanks to Bertha, I no longer have time to play her little reindeer games. I walk through the door and turn, shoving her backward so I can close it behind me.

Jareth rises from his seat, taking in my face with a look of alarm. “What’s wrong?” he demands, coming around from his desk. He gives me a quick hug, then ushers me over to his black leather office couch, sitting down beside me, holding my cold hands in his own. He searches my face anxiously. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“You’re not half wrong,” I mutter, going through the highlights of Bertha’s recent visit. (Or should I say lowlights?) “You should have heard her,” I finish with a moan. “She’s like, on this crazy vendetta to bring my sister and Magnus down. All to prove she’s worthy of returning to Slayer Inc.’s good graces. She obviously has no idea of Slayer Inc.’s real mission to stall Pryus until they can make their case against him.”

Jareth gives me a sharp look. “You didn’t tell her, did you?”

I shake my head. “No, of course not. I didn’t know if I could trust her with the truth. Not after seeing that cruel look in her eyes.”

“Right.” Jareth lets go of my hands and starts shuffling through the magazines on his coffee table. “Well, that’s something at least.” He grabs an issue of Afterlife and Style—the one with Race Jameson and his band on the cover—and starts flipping through.

“Am I boring you or something?” I demand. “I mean, hello, we’ve got a crazy slayer on the loose. Doesn’t seem to be the appropriate time for Vamps: Just Like Us?”

Jareth doesn’t respond at first. Instead he drops the opened magazine into my lap. “Is that her?” he asks.

I squint at the photo. “Um, no that’s the girl from 1,600 and Pregnant—that new reality show that follows vampire moms and—”

“Not her,” he corrects. “Her.” He points to the photo on the adjoining page.

“Oh my God!” I cry, staring down in disbelief. Sure, it’s a fuzzy photo—your typical night-shift vamperazzi, but the image is unmistakable. Bertha, getting out of a limo…

… with none other than Pryus himself, holding her hand.

“What the hell?” I look up at Jareth. He shrugs.

“If you believe the tabloids, the two of them have been hooking up for the last month or so,” he informs me grimly.

“Well, that explains it,” I realize. “When I called Teifert to find out what the hell was going on, he told me he knew nothing about her being on the case.”

Jareth frowns. “That means Pyrus must already be suspicious of your true intentions, meaning you could be in danger.”

I glare at Bertha’s photo. “Well, Slayer Inc. isn’t even close to being ready to make a charge against Pyrus. I mean, they’re working on it, but they’re going to need more time.” I look up at Jareth worriedly. “What if Bertha is able to track them down beforehand? What if she really goes and slays my sister?”

Jareth shakes his head. “I don’t know, Rayne. I just don’t know.” He pulls me into a hug but I find I can’t relax in his arms this time. I try to close my eyes, but all I can see are visions of Sunny’s pale, frightened face. Of Bertha, chasing her with a stake.

The door bursts open and we reluctantly break apart. I turn around to see Marcia standing smugly in the doorway.

“So sorry to interrupt,” she says in a voice that tells me she’s totally not. “I just wanted to deliver the dry cleaning.”

I sink back down onto the couch as Jareth takes the bags from her and starts hanging them in his closet. She looks at me, a patronizing smile on her face. “Oh, Raynie,” she coos. “Trouble in slayerland?”

I halfheartedly flick her off, but my mind stays on Sunny. This is all my fault. If I hadn’t gotten involved with vampires last spring, none of this would be happening. We’d be living normal, everyday lives. Sunny could be starring in the latest school play, my friend Spider and I could have reached level eighty on World of Warcraft. The whole point of our parents running away from Fairyland long ago was to give us a chance to live safe, carefree, mortal lives.

But what do I do instead? Oh well, I choose to seek out the most dangerous creatures around and actually sign up to become one of then, putting not only my own life—but also my innocent sister’s at risk. Let’s face it—from that very first night at Club Fang, my decision to become a vampire nearly cost Sunny her mortality. Not exactly the stuff Sister of the Year trophies are made of.

And that was only the beginning. Time after time in the last year, the vampire world has placed her in danger. In Vegas, in England, in Japan. Hell, the only reason Sunny went against the Consortium’s orders to begin with was to save me from the Alphas. If I hadn’t put her in that position—by stupidly getting myself kidnapped—she’d be here with me now. And her biggest fear would be Mom finding out about the C she scored on her math test.

Instead, she’s out there, somewhere, unprotected and vulnerable, with a crazy, deadly vampire slayer with something to prove determined to hunt her down. Ready to actually kill her—if she gets half the chance.

I cannot let that happen.

“We have to warn her,” I say as Jareth escorts Marcia out and closes the door behind her. “Her and Magnus. We have to let them know there’s a vengeful slayer on the loose.”

Jareth turns back to me, biting at his lower lip, looking worried. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he says at last.

“Why not?” I demand. “We can’t just sit around and do nothing.”

“Well, for one thing, we don’t know yet if Bertha’s truly a danger,” he reminds me. “Just because she wants to go after Sunny and Magnus doesn’t mean she knows where to look. And if we make an overt move to find them—and get caught—well, we’ve already talked about the consequences of something like that.”

Right. He loses the Blood Coven forever and I get nano’ed. Not good. But still…

“Can’t we… I don’t know, call them or something?” I ask. “I mean, you’ve got to know where they are, right?”

Jareth sighs. “I do have some idea,” he confesses. “But they’ve gone deep underground. Under the streets of New York, where there is no Internet, no cell service, no connection to the outside world. It would be impossible to reach them unless we traveled there ourselves and gained admittance to the secret world below.”

“Well, we need to be ready to do that,” I reply. “If push comes to shove.”

“I don’t know Rayne. Like I said… if we get caught…”

“Fine. You don’t have to come,” I reply quickly. “But don’t expect me to stay home and sit around, wondering if my sister has been butchered by the winning contestant of Bridalplasty.”

“Of course not,” he mutters. “That just wouldn’t be you.”

I can’t help a small grin at that. “You know me very well.”

He shakes his head. “Fine,” he says at last. “I’ll have a chartered jet standing by. We can’t use the Blood Coven ones—it’ll arouse too much suspicion.” He reaches into his drawer and hands me a small metal device. “In the meantime, take this,” he says. “It’s a bug,” he adds, at my confused look. “I want you to leave it somewhere in Bertha’s room where she won’t find it. This way we can listen in on her conversations. Try to determine whether or not she knows anything about their whereabouts.”

I take the bug and put it in my pocket, throwing my arms around Jareth and hugging him to me, relief washing over in me in waves. “Thank you!” I murmur over and over again. “Thank you so much. I promise you we’ll make this work. We’ll keep them safe and no one will be any the wiser.”

“I hope you’re right,” he says, pulling away from the hug and staring down at the photo of Bertha and Pyrus again. “Because if we fail, there will be hell to pay.”
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It takes a lot of calling around—let’s just say Vegas has a LOT of hotel rooms—but eventually I figure out where Bertha is currently residing. Turns out Pyrus hooked her up big time—putting her up in the Bellagio itself. I guess we can’t add cheap bastard to his list of evil qualities, though we could add “not too bright,” considering he didn’t put her under an assumed name. And it only takes a teensy bit of vampire scenting to seduce the drooling front desk clerk to hand over her room number.

Sometimes I love being a vampire.

I head up to the tenth floor and down the hall to her room. I knock on the door, nervously fingering the bug Jareth gave me, in my pocket. He suggested I put it under the toilet, saying it’s sensitive enough to pick up conversations in the next room, and this way it’ll be out of sight, out of mind. So all I have to do is get Bertha to let me pee in peace and I’ll be golden.

I am so the female James Bond.

There’s no answer, so I knock again. A few minutes later, I’m about ready to go back down to my desk clerk friend and convince him to give me a key when the door finally slips open. Bertha has stripped from her former Resident Evil costume and is now wearing a Bellagio Egyptian cotton robe and slippers, her hair piled high above her head. I worry for a second she might be entertaining company—namely a certain politically connected vampire we both know and love. But a quick peek into the room behind her tells me she’s alone.

“What do you want?” she demands, squinting her eyes at me.

“Can I come in?”

“Why would you want to come in?”

I suck in a breath. Here goes nothing. “I want to talk. I think we got off on the wrong foot earlier. After all, we’re both working for the same people, right? We both have the same mission? I was thinking maybe we should start working together or something.” It’s all I can do not to gag at the words. But I need her to let me in.

For a moment I’m positive she’s going to slam the door in my face. But instead, she widens it, allowing me entrance. Which makes sense, I guess. After all, she’s still relying on me to tell her where Sunny is hiding out. She’s probably relieved I’ve come to my senses at last.

I step inside the hotel room, past the closed bathroom door, and take a quick look around. Though the place is beyond gorgeous—draped in gold and crimson—with an amazing 180-degree view of the famous fountain outside below—there’s something that seems… off. Wrong. Though I can’t, for the life of me, figure out what it could be.

I mean, it’s certainly not messy by any stretch of the imagination. In fact, it’s oddly… clean. And really orderly, too. The stakes on her nightstand are lined up in perfect rows. Each queen-sized bed is made within an inch of its life. Even her makeup sits on a nearby table in perfect order—lipsticks lined up, blushes and eye shadows in careful stacks. Heck, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if the pile of fashion magazines she’s carefully placed on the bed are in alphabetical order.

“Wow, your maid’s working overtime, huh?” I remark, plopping down on one of the beds. “Hope you left her a good tip.”

I catch Bertha’s cringe as I wrinkle the bedspread. “Be care—” she starts, then stops, and I can see her hard swallow. I reach over and switch on another lamp, allowing light to flood the darkened room. Only then do I get a good look at her face. Her hollow eyes, her smudged makeup. And is that a bruise on her cheek?

“Are you okay?” I ask against my better judgment. After all, she is the enemy, out to destroy my sister. But she doesn’t look very evil at the moment. If anything, I’d say she looks a bit scared.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she says, recovering quickly. She sits down in nearby chair, straightening her robe. “Now, how about you tell me about Sunny and Magnus.”

“Look, before we get into all of that, do you mind if I use the bathroom?” I ask, bouncing up from my spot on the bed. Might as well get that part over with right away in case she goes and kicks me out. Not to mention it’ll give my stupid hands a reason to stop shaking. I start stumbling to the room in question, not waiting for her obligatory yes.

To my surprise, Bertha leaps from her seat and throws herself into my path, blocking the way to the bathroom, an utterly panicked look on her face.

“What?” I ask, worry knotting my stomach at her extreme reaction to my seemingly innocent move. There’s no way she can expect me to have a bug, is there?

“Um, nothing. It’s just… the bathroom’s dirty. I don’t think you want to use it,” she stammers.

Oh-kay. My spidey senses start to work overtime. Is she hiding something in there? Or worse… someONE? Could Pyrus himself be lurking behind door number one, waiting for me to implicate myself somehow?

No, that’s impossible. It’s morning. Her blinds are wide open. Any vampire worth his salt would be deep asleep at home right now, not lying unprotected in a Vegas bathroom. Too easy for some random slayer to come by and stake him through the heart.

“I really have to go!” I cry, trying to dodge her and reach the door. But she remains an unmovable force. I’d be impressed by her reflexes if I weren’t so annoyed at them foiling my supposedly no-big-deal spy plan.

“I bet they have one down in the lobby,” she suggests, her face white with panic now. What happened to the cocky, confident slayer who waltzed into my bedroom the day before? “I’ll wait for you here, okay?”

I don’t think so. “Sorry, I won’t make it that far,” I moan, clutching at my crotch. A little crude, I know. But it works for two-year-old boys… “If I don’t go now I’m going to piss my pants!” I do a little pee-pee dance to hopefully better prove my point. She stares at me, then at her perfectly pristine room, in horror.

“Okay, okay!” she cries. “Go ahead. But don’t say I didn’t warn you!” She steps out of my path, biting her fingernails. What the heck is behind this door? Do I even want to know? So help me if she’s hiding a bunch of severed heads or something…

I wrap my hand around the doorknob, praying for something not gross. Even Pyrus himself would be a better alternative than blood, carnage and…

… pepperoni pizza?

The large bathroom is filled practically waist-high with room service trays. Plates, bowls, and silverware fill the bathtub, covered in half-eaten food. I stagger backward, the myriad of smells assaulting my senses.

What the hell? I turn back to Bertha. She slumps down on her chair, staring at her hands, her face flaming red.

Wow. I guess you could say she isn’t quite as recovered from her eating disorder as I first assumed. Abandoning my mission for the moment, I walk over and sit across from her, peering at her with worried eyes. I try to remind myself once again she’s the bad guy. But the pity I feel won’t go away. I must be getting soft in my old age.

“Have you talked to anyone about this?” I ask. “I mean, I know it’s scary. But—”

She looks up, glaring at me with eyes full of hate. “How do you know anything?” she demands. “Little Miss Perfect!”

I raise my eyebrows. “Perfect?” I look around the room, making sure she’s not talking about someone else. “Um, are you talking about me?”

“Duh,” she spits out. “Everyone loves you. You’re beautiful. You ace every mission you’re given. Your Teifert’s little golden girl—able to do no wrong.”

Wow, if I’m Teifert’s golden girl, I’d hate to see who gets the bronze. Most of the time he’s too busy yelling at me or calling me a complete screw up to even consider singing my praises. In fact, up until now, I would have bet my life he wouldn’t know a praiseful tune with my name on it if it smacked him upside the head.

“You don’t know what it’s been like,” Bertha continues, all her haughty poise forgotten at my discovery of her dirty secret. “All my life I’ve been told I’m too ugly, too fat, too stupid.” She scrunches up her face. “And then, when I finally do find something I’m good at? Being a vampire slayer? It all gets ripped away—because Slayer Inc. wants someone more attractive on the payroll. So they can get more positive media attention, like they did when Buffy was on the air. They didn’t care one bit that I was the best there was when it came to slaying actual vampires. They just knew you looked good in a leather pantsuit.”

While I have to admit I do look damn fine in a leather pantsuit, her words make me cringe all the same. Was she telling the truth? Was that really why they retired her and brought me on in the first place? It would make sense, I suppose, judging from the extreme measures she’s taken to achieve external perfection—at the expense of sanity and health.

“I’m sorry,” I say, reaching out to touch her hand, in what I hope appears to be a comforting gesture. “I had no idea.”

“Of course you didn’t,” she growls. “You were too busy living the perfect life.”

I snort at that. “Oh yeah, my life is so perfect,” I reply. “My father was murdered by evil fairies. My mother currently lives in an alternate dimension. And my twin sister is running for her life—and I’m the one who’s supposed to track her down—or else I get dusted, too.”

Bertha scowls, staring down at her hands, picking at a hangnail. I draw in a breath. I really don’t want to get into any of this—especially not with her. But at the same time, I realize she needs serious help. And I’m the only one, it appears, willing to give it to her.

Here goes nothing.

“Look, Bertha, I understand what you’re going through more than you know,” I start cautiously. “I had an eating disorder, too. Well, a drinking disorder, if you want to be technical. I had denied myself real blood for so long—feeling as if that gave me some kind of control over what was happening to my body as a vampire.” I cringe, remembering the hunger I felt at Riverdale Academy. How the bloodlust raged inside of me as I slowly starved to death.

“But it was all an illusion,” I continue. “And I ended up losing control big time—causing someone I cared about to lose his life because of my weakness.” My mind flashes to Corbin’s anguished face. The pain, the betrayal in his eyes, all because of me.

“So… what happened?” Bertha asks softly, as if against her better judgment.

“I got help,” I tell her. “I sucked it up—pardon the pun—and went to vampire rehab. I learned healthy drinking habits and how to control my bloodlust. It wasn’t easy. In fact, it was damned hard. It still is. But I feel so much better now, I can’t even tell you.” I pause, trying to meet her eyes with my own. “You could feel better, too, you know,” I tell her. “You can kick this addiction for good.”

She looks up at me with tear-stained eyes. “I was doing so good,” she says. “But then he dumped me!” She bursts into tears.

“Who? Who dumped you? Pryus?” My body hums with excitement. Is she serious? This could be very good news indeed.

She nods. “He told me he loved me,” she says. “He told me he was going to turn me into a vampire—so I could finally achieve perfection and never have to worry about being fat again. But then I caught him making out with this blond bimbo vampire. I freaked out, screaming at him. Of course he just laughed at me and called me a fool.”

I give her a sympathetic look. Poor girl. Even if she is an idiot to have ever trusted someone like Pyrus. We’ve all been there, done stupid things for love.

She bites her lower lip. “I got on my knees, Rayne. I begged him not to leave me. To turn me into a vampire as he promised.” Tears well in her eyes. “I’m so embarrassed to even think of it now.” She pauses, then adds, “Finally he got fed up with me and he… well, he hit me.” She reached up and involuntarily touches her bruised face. “I guess I should be lucky he didn’t shatter my cheekbone.”

I squeeze my fists in anger. “That bastard,” I swear. I know I’m supposed to pretend to be on his side, but at the moment I can’t help it. How dare he hit a human? Especially one as emotionally fragile as Bertha.

“I was so upset. I got back here and… well…” She gestures to the bathroom. “And now I don’t know what to do. I can’t even sleep—thinking about that food being there. Rotting away, waiting for someone to discover it.”

My heart aches at her obvious pain. “Why don’t we take it outside?” I suggest. “Let housekeeping come and take it away.”

She looks up at me in panic. “No! Then they’ll all know. They’ll all know I ate all of…” she trails off, a horrified look on her face.

Right. I think for a moment. Then I smile. “I’ve got an idea,” I tell her. “We’ll take it out, tray by tray and place each one in front of someone else’s door. Then they’ll assume everyone had one room service meal. No big deal.”

Bertha looks up at me with extreme gratitude on her face. “You’d do that for me?” she asks.

“Absolutely.”

And so we start piling up the trays, sneaking quietly into the hallway, surreptitiously placing each tray in front of another door. There are so many, we eventually have to hit the next floor. But in the end, the bathroom is clear and it’s already beginning to smell a whole heck of a lot better.

“Oh, Rayne, thank you!” Bertha says, collapsing onto her bed once we’re finished. “I didn’t know what I was going to do. How can I repay you?”

“By getting yourself help,” I tell her. “Find a meeting or something. Or a doctor.”

“You’re so nice,” she says. “I had no idea. I thought you’d be totally stuck-up. After the way Teifert talked about you…”

I give her a regretful smile. “I have my moments,” I tell her. “But what you’re going through? That’s something I understand. And I would have given anything when I was going through it myself to have someone help me.”

“I want to help you, too,” Bertha says, looking bashful. “But I don’t know how.”

I hold my breath, wondering if should dare. Do I trust her?

I decide to go for it. “You can tell me what Pyrus knows about my sister and Magnus’s whereabouts,” I tell her. “That would really help.”

She cringes. “I almost forgot about your sister,” she admits. “You must be really worried about her.” She hangs her head. “I’m sorry I told you I’d slay her. I was just so mad. I wanted to prove myself to Pyrus. That I was worthy to be turned into a vampire. Not that it did any good.”

“Right.” I give her a pitying look.

“That blond bimbo I was telling you about? She’s one of his spies. Before I walked in on them, I heard her telling him something about Sunny and Magnus hiding out in New York City, in some underground place or something. I assume he was going to send me there to find them—before I freaked out on him. But now I don’t know what he’s planning…” She looks up at me and shrugs. “I just know it can’t be good.”

I swallow hard. “Thanks,” I tell her, rising from my seat. “I appreciate you telling me, more than you know.” I start toward the door, anxious to get to Jareth and tell him what I’ve learned.

“Where are you going?” Bertha asks, scrambling to her feet, looking anxious.

“To find my sister and Magnus before Pyrus can.”

“Right.” She squares her shoulders. “Good luck, Rayne. I hope you find them.”

I head out the door, closing it behind me. It’s only then that I realize I never placed the bug in her bathroom. Though I guess there’s no need now. We know Pyrus or his men will soon be on the move, and we know they know exactly where to go.

I just hope we can get there before they do.
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Slipping the black hood over my head, I scan the airfield, making sure the coast is clear. Then I make a run for it, my combat boots pounding against the pavement. Once I reach the plane, I make a dash up the stairs, bursting into the main cabin. My eyes fall on Jareth, already sitting there, in one of the reclining leather seats. I take one look and burst out laughing.

“What?” he demands. Then a light of recognition sparkles in his eyes. “Oh.” He yanks the fake handlebar mustache from his upper lip and removes the floppy wig on top of his head. He throws me a sheepish grin. “I forgot about my little disguise.”

“What were you going for? One of the Village People?” I tease, settling down on his lap and kissing him thoroughly on his now hair-free mouth. “One of Ke$ha’s bearded boyfriends?”

“You know, there was a time when mustaches were quite the gentlemanly accoutrement,” he reminds me when I come up for air. “For at least a century I had to wear a fake one, to fit in with the locals.”

“Poor baby,” I coo, running a finger over his smooth upper lip. “I don’t know what I’d find worse: life without penicillin and the Internet or the ridiculous fashions. I mean, however did you survive the seventies?”

His smile fades and I immediately regret my bad joke. To Jareth, who lived through the Black Plague that consumed Europe, there was nothing funny about the medicine that could have saved all his family and friends. The magical cure made from simple mold that could have allowed them all to live normal, human lives, instead of being forced to turn into monsters.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m an idiot.”

“It’s okay,” he assures me, attempting a smile, though I can tell he’s still a bit shaken. “It’s just… all this talk about Slayer Inc. and your sister has brought back some painful memories.” He shrugs uneasily. “It’s hard to believe how much I still miss them,” he says, staring down at his lap. “I mean, it’s been centuries!”

“Yeah, I always figured that whole ‘time heals all wounds’ thing was a bit suspect,” I commiserate.

“I wish you could have met my sister. The two of you would have gotten on like a house on fire,” he says. “She was so spirited. So full of life—even after she was technically dead.” His voice cracks on the last sentence and my heart melts for him. I curl my body into his own, stroking the back of his head.

“I would have been honored to meet her,” I whisper in his ear. After all, I know how hard it must be for him to speak of his sister—he who likes to keep everything emotional buried deep inside, like I do. And I want desperately for him to know how much it means to me that he’s willing to open up and share. “I bet she was amazing.”

For a moment he surrenders, allowing me to cuddle him, to soothe his trembling body. Then he stiffens under my touch. “Excuse me,” he says abruptly, removing me from his lap and rising from his seat. “I’m going to check with the pilot. See if he’s ready to go.”

I sigh, curling up in the soft leather seat, watching him practically run in his emotional retreat. I know half the reason the past is so hard for him to face is the fact that he still hasn’t forgiven himself for what happened to his family. And, to be honest, I’m not sure he ever will.

Not that I blame him. If something were to happen to Sunny—if I fell down in my duty and allowed a monster like Pyrus to take her life—I don’t think I could forgive myself either. Which is why we’re on this plane to begin with.

“We’ll be taking off in a minute,” Jareth says, all businesslike as he returns to the cabin. “Buckle your seatbelt.” He sits down in the seat beside me and straps in, even though it’s ridiculous to do so. Not like a vampire can die from turbulence.

“We’ll land in approximately five hours,” he informs me. “Just before dawn. And then we’ll head straight to the tunnels. Hopefully we’ll be able to get to them before Pyrus does.”

“Do you think he’ll go himself?” I ask. “I mean, now that Bertha’s no longer doing his bidding?”

Jareth shakes his head. “That’s not his style,” he tells me. “He wants to appear above it all, that he’s only asking that the two of them are brought back to face trial with a jury of their peers. If he went himself, it would raise too many questions.”

“I suppose that makes sense. He gets them back and coerces the other coven leaders to convict them—and then he can do whatever he wants.”

“Pyrus is a very patient vampire,” Jareth adds, as the plane starts rising into the air. “He didn’t get where he is today by being impulsive.” He pauses, staring out the window at the Vegas strip. “I wonder what he’s got up his sleeve.”

“Well, at least Bertha’s now on our side,” I remind him. “That definitely helps.”

Jareth turns and gives me a sharp look. “Don’t be too sure,” he says. “You don’t know she was telling the truth. Which reminds me, I need to check the recordings from the bug you placed in her bathroom.”

Er… Ugh. “Um, about that…”

Jareth looks at me questioningly.

“I may have… forgotten to actually put the bug in. I mean with everything else going on.” I feel my face flaming with embarrassment. “But I swear, she was done with Pyrus. I mean, the guy hit her. He told her to get lost. I’m sure there’s no way…” I trail off. I am so fired from James Bond duty.

Jareth lets out a long sigh. “Well, I guess we’ll have to see for ourselves,” he says at last. “And hope we’re not too late.”
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“So do you think there are rats down here?” I ask worriedly as I watch Jareth pry open a large metal grate embedded in the pavement with his crowbar. It groans as it slides from its decades-old resting point, revealing a slime-covered rusty ladder leading down into the darkness. I stifle a shiver as I stare down into the black pit we’re about to descend. Really, Sunny? Would it have been so hard for you and Magnus to hole up in the Four Seasons with a room service menu and downloadable movies while on the lam?

We flew all night long and arrived in New York City a few hours before the sunup. I really did try to get some rest, but let’s face it—it’s not easy to sleep when your sister’s life is on the line. By the time they opened the cabin doors and allowed us to exit the plane, I was so tired I could barely see straight. And Jareth didn’t seem much better. Not surprising—from what I could tell, he spent the night torn apart by nightmares—tossing and turning and moaning his sister’s name. I feel bad for him and wish there was some way to help relieve his guilt. But at the same time, I really hope it doesn’t distract him from our mission.

“At this point, rats are the least of our problems,” Jareth replies, hooking the crowbar to his belt and scanning the small park for any wandering early morning police patrols. From the airport, we took a cab downtown to the Financial District, where Jareth hit a hardware store for supplies and I hit a butcher shop for a pound of raw hamburger, which I had already devoured on the way here. Due to the undercover nature of our mission, we couldn’t bring blood donors with us. And the little bit of synthetic Jareth did manage to stash away in the jet isn’t doing the job of quenching my thirst. I don’t know how I ever lived on it for so long.

“Least or not, they’re still creepy,” I remind him. “Those beady eyes, those bald tails… I mean, why the heck are their tails bald, anyway? It doesn’t make any sense.” My stomach releases a loud growl, evidently not caring about the grossness of the vermin in question. Hopefully the vampire coven Sunny and Magnus are staying at will be able to hook us up with some real cocktails. The last thing I need is to get too hungry—and fall off the wagon—after spending so much time learning good blood-drinking habits in vampire rehab.

“Well, I’m sure they think you’re creepy, too,” Jareth says. “Considering you don’t even have a tail at all. Now go! Before someone sees us!”

“Right.” After one more scan of the park, I scramble down the ladder and into the awaiting sewer. Jareth follows me, using his vampire strength to drag the grate back over the hole—and cover our tracks—so our little trespassing adventure won’t be spotted by the NYPD or other concerned citizens. Last thing we need is to be mistaken for terrorists in some kind of “See Something, Say Something” public service campaign gone wrong.

As I jump from the ladder onto the slick concrete floor, the grate crashes shut with an echoing boom, stealing away the predawn light and leaving us in complete darkness. I squint, trying to get my eyes to adjust, wishing I’d eaten more carrots while I was still alive. Normal vampires, as I mentioned before, have perfect twenty-twenty vision, but mine is still a bit suspect—due to the blood virus—especially when I haven’t had a decent drink in a while, which weakens my vampire powers. I’m more than a little thankful when Jareth hands me a small flashlight, though at first I’m scared to click it on, wondering what I might see. Especially if he’s right about rats being the least of our worries down here.

Eventually curiosity and practicality win out over my fears and I flick on the flashlight, turning the device toward the sound of rushing water—praying it is, indeed, water and not some kind of human sewage or radioactive slime. (Hey, it happened in Friday the 13th Part 8: Jason Takes Manhattan.) The beam of light illuminates a small concrete waterfall, where (thankfully) relatively clean-looking water rushes from one drainage pipe to another. I let out a sigh of relief.

“Back in the day there used to be an aboveground waterway flowing through what we now know as Canal Street,” Jareth, my tour guide, explains, joining me on the ground. “They paved it over around 1812 and it became New York’s first underground sewer.” He motions upstream—to the dank, low-ceilinged concrete passageway the water is gushing out from. “Let’s go.”

“In there?” I ask, biting my lower lip, nervous all over again. “Through the water?” I mean yes, at least it’s not radioactive slime, but still!

Jareth looks down, consulting his map. “It’s not the most direct route,” he confesses. “Or the most pleasant. But at least we’ll avoid being seen by construction workers or MTA employees walking the subway tracks.” He throws me a grimace. “Getting arrested isn’t going to help us save your sister.”

Unfortunately his words make a lot of sense, so I suck in a breath and prepare to dive in. Sunny better be damned grateful for this rescue attempt, that’s all I can say. Like, “letting me borrow her Tiffany heart necklace for at least three special occasions” grateful. Especially since my brand-new, not-so-waterproof Doc Martens boots are never going to be the same after this little spelunking mission. (Yes, I know, I know, one should never buy and wear new boots when embarking on an undercover mission through the sewers of New York City. But you didn’t see Bertha’s hot slayer outfit and experience the pains of wardrobe inferiority.)

Of course now, I’m just experiencing the pains of foot blisters, so what do I know?

Doing my best to sidestep the waterfall, I plunge into the narrow, squared-off tunnel, crouching as to not hit the low ceiling. The freezing water splashes over my ankles as I press forward, dodging slimy purple plant tentacles that drip down from the occasional metal grates above. Radioactive or not, the water smells foul and I try not to breathe in too much as I hug the tunnel’s left side, dodging rusty, mold-covered pipes sticking out from the concrete.

After about a hundred feet, the square tunnel widens out and the concrete gives way to a rounded archway of brick and stone. It’d be kind of pretty, if it wasn’t so smelly.

“This is the older part of the sewer,” Jareth explains. “It’s going to split off in a bit and we’re going to take the right fork. It should be a little easier going from there. Or dryer, at the very least.”

“Sounds good to me.” I pick up the pace and soon come to the split he mentioned and take a right. The good news? Not only is it dryer, but the ceiling is higher, allowing me a chance to straighten up and give my aching back a break. The bad news? The absence of rushing water allows my ears to pick up not-so-distant squeaking noises. I try to push them out of my mind and press onward through a twisty tunnel that dead-ends at a wooden barricade. Jareth pulls out the crowbar again and rips the wooden planks away, revealing an entrance into what appears to be a subway tunnel.

I step through the gap, peering up and down the tracks. “Um, we’re not going to get run over by a train, are we?”

Jareth chuckles. “Don’t worry,” he assures me, tapping on one of the rails with his crowbar. “These particular tracks are no longer used.” And sure enough, upon closer examination, I can see heavy rust caked on the rails. No train has been through here in years. Okay, well, that’s something at least.

Less comforting? The wooden log ceiling that shakes violently every time a car drives by on the surface roads above. As we head down the tunnel, I shine my light on the extremely rotted-out support beams with growing concern. I mean, is that really all that’s keeping the heavy New York City traffic from crashing down into this underground world? I try to remind myself that these tunnels have been here for more than a hundred years—no need to think they’d pick today of all days to suddenly give way and collapse. But the thought isn’t as reassuring as it should be, especially after another car drives by and crumbling dirt rains down on my head.

We walk in silence, our journey sound tracked by an occasional dripping sound and a host of squeaking in the distance that I do my best to ignore. But though the tunnel is mostly dead empty, there are some strange signs of life poking out here and there. At one point we even pass a little bricked-in room just off the tracks, with a table and chairs and a couple of cobwebbed milk crates serving as furniture and a pile of ratty blankets made up as a bed. Fascinated, I abandon the tracks for a closer look, finding a notepad wedged between two stones. Someone’s diary? I try to imagine what it would be like to live down here in the darkness day in and day out, with only the rats to keep me company. The thought makes me sad, as does the diary entry I randomly flip to.

“I sink beneath the skin of the street with each step, walking closer and closer to my final death…”

“Put it down,” Jareth instructs, popping his head into the room. “We need to keep moving.”

Reluctantly, I set down the diary and follow Jareth farther down the subway tunnel, trying to imagine the person who would write such lyrical lines while trying to survive underneath the “skin” of the world. How did they get here? Why did they stay? Are they still living down here, somewhere? Are they happy or scared or a combination of both? I get so caught up in this fanciful idea of my homeless poet, I scarcely notice at first when we emerge from the dark tunnel into a large, arched underground subway station, the end of the line.

Like the rest of this secret world below, it’s crumbling and abandoned, but at the same time, it’s gorgeous beyond belief. A work of art, painted with colorful tiles, delicate stonework, and breathtaking sloping arches. Of course now the tiles are spray-painted with graffiti and dirty needles lie scattered by the stone benches on the platform. But I try my best to block out the modern ugliness and imagine the station as it once was—bustling with busy New York businessmen and fine ladies in fur coats and smart hats.

Jareth hops up onto the platform, then leans back down, hand outstretched, in order to give me a boost. I take his hand and scramble up, rubbing my aching thighs. We’ve been walking half the morning and after that bad night’s sleep and lack of blood, I’m worn out. Collapsing onto a nearby bench, I let out a contended sigh. Across the platform, my eyes catch sight of a large graffiti sign.


In December 1995, the forgotten men of the tunnel
 received city housing. They’ve just begun to move.



 

“There used to be whole communities of people who lived down here in these abandoned tunnels,” Jareth explains. “But with new construction in the last twenty years, most of them were kicked out and their little makeshift shacks were destroyed.”

So my poet is probably gone for good. Leaving his or her journal behind. The thought makes me oddly sad.

“But not the vampires?” I query, remembering our mission.

“They’re a little harder to exterminate,” Jareth says with a wry grin, sitting down beside me. He consults his map for a moment, then nods. “I think our entry point may be up ahead,” he says. “Stay here and rest a moment. I’ll go check it out.”

“Um, you sure you don’t want company?” I ask, torn over the proposition. I mean, I’m thrilled to be able to rest for a minute or two, but I don’t relish the idea of hanging out with the squeaky creatures that live down here and might be thinking of vampire for lunch.

“Rayne, are you still seriously scared over a few little rats?” Jareth clucks. “What kind of vampire slayer are you anyway?”

“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, rolling my eyes, realizing I do sound like kind of a wimp. After all, technically I’m the monster down in the sewer. They should be more scared of me than I am of them.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it. Rest for a moment. You deserve it.” He leans over and kisses the top of my head.

“Okay,” I agree, rubbing my sore legs. I have to admit, it does feel nice to sit down. As he heads toward the edge of the platform, I pull out my phone. A quick game of the mobile version of Vampires vs. Zombies should cure any residual rat phobia. As I load up the game, I watch Jareth hop down onto the tracks and continue his journey, disappearing into the darkness, his heavy footsteps quickly fading into the distance.

I turn back to my game, trying not to think about where I am and what we’re doing. But the creepy noises seem to rise in volume, echoing through the station with relentless beats. Clanging, clunking, dripping, squeaking—every sound has me half-jumping out of my skin, and I pray Jareth won’t be gone much longer.

Suddenly, the other noises seem to vanish as my ears catch a low growl in the darkness, followed by a distinct scratching sound—like the skittering of claws on metal, but way too loud to be coming from your typical everyday, non-mutated rat.

What the hell… ?

Sucking in a breath, I slip my phone into my pocket and grab my stake as the noise grows louder and louder, closer and closer. I look down at the stupid piece of wood in my hand and wonder what exactly it is that I plan to do.

Oh why, oh why didn’t I bring a knife? Or a gun? Or some kind of other deadly weapon good for more than taking out vampires? And speaking of vampires, why on earth did I let my vampire boyfriend leave me here all alone in the first place? I mean, sure, I’m a kick-ass slayer chick who doesn’t need a man to protect me from harm. But, come on, it’s never a bad thing to have a partner in crime on the scene, in case of trouble, right?

“Jareth?” I hiss hopefully into the darkness, though in my heart I realize there’s a better chance of it being Freddy Krueger, sliding his nail glove against a pipe than my boyfriend. Especially since the sound’s coming from the opposite end of the tunnel. Fear pounds inside me as I rise from my bench, creeping to the edge of the platform, holding my stake in one hand and my flashlight in another. Half of me wonders if I should turn off the light—better hide myself from whatever’s coming around the corner. But the other half is too scared not to at least get a glimpse of what’s probably going to eat me for lunch.

I guide my flashlight along the tracks with a shaky hand, a lump the size of Texas in my throat. Where are you, creature of the subway? And what are you going to do?

After a few moments of searching, I take a step backward, trying to still my trembling body. Probably nothing, I tell myself. Just a rat. Or one of those alligators people flush down the toilet. Scary, but not deadly.

Finally steadying my breath, I turn around to head back to my bench…

…and find myself face to face with a pair of glowing red eyes.
  
OceanofPDF.com


9
 

I stagger backward, nearly falling off the edge of the subway platform in shock. The flashlight falls from my hand and clatters to the ground, bulb breaking and light extinguishing. Before I’m abandoned to total darkness, I’m treated to a flash-frame image of a nightmare, standing before me: four feet of dark, matted fur, dripping fangs, and razor-sharp claws.

I suddenly no longer give the slightest crap about rats.

“Stay back!” I cry, waving my hands blindly in front of my face, praying my eyes will adjust to the cave darkness. I try to remind myself that I’m a vampire—I’m really tough to kill—but, to be honest, the mantra doesn’t make me feel much better. After all, the creature might not have a wooden stake to drive through my heart, but it’s going to be pretty much impossible to regenerate if I’m chewed up and eaten alive—which, let’s face it, seems the most likely scenario in this case.

The creature snarls and snaps its teeth, its large ruby-red eyes the only clue to its exact whereabouts on the platform—which, currently, is way too close for comfort. Should I make a run for it? How far will I get with no light? After all, if I cracked my ankle or snagged it on a subway track I’ll be worse off than I am now.

So instead I tighten my grip on my stake. Better to stand my ground. Maybe I can at least hold it off until Jareth gets back.

“Good monster,” I whisper through the darkness, side-stepping away from the platform edge. “Just chill out. I’m not here to hurt you.” If only I’d brought a cookie.

Unfortunately it appears that the monster in question fails to have a strong grip on the English language. Or maybe it just doesn’t like the way I smell. Or does like it—’cause let’s be honest, I did eat raw hamburger for breakfast. It lunges at me, knocking me backward with the force of a speeding train. I crumble to the ground, trying to wrestle it off my body as it snaps at my neck. In addition to mangy fur, the creature seems to have a row of sharp quills on its back and I accidentally stab my hand on one of them, cool blood flowing down my arm. Damn it!

The creature freezes, sniffing the air. I use my momentary advantage to flip it over—accidentally dropping my stake in the process. After diving on top of the creature and pinning it down with my thighs, I try to keep it prostrate with one hand as I search the ground for my only weapon. My eyes are now adjusted enough to see the beast’s mouth seeking and finding my bleeding hand, its fangs sinking into my flesh.

Well, what do you know? It’s a blood drinker…

I suck in a breath as the pain shoots through me—hard and unyielding—and it’s all I can do not to rip my arm away. Instead, I force myself to stay still—to let the creature drink, as I search for the stake with my free hand.

Finally, my fingers close around the wood and I make my move. Bringing my arm up in the air, ready to stab the beast through the heart and end this fight—

“Enough!”

I stop, milliseconds before driving the stake through. Who said that? I try to search the darkness for the source of the voice.

“Fluffy! Release her. Come!”

To my shock and extreme awe, the bloodsucking beast—Fluffy?!—immediately unlocks its grip on my hand and scurries off into the darkness.

I scramble to my feet, holding my hand to my side, trying to put pressure on the wound. “Who’s there?” I cry. “Show yourself.”

A light flickers and a moment later the glow of a lamp shines through the darkness. I gasp as a tall, dark figure, dressed in a long, black cape steps into view. His skin is as white as snow. His hair as dark as night. His lips are as red as blood. Meaning he’s either some kind of cross-dressing Snow White…

… or a vampire.

“Oh my God,” I cry, relief flooding over me like a tidal wave. “Thank you so much!” I attempt a step forward toward the elderly vampire, but Fluffy—now standing by her master’s side—snarls, bearing her fangs—which, I might add, are still dripping with my blood. I stop, holding up my hands in surrender. “What is that thing?” I ask.

The vampire smiles, revealing a set of gleaming white fangs under the flickering lamplight. “Chupacabra,” he says, reaching down to scratch the creature’s mangy head. Fluffy looks up at him and pants happily.

Chupacabra. I draw in a breath, remembering my studies at Riverdale Academy. Chupacabra are legendary bloodsucking creatures, hailing from Mexico and the southwestern United States. Their name literally means “goat sucker”—with goats and other livestock being their favorite menu items.

So what was this one doing up here in New York City—which, let’s face it, is not exactly the biggest farm community around… And… I glance around nervously… are there more of her kind lurking the darkness?

“Who are you?” the vampire asks, his deep voice echoing through the dark chamber. “And what brings you to the tunnels?”

“Oh! Sorry—my bad! My name is Rayne McDonald,” I say, deciding to keep my distance from Fluffy this time, hoping the guy will ignore my rudeness in not shaking his hand. “I’m a member of the Blood Coven and my boyfriend, Jareth, and I are searching for my sister and her boyfriend, Magnus. They’re supposedly hiding out down here with a group of anti-Consortium vampires.” I pause, then add hopefully, “You don’t happen to know where they are, do you?”

The elder vampire is silent for a moment, considering my words without addressing my question. At last he speaks. “Most vampires I know don’t go around wielding wooden stakes.”

I look down at the weapon I’m still clutching in my hands and I feel my face heat. “Oh that,” I say. “Well, I sort of freelance for Slayer Inc. as well. It’s a long story.” I strain my ears to hear if Jareth might be coming back soon—surely he must have heard all the commotion. But all that greets me is silence. I hope he’s okay….

“So you’re telling me you’re a vampire who works as a vampire slayer,” the elder says, raising a wooly eyebrow.

I shrug. “That and a fairy princess,” I add. “And a cheerleader, too. Though they’ve probably kicked me off the team by now. It’s been a while since I’ve been home.” For some reason the thought makes me a little sad. “In any case, you don’t need to worry. I only take out the bad vampires, not the good ones.”

“I see… And who, may I ask, makes that call?”

I cock my head in question. “Excuse me?”

“What I mean is…” He clears his throat. “Who decides which vampires are good… and which are evil?”

“Oh right.” I scramble. “You know, to be perfectly honest, that’s actually become a bit of a muddy question these days.” Way to go, Rayne. After all, according to someone like Pyrus, these vampires are anti-Consortium—and therefore totally stakeable. “In any case, I’m not looking to stake any vampires right now. I’m on a mission to find my sister, as I told you. Are she and Magnus hiding out with you by any chance?” I cross my fingers for an affirmative.

“Maybe they are, maybe they aren’t. But if they were, surely they would not wish to be found.”

“Yeah, I know, I know,” I reply quickly. This guy is going to be harder to get through than Jareth’s secretary, isn’t he? And I can’t trick him with Race Jameson sightings down here—even if he is a fan, which seems unlikely anyway. “But they need to hear what I’ve got to say. Pyrus, the leader of the Consortium, has discovered where they are and he’s probably sending a team right now to come and find them. If they’re caught, they’ll be tried for treason.” I scowl, thinking of the Consortium speaker. “And if they’re found guilty, they’ll be killed. I can’t let that happen.”

The elder vampire rubs his chin thoughtfully. “A member of Slayer Inc. who claims to fight against the Consortium,” he ponders aloud, more to himself than anything. “Very interesting.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s fascinating.” His slow talking is driving me crazy. I mean, let’s get on with it here—time is running out! “And if we had more time, I’d totally explain all the ways. But we don’t. So please, will you take me to my sister and Magnus before it’s too late?” I dare take another step forward. Fluffy growls, snapping her teeth. The elder vampire holds out a hand.

“And how am I supposed to know this is not some kind of trick?” he asks. “That you are not here on a mission to do exactly what you claim you wish to prevent?”

“Because Sunny is my sister! Family doesn’t do that to one another.”

“Really.” The vampire chuckles softly. “Are you sure about that?”

“I’m sure that I would never harm a hair on my sister’s head!” I vow. “That I would protect her with every bone in my body.”

He rubs his chin again. I have to say, it’s really weird to be looking at such an old vampire. Most every other vampire I’ve come across was turned undead while still in their prime—and, thus, given the gift of eternal youth. This poor guy should at least consider investing in a little Botox or maybe some fillers…

“You certainly do seem like you’re telling the truth,” he says at last. “Or at least a truth you believe. I’m sorry, however, that in this case I cannot be of assistance.”

“What?” I cry, my heart sinking in my chest. “Why not?” Does he really expect me to believe he doesn’t know where my sister is?

“I once made a vow to protect those who entered my coven,” he says. “Promising that only those who speak the ancient password of peace will be allowed entrance. Since you do not seem to know this password, I can only assume you come here uninvited. Therefore it would be a disservice to my people to let you in.” He smiles patronizingly at me. “Now why don’t you come with me and I’ll escort you back up onto the city streets? I’ll help you find a lovely hotel with a hot shower where you can wash the stink off your clothes before returning home and rejoining your cheerleading friends.”

“No!” I cry, furious at his trying to dismiss me like that. “Hell no! I’ll never leave without my sister!” I step forward, ignoring Fluffy’s warning growl. Screw her—I’m not going to let some mythical beast and old guy vampire tell me to go take a bubble bath. Not when Sunny’s life is in danger! I grip my stake tightly in my hands. “Now you tell me where Sunny is or I’ll—”

A voice breaks out from the darkness. “What’s going on here?”

I whirl around, happy beyond belief to see Jareth step out from the shadows. Thank goodness. And just in time, too. After all, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to rightly stake this guy—and what if he decided to call my bluff?

“Jareth!” I cry, rushing over to my boyfriend. “This guy knows where Sunny and Magnus are, but he won’t tell us unless we know some sort of stupid password. Let him know that we’re here to—”

Jareth sidesteps me and heads straight to the elderly vampire, giving him a low bow. “Pax tecum,” he says.

The elder grins. “Now why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

“Say what? What did you say? You knew there was a password?” I demand. “Why didn’t you tell me there was a freaking password?”

Jareth gives me a sympathetic look. “Sorry,” he says. “I didn’t think you’d run into them before me. The vampire underground railroad has always used the same password over the millennia. Pax tecum—Peace be with you. I learned it long ago when I sought protection after Slayer Inc. killed my family. They helped me reinvent myself and rejoin society as a new vampire—to absolve me of my crimes against Slayer Inc.”

I give a low whistle, completely sobered by his words. “Wow. I had no idea.” Poor Jareth. I assumed once he’d escaped from Slayer Inc.’s siege, he was free and clear. But I guess it makes sense. After all, if he’d taken out some of their agents in the big fight, they might end up holding a bit of a grudge.

“The Consortium has been around a long time,” Jareth adds. “But there are many vampires who have been around a lot longer.” He nods his head respectfully in the elder’s direction. The elder gives him a small smile.

“Well, all righty there,” I interject, a renewed sense of hope surging through me. Maybe this will work out after all. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go get Sunny and Magnus.”
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The elderly vampire—who introduces himself as Drake—unlocks an ancient-looking door at the far end of the platform with a golden key tied around his neck and ushers us into a narrow passageway, leading off into, yes, more darkness. Luckily, he goes first, illuminating the path with his lantern, his trusty Chupacabra, Fluffy, sticking to his side. The creature wags her tail as she scampers along with her master—she’s so freaking cute, it’s hard to believe she tried to eat me ten minutes before.

We walk for what seems like forever, through a twisted maze of passages lined with booby traps, which Drake helpfully points out as we go. I realize there is no way on earth Jareth and I could have discovered this place on our own—never mind survived all the traps. Guess Magnus knew what he was doing when he picked this place over the Four Seasons when choosing his and Sunny’s hideaway. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so worried about Pyrus tracking them down after all.

Still, it can’t hurt to give them a head’s up. And I’ll be thrilled at the chance to see my sister again after so much time apart. I finger the box in my pocket, wrapped in black-and-gold paper. The Christmas present I never got to give her until now.

Suddenly, Drake stops. I look up. The passageway ends abruptly at a large stone wall. Confused, I search the area for some kind of side exit, but see nothing. Are we lost? Did Drake take a wrong turn?

“Here we are,” he says instead. “The entrance to our lair.”

I squint at him, then at the solid rock wall ahead. “Um, entrance? I don’t see no stinking entrance.”

He smiles. “Down here, my little slayer, things are not always as they appear.” He whistles for Fluffy, who runs up to him, tongue lolling from her mouth. He nods at her and claps his hands once. I watch in amazement as Fluffy turns and dives at the wall, without hesitation—bracing myself for a loud crack as her head slams into solid stone. After all, I’d much prefer to be able to say that no animals were harmed in the making of this rescue.

But to my surprise—the creature does not hit her head. Instead, the head in question completely disappears into the rock, followed by her furry body.

“Holy crap!” I cry, reaching out to touch the rock wall with my own hand. Sure enough, my fingers slide easily through the optical illusion. “I want one of these for my bedroom door.”

Drake chuckles, then his expression turns serious. “We have many vampires among us who do not wish to be found under any circumstances,” he tells us. “It is best to be overly protective in all cases.” He gives me a small bow. “After you, my dear.”

Right. I suck in a breath and take a determined step up to the rock. As I move forward, I’m still half sure I’m going to whack my head against solid stone. But instead I slide right on through—enveloping myself in a slick curtain of mist—before reappearing on the other side. A moment later I’m joined by Jareth and Drake.

“That is too cool,” I mutter. “You are so going to have to give me that secret.”

Jareth reaches out and squeezes my hand, giving me a small smile. “We made it,” he whispers.

I look up, taking in my surroundings. My brows furrow as I scan the wide, high-ceilinged, rock-walled cavern around us. I guess I wasn’t sure what to expect here, but I can tell you for sure I didn’t expect to see such heartbreaking poverty. I mean, practically every vampire I’ve ever met is super rich, possessing luxury and amenities beyond compare—or at least a decent middle-class income. This place is like the opposite: a shantytown of cardboard box homes and half-rotted tents. Hammered tin, shattered glass, bones strewn about. The camp centers around a large fire pit, the heavy smoke stinging my eyes. I glance over at Jareth, trying to shoot him a look of dismay without Drake seeing. This is where my sister has been living all this time?

He gives me a grim smile. “Welcome to life for vampires outside the Consortium’s embrace.”

I swallow hard. Wow. When he said the Blood Coven would suffer if they were kicked from the Consortium, I guess I figured they might be stuck with Top Ramen once in a while. Not living in ultimate squalor. No wonder the other vampire masters in the Consortium are so scared to go against Pyrus’s orders. I wouldn’t want this for my people either!

Drake gestures for us to follow him toward the center of the camp. All around us I can feel the stares of vampires hiding behind closed doors or cloth tents. Here and there I catch sight of some movement behind an oily glass window—but as soon as it comes, it’s gone.

“My apologies,” Drake says, ushering us over to the bonfire and inviting us to take seats on the rotted wooden logs placed around it. “My people are quite shy. They do not meet many outsiders. And many still fear being tracked down by Consortium agents and made to suffer for their alleged crimes.”

I grimace as I take my seat beside Jareth, trying to imagine what it would be like to be stuck down here in eternal darkness, never able to leave. It’s not like with vampires you can even outlive the current regime. Unless someone stops Pyrus, his reign is likely to be eternal.

“Would you like something to drink?” Drake asks, peering at us from across the fire. “You must be very parched from your trip. And you, slayer, have lost quite a bit of blood.”

My mouth waters and I glance down at my hand, which has barely scabbed over by this point. My powers of regeneration suck when I haven’t had a good drink. Still, I can’t just chill with a cocktail when we’ve got more important matters to deal with.

“First I need to see Sunny,” I tell Drake. “And Magnus.”

He nods and picks up a bell from the ground and lets it ring. A moment later, a small dark-haired, pale-skinned girl who appears to be about fourteen years old but is probably more like 1,400, steps up to the fire.

“Cinder,” Drake addresses her. “Please have someone track down Sunshine McDonald. And then fetch our visitors some blood.”

The girl nods and disappears. A few moments later she returns with two plastic 7-Eleven Big Gulp cups filled with red liquid. She hands one to me and one to Jareth. “Sunshine is down by the canal,” she informs us. “I had Aleisha go and get her.”

“Thanks,” I tell her gratefully, putting the cup to my lips. Good thing I no longer have an aversion to real blood. Otherwise this might be a bit awkward. I take big gulp and—

—totally gag! Ew! This is the grossest blood I’ve ever tasted!

“Sorry,” Drake says, evidently catching my look of disgust. “Cinder, these are our honored guests,” he scolds the girl. “Get them something fresh… and human.” He turns back to Jareth and me. “I apologize. You’re probably not used to rat blood. Unfortunately, it’s one of our main sources of sustenance down here.”

I open my mouth to reply, but Jareth shoots me a warning look. So instead, I force myself to take another tiny sip, swallowing it down without puking—but let me tell you, it is no easy task.

“Tastes like chicken,” I manage to spit out.

Drake laughs appreciatively. “Oh I’m sure,” he replies, reaching over and taking my cup and setting it on the ground.

“So what’s the deal?” I ask, wishing I had something to get the oh-so-nasty taste out of my mouth. “I thought vampires couldn’t survive for the long haul with anything but human. Not enough vitamins or something.”

“It’s true,” Drake agrees solemnly. “And if you look at the vampires around the camp, you’ll see the aftereffects of using animal blood as a substitute. They’re scrawny, fragile. Unable to regenerate if wounded. That’s one of the reasons we keep Chupacabra around as guard dogs. The vampires themselves are too weak to put up a good fight.” He shrugs. “But without access to the Consortium’s bank accounts, we’re not able to hire proper blood donors. And my people, though outcasts, aren’t barbaric enough to hunt humans as the vampires of old. Once in a while we’re able to come up with enough money to bribe a blood bank for some bags. But it’s definitely a special treat.”

I look around the camp in wonder. They’re starving—literally—and yet they still retain respect for human life. How are they considered the bad guys, the ones unworthy of joining the Consortium’s ranks?

“Man, your vampire government really sucks,” I mutter to Jareth. “No pun intended.”

He gives me a sad smile. “It’s true,” he says. “And seeing places like this makes me realize how badly we need a new leader. Someone who will provide justice and protection and resources to all vampires—not only a precious few.”

At that moment Cinder returns with our drinks, this time in crystal wine goblets that gleam in the firelight. “You’re very beautiful,” she murmurs, reaching out to touch a strand of my hair, after handing me my drink, an awed look on her sallow face. “Like your sister.”

“Uh, thanks,” I reply, feeling my face heat. It’s so unfair that I’ve had all the advantages and vampires like her have had none. “You’re really pretty, too.” And she is—though her skin is so pale it’s nearly translucent. And her eyes are shadowed with dark circles.

“Here,” I say, handing her back the goblet, mind made up. “You drink this. I actually quite dig the other stuff.” With great effort I force myself to grab the rat gunk by my feet and slurp it down with big mouthfuls. Tastes like chicken. Tastes like chicken. Somehow I manage to drain my glass without throwing up.

Cinder glances over at Drake with nervous eyes, but he gives her a succinct nod. She breaks into a huge smile and I realize she’s missing one of her fangs. “Gracias!” she cries. “Thank you so much!” She gulps down the Homo sapiens cocktail as if she hasn’t eaten for a week. Sadly, I’m guessing that’s not far off the mark.

“So did you guys always live outside the jurisdiction of the Consortium?” I ask when she’s finished. I’m curious how this all came down.

Drake shakes his head. “I was once one of the top leaders of the organization,” he tells me. “That is, until my protégé and I had an argument.”

“Your protégé?”

“Pyrus,” he says flatly. “Once upon a time, I was his sire. I turned him into a vampire and helped him rise to his current position as house speaker. Little did I know of his true intentions. Not to better the world—but to take over. When I saw how power hungry he was becoming, I tried to step in—to knock him down a peg or two, remind him it was a democracy, not a dictatorship.” He sighs. “Pyrus didn’t care for my intervention. He cast me and my coven out of the Consortium, forcing us to flee like dogs. We finally settled here, deep underground, and started a mission to help other vampires who were cast away. It’s not a glamorous life, as you can see, but it’s the only one many of my people know.”

I cringe, looking at the camp, thinking of some of the other covens I’ve visited. All the luxury, the riches, the gallons of blood to drink from waiting donors.

“That doesn’t seem fair.”

“It’s not fair,” Cinder speaks up, her dark eyes flashing fire. “But at least here we are free.”

The elder smiles at her. “That is true, my dear,” he agrees. “By living outside the Consortium, we are not bound by their rules. We are not caught up in their endless wars and politics. We are allowed to bring in stray vampires and rehabilitate them into coven lifestyle. We can offer a safe haven to child vampires—who would otherwise be sentenced to death by Slayer Inc.”

I open my mouth to speak, but suddenly I’m interrupted by a high-pitched squeal of delight.

“Rayne! You’re here! You’re really here!”
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“Rayne!” Sunny cries, throwing her arms around me. “You came! You really came! I can’t believe you’re here.”

I squeeze her back, not bothering to check the bloody tears streaming down my cheeks. I guess I didn’t realize up until now how much I’d missed her. My Sunny. My sister. My better half. The McDonald twins—united again at long last.

“Thank goodness you’re all right,” I murmur before we part from our embrace.

“What are you guys doing here?” she asks. “Did you get kicked out of the Consortium, too? Did Pyrus figure out you’re not on his side? Is the Blood Coven okay?”

I hold up my hands in protest. “Whoa! One question at a time. Sit down and I’ll give you the scoop.”

She plops down on the log. I notice she’s a lot skinnier than when I last saw her. I guess blood isn’t the only scarce food supply down here in the vampire refugee camp. I wish I’d saved some of that hamburger. Not that Miss Vegetarian would probably eat any of it.

“Come on, Rayne. Don’t keep me in suspense here.”

“Oh, right.” I shake my head to clear it, then give her the CliffsNotes version of the last few days. When I’m finished, she gives a low whistle.

“Wow, Bertha the Vampire Slayer,” she says. “I never thought we’d run into her again.”

“Yeah, well, to be honest, I think she’s the least of our problems at this point. Pyrus knows where you are, and who knows what he’s going to do with that information. I mean, the guy’s really out for blood, if you know what I mean. We need to get you and Magnus out of here,” I tell her. “So hurry up. Go pack your things. Or don’t even bother—we can buy you more once we get you away,” I add, remembering all the baggage she tried to drag with her when we made our escape attempt from Riverdale. I rise to my feet, putting out a hand. “Come on. There’s no time to lose.”

Sunny looks at my hand, but doesn’t take it. “Rayne, I can’t just leave,” she says. “I mean, what about Magnus? He’s out hunting with the others. He won’t be back for a few hours, at least.”

I frown. This is so like Sunny. To completely dismiss my selfless, death-defying rescue attempt because she’s more interested in her boyfriend’s whereabouts than her own safety. She makes it tough, let me tell you.

“Sun, Jareth will stay here and wait for Magnus,” I tell her. “They’re vampires—they can take care of themselves. But in the meantime, we’ve got to get you somewhere safe.”

Sunny’s eyes narrow. “Because I can’t take care of myself?”

I groan. In her extended absence I guess I’d conveniently forgotten how sensitive Sunny is about the whole she’s more weak and vulnerable than a vampire thing. I’m guessing any second now she’s going to start going off about how she’s a fairy princess and perfectly able to take care of herself.

“I’m not some helpless mortal, you know! I’m a fairy princess! I can take care of myself! So don’t even start on this whole ‘Sunny is sweet and innocent and helpless and needs to be rescued’ crap. In fact, last I remember, I’m the one who saved your butt.”

I grit my teeth. “Exactly! And I let you, right? So how about you let me return the favor?”

“You only let me because you were half-dead and poisoned,” Sunny points out. “And don’t even think of trying to tell me you would have taken off with me and left Jareth behind if he was in danger, too.”

“I would too have!” I protest. I catch Jareth’s raised eyebrow. “Sorry, babe,” I say, “but only because I respect your vampire prowess and know you don’t need me to get out of a tight situation.”

Sunny rolls her eyes. “Rayne McDonald, you don’t fool me one bit. Now sit down, drink your damn blood, and wait with me for Magnus to come back.”

I sigh, resigning myself to plopping down on the log. “Since when you did you become the pigheaded, annoying twin?” I ask. “I thought that was my job description.”

Sunny smirks then softens. “Look, Rayne, it’s not that I don’t appreciate you coming here to rescue me. I think it’s really sweet. In fact, I couldn’t ask for a more loyal and devoted twin. But you know I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to Magnus. I love him. I’ve sacrificed everything to be with him up until now. I can’t abandon him.”

“I know.” I sling an arm around her shoulder and pull her close. “You’re a good girlfriend. Magnus is lucky to have you.”

“And I’m lucky to have you.”

As she rests her head on my shoulder happily, I try to quiet the worry whirling through my brain. So we have to wait an hour or two. No big deal. I mean, this place is more heavily guarded than Fort Knox. Booby traps, secret passageways, Latin passwords, optical illusions, and a Chupacabra army. Even if Pyrus did have an inkling as to where the two of them were hiding out, it’s not like he could just waltz in here with no difficulty. Surely we’re safe for at least another few hours.

“So where are you taking us, anyway?” Sunny asks. “I mean, what place could be safer than this?”

Huh. Good question. In all my determination to rescue, I actually didn’t really consider our next move. I glance over at Jareth, hoping he’s done a bit more preplanning.

“There’s another vampire refugee camp deep in the heart of Mexico,” my boyfriend says. “Down at the bottom of a 1,200-foot pit.”

Wow, that sounds about as appealing as having all my teeth pulled at the dentist. But I guess vampires have different outlooks on vacation destinations. After all, if a 1,200-foot-deep pit doesn’t shield them from sunshine, nothing will.

Suddenly Cinder reappears before us, her eyes shining with excitement. “Lord Magnus and the hunting party are back!” she exclaims.

I let out a sigh of relief. Thank goodness. Now we can get this show on the road.

Sunny bounces from the log as her boyfriend approaches the fire pit. He’s dirty and drained and skinny, his already chiseled cheekbones looking even more gaunt than usual, complementing the dark circles under his eyes.

“Mag!” Sunny cries, throwing her arms around him as if she hadn’t seen him for weeks. “Look who’s here! Jareth and Rayne!”

Even from here, I can see Magnus’s startle at the news. He breaks from Sunny’s hug and approaches the two of us, a string of dead rats in his hands. (I try not to remember that’s what I just finished drinking.)

“Jareth,” he says, addressing my boyfriend in a stern voice. “What is the meaning of this?”

I can see Jareth’s face pale as he rises stiffly to greet his co-master and friend. I wince. In my excitement to rescue Sunny and Magnus, I kind of forgot about the fact that Jareth is technically going against his friend’s wishes by coming here.

“My lord,” Jareth says, bowing low. “There has been a threat against your life. Pyrus has learned where you are and is, even now, sending out a team to oust you. We must get you and Sunshine to safety as quickly as possible.”

Magnus does not seem surprised by the news. Instead, he looks angry. “You broke your promise,” he growls. “You abandoned the coven. How many times did I tell you, I’d rather die than have my people suffer.” He gestures to the shantytown around us. “Do you not see what could happen if Pyrus doubts your loyalty and kicks our vampires from the Consortium? Would you really want this for our people?”

I cringe. I see what he’s saying, of course. But damn—Jareth was only trying to help him! “Look,” I interject. “You need to chill. No one’s going to take the Blood Coven away. Pyrus has no idea that we’re here. We took all the precautions—private plane, assumed names and fake IDs, disguises—the works! So why don’t you cut Jareth a little slack here and maybe thank him for coming all this way to save your sorry ass?”

But Magnus refuses to look in my direction or acknowledge my words. Instead, his green eyes pierce through Jareth. “Perhaps,” he says, “you are unaware of Pyrus’s propensity for trackers then.”

Wait, what?

Even from here, I can see Jareth’s hard swallow. “Trackers?”

“Micro GPS. Usually sewn into a piece of clothing. Who has had access to your clothing in the last twenty-four hours?”

Jareth shrugs. “No one,” he says. “I mean, just the dry cleaners.”

“And you picked up the dry cleaning yourself?”

“Well, no. I had Marcia…” Jareth trails off, his face rife with horror. “You don’t think…”

Drake steps up, holding a finger to his lips. He whistles once and a moment later Fluffy and a few of her Chupacabra friends approach. He speaks to them in a language I don’t understand and a moment later they’re on Jareth, sniffing him to an inch of his life.

Jareth scowls. “I am sure, Magnus, I would be aware if—”

Fluffy lets out a howl, pawing Jareth’s left pant leg. Then she opens her mouth and rips at the fabric. Sure enough, a tiny piece of metal—the size of a pin, clatters to the stone floor. You know that saying about it being so quiet you can hear a pin drop? Well, there you go. Drake steps forward, grinding the piece of metal with his foot.

“Oh God,” I whisper, staring at Jareth. He looks at me, his face stark white, then at Magnus.

A loud braying cuts through the silence of the camp. Followed by the sound of a hundred stampeding footsteps.

Sunny looks at me in horror, then at Magnus. “Oh, Rayne,” she whispers. “What have you done?”
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The camp erupts in activity, with Cinder leading the charge. Gone is the innocent girl with hollow eyes—now she’s like a warrior princess as she barks orders to the camp. The vampires emerge from their tents armed with sticks and rocks and metal bars—and a few rusty knives here and there. At their feet, the Chupacabra swarm—teeth bared and claws on the ready. Cinder yells something in Spanish, raising her own staff above her head and the Chupacabra break into a sprint, racing down the dark passageways to meet the threat head-on. Meanwhile the vampires scurry to stand together, ready for the inevitable onslaught. To be honest, they look quite a sad and sorry bunch—undernourished and sickly—but they wear fierce determination on their hollow faces—making me half believe they may stand a chance.

Someone grabs my shoulder and I whirl around, heart in my throat. It’s Magnus, looking down at me with wild eyes. “Rayne, there’s a secret passageway through the purple tent at the back of the camp. It leads back out into the sewers.”

I stare at him, uncomprehending. “Are you kidding? I can fight! I can help!” I hold up my stake in my hand.

“I know you can. But I don’t want Sunny in danger,” he explains. “I’d take her myself, but it’s my fault these vampires are being attacked. I must do what I can to save them. But in order to do that, I have to know that Sunny’s safe.” He pauses as the roar of beasts grows closer. “Go now!” he commands. “Before they get here!”

I nod, giving him a small salute before taking off to go find my sister. After some searching I locate her at Cinder’s side, fairy wings fully furled and a dagger in her hand.

“Come on!” I cry, grabbing her by the arm. “I know a way out.”

She turns to me, looking at me as if I asked her to skin a baby puppy for its fur coat and then eat the remains for breakfast. “Are you kidding? I told you before, I’m not leaving without Magnus.”

“He’s the one who asked me to get you out of here!”

Sunny frowns. “Yeah, well, too bad. I’m not going anywhere. And you know you’d do the same thing if you were me.”

She’s got me there. But then again, I’m the foolish, rash, crazy twin. She’s supposed to be the one with more common sense. “Sunny, don’t be an idiot!” I scold her. “You know Magnus won’t be able to fight if he thinks you’re in danger. Which means you being here endangers the entire coven.”

A loud roar cuts through Sunny’s protest. I look over, my jaw dropping as I see a horde of what appear to be werewolves stampeding toward us with lightning speed. Pyrus must have hired these mercenaries to do his dirty work once he realized he couldn’t rely on Slayer Inc. The wolves tear through the poor Chupacabra, chomping down on them with jaws of steel then tossing their broken bodies away as they advance on the trembling vampire front lines.

“Come on!” I cry, grabbing Sunny’s arm again. “For Magnus’s sake if not mine!”

“Fine!” Sunny breaks her stance and turns to follow me. Together we rush through the camp until we find the purple tent. Diving in and digging through the ratty blankets and pillows, I discover the trap door, embedded in the ground. Ripping it open, I motion for Sunny to go through, praying her claustrophobia won’t pick now to rear its ugly head. Luckily, Sunny doesn’t object, dropping down into the hole without question. I follow, pulling the trap door shut behind me.

We find ourselves in a damp, narrow crawl space slick with some kind of lime-green moldy moisture. I shove Sunny through, then suck in a breath and follow, praying the tunnel won’t collapse on top of us, burying us under a thousand tons of dirt and rock. Especially since, as a vampire, I wouldn’t actually die from this kind of horrific experience. I’d just be spending eternity trying to claw my way out. After the first hundred years, I’m guessing I’d go at least a little bit insane.

I push at Sunny’s butt in front of me. “Hurry!” I hiss. She doesn’t reply but picks up the pace.

After what seems an eternity, we finally emerge from the crawl space into a wide subway tunnel that is illuminated by large ceiling grates. Guess it must be mid afternoon by now. Above us I can see the shadows of cars—commuters going about their days without a care in the world. With no idea of the immortal battle being fought below.

Sunny tosses me a worried look, then glances back to the crawl space. She doesn’t have to speak for me to know what she’s thinking.

“He’ll be okay,” I try to assure her, though in my heart I’m not so sure. After all, there were so many of them. And those refugees were not exactly healthy vampire soldiers trained in combat. Do Jareth and Magnus and the rest even have a chance? And if they are overpowered, will they be killed outright? Or dragged home for Pyrus to do the dirty deed himself?

“I’m not thinking about Magnus,” Sunny corrects, glancing at the crawl space again. “I mean, of course I am. But… did you hear something?”

I freeze in my tracks, training my vampire-enhanced ears to listen for noises coming from the tunnel. Maybe it’s just the corridor collapsing behind us. Or an echo from the battlefield. Or one of the Chupacabra…

…I hope.

“Let’s keep moving,” I say, urging my sister to pick up the pace. But the sound only grows louder as we rush down the tracks. And as we hit a collapsed section of tunnel ahead, blocking our path, a familiar female voice cuts through the darkness.

“Rayne and Sunshine McDonald! Show yourselves!”

Oh God. We slowly turn around, coming face to face with pretty much my worst nightmare.

“Bertha,” I whisper.

The slayer is back in her full Resident Evil attire, her long brown hair pulled back from her sneering face and a razor-sharp stake in her hand. She smiles slowly, a greedy look in her beady eyes.

“Um, what are you doing here?” I ask. As if I hadn’t already pretty much figured it out. One soppy phone call from her asshole ex-boyfriend and she was back on the payroll. Did all my wise advice mean nothing to her?

“You stupid, stupid girl,” she spits, taking a slow step toward us. “Falling for my ridiculous trap. You know, I totally laughed at Pyrus when he first suggested it. I told him there was no way on earth you’d believe that this beautiful body of mine was carved from some eating disorder. That I, Bertha the Vampire Slayer, was nothing more than a weak, lovelorn teen, craving food to make up for her ongoing self-esteem issues like some bad teen novel.”

She’s lying. I know she is. There’s no way she could have been faking her panic when I discovered her ugly secret in the hotel bathroom. Unfortunately I’m not sure this knowledge is going to do me any good now.

But I have to try. “Bertha, you have a problem,” I say, taking a cautious step forward. “You need help. Why don’t you come with us? We can help you get away from Pyrus. And then, once you’re safe, we can deal with your food issues.”

“I have no food issues,” she growls, her eyes narrowing into furious slits. “It’s all diet and exercise, bitch.” She raises her stake.

“Bertha…” I want to tell her overcoming denial is the first step, but I’m worried it will only make her angrier. “Look, I know what you’re going through. I know it’s hard. But—”

“Please. You don’t know anything,” Bertha cuts me off, her voice thick with scorn. “You’re just a total idiot who fell for my trap. All I had to do was hint that Pyrus knew about Sunny’s whereabouts and you were on the next plane—in some moronic attempt to save her. Then we simply had to follow our noses—or, more technically, the bug our loyal Consortium member Marcia placed on Jareth’s dry-cleaning. And BINGO—the two of you led us straight to our prize.” She smirks. “Way to go, slayer. You’ve done your job and then some! Sunny, Magnus, and some other vampires in the refugee camp whom we’ve been after for centuries—what a bounty! Feel free to head back home. I can take it from here.”

“Come on,” I try, switching tactics. “You know you don’t want to do this. Sunny and Magnus have been wrongfully accused. They’re innocent. Sunny only did what she had to, to save my life.”

“Keep on defending her,” Bertha replies smugly. “It’ll be fun to report back to Slayer Inc. about how you not only denied your commission but also purposely set out to obstruct justice.”

I have to bite my tongue to stop myself from informing her that actually I’m following Slayer Inc.’s directives to the letter. Don’t want her to go back to Pyrus and tell him he’s been played like a fool this whole time—and that the organization would much rather dust HIM than my sister’s boyfriend. That would ruin everything.

“What commission?” Sunny demands. Uh-oh.

Bertha turns to her smugly. “Oh, didn’t you know? Your sister was assigned to bring you back to justice. And if she doesn’t follow through, her employment—and also her pathetic little life—will be terminated, permanently.”

I cringe as Sunny’s eyes widen in horror. Great. For the millionth time, I wish the two of us had telepathic powers—so I could let her know the real deal without spilling the beans to Bertha.

“Rayne!” Sunny cries, grabbing my arm. “Let her arrest me. It’s not worth you getting nano-ed over.”

I try to shake her off. “Sorry, sis, but that’s not going to happen. I refuse to stand here and let this Barbie-doll bitch take you away for a crime you didn’t commit ’cause she’s trying to please her sicko, abusive boyfriend.”

“Well, I refuse to let you die for simply defending me.”

Argh, she is so impossible. “Well I refuse to—”

Bertha makes an exaggerated yawn. “Can you two let me know when you’re done bickering so I can get on with arresting Sunny already? I don’t want to miss American Idol.”

“I hope you set your TiVo,” I tell her. “Because while there is breath in my body, you will never take my sister away.”

“I don’t own a TiVo. So I suggest you prepare yourself for a fight!”

Now when most people use the word prepare, that means they’re planning to give you time to get ready for the upcoming event in question. Not Bertha. The moment the words leave her mouth, she’s diving at me, screaming like some freaking banshee from Hell. It’s all I can do to leap to the side, a split second before she nearly stakes me through the heart. As she whirls around, I shove her as hard as I can, now wishing I’d taken Cinder up on the human blood—to shore up my admittedly pathetic vampire strength.

Bertha stumbles for a second then regains her balance, waving her stake in my direction, ready to spar.

“Sunny, run!” I yell at my sister as I dance at my enemy, attempting to get a punch in while avoiding her stake. It really sucks that she can end my life in a second with her weapon and I can only give her glorified splinters with my own. Of course I can do some serious damage with my teeth, if only I can get close enough.

Time to make my move. A roundhouse kick takes out her stake; it goes skittering across the room. Then I follow up with a one-two punch to the stomach, attempting to knock her back. She blocks my second punch, then makes a right jab at my head, her fist slamming into my temple. The world spins, and I stumble backward, trying to see through the blood that rains down my face—cut by one of her razor-sharp rings. Bertha takes advantage of my momentary blindness and slams a fist into my stomach, causing me to double over in pain.

She grabs me by the shoulders, slamming me against the rock wall over and over again until I think my back’s about to break. It takes all my might to smash my boot down on her foot, then kick her to the stomach. As she falls backward, I throw myself on top of her, wiping the blood from my eyes and then finding her throat with my two hands and squeezing with all my might.

Her eyes bulge from her head as I tighten my grip. From behind me I can hear Sunny screaming—begging me not to kill her—to think of the consequences. But the rage inside of me is too great, and the sudden bloodlust washes over me in a tidal wave. All the kinder, gentler vampire training flees as my anger takes control, pure fury spilling over at this girl who thinks she can hurt my family and get away with it. My fangs descend from my gums and I sink them into her now-bloated jugular, ready to steal away her life as she tried to steal my sister’s and my own.

“Rayne! Stop it!” Sunny’s cries are dim and muted under the bloodlust rushing through my ears. “Don’t kill her! Don’t sink to her level! Remember what you learned in rehab. Remember what happened to Corbin!”

It takes all my strength and willpower, but somehow I manage to pull away, ripping my fangs from her flesh and staring down at her blotchy face, full of broken blood vessels. Is she dead? Did I kill her? Oh God. I’m supposed to be the good guy here. And the good guys arrest the bad guys and bring them to justice. They don’t eat them.

“Bertha?” I venture after a hard swallow. “Um, are you okay?”

Suddenly her eyes shoot open and she flips me around. With one movement, the tables are turned and I’m the one on my back. Pinning me between her strong thighs, she reaches for her stake, managing to grasp it in her fingers.

“Now we see who’s the real vampire slayer,” she snarls, her face beet red and her mouth dripping blood. She pulls back, ready to stake me through the heart. I squirm, desperately trying to get away. But she’s too strong. She’s got me down. This is the end. My final swan song.

“Please, Bertha!” I cry. “Please don’t—”

I squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting to watch myself poof into dust. What will it feel like to die? Where do I go afterward? I sold my soul a long time ago to become a vampire. Does that mean this is it? The end of me? Or the beginning of a life of eternal suffering?

Suddenly Bertha screams. My eyes fly open. Sunny has her by the hair, dragging her off of me. “No one stakes my sister, you bitch!” she cries in a voice I’ve never heard her use before. She smacks the stake out of Bertha’s hands.

I try to scramble to my feet, to help my sister. But I’m woozy and stunned and stumble backward instead. Bertha yanks free from Sunny’s grasp—leaving my sister with nothing more than a handful of hair extensions. (I should have known that gorgeous head of hair was nothing more than a weave!) Then, as I watch in horror, she pulls something else from her pocket.

A knife made of iron.

No! I dive at Bertha, using everything left inside of me to get to her before she can touch my fairy sister and poison her with her blade. As a vampire/fairy combo, I have some resistance to iron—it won’t kill me, but it’ll make me pretty damn sick. But Sunny—one touch and…

I leap onto Bertha, trying to wrestle the knife away. I manage to knock it from her grasp and yank her backward. This time there will be no mercy. She’s gone too far. I rip out her throat with my teeth and let the blood spill onto the floor without any interest in drinking. She’s too repulsive for that.

A moan interrupts me and I drop Bertha to the ground and run to my sister. Oh God! My eyes widen as I realize that my efforts were too late. Sunny falls to the ground, blood seeping from a small cut in her arm. But it’s enough. The poison is already swimming through her veins.

“Rayne!” she cries, her eyes going glassy and her legs and arms flopping uselessly.

“No!” This isn’t happening. It can’t be happening! I fall to the floor, grabbing her arm, trying to suck out the poison best I can. I suck and I suck until I puke, but it doesn’t seem to be doing any good. Her body convulses and her eyes roll to the back of her head.

“I’m cold, Rayne,” she sobs as I pull her into my arms, rocking her close as bloody tears stream down my cheeks. “So cold.”

“It’s going to be okay,” I try. But I know in my heart it won’t be. The poison will take her, just as it stole our dad away.

And it’s all my fault.

“Rayne…” she tries to speak, but I can see it’s an effort to do so. “Rayne…”

“Shhh…” I try to shush her. “Be still.”

“You’re the best sister a girl could ever have. I love you.” Sunny whispers before closing her eyes. I watch in horror as her breath dies in her throat and her body goes limp.

“No!” I cry, trying to shake her awake. “Sunny! Stay with me!” But even as I scream and pound at her, I know it will do no good.

My sister. My beautiful, innocent, sweet twin sister is dead. Forever. And there’s nothing I can do to bring her back.
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I can’t tell you how long I sat there in the cold, dank, dark abandoned subway tunnel underneath the skin of New York City, my sister’s lifeless body resting silently in my lap. I can tell you that I didn’t cry much at first. Not that I didn’t want to, but for some reason the sobs refused to break free from my frozen body. Instead, I mostly stared into space, into the darkness, numb with overwhelming grief and filled with wild wonderings of when the hell I was going to wake up and realize this was all some terrible nightmare. That my sister wasn’t actually dead.

Because she couldn’t be dead. That’s not how this story was supposed to go. I was supposed to rescue her and we were supposed to live happily ever after. I mean, who would ever want to read a story or see a film where the heroine dies a bloody, nasty death for a crime she didn’t commit? Hollywood doesn’t work like that.

Unfortunately, real life, I realize with a sickening thought, often does.

Eventually I manage to haul myself to my feet, dimly aware that, though at the moment, nothing else seems to matter, in truth something does. Jareth and Magnus—did they survive the attack? Are they worried sick—wondering where we are? I need to get back to them. I need to tell them what happened. If they’re even there to tell. My stomach heaves and I lean over to empty the rat blood I drank a mere hour ago, mixed with Bertha’s vile bodily fluids. It’s insane how one hour can change the rest of your life.

I want to take Sunny. I don’t want to leave her lifeless body sprawled out on the tracks, a gourmet meal for some lucky subway rats. But try as I might, I can’t manage to carry her dead weight in my arms. Especially not through the tiny crawl space we came from. You know that old sixties song “He ain’t heavy, he’s my brother”? Well, either that dude had some seriously anorexic brother—or he spent way more hours than me in his local gym. Finally I give up, deciding to drag her to the collapsed section of the tunnel and cover her body as much as I can with stones and debris. The best burial I can do under the circumstances.

“Dear God,” I murmur when I’m finished, kneeling down in front of the pile. I’m not a very religious person by any means, and let’s face it, God probably isn’t all that into vampires either. But for Sunny’s sake I try. “Please take care of my sister,” I whisper, the tears now falling unchecked from my eyes. I place her birthday present—still unwrapped—into her hands. “She didn’t deserve this.”

I find I can’t say any more. The lump in my throat is too big. I rise to my feet and slowly head back down the tunnel from where we came. As I crawl through, no longer really caring whether the ceiling collapses on me or not, all I can think, all I can beg for in my muddled, grief-stricken brain, is that Jareth is there, waiting for me on the other end. Because otherwise I seriously don’t know how I’m going to deal.

Soon, I arrive at the trap door, pushing it open and standing up into the purple tent, which, I quickly realize, has been torn to shreds. In fact, the entire camp is pretty much in shambles. The aftereffects of what appears to be a massacre. Vampires scurry past me, blood bags in their arms, rushing to and fro to attend to the wounded who lie scattered everywhere, their mournful cries sound tracking the air.

“We need more blood over here!” cries a blond vamp nearby.

“This is the last bag!’ calls another from across the camp.

I want to puke all over again. It’s hard enough to believe these vampires have survived as long as they have drinking mostly rodent blood. And they’re going to need a serious surplus of the human stuff if they expect to heal these types of wounds. All around me I see torn limbs, slashed-open stomachs, and massive head wounds. The kind of injuries that, without human blood transfusions, may take decades to heal on their own. The wolves came in and did their worst. It would have almost been kinder of the Consortium to send in a hundred slayers armed with stakes. At least that way death would have come quickly and painlessly.

But Pyrus, I realize, has never been one for kindness.

My eyes search the camp, frantically looking for a familiar face. At last I see Cinder carrying two buckets of blood over to a large group of wounded. She’s scraped up pretty bad but looks damn healthy compared to the rest of them. That human blood I let her drink before the attack probably saved her immortal life.

“Where’s Magnus? Where’s Jareth?” I ask, rushing over to her and grabbing her by the arm, not one hundred percent sure I want to know the answer to either question. Please don’t let them be dead. Please don’t let them be dead.

Cinder turns to me, a solemn look on her face. “Lord Magnus surrendered to the wolves,” she says. “He let them take him away.”

“What?” I cry. They took Magnus? So everything we tried to do was for nothing? “Why would he do something like that?”

She gives me a hard look. The look of someone who has seen far too much pain in her life. “To save the rest of the camp,” she says flatly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must get this blood distributed.” She tries to push past me, but I stand my ground.

“What about… what about… Jareth,” I manage to finally spit out, though I have no idea how I’m going to take the news that something happened to him.

“He’s over in one of the remaining tents,” she says, giving me wan smile. “Some of the vampires… well, they believe he brought the wolves upon us. I felt that it was best he remain out of plain sight.”

“So he’s… alive.” My heart surges with hope.

She nods. “He’s doing much better than most. But then, he started out healthier to begin with.” She looks around the camp, dismay in her eyes. I rest a hand on her arm.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

“No more than I am,” she replies, then rushes away to deliver the blood to those who need it.

I draw in a long breath, then start toward the tent where Jareth hides, my stomach feeling as if it’s going to flip inside out as I step over dismembered limbs and bloody entrails. How could Pyrus get away with something like this? Was it simply because the other Consortium members have no idea what’s really going on? I force myself to pull my iPhone from my pocket, wincing as I click it on and see the wallpaper photo of Sunny and me making funny faces at the camera. Somehow I manage to find the photo app and start taking pictures. The others must know what went on here today.

“Get out of here!” cries a redheaded vampire in a ratty woolen dress, kneeling over a bloody child. “Don’t you have any respect for the dead?”

Guiltily, I stuff my camera back in my pocket. “I’m sorry,” I reply. “I didn’t mean… I mean, my sister died, too,” I tell her, my voice cracking as I relive the scene all over again.

Her face softens, and she rises to her feet, placing a comforting hand on my arm. “I’m sorry,” she murmurs. “It’s all so terrible. I thought when I came here I left all the atrocities from home behind. That I finally had a chance to make a fresh start. But even here, deep in this pit, it seems we are still not able to shrink from the Consortium’s grip.”

I don’t know what to tell her. Words seem so meaningless. I mean, sure they can try to rebuild. But now their secret world has been breached. They’ll probably have to abandon their home and find somewhere else to hide. To try to make a new life for themselves, somewhere.

“I promise you,” I vow, anger rising within me, “someday, somehow, I will make this right. Pyrus will pay for what he’s done to you.”

She gives me a sad smile. I know she doesn’t believe what I say. But it doesn’t matter. I believe it. And I’m not going to rest until justice has been served. Until my sister—and all of these innocent vampires—have been avenged.

I say my good-byes and continue to the tent, pretty sure the only thing keeping my legs from collapsing out from under me is the knowledge that Jareth is inside, alive and well and waiting for me. That in a moment I can throw myself into his arms and stop being brave. That I can scream and cry and mourn and he’ll be there to pull me close and kiss away my tears.

“Jareth!” I cry, stumbling into the tent.

At first glance I think I have the wrong place—I don’t see him anywhere. Then my eyes fall upon a crumpled, trembling heap in the far corner. I rush to his side, hurling my arms around him. “Oh, Jareth,” I cry. “Thank God you’re okay!”

I wait for him to lift his head. To pull me into a strong embrace. Instead, he cringes at my touch, burrowing farther into the canvas wall of the tent.

“Go away,” he growls in a low, menacing voice.

I back away, staring down at him in shock. “What?” I whisper. “What did you say?”

“You heard me. Go away.”

Okay, obviously he’s suffering from some kind of post-traumatic shock. “Jareth, it’s me! Rayne! I’m back. I’m okay.” I decide not to mention Sunny just yet. I don’t want to make things worse. I try to put my arm around him again, but he shrugs it away.

“Please, just leave me alone,” he begs.

“Absolutely not!” I cry. “Jareth, look at me.” My voice cracks as I try desperately to reach him. But it’s as if he’s built a tall stone wall around himself and refuses to let anyone through.

“Go home, Rayne,” he whispers.

“I’m not going anywhere without you.”

“Well, I’m not going back.”

“What? What are you talking about? You have to go back!”

Suddenly, Jareth turns, his bloodshot eyes drilling into me like knives. “And why is that?” he demands in a raw, angry voice. “What is there to go back to? Because of me, the Blood Coven will be kicked out of the Consortium. Magnus will be staked through the heart. Your sister—”

I burst into tears. He gives me a grim look.

“She’s already dead, isn’t she?” he asks flatly. Somehow I manage a nod. He shakes his head slowly. “Once again my actions—my bad decisions—have doomed all those around me. Just like long ago with my own family. Magnus, your sister, the Blood Coven. All these vampires here at the camp. It would have been better if I’d never been born.”

“Jareth, please!” I beg, my heart breaking in agony. “This isn’t your fault! You can’t blame yourself for what Pyrus has done!”

“Not my fault?” he cries, his voice filled with disbelief and scorn. “I’m the Master. The Blood Coven general. The one vampires count on to make the right decisions and keep them safe no matter what. But what I do instead? I let my emotions—my personal connections—color my decisions. I let them cloud my judgment and allow me to make foolish choices.” He scowls. “Magnus told me that he would rather die than see his people harmed. And yet I willfully put them in danger, in order to save his life. Because he was my… my friend.” He shakes his head. “What is the saying? ‘With friends like these’…”

“Jareth, please,” I beg. “I know you’re upset. But you must come with me. We have to stick together. I can’t make it without you!”

He looks up at me with bitter eyes filled with resolve. I shiver under his gaze. “Well, you’re going to have to try,” he whispers hoarsely. “Because after today, you’ll never see me again.”
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Don’t ask me how I made it back up to the streets of New York City. I wouldn’t be able to tell you. And don’t ask how many days and nights I wandered those streets—without sleep, without blood—with only my grief and anger to keep me company. Those hours are lost forever in a nauseous haze as my mind worked overtime to replay all the could-have-beens. The ones that might have given us all a chance at a happily ever after.

But unlike in video games, real life has no do-overs. You can’t restart from your last save point; you can’t begin all over again. In real life, my sister—my other half, my best friend in the world—is gone forever. And nothing I can do will bring her back.

I try to remember the good times, but truth be told, it’s much easier to remember the bad: the ones where I let her down or messed up her life. Or wasn’t there when she needed me. That first night at Club Fang plays over and over again on a nonstop loop. What if I hadn’t dragged her there? What if I didn’t make her wear the bite me shirt? What if Magnus hadn’t mistaken her for me?

Would she still be alive right now, living the happy-go-lucky normal life she so deserved?

How am I going to tell Mom? Heather? Stormy? How am I going to go back to Vegas and face Slayer Inc. and Vice President Teifert? Will they know somehow that I murdered Bertha? Will they be forced, under Pyrus’s directive, to nano me? And, more important, do I really even care if they do? After all, what is there to live for now? Sunny’s gone. Jareth’s left me forever.

My stomach twists and turns, as if knotted up by rusty barbed wire. I dimly realize I haven’t eaten for days. The hunger inside me blurs my vision as I wander down the streets of Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Only a few people are still out at this hour—the kind of people, I note, whom most wouldn’t miss if an empty shell of a vampire made them her dinner.

I shake my head. No. I can’t go there. These people may seem pathetic and lost, but hell, am I really so different? They may be down on their luck, but they still have brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers. Who am I to steal them away from their loved ones simply to satisfy my vile emptiness?

Then again, a little voice inside chimes in, why should they be spared when my sister was not? They’re untouchables—drug dealers, murderers, alcoholics, abusers, child molesters—the lowest of the low. Why should they walk the streets, thumbing their noses at the law and hurting innocent people? Why should they be allowed to live, when my innocent sister had to die?

I watch in the dark shadows as a scantily dressed woman stumbles into the alleyway, her fingers grasping a bottle wrapped in brown paper. Hunger surges at the sight of her. If I could just take one sip… I know it would soothe me. Take the edge off the unbearable pain that smothers me like a heavy blanket. Just one sip—she wouldn’t even miss it. She wouldn’t even remember the next morning that I’d come to her, in the dead of night, seducing her with my vampire scent before indulging in her essence.

After all, why should I be so empty, when she is so full?

I take a step forward and my nose catches a whiff of her scent. Sweat mixed with alcohol and spicy perfume. But it doesn’t matter. Her blood will be sweet. Sweet and soothing.

“Hello,” I say, stepping into the glow of a nearby streetlight after wiping away my blood tears. My voice sounds strange, after having not spoken for so long and I know I must look a mess. But it doesn’t matter. I could be the Crypt Keeper himself and she’d still only see a beautiful, immortal she can’t help fall in love with.

Sure enough, her eyes widen and she clumsily falls to her knees, looking up at me with a hollow face full of rapture. “Are you an angel?” she whispers. “Have you come to save me?”

Guilt knots in my stomach at her questions. An angel. Sunny was the angel. A perfect creature of light with feathery wings and a beautiful soul. I’m more like a dark demon, set upon the world to cause pain and suffering to those who dare try to love me.

“Sure, yeah, an angel. You should have seen my wings,” I mutter, forcing the guilt back down inside. After all, there’s plenty of time to worry about regret later—after my meal. I lower myself to the ground, pulling her close to me and cradling her in my arms, stroking her hair. As she closes her eyes, my fangs slide easily from my mouth and I lower my head to take that first juicy bite of her.

But before I can make the puncture, my eyes fall upon the tattoo seared into her shoulder. More precisely, a tattoo of Race Jameson, vampire rock star.

My cohort in rehab.

I shove her away and she goes flying across the alleyway, her bony body taking the brunt of my horror. What am I doing? I’m not this person anymore. I went through the twelve steps—I’m clean. I’m sober. I can’t go back to what I used to be: a blood-hungry monster who stole Corbin’s mortal life and forced him to live a nightmare, so I could have a mid-afternoon snack.

It takes three attempts to wrestle my phone from my pocket, my hands are shaking so badly. But somehow, eventually, I manage to do it. To call the number I was given on the day I left rehab. The number they promised would give me help if and when I needed it.

And, oh boy do I need it now!

“Please!” the woman begs, crawling back toward me, blood dripping from a cut on her forehead. “I beg of you. Don’t leave me.”

My stomach roils at her pleas even as it growls at the sight of her thick, syrupy blood. I force myself to avert my eyes, disgusted at my weakness. “Please, just go away,” I beg her, reaching into my pocket and thrusting a wad of bills in her direction. “Go find yourself something to eat or something. Leave me alone.”

But she doesn’t. She’s too sucked in to my vampire scent. She just sits there, quavering before me, crying her eyes out, begging me to take her, to give her my eternal kiss.

I’ve never felt so low in all my life.

“Hello?” the English-accented voice chimes from the other end of the phone.

Thank God. I let out a sigh of relief. “Race? It’s Rayne McDonald. I need your help.”
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It’s very lucky for me that Race is currently in town for a concert at Madison Square Garden and not halfway around the world. But even so, it seems like an eternity waiting for him to show up in his limo. In the meantime, it’s not easy fending off the advances of the woman in the alley, who’s begging and sobbing without relent. I do my best to keep my distance, to act like an upstanding member of Blood Coven society, but I feel like a drunk in a bar with a fistful of hundred dollar bills. I could sate my hunger in an instant, but could I live with myself in the morning?

“One day at a time,” I whisper, over and over again until a shadow looms in the alleyway and the woman looks away from me for the first time since I vampire scented her.

“Race? Race Jameson?” she cries, her eyes widening. “Oh my God. You’re really here. I’ve got all your albums! Well, I mean, I did. Once upon a time, before my mom kicked me out of the house.”

I cringe. In the haze of my bloodlust she looked old and wrecked, but now, as the limo’s light shines into the alleyway, I see she’s probably not even seventeen. What did I almost do?

Race smiles his rock star smile, leaning down to kiss her softly on the forehead. “Thanks for the support, luv,” he says, taking her hand in his own. His bodyguard hands him a Sharpie and he scribbles his name up her dirt-caked arm.

“Oh my God!” she cries, looking down at her arm, then up at her idol. “I’ll never wash this arm again.”

As if she would have anyway…

Race gives her another charming, devil-may-care grin then drops her hand. “I hope not,” he replies, his hot purple eyes burning into her. “Now why don’t you run along, luv, and let me have a little chat with Rayne here?”

The girl nods, bowing before him before scrambling to her feet and running down the alleyway, fast as her skinny legs can carry her. Race shakes his head, watching her go. Then he turns to me.

“Lunching on my fans,” he says, giving me a scolding tsk, tsk. “For shame. After all, you know as well as I do, most people don’t tend to buy records—or download iTunes for that matter—once they’re dead. And I really need Blood on the Wind to go platinum so I can beat out that Justin Bieber bastard. That freaking mortal thinks he’s God’s gift to music. And everyone who’s anyone knows that title should always belong to me.”

I try to pull myself to my feet but my legs refuse to work properly. Race catches me as I start to tumble back to the ground, holding me with strong, steady hands.

“You okay?” he asks, dropping his teasing tone.

“I didn’t bite her,” I manage to spit out.

He shrugs. “Doesn’t matter if you did—I was only joking. Hell, if I had a dime for every Race Jameson fan I drained dry, I wouldn’t need platinum records to become a billionaire.” He chuckles. “Of course, that was in the good old days. Now I’m painfully reformed, like you, taking it one day at a time.”

I attempt to nod, but it takes a lot of effort. I still feel like I’m this close to passing out. Race gives me a critical once-over.

“So, I don’t want to be rude or anything,” he starts, “but, darling, your perfume is saying eau de raw sewage right about now. So how about you come back with me to the tour bus and we’ll get you all cleaned up? I’ve got a nice, pleasantly plump groupie who’s signed all the blood donor consent forms and I’d be happy to share her if you’re so inclined.”

My mouth waters involuntarily at the suggestion and I find myself following him out of the alleyway and into the limo. Ten minutes later we’re boarding the tour bus, and I’m standing in the shower, letting the hot water stream over me, ridding me of blood and filth.

“There she is!” Race cries as I emerge about twenty minutes later. He’s sitting on a plush purple velvet couch and has changed into an orange silk bathrobe. He hands me a large wine goblet, filled to the brim with red liquid. “O-positive,” he pronounces. “From what I remember in rehab, that’s your favorite.”

I take the glass from him with shaky hands, trying not to spill any as I bring it to my lips. I start to gulp it down, but Race holds up a hand to stop me.

“From the looks of you, you haven’t drunk in days,” he says. “Take it slowly, so you won’t throw it up.”

I do as he says, though it’s painful. Eventually I manage to drain the glass dry. Setting it down on the table in front of me, I suck in a long, deep breath, trying to regain my senses. Already the blood is doing its magic—warming my insides and soothing my mind.

“Thank you,” I murmur, then cringe as more details of the night start flooding back to me. I can’t believe I let Race see me like that—at my ultimate worst. But then, I remember, he’s been there. He, of all people, should understand.

He waves me off. “Don’t fret about it for a moment,” he says. “You should have seen the scrapes I got myself into before that third trip to rehab. Hell, VH1’s Behind the Music stopped filming me at some point because the producer couldn’t stop throwing up when viewing the daily footage.”

I give him a wan smile, not knowing whether to be relieved or horrified.

“But enough about boring, little old me,” Race says, reaching over to pour another glass of blood. He fills my goblet after his own. “What about you? You always struck me as much more sophisticated than that. What made you go down that long, dark alleyway road? I mean, sure, I know you’re supposed to be the bad twin and all, but still! Doesn’t seem like your style.” He pauses, then adds, “And speaking of your better half, where is she? Where is that delectable fairy tale morsel—that Sunshine of my life?”

At Sunny’s name, I burst into tears.

“What? What did I say?” Race asks, his mocking tone gone and his face full of confusion. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make any insinuations about your dear, sweet sister. You know I’d never touch a single blond hair on her pretty little head. Well, not unless she gave me permission, of course.” He grins wickedly. “Then I’d make a vow to touch nothing else, as long as we both shall live.”

I don’t want to tell him. But at the same time I don’t want to keep it inside anymore. I’ve been wandering around for God knows how long, trying to keep from exploding with guilt and grief. Maybe talking about it will help somehow.

And so I tell him the whole story, ending with Jareth pushing me away. “Why is it that every time I try to do something right, it ends up so horribly wrong?” I ask as I finish my sordid tale. “I am such an idiot.”

“No you’re not,” Race scolds, swapping couches to come sit next to me, putting an arm around my shoulder and hugging me close. I know I should pull away—I’ve heard too much about his past with women, after all—but, I find, today his embrace feels nothing more than brotherly. And so I allow myself to collapse a little, leaning in and soaking up the strength he offers me, since I have none left of my own.

“It’s obvious you had the best of intentions,” he soothes, stroking my hair. “You did everything you could to save her.”

“But instead, I killed her.”

“No. Slayer Inc. killed her. Or that dreadful Pyrus,” Race corrects. “And he would have found a way to do so anyway, whether involving you or not.” He frowns. “Trust me, those bloody bastards don’t stop at anything when they’re on a mission. If it wasn’t now, it would be later. And there would have been nothing you could do to stop them.”

“That doesn’t change anything. Sunny’s gone and she’s not coming back. I’ve lost my sister forever.”

Race seems to consider this for a moment, pursing his lips. Then he releases me from his hold and rises to his feet, heading to the back of the tour bus. At first I wonder if he’s just picked a really inopportune time to go to the bathroom. But then I remember vampires don’t have to pee. A moment later he returns, accompanied by a tall, thin older man, dressed in skinny jeans and a leather vest.

“Rayne,” he says, “this is my drummer, the Prim Reaper.”

I look up at the gaunt giant, looming above me. “Don’t you mean the Grim Reaper?” I find myself asking. As if it matters at a time like this.

“No, he means Prim,” the man corrects in a haughty tone. “You’re thinking of my brother. He’s the grim one. I’m actually quite jolly most of the time, I’ll have you know. Well, at least at times when my beauty rest is not being so rudely interrupted by a certain self-centered immortal singer who likes to stay up all night and bug me.”

Race rolls his eyes.

“Oh.” I take in the information. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize there were two of you.”

He sighs dramatically. “No one ever does,” he says, waving a dismissive hand. “That’s why I decided to retire from the whole ‘Death’ gig and fulfill my lifelong dream of joining a band.” He shrugs. “It was getting far too messy anyway.”

“Messy?”

“Have you ever tried to drag someone down to Hell?” He fans his face. “Let me tell you—it’s murder on one’s manicure.” He flashes me a set of perfectly French manicured nails, then shakes his head in disgust.

“Well, it’s… nice to meet you,” I reply, not sure what else to say. I mean, hello? Grieving vampire here? Not really in the mood for the old meet-and-greet.

“Listen, Prim,” Race says to his drummer, his eyes suddenly shining with enthusiasm. “This girl has a twin sister—a fairy twin sister—and she was murdered the other day.”

“You don’t have to sound so freaking excited about it,” I mutter, wishing the two of them would leave me alone with the bottle of blood.

“So?” Prim asks, stifling a yawn. “Should I alert the media?”

“So,” Race continues, ignoring his jab. “Remember that time a few years ago when I hooked up with that Dark Court fae and accidentally drained her dry?” He throws me an apologetic look. “Pre-rehab,” he qualifies before turning back to Prim. “You told me that fairies and other otherworld creatures don’t go to the same Heaven and Hell that mortals do, right?”

I sit up in my seat, suddenly intrigued as to where this is going.

“That’s correct,” Prim replies, still sounding bored and put out. “The souls of the fae and vampires and others are sent to a much more classic Underworld.”

“Classic Underworld? What the hell does that mean?” I demand.

Prim rolls his eyes. “Let me guess: You flunked out of Greek mythology.”

“I got a D-minus, I’ll have you know. Which is a totally passable grade.”

He pats me on the head. “Of course it is, darling. In any case, the Underworld was most accurately described back in the day by the ancient Greeks. It’s run by the god Hades, who’s not such a bad fellow, when it comes down to it all. Certainly more reasonable than that beast, Lucifer, who rules the human Hell. Why, I remember one time I worked forty-eight hours straight after a big shipwreck off the coast of Boston. I’m talking grueling work—icy waters and dragging bloated bodies for miles on end. But did Lucifer give me time and half for my troubles? Even when I agreed to work through Memorial Day weekend? Um, that would be a no.”

Race rolls his eyes. “I know it’s hard, but do try to focus, Prim.”

Prim scowls at him. “ANYWAY,” he continues. “Like I said, Hades is a bit more reasonable. Don’t get me wrong—he’s got an ego the size of a towering inferno. But usually his little wifey is able to knock him down a peg or two.”

“You mean Persephone?” I asked, scrambling to remember what I learned in school.

Prim nods approvingly. “Maybe you did earn that D-minus after all.”

“Nah, she just saw that Percy Jackson movie,” Race butts in.

“So what are you saying?” I ask, rising to my feet, trying not to get too excited, even as hope surges through me.

“That it’s not completely undocumented for a petitioner to head down to Hades and request an audience with his majesty. Talk him into freeing one of the souls he’s got imprisoned,” Prim replies. “In fact, several folks have swung by over the years. Hercules, Odysseus, one of the real housewives of Orange County…”

“So you think he’d let Sunny out if I asked him? Bring her back to life?” I can scarcely believe my ears. Now my stomach’s churning with anticipation.

“I’m not saying he will or he won’t. Or that it would be an easy journey to get there in the first place. But if you can figure out a way to somehow arrive alive and convince the guy that your sister’s death was an unjust one, well, you may have a fighting chance. Of course, you have to do it within a certain amount time—before she faces her final judgment and is sentenced to her eternal punishment or reward. After that, she’s trapped there forever.”

“Oh my God.” I can’t even breathe. “This is great. This is so great!”

“It may not work,” Race cuts in. “And if it doesn’t, you could get stuck there forever yourself.”

“I don’t care.” I square my shoulders. “I would go to the ends of the earth and back if it meant a chance to save my sister’s life.”

“Well, that’s very admirable,” Prim says with a small snort. “But luckily for the rest of us, who evidently wear far more ill-fitting shoes, the entrance isn’t as far as all that.”

“No?”

He shakes his head. “No. Just take the One up to Port Authority and jump on NJ Transit 137. You’ll be at the Seaside Heights shuttle in a couple hours.”

I do a double take. “So wait. You’re telling me the entrance to hell is at the Jersey Shore?”

“Are you really that surprised?”

I laugh. I actually laugh. If you had told me ten minutes ago I’d ever laugh again in my life, I probably would have… well, laughed… at the idea of it even. But now hope is fluttering in my chest. Could I still have a chance to make this right? Could I get my sister back—alive?

Could we actually have a happily ever after, after all?

I have to find Jareth. Now.
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“He’s still holed up in the same tent,” Cinder informs me as she and I walk through the remains of the refugee camp the next morning. It took me way too long to find this place a second time. I should have dropped bread crumbs or something on my way out. The camp looks nearly vacant—with most of the surviving supplies packed up and ready to move. The vampires who are well enough to walk around are busy pulling down tents and clearing debris, while those still too wounded to move lie around the fire, moaning softly. I wonder how they plan to make their big pilgrimage to the next safe spot with so many still down and out.

“He won’t drink, he won’t sleep. He just lies there, staring up at the ceiling. It’s starting to get on the camp’s nerves,” she confesses. “After all, there are many vampires here who still blame him for the massacre. I try to tell them it wasn’t his fault, but…” She trails off with a shrug. “It’s hard to convince anyone of that, when he, himself, believes it to be true.”

“I understand,” I assure her. “So you’re leaving? Do you know where you’ll go?”

She shakes her head. “There’s supposedly another safe house deep in the wilds of Mexico. But how we’ll manage to get there with so many injured… I don’t know.” She sighs, the weight of the world on her thin shoulders. “If only Drake hadn’t died in the attack. He always knew what to do.”

“Well, maybe this will help a little.” A reach into my heavy sack and pull out the first bag of blood. Cinder’s eyes widen.

“Is it human?”

I nod. “One hundred percent rock star groupie.” Race had been more than willing to part with some of his supply when I told him about the group’s predicament. After all, he never has much of a problem getting fans to part with their bodily fluids. I hand her the sack. “I think there’s ten bags in there—all I could carry. But if you can send someone up to the surface tonight after dark, you can get the rest from his bodyguards.” I hand her a piece of paper with the meet-up address.

“Oh, thank you, Rayne!” she cries, throwing her scrawny arms around me in a huge hug. “Even a few drops of human blood can make all the difference to our wounded. And this is so much more than that! I can’t even begin to tell you what this will mean to us. We’ll be able to leave quicker and get somewhere safe. Maybe even make it all the way down to Mexico.” She pulls away from the hug, eyes shining with blood tears. “Your kindness means the world to me. I only hope I can repay it someday.”

“You already have, by keeping Jareth safe,” I assure her.

She releases me and gestures to the closed-up tent in front of us. “Here he is,” she says. “I hope you’re able to talk to him.”

Me too, I think. I thank her, then pull the worn flap aside, crawling into the darkened tent. “Jareth?” I call out, blinking to get my eyes to adjust to the darkness. The place smells rancid. No wonder it’s setting the other vampires on edge.

I hear a loud sigh from the far side of the tent. “I thought I told you to go away.”

“Well, I thought you knew by now I’m not one to follow orders.”

At first there’s silence. Then, “What do you want?”

“I want you to come with me.”

“There is no place on Earth I want to go right now.”

“Well, that’s no problem actually, considering this particular place is not on Earth.”

Another deep sigh. “Rayne, please stop talking in riddles and tell me what the hell you’re scheming now? I’m really not in the mood.”

I frown, annoyed at his stubbornness. Reminds me too much of my own. “I’ve met up with some people,” I tell him. “And I think we’ve figured out a possible way to bring Sunny back to life.”

In the darkness I see his silhouette shift. Good. He’s interested, despite his best intentions. “That’s impossible,” he says, though I can hear a shred of hope, laced with despair, in his voice. He wants me to tell him he’s wrong. Which is exactly what I came here to do.

So I start my story, telling him about meeting up with Race and Prim. About the entrance to Hades at the Jersey Shore. About bargaining for my sister’s soul. “There are no guarantees, of course,” I finish. “But if there’s even the slightest chance I could convince Hades…”

“You make it sound very simple,” Jareth says slowly. “But Hades is a god, Rayne. You can’t just smile and wink and vampire scent the guy and expect him to send your sister on her merry way. The man in fiercely protective of each and every soul he’s acquired. And even if you can somehow convince him of your good intentions, he’s going to want something pretty big in return for such a favor.”

I wave him off. “Don’t you think I know that?” I ask. “It doesn’t matter what he wants. Because whatever it is, I’ll give it to him.” I look at him pleadingly. “Don’t you understand, Jareth? I have a real chance at rescuing my sister here. I’m going to make the most of it—no matter what it takes.” I pause for a moment, trying to gather up my nerves. “I would think of all people, you would understand.”

Jareth winces, my words hitting home. “And so why did you come to me? You obviously have already made up your mind. And I know you never ask for permission…”

“Because I want you to come with me!” I cry. “This is going to be the toughest thing I’ve ever had to face. And I don’t want to face it alone.” I stop, my voice quavering as I push down the sobs that threaten to burst from my throat. “Please come with me. Please help me. I need you. Sunny needs you.”

Jareth is silent again and for a moment I think he’s going to refuse me. But at last he nods his head. “Very well,” he says in a dull, resigned voice. “I will come with you. I suppose it’s the least I can do, seeing as my bad judgment is responsible for this mess.” He pauses, then adds, “But, Rayne, you must understand, this changes nothing between us. My coming with you does not mean we’re getting back together. I stand by my initial vow—to remain alone from this day forward. I’ll help you find your sister, but whether we succeed or fail, when we are finished with this quest, I will be gone.”

Everything inside of me aches at the pain in his voice—the anguish he’s trying so desperately to hide. Tears well up in my eyes and I’m grateful, suddenly, for the darkness.

“I understand,” I manage to spit out. “I just want your help with Sunny. That’s all.” The lie burns at the back of my throat but I know it’s for the best. It will take time for him to come around. And all I can do is be patient and not force him to accept what he’s not ready to admit.

Because, in the end, he can pretend to be cold and unyielding and cruel all he wants. I know the real Jareth. I know how much he hurts.

Because I hurt that much, too.

But I will be there for him, no matter how long it takes. No matter how hard he tries to push me away. I will never give up on him, just as I won’t give up on my sister. And someday I’ll be able to prove to him that love is worth even the most immense amounts of pain.

Someday…

“Come on,” I say, reaching out to take his hand in mine and pull him from his dark, self-imposed dungeon. “Let’s go get my sister.”
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During the summer, New Jersey’s Seaside Heights is a bustling beach community, home to a boardwalk, amusement park rides, cheesy clubs, and sometimes an MTV reality show. But in the chill of winter, it’s very much a ghost town, with only a few shady locals wandering down the otherwise empty boardwalk of boarded-up shops and bars. A fittingly gloomy location, I suppose, for the entrance to Hell.

We park outside a small nondescript cottage, like hundreds of others lining the narrow streets, a few blocks away from the beach. Prim exits the limo first, pulling a long, golden key from his pocket. He’s changed from his hipster drummer duds to the more fitting “black gown of death” uniform, complete with requisite giant scythe.

“Right this way, folks,” he says in the low, menacing voice he’s adopted since beginning the tour. “To the gates to Underworld!”

I guess it’s all part of the show, but still, I can’t help it as a small shiver trips down my back. The gates of the Underworld. It sounds so ominous. And the magnitude of what we’re about to do is starting to kick in big time. We’re leaving the world—the Earth as we know it—to purposely travel into the fiery pits of Hell.

Where I plan to make a deal with the devil. Literally.

I glance over at Jareth, wishing I could reach over and slip my hand into his as I so often used to do. But he’s barely acknowledged my presence since we left the underground vampire encampment and is currently staring vacantly off into the night sky, an empty shell of the boyfriend I love so much. And as much as right now I want to bury myself in his arms and find comfort in his cool, strong embrace, I know for a fact that if I reach out, if I try to make a move toward him, I’ll only end up pushing him further and further away. For now, I must content myself with the fact that he is here—at least a part of him—ready to help me save my sister. Anything beyond that will have to wait.

Prim opens the cottage door and leads us through a dusty, cobweb-draped living room, the seventies-style, flower-patterned furniture all wrapped up in plastic. Guess no one has used this particular gateway to the Underworld in quite a while. We step into a dark and silent kitchen, then through a creaky screen doorway leading out onto the cottage’s back patio. There, amongst the requisite glass-and-wicker furniture, my eyes fall upon a large Jacuzzi in the center of the yard. Unlike everything else in the cottage, which has clearly sat unused for years, the Jacuzzi is lit up with rotating red, green, and purple lights, the steam from the hot water rising up into the night air. I glance over at Prim.

“Hot tub time machine to Hell?” I query.

He chuckles. “Something like that.”

“Classy.”

“Well, it does help people warm up to the idea,” Race says with a laugh. “Get it? Warm up?”

I roll my eyes. “Wow. You totally missed your calling as a comedian.”

He grins wickedly. “Well, let’s get to it, shall we?” he suggests, pulling down his skinny jeans and revealing a pair of Union Jack–themed boxer briefs. Then he starts wrestling with his shirt. “Party in the hot tub!” he calls as he flings the shirt aside, then plugs his nose with his fingers before cannonballing in to the tub.

I leap back to avoid getting splashed, tumbling right into Jareth, who I didn’t realize was standing so close behind me. I flail, losing my balance. He grabs me just in time—saving me from a nasty bruise on the patio floor. His strong hands, gripping my arms, send a longing chill down my spine.

I turn to give him a grateful smile. “Thanks,” I say, looking up into his eyes. I realize he hasn’t let go of me yet and it’s all I can do not to cover his tormented face with kisses and tell him everything will be okay.

He blushes, dropping his hands quickly as if I’m a hot potato, taking a step back and putting distance between us. “I didn’t want you to fall,” he mutters, dropping his eyes to the floor.

“Well, I appreciate that,” I say, giving him a sad smile. It’s nice to know, at least, when push comes to shove, he can’t help but care. Then I turn back to the hot tub. “Well, here goes nothing,” I say, kicking off my shoes and readying to pull off my shirt. I don’t relish the idea of skinny-dipping alongside Death, my sponsor, and my ex-boyfriend, but I’m pretty sure all the swimsuit shops are closed at midnight.

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Race raising an amused eyebrow.

“What?” I demand.

He chuckles. “As much as I do admire your willingness to strip down to your birthday suit in order to save your sister, I would feel remiss in failing to mention it’s not entirely necessary in this case.”

I look up, surprised, dropping my shirt back down. “Oh?”

“These are magical waters,” Prim explains. “They won’t drench your clothes.”

“Um, okay. So why are you in your boxers then?” I query, gesturing to the pile of clothes Race left behind on the deck.

“Bad habits die hard, baby.”

I snort. “Oh I see. Rock stars and Jacuzzis. Really, Race, isn’t that a little cliché even for you?”

“Please. If you looked up cliché on Wikipedia, you’d find this bloke’s picture,” Prim interjects.

Race frowns. “Only because you uploaded it there and I haven’t a bloody clue how to take it down.”

“Well maybe you should have thought of that before you drained our last webmaster dry.”

Race looks over at me with mock exasperation. “See what I have to put up with, my little Rayne drop?” he asks, shaking his head. “And yet I do it all willingly, for you and your lovely, lovely sister!”

I’m about to reply but a growl erupts behind me. “Why are you even here?”

I whirl around, eyes widening. Jareth is staring at Race with venom in his eyes, his hands clenched into fists.

“Ooh, the brooding one speaks at last!” Race crows. “I was beginning to think you were a mute, mate.”

Jareth scowls at the gleeful rock star, the hatred radiating off his body in waves. “I’m not your mate. And we don’t need you here,” he barks out. “You’re not a part of this. So why don’t you just go home to your groupies and leave us alone?”

Race shrugs. “Because at this hour, all good groupies have gone to bed with other rock stars,” he says impishly. “And I, for one, hate to sleep alone. Besides, I’m little Raynie Day here’s personal rehab sponsor. And she might need some moral support.”

“Since when were you able to support anything moral?” I snort, unable to resist.

Race gives me a mock offended look. “You slay me, Slayer.”

“Be careful what you wish for.”

A loud shattering sound interrupts our banter. I turn just in time to see the patio table crash to the ground, glass flying everywhere. Whoa. Did Jareth do that? A quick glance at his bleeding fist gives me the answer before I can ask.

“Okay, okay!” Prim cries out hastily. “Let’s not muck up my entire security deposit in one night, shall we? Everyone who’s going to Hell, get in the hot tub, pronto. Charon’s Ferry closes at two and I for one do not want to be sitting on the banks of the River Styx all night long, thank you very much.”

“Fine,” Jareth grumbles, wiping his hand on his pants and climbing into the tub. I follow, trying to meet his eyes, but he refuses to look in my direction. I sigh. Race chuckles to himself, observing the scene. A moment later I feel a hand on my knee. I slap it away, giving him an annoyed look. He just laughs again. Jareth shoots him a suspicious stare, at which he grins widely and starts humming the theme song to The Love Boat.

I shake my head. Men! But secretly I’m pleased. Maybe a little rock star flirtation is exactly what I need to get my boyfriend back.

“That’s better,” Prim says, sliding into the waters behind us. “Now let’s get this baby bubbling.”
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For those of you who have never experienced travel by way of hot tub (which, I’m assuming, is the majority of you) let me just say now it’s not exactly the most pleasant experience known to mankind. I mean, sure, if someone gave me the choice between, let’s say, a hot tub time machine trip to the Underworld and a kick in the teeth, I might choose to go hot-tubbing. But it’s certainly not as pleasant an experience as eating ice cream or dancing the night away at your favorite Goth club. More like being shoved into a dryer on spin cycle.

Luckily, it doesn’t last too long and soon I find myself hurtling to the ground on the other side, slamming my butt against a piece of brimstone on impact. I suppose I should thank my lucky stars I didn’t break anything in the process, as I’m guessing Hell doesn’t take United Healthcare.

“You know, you might want to consider fine-tuning the trip,” I suggest bitterly as I scramble to my feet, rubbing my sore butt. “It’s a bit bumpy.”

“What did you expect?” Prim replies in a haughty voice. “It’s a trip to Hell, not a Carnival cruise.”

I suppose he’s got a point. And hey, at least we’re here. I look around, taking in my surroundings. We seem to have landed at the bottom of a deep, dark pit. So deep, in fact, that when I try to look back up the shaft, I can barely make out the glimmers of red, green, and purple from the hot tub waters far above us. And there are no convenient ladder or handholds, leading back up to the surface lands.

I swallow, the realization of what we’ve done hitting me hard and fast. I mean, I’ve put myself in some hairy situations before, but nothing like this. We’ve willingly dropped down into the world of the dead. And if I don’t manage to impress the master of this literally godforsaken place, we might find ourselves stuck here forever. I look up longingly at the faint flickers of light far above, wondering if I’ve made a mistake.

At least I have Jareth, I remind myself, stealing a glance over at my ex-boyfriend. I’m not here alone. And no matter how much he tries to act impassive, I know deep inside he’s still committed to my well-being.

“Come on,” Prim instructs impatiently, gesturing for us to follow him down into a narrow, low-ceilinged tunnel that stretches off into total blackness. “We’re running out of time.”

I bite my lower lip, working to gather up my courage. I try to tell myself I’ve done the dark tunnel thing before—hell, just yesterday I was deep down in the New York City sewers. But something about this particular tunnel scares me to the bone. Maybe it’s the creepy glowing purple tendrils that climb the cavern walls. Or the red-hot blast of heat. Or perhaps it’s the stench of sulfur assaulting my nose.

No, actually it’s probably that piercing scream of pain echoing through the tunnel that has me most worked up.

“It’s okay,” Jareth’s voice whispers in my ear. I startle—I didn’t realize he was standing so close. “I’ll be right behind you,” he assures me.

I look back to give him a grateful smile, but he’s already turned away. Still, I can’t help but feel a little better as I take those first hunched-up steps into the darkness. In the distance my ears pick up more moans and groans from the permanent residents of this establishment. I gulp, picking up the pace, reminding myself that as frightening as this place is for me, my sister is probably ten times as scared right about now. And maybe even in pain—like that screamer. I can’t let my own fear paralyze me from doing what needs to be done.

“No! I can’t do it!”

I shuffle back around to see Race standing at the edge of the tunnel, a panicked look on his face.

“What’s wrong, rock star?” Jareth asks, his voice filled with contempt.

Race scowls at him, running a hand through his messy hair. “Nothing. I simply don’t like cramped spaces, okay?” he confesses, his face turning beet red. I can tell the admission of this little fact is killing him. Especially in front of Jareth. He must be super claustrophobic to say it aloud.

Jareth smiles smugly, looking happier than I’ve seen him all night. “I told you that you didn’t need to come,” he reminds him. “I mean, what did you expect? A yellow brick road?”

“Hey, AC/DC promised us a highway at the very least,” Race mutters. “Not a freaking dirt path clearly built for hobbits.” He sucks in a breath, searching the sky. “Is there a way back up? ’Cause I think I left my curling iron on back at the bus. And I’d hate for the whole thing to burn down, especially seeing as my manager already thinks I’m a closet arsonist and—”

“Sorry.” I snort. “I’m pretty sure this was a one-way ticket. The only way out is to continue on ahead.”

“Don’t worry, rock star,” Jareth adds, “I’ve got your back.”

“Yeah, that’s bloody comforting,” Race mutters. “Just don’t stick a stake in it, will you?”

“No promises.”

“All right, all right!” I interrupt, realizing this could go all night. “Race, come on. I’ll hold your hand, okay? Will that make you feel better?”

He considers this. “It’ll make my hand feel better. What about the rest of me? Maybe if you—”

I roll my eyes. “That’s my final offer. Take it or leave it.”

Race grabs my hand tightly and I drag him through the tunnel, Jareth following close behind. The place is cave-dark and I can’t even see my hand in front of my face, never mind Prim’s movements some ways ahead. But finally, after what seems an eternity, there’s a pinprick of red light in front of me. I press forward, relieved as the light grows larger and larger and the narrow tunnel eventually opens up into a gigantic red-rock cavern.

I breathe a sigh of relief as I straighten back up and take a look around. The place resembles some kind of demented theme- park attraction, with hundreds of people hanging out at the shores of a bloodred river. A long ferryboat sits at a rickety dock, waiting to take on passengers. It’s manned by a tall, attractive looking older gentleman, dressed in a snappy three-piece suit.

“There he is,” Prim exclaims. “Charon the Ferryman.”

“That’s Charon?” I question, raising an eyebrow. “I thought he was supposed to be a skeleton or something.” I mean, I’m no expert in ancient mythology, but I did totally kick the ferryman’s ass in the God of War video game. “And where’s his oar?”

Prim smirks. “It’s a wonder what they can do with reconstructive surgery these days, isn’t it?” he asks. “A quick wellness retreat to Russia a few years back and he’s good as new.” He pauses, then adds, “And as for the oar, this is the twenty-first century, not ancient Greece. Back in the nineties he retrofitted that ferry with a sweet Marine Tech Navigator. Lazy bastard didn’t like all that rowing.”

Huh. I take another look at the ancient ferryboat. Sure enough, there’s a sleek black motor attached to the back. Well, what do you know?

“Is that the line?” Race interjects, glancing at his watch. “If all those people are ahead of us, there’s no way we’re crossing tonight.”

“Oh, no, no,” Prim says, dismissing the crowd with a wave of his hand. “Those are all the people who can’t pay.” He shakes his head. “It gets worse every year, let me tell you. It’s like no one remembers to bury their loved ones with the appropriate ferry fare anymore.”

I scan the crowd of fairies and vampires and other otherworld creatures, all milling about, looking quite miserable. “So what happens to them?” I ask.

“They hang out on the shores for a hundred years,” Prim explains. “If they can make it that long, then they’re eligible for a free ride.”

“Man, that’s rough. Maybe the guy should consider putting out a Groupon once a decade or something,” I say. “Give people a freaking break.”

We head down the hill, toward the dock. The Ferryman looks over, taking one look at Prim and shaking his head. “Well, well, look what the imp dragged in,” he says in a deep, grating voice. “Slumming it, are we?”

“Great to see you, too, Char,” Prim says stiffly, looking a little offended.

“I expected to see your brother tonight. He e-mailed me about an hour ago, saying he was on his way with a whole boatload of German tourists.”

Prim rolls his eyes. “Well, you know Grim. He’s probably gotten wasted on Weizenbier and lost track of time. I’ve told them a hundred times not to assign him to the Berlin borough. He can’t resist the beer and bratwurst.”

“Of course.” Charon groans. “And he’ll show up here drunk and gassy, seconds before I’m ready to close up for the night, as always.”

“Sounds about right.”

“So what are you doing here again?” the ferryman asks. “And who are these people? I thought we had a long talk about giving Hell tours to the living after you showed up last time with that girl you were trying to hook up with.”

“Well, technically we’re not living,” I point out. “We’re undead.”

Charon sniffs. “If you haven’t been staked, burned, or decapitated, then you’re classified as living beings down here. That’s just the way of it.”

“And how do you know we haven’t?”

He gestures to the people at the shore. “No purple haze.”

I follow his finger and take a closer look at the nearby dead. Sure enough, each of them has a weird purplish glow around them and they’re also a bit see-through. Kind of like what you’d imagine for a ghost. I guess he’s right. We don’t exactly blend.

“Okay, okay, admittedly the last time was weak,” Prim protests. “But this time we have serious business with the big guy downstairs. This girl’s sister here was unjustly murdered and she wants to beg for her soul.”

“Yeah, good luck with that.” Charon grunts derisively. “But whatever. Not my business anyway. As always, if you’ve got the coin, I’ve got the transport.” He holds out his hand, palm up, in my direction.

Prim turns to me. “Okay, Rayne, pay the guy.”

I stare at him in confusion. “Wait, what?”

“A ride across Styx isn’t free. Pay him.”

“But you didn’t tell me I needed money.” I reach into my pockets, already knowing they’re empty. I spent my last few bucks back in New York.

“Of course I did,” Prim huffs. “Are you saying I don’t know how to do my job?”

“Race? Jareth?” I ask, turning to the other vampires, praying they’re more financially responsible than me.

Jareth gives me a rueful look. “Sorry, Rayne. I would have hit the ATM in Seaside, had I known…”

“And my manager never lets me touch money,” Race adds. “He says I’ll blow it all on strippers and blood.”

“You would,” Prim agrees, looking at us all in dismay. “So not one of you has a dime to your name?”

All three of us shake our heads. “I don’t suppose he takes MetroCards?” I ask.

Charon rolls his eyes. “Does this look like the MTA to you?”

“Come on!” I plead to the ferryman, panic surging through me. “Give us a break, huh? We’ll pay you later, I swear.”

“Sorry, boss’s orders,” he says with a helpless shrug. “I mean, have you ever experienced the boss from Hell? ’Cause I have him. Literally.”

I swallow hard, my mind racing for ideas, but coming up blank. I can’t believe we got this far, only to get stuck right at the front gates. I turn to Prim. “So what do we do now?” I ask. “Go back up to Earth and go to the ATM, then return?” I hate wasting the time—not to mention going through another hot tub trip—but if it’s the only way…

Prim shakes his head. “Sorry, but this is kind of a one-way thing,” he explains. “You’re going to have to wait with the others.”

I stare at him, then at the refugees at the shore. “I’m not waiting for a hundred years!”

“I don’t actually think you have much of a choice in the matter,” he replies, not sounding as sympathetic as he should, seeing as this whole thing is really his fault. “Anyway, sorry it didn’t work out. I did try.” He starts walking back down the dock.

“Wait, where are you going?”

He looks back, surprised. “Home, of course. You think I’d wait here for a hundred years? Who would feed my cat?” He turns to Race. “I’ll check on that curling iron thing for you, too,” he adds, before continuing on his way.

Oh my God. I want to smack him so hard. “So you’re just going to leave us? That is so unfair.”

“Yeah, well, welcome to Hell,” he replies, before waving his hands and vaporizing into thin air.

Race scowls. “I hate it when he does that.”

I stare at the empty space that moments before held the Prim Reaper—our only guide to this crazy place. Did he really just poof himself away? Leave us here all by ourselves on the banks of Hades for the next hundred years?

I slowly turn to the two vampires, terror washing over me. “What are we going to do now?”
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Reluctantly, we head back down the dock, toward the shore, where the masses are watching us with intent scrutiny. There’s quite a motley crew here—vampires, fairies, werewolves, mermaids (who, hello!, you’d think could swim across the river instead of waiting for a ferry ride!), dragonkin, nymphs, and even a few bogeymen. A practical who’s-who guide to the supernatural. And while most of them still seem pretty well put together body-wise (considering they were most likely killed in a pretty extreme fashion and should, for all intents and purposes, look like the waiting room in Beetlejuice) they all have that strange purple translucency that makes us stick out like sore thumbs.

“Do you mind?” I ask, kicking a leprechaun who’s currently sniffing my leg. Beside me, Race shoves away a curious Puca who’s shape-shifted into a giant rabbit while Jareth stares down a particularly ugly troll.

“Leave her alone, Iggy!”

I startle as a strangely familiar female voice cuts through the dead chatter. I look through the crowd, my eyes widening as I see a girl, dressed all in black, pushing through the masses to reach us. When she does, she throws her arms around me and gives me a huge hug.

“Rachel!” I cry in surprise, as the vampire pulls away, giving me a big fanged grin. “Oh my God. Is that really you?”

I stare at her in disbelief. It seems like only yesterday the poor vampire sacrificed her life at Riverdale Academy so Corbin and I could make our escape. Of course, had I known what Corbin would choose to do with his second chance at life, I probably would have tried to save Rachel instead.

“Rayne! It’s so good to see you!” she says, hugging me again. “Come on over here. I want to hear everything.” She leads me over to a small makeshift fire pit at the center of the encampment. Race and Jareth follow some bit behind, still being tormented by the eager dead, a few of them, it turns out, big fans of the rock star. “Why are you here?” she asks as we sit down on a couple of large stones. “You’re not dead, are you? I mean, you don’t look dead. You look great, in fact. Really great.”

“Thanks,” I say. “And, uh, yeah, I’m still technically alive. Or undead. Or whatever. Unfortunately, I can’t say the same for my sister.” I give her the short version of the story. “So we came down here to talk to Hades about getting her released.” I take a quick glance around camp, cataloging each face. “I don’t suppose she’s here, is she?” I ask hopefully. Maybe she didn’t have ferry fare either…

“She was,” Rachel confirms. “I saw her a couple days ago when she first arrived. But lucky for her, she had exact change to cross the river, so she got to jump ahead in line.”

Of course. Leave it to my former Girl Scout twin to be prepared… even down here.

“How did she look?” I ask eagerly as Jareth manages to shake off a banshee to sit down beside me. “Was she sad? Scared? Did she say anything about me?” I really, really hope she isn’t blaming me for her death…

Rachel purses her lips, thinking back. “She seemed okay,” she says at last. “I mean, a little shell-shocked, like most people are when they first arrive. And she was super worried about Magnus. Wouldn’t stop asking people if they’d seen him. She looked pretty relieved when no one had.”

“Yeah, he’s not dead,” I reply. “At least not yet.”

From beside me, Jareth grunts, and I suddenly realize I’ve said the wrong thing. Before I can clarify, the vampire rises from his seat and walks away from the fire pit, staring intently at one of the nearby rock structures. Ugh. When I am going to learn to keep my big mouth shut?

“Wow, was that Jareth?” Rachel asks, watching him go. “He’s here to help Sunny, too?”

I nod. “Unfortunately, he seems to think he’s responsible for this whole mess,” I reluctantly explain. “That if it wasn’t for him, my sister would still be alive.”

“Well, if it makes him feel any better, I’m pretty sure Sunny wasn’t holding any grudges,” Rachel replies. “In fact, she was pretty cool about the whole thing, all things considered. I think she was mostly looking forward to seeing your dad.”

If I had a beating heart, it would surely skip a beat right about now. I hadn’t even considered the fact that my dad would be down here, too. Would I be able to track him down if we were able to get beyond the river?

“So you’ve been here all this time?” I ask, looking around the decrepit refugee camp. To be honest, it doesn’t look much better than the camp below the streets of New York City. A few patchwork tents, some refrigerator box shacks. Certainly nowhere I’d want to spend the night, never mind a hundred years.

Rachel nods. “It’s really not too bad though,” she says. “There are plenty of cool people to hang out with. And let’s face it, not everyone’s excited to face that final judgment across the river. In fact, some of us might be better off spending the next hundred years here, compared to what we’ll likely get assigned to for eternity. We even have free Wi-Fi now, ever since one of the vampire executives at AT&T Wireless got staked by a slayer who was angry about that whole crappy 3G network thing.”

“But, Rachel, we can’t stay here a hundred years,” I tell her. Even if the idea of free Wi-Fi does make it a bit more palatable. “We’ve got to get across somehow and find Sunny.”

“Right.” Rachel considers this. “Well,” she says, “he’d probably never admit it, but I’ve heard there have been times when Charon has made an exception to the exact change rule. You might want to ask our eldest member, Torrid. He’s been down here the longest. Ninety-nine years, eleven months, seven days. He gets his free ride in just over three weeks. Lucky stiff.” She shakes her head. “He’s seen just about everything. If anyone were to know of a way to get across, he would.”

Half of me wants to mention that if Mr. Torrid really did have a way to get across, perhaps he would have seen fit to use it in the last ninety-nine years. But hey, who knows, maybe he really likes having free Wi-Fi.

“Where is he?”

Rachel points to a small hut at the very edge of the riverbank. It’s nicer than all the others, with real glass windows and an actual door. “As the oldest here, he scores the best digs,” she explains.

“Great.” I thank her and scramble to my feet, gesturing for Race, who’s currently surrounded by purple glowing groupies, to follow me. Together we walk over to where Jareth is pretending with great interest to study a very uninteresting rock. I give them the lowdown on Torrid that I learned from Rachel. “If anyone knows how to get past Charon, he will,” I finish.

“Well, I’m ready to try anything at this point,” Race says. “Before the groupies tear me apart.”

“I continue to be in awe of the rough life you live,” Jareth mutters.

“Hey, it’s not my fault I’m all about winning!” Race protests, in his best Charlie Sheen.

“Come on, boys!” I interrupt. “Let’s go talk to Torrid.”

Somehow I manage to corral them and the three of us head over to the small hut to knock on the front door. At first there’s no answer and I wonder, for a second, if Torrid is off doing errands. Then I remember it’s past one a.m. on the shores of the River Styx. I’m guessing he’s not likely picking up his dry cleaning.

So I knock again, this time a little louder. Finally a deep voice emerges from behind the door. “I guess you’re not going to go away if I simply ignore you.”

“Please, Mr. Torrid!” I beg. “We really need to talk to you!”

Silence and then… “Come in. It’s unlocked.”

I push open the door and step inside the hut. It’s much larger than it appears to be on the outside and actually pretty posh, considering we’re in Hades and all, with beautifully woven Persian rugs on the floor, authentic-looking Ming vases displayed on marble pedestals, and brightly colored tapestries draping the walls. I wonder how he imports all his stuff down here.

A boy, who appears to be about fourteen years old, is sitting with his back to us, at a computer desk, eyes glued to his laptop. My ears pick up the familiar sounds of World of Warcraft coming from the speakers. “Sorry,” he says, not turning around. “We’re in the middle of taking down Fandral Staghelm. State your business please.”

“Wow, you get video games down here, too? Sweet.” Maybe this one hundred years thing isn’t such a bad gig after all. No job, no homework, never-ending gaming sessions?

“Of course,” he replies. “While Charon doesn’t take credit cards, Amazon.com does. And now that I’ve signed up for their Prime membership, I can get everything shipped down here for free.”

I glance over at Race and Jareth, shaking my head in disbelief. Will the wonders of Hell ever cease? “So um, anyway, we were wondering if you could help us out. We need to cross the river.”

“So does everyone else. I suggest you get in line. Don’t worry. The hundred years passes pretty quickly down here,” he says as his troll mage lets loose a rainstorm of frostfire down on his enemy. I have to admit, he’s pretty good. I wonder what server he plays on.

“Yeah. I’m sure it flies by. But you see, we’re not dead. We came down here to talk to Hades about my sister. We need to get her out of here before she’s processed into the system. A hundred years from now will be too late.”

Torrid doesn’t reply, back to his game. I don’t try to press him—after all, I know how annoying it can be to be interrupted during a boss fight. In any case, it doesn’t take long for the big fiery dude they’re all fighting to take a major swipe at the main tank, knocking him to the ground, dead.

“Nooooo!” Torrid screams at the screen. “You noobs!”

The beast turns on the rest of the group—including Torrid’s troll—engulfing them in flames. One by one they fall.

Game over.

Torrid swears, then spins in his chair to face us. It’s then that I realize, for the first time, that he’s actually a troll in real life, too, complete with horns sticking out of the sides of his cheeks. It’s a little unnerving to say the least.

“So what do you want from me?” he asks.

I draw in a breath. Here goes nothing. “I was told that there have been times when Charon has made exceptions to the exact change rule. I was wondering if you knew what those were.”

Torrid nods. “It has been done,” he says. “But it’s very rare.” He gives us a skeptical once-over. “I’m not sure any of you would have what it takes to get him to agree.”

I feel my hackles rising. Who does this troll think he is? “Try us.”

“Well, the first person to do it was Hercules, son of Zeus,” Torrid explains. “It’s said he beat Charon in a test of strength, overpowering him and stealing his oar. Of course, these days the ferryman uses a motorboat, so that won’t help you much. And he keeps the key on his person always. So you’d pretty much have to take him down to get it.”

“Right,” I say, glancing out one of the windows, watching the ferryman busy himself with closing up shop for the night. He doesn’t look that tough. Pretty skinny, actually. Maybe if all three of us got the jump on him…

“Don’t even think about it.” Torrid snorts. “I’ve met Hercules. And you, my dear, are no Hercules.”

Sigh. I suppose he’s right. I turn back from the window. “What else?”

“Well, there was a Trojan hero known as Aeneas,” he continues. “They say he was the son of Aphrodite. He was able to bribe Charon with a golden bough—which is basically like the Willie Wonka golden ticket down here in the Underworld.” He smirks. “I don’t suppose you have anything like that on you, do you? Maybe a Chia Pet, perhaps? The ferryman’s pretty fond of foliage…”

I let out a frustrated breath. “Of course we don’t,” I say. “Come on, there must be something else. Something that doesn’t require god-like strength or landscaping expertise.”

Torrid thinks for a moment. “There was this one other time,” he says at last. “When Orpheus came down to Hades to rescue his wife, Eurydice. He brought his lyre with him and with his music he was able to charm Charon into giving him passage across. As they say, music soothes the savage beast.”

Huh. I consider this. “Well, I don’t play any instruments, but I suppose I could sing,” I suggest, launching into a rousing rendition of My Chemical Romance’s “Welcome to the Black Parade.”

Torrid and Jareth cringe and block their ears. Race puts a hand over my mouth. “We want to charm him, luv,” he reminds me. “Not cause permanent hearing loss.”

“Fine,” I growl, offended by their obviously over-exaggerated reactions to my tuneage. “Well, then what about you, Mr. Rock Star? You think you could make yourself useful? Charm the socks off the ferryman?”

Race grins. “Now you’re talking. Of course it’d have to be a capella. I didn’t think to bring my guitar with me. And I have no idea what a lyre is.”

“You might want to hit up some of the others,” Torrid suggests. “A lot of people on the banks here are dead musicians who were buried with their instruments.” He shrugs. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to my game. I only have three weeks left to level cap, before I’m forced to head across the river and face eternal damnation. I need to get moving.” He grabs his mouse. “You can see yourselves out. Good luck.”

Summarily dismissed, Race, Jareth, and I head out of the cabin, closing the door behind us. Race turns to me, his eyes shining with excitement.

“Honey, we’re getting the band back together!”
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By about three in the morning, Race has somehow managed to recruit a heavy-metal guitar-playing ogre, an Elvin harpist, an imp drummer, and a fairy who must have died circa 1983, judging from his Casio synthesizer. The makeshift band has gathered around the fire and is currently arguing over what kind of tune will best charm the ferryman. There seems to be some debate on whether he digs Goth, classical, or Osborne Family Christmas carols. And unfortunately, everyone seems to be trying to play their best guess all at the same time.

I try to stay out of the way, sitting down by the water, as far from the so-called “music” streaming from their instruments as possible. Unfortunately, I’m pretty sure there are ninety-nine-year-old deaf women in Siberia blocking their ears right about now, moaning in pain, and I’m getting worried on whether this plan will actually work.

A shadow crosses over me and a moment later Jareth sits down beside me in the sand. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anything this terrible,” he exclaims.

“Me neither,” I agree. “And I’ve sat through an entire John Mayer concert with Sunny.” I grab a handful of crimson-colored sand, running it through my fingers. “I don’t understand it. Race is an internationally known rock star. And yet he’s as bad as the rest.”

“Yeah, but remember, there’s no Auto-Tune down in Hades.”

“Good point.” I frown. “At this rate, it’s going to take them a hundred years to get good enough to play.”

Jareth gives me a rueful look and the two of us fall silent. But somehow the silence is comforting rather than awkward. And even the terrible music currently sound tracking the scene can’t put a damper on the fact that the vampire has chosen to come sit next to me of his own free will. I steal a glance at him, wanting to say so much, but at the same time I don’t want to push him away again. I realize this is a big step for him, and I don’t want him to regret making it.

“Remember that first night we sat on the beach?” I dare to ask at last, keeping my eyes glued to the water ahead of me. “Right after we staked the vampire Maverick during my first slayer mission?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see his slow nod. “You were poisoned by the blood virus,” he remembers. “You told me you’d be dead in a few days.”

“I know. I was pretty freaked out. Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad, had I known about the free Wi-Fi…” I can’t help but joke.

Jareth doesn’t laugh. “I remember thinking… I barely know this girl,” he continues instead in a dead-serious voice. “How can I already love her so much?” He shakes his head. “It scared me to death, to tell you the truth.”

I swallow hard, thinking back to that fateful night. I’d finally met the one guy I could allow myself to love. The one who understood the walls of protection I’d built around myself for all those years, afraid to let anyone see the real weak and powerless me. I knew Jareth had the power to help me tear down those walls once and for all. To love the real me, despite her flaws.

And now that I’d done it, now that I had finally embraced Rayne McDonald, warts and all, the vampire who’d helped me get there no longer wanted to be a part of my life.

“You saved me,” I remind him. “When no one else could.”

“Did I?” Jareth’s voice turns suddenly bitter. “Or did I damn you to the life of a monster? Sometimes I wonder.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know,” he says with a small shrug. “If I had only let you go… allowed you to pass peacefully into a happy afterlife with free Wi-Fi and video games… would it have been better in the end? Was I really saving your life when I bit you? Or was I just being a selfish monster, not able to bear letting you go?”

I stare at him in disbelief. Is that what he really thinks? That I should have died rather than become a vampire?

“So what you are saying?” I ask, not able to help the undercurrent of anger in my voice. “That everything we’ve shared, everything we’ve said, means nothing to you? That if we had to do it all over again, you’d rather let me die?”

Jareth stares down at his feet, his eyes rimmed with blood tears. “I’m just saying I think you would have been better off if you never met me,” he says at last, his voice tortured and broken. “Or if I’d never walked the Earth at all.”

I open my mouth to protest—to tell him he’s being crazy, ridiculous—that my life is three thousand million times better because he’s been a part of it and I wouldn’t change it for the world. But before I can speak, I hear a shuffling behind us. Whirling around, I see Charon standing above us, dressed in a pair of Superman silk pajamas, a big frown on his face.

“What the hell is going on here?” he demands, gesturing to the ruckus up by the fire pit. “I’ve never heard such obnoxious noise in all my millennia! It’s four in the morning, for Hades’s sake!”

I grimace. I was afraid this might happen. Here we are, trying to charm him and instead we’ve only managed to piss him off. I hope Torrid lets me take over his WoW account when he finally crosses the river. Otherwise it’s going to be a long hundred years…

“Sorry,” I say, rising to my feet. “I’m really sorry. We didn’t mean to wake you. I’ll tell them to lay off for the night, okay?” I start toward the band, but Charon grabs me by the arm.

“What, so they can begin again tomorrow morning?” he demands. “Absolutely not. I will not tolerate another nanosecond of this blasted noise on my shores.”

I’m about to apologize another hundred times, but suddenly an idea strikes me. It’s a risk, of course. But those who dare, win, right? “Oh, well, good luck getting them to stop,” I say breezily. “Race told me they plan to practice every day for the next hundred years. Evenings and weekends, too.”

The ferryman stares at me with horror. “But they can’t!” he protests. “I need my beauty rest. Eight hours a night, the reconstructive surgeons said, or I could end up back with my old skeleton face. I paid too much money for this skin to have it flake away from exhaustion.”

I feel Jareth rise to my side. “Sorry,” he says, looking the distraught ferryman right in the eyes. “But you know how musicians are. I doubt you’ll be able to do anything to stop them.” He pauses, then adds, “I mean, as long as they’re here, on this side of the river, that is.” He gives him a meaningful look and it’s all I can do not to grin widely.

Charon crosses his arms over his chest, glaring at us. “Okay, okay,” he says at last. “I’ll take you troublemakers across to the other side. Let Hades himself deal with you. But I’m telling you now, Prim is in big trouble the next time he dares show his face down here. Bringing the living to Hades,” he grumbles. “What’s next? Honeymoons? Bachelorette parties?”

“So you’ll take us?” I ask, trying not to reveal my total excitement. “Even though we don’t have any coins?”

“Yes, yes,” he agrees impatiently. “Just don’t tell anyone, okay? If Hades finds out, he’ll dock my pay again. And I’m trying to save up to have my chin done.” He involuntarily reaches to his chin, which I notice, does indeed look a tad too pointy. “I’ll ready the boat. You get them to stop that noise.” And with that, he storms over to the dock, leaving Jareth and me alone.

I turn to my ex-boyfriend, practically jumping up and down with excitement. “We did it!” I cry. “We actually did it!”

Jareth nods, unable to hide a small smile at the corner of his lips. “I guess we did,” he admits, looking pleased, despite himself. “Now, let’s go tell Race the good news before we both lose our hearing permanently.”
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If someone had asked me, before this whole adventure, what I thought the Underworld would look like, I’d probably have spouted off some nonsense about fire-and-brimstone, red rocks, bubbling lava, narrow, crumbling bridges. Suffering people, horned demons cracking whips, lakes of fire—you get the idea.

But, turns out, I would have been wrong. By a long shot. You see, the real Hades looks a lot more like middle America. (Which, I imagine, to some, might be a hell in and of itself.) And not the nice, homey middle America with farmhouses and town squares and quaint little soda shops left over from the 1950s. I’m talking the kind right off the interstate—packed with strip malls and chain motels and crappy restaurants. Nothing unique or interesting or artsy as far as the eye can see.

To make matters worse, there’s no sun or blue sky down here deep underground, and so the colors all seem super muted—almost like we’ve stepped into a living, breathing sixties sitcom. (Without the breathing, obviously. Or the living, for that matter.) Everything is black and white, with the exception, of course, of the glowy purple people floating from shop to restaurant with bored looks on their faces.

“Ugh,” I remark as I step off the ferry, glancing over at Race and Jareth. “I’d almost rather go for the lake of fire at this point. At least it would be colorful and interesting.”

Race nods. “Prim told me about this place. They call it the Way Station. Souls hang out here until their lives have been judged and their punishment decided. Then they’re shuffled off to other areas of Hell. Pits of brimstone, cells of sulfur, or maybe, if they’re lucky, an address in the elite Elysian Fields subdivison.”

“It used to be a lot worse, too,” adds Charon as he readies the ferry to go back across the river. “A few years back, Hades got some stimulus money from the gods and decided to spruce up the place. Added a few office buildings, warehouses. He figured if people were going to be sitting around for months on end, they might as pull their own weight.”

I do a double take as a soul floats by, carrying a briefcase. “So wait, you’re saying when you die you still have to work?”

“Afraid so,” Charon says, restarting the boat’s motor. “The real estate investments the boss made down in Florida went underwater big time during the recession. So he needed some quick cash. And what better way to get it than put all these lazy souls on the payroll?” He snorts. “In fact, China’s outsourced about thirty-three percent of their labor to Hades in the last couple years. Course, they still put ‘Made in China’ on the label. Otherwise people might start asking questions.”

I make a face. “Sweatshops from Hell? Remind me never to die.” In fact, the whole waiting around on the riverbank for a hundred years is seeming more and more an attractive option.

“So where does Hades live?” Jareth interjects. “We need to seek an audience with him.”

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Charon replies. “Your best bet is to head over to the Pearly Gates.”

I raise an eyebrow. Charon shrugs. “Hades thought it’d be amusing to call it that,” he explains. “You’ll find he has a weird sense of humor.” He hands me a map. “Take one of the free buses down to Demonia Lane and then take a right onto Spirit Avenue. You can’t miss it—looks exactly like Graceland.”

I look down at the map. “Okay, sounds easy enough.”

Charon steps into his ferry and pushes it away from the dock. “Good luck,” he says as he floats down the river and into the night. “And watch out for the Demon Patrols.”

“Wait, what?” I cry after him, running down the dock. “What Demon Patrols?” But it’s too late, he’s already disappeared. I bite my lower lip, looking up and down the street, searching for anything remotely demonic.

“Come on,” Jareth says, pointing to an approaching bus. “Let’s get a move on.”

We board the bus and it takes off down the dreary streets, puffing nasty-smelling smoke from its exhaust. I peer out from the greasy windows, watching all the souls we pass, hoping to see Sunny. I know it’s like a needle in a haystack, but what else do I have to do?

The bus pulls up outside a wrought-iron gate, covered with black pearls. Above it reads: ABANDON HOPE, ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE. Guess this is the place. We scramble off the bus, locating a little guard shack, to the right of the gate. As we start to approach, we’re suddenly cut off by a dog, straight out of Harry Potter—with three heads’ worth of dripping fangs and a tail lined with spikes.

I look over at Race and Jareth. “Cerberus,” I whisper, recognizing the infamous guard dog from Hell. They nod, both looking more than a little worried.

“Who goes there?” demands the dog’s left head, snapping its teeth. As if he wasn’t scary enough without making threatening mouth movements in our direction.

“Um, hey, Cerberus,” I try, wishing I’d brought some dog biscuits with me. “My name’s Rayne. And this is Jareth and Race. We’re here to meet with Hades. Do you know if he’s in, by any chance?” I feel a little ridiculous, addressing a dog, but when in the Underworld…

The beast’s third head rolls its eyes. “Living,” it snorts derisively. “I don’t know how you got past Charon, but I can assure you that you won’t get past us.”

“At least not without the proper authorization,” adds Head #1. Head #2 growls in apparent agreement.

“Proper authorization?”

The first and third head look at one another, sigh deeply, then turn back to us. “If you want an audience with His Majesty, you must submit your request in triplicate to the Ministry of Audience,” explains Head #1. “There, the request will be heard by six committees. If all of the committees approve your request, then it gets sent up to the main office, where the master himself will consider it.”

Ugh. “And how long will that take?” I ask worriedly. After all, we need to talk to him before Sunny gets judged and becomes a permanent resident. We have no time for bureaucracy.

Head #3 does some quick mental calculations. “On a good day? Maybe a month? But if any of the six committees finds an error on your application, which, let’s face it, sixty-six percent of the time, they do, you’ll have to wait another six hundred and sixty-six days to reapply.”

Head #1 gives us a smug look. “Our best guess in your case?” it says, giving us a critical once-over. “You’re probably in for a three-year wait at the very least.”

“Three years?” I cry. “That’s crazy!”

“If Hades decides to grant your request at all,” adds Head #3.

Head #2 utters a self-satisfied growl that almost sounds like it’s laughing at me. I give it a dirty look.

“It’s better than the alternative,” Head #1 reminds us. “Which is an eternity.”

Okay, this is not good. Time for some creative problem solving here.

“Listen, Dude… Dudes?” It’s hard to know whether I should be speaking in plural to the three-headed beast. “We’re all adults here. Let’s talk about what we need to do to make everyone happy. Maybe I could swing by the butcher and grab you some meat? A nice, big juicy steak perhaps? Or maybe three? Would that help… speed along my application?”

All three heads give me a horrified look. Head #2 growls menancingly.

“A steak?” cries Head #1. “Are you kidding me?”

“Don’t you know we’ve been vegan since 1994?”

“Are you trying to mess with our cholesterol?”

I sigh. “A head of lettuce maybe?” This is not going well.

“Tsk, tsk,” scolds Head #3. “Attempting to bribe an officer of the court. Just for that, your application will be denied.”

“What? But I haven’t even submitted one yet!”

“Well, then you’d better get on that, don’t you think? Time’s a wasting.”

“Why you little—” I make a threatening move toward the beast, but Jareth and Race grab me and hold me back. Probably a good idea, in hindsight. Those sharp teeth may be vegan, but I have no doubt they’d be happy to tear me apart then spit me out, given half the chance.

“Come on, Rayne,” Jareth says firmly, dragging me away from the dog house. “Let’s go find the office and fill out the application.”

“What, so these guys can play fetch with it?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out.”
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After some wandering, we do manage to find the application building, but, of course, it’s closed for the weekend and a bored-looking attendant suggests we come back Monday. Discouraged and exhausted, we head back down the street wondering what to do next. Jareth suggests perhaps finding a motel room where we can crash and then regroup. (Three motel rooms, he clarifies after Race starts asking about who’s sharing what bed.) Luckily, unlike the ferryman, many of these establishments advertise taking American Express. So we agree and head through the parking lot, and enter the first place we see. It’s not five-star, by any means. Heck, if it got one star, I’d be shocked. But at this point none of us feel particularly picky.

We walk into the lobby, which is just as dreary and sad as the rest of the Way Station. The air is overwhelmingly musty and the furniture is ancient and filled with holes. There are cobwebs hanging from the ceiling and even the plastic plants seem wilted. The old clerk behind the counter is fast asleep. We walk up and ring the bell and he grunts as he wakes and looks up at us.

“No room,” he mutters, looking only half conscious.

“What? What do you mean, no room?” I ask.

“Last flash flood flooded the place,” he says with a big yawn. “We’re all booked up for months while people wait for judgment. You’ll find the same everywhere you look. The Way Station is bursting at the seams right now.”

Jareth frowns. “Surely you have something,” he presses, after noting my dismayed face. “We’ve come a long way. And this poor girl is about to drop with exhaustion.”

I nod, doing my best to look pathetic, which isn’t hard considering I haven’t slept in days. “Please, good sir,” I beg. “Maybe even a broom closet?”

The innkeeper frowns, straightening up and adjusting his tie. “Even if I did, you’d be last in line to get it,” he huffs after giving us a critical once-over. “I run a proper establishment here. Dead only.” He points to a sign on the wall, as if to prove his point. Sure enough, it reads: LIVING NEED NOT APPLY.

“Isn’t that a little racist?” Race demands indignantly. “After all, it’s hardly our fault we haven’t been properly staked yet.”

But the innkeeper has already plopped his head back down on the desk and only snores in response. Reluctantly, we give up and head back outside and continue on down the street, looking for some place that might take us in. Unfortunately, each establishment seems to have the same policy, with signs ranging from DEAD or DON’T EVEN THINK ABOUT IT to NO SHOES, NO GLOW, NO SERVICE to even NO LIVING ALLOWED— YES, HERCULES, THIS MEANS YOU!

“What are we going to do?” I ask the boys, dismay knotting in my stomach. “I mean, no one’s going to take us in. But if we stay out in the open, we run the risk of running into one of those Demon Patrols Charon was talking about. And while I’m desperate for a bed, I do not want to sleep in a Hades jail cell, thank you very much.”

Jareth nods, rubbing his chin with his hand. “I think we best keep moving,” he says, looking up and down the desolate street. “If we stay in one place too long, we’re bound to be noticed.”

So we keep trudging forward, through the darkened streets, looking for some kind of shelter. I’m so exhausted and discouraged at this point, I can barely stand and I manage to trip over my feet twice. Luckily, both times Jareth catches me and helps me back upright.

“Thanks,” I murmur, giving him a grateful glance.

But he only grunts in response, looking at me with sad eyes, then turning away. I know what he’s thinking: If it wasn’t for him, we wouldn’t be here. I’d be safe in my bedroom playing Vampires vs. Zombies. I wish there was some way to convince him that I don’t blame him for what happened and that I’d rather be here with him than anywhere on Earth alone.

“What was I thinking?” Race grumbles on my other side. “I should have never come. This place sucks. There’s not even any groupies around to—”

“OH MY GOD—RACE JAMESON? IS THAT YOU?”

Seemingly out of nowhere, a blond, buxom vampire leaps into our path, her glowy purple eyes dancing with excitement. She throws herself at the vampire rock star and hugs him tight. “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re here! You’re really here! I wrote to your record company at least fifty times, trying to get you to come down here for a gig. But I never heard back! I’d been ready to give up hope!” She burrows her face in Race’s chest. “I’m Amanda. Your biggest fan. When did you die? I checked your Hellbook status this morning and it said you were still living. What happened? Blood OD? Pyrotechnics gone bad?”

“Whoa, whoa!” Race says, trying to pry her off of his body. “I’m not dead. I’m just down here visiting with some friends.”

She looks him up and down. “Oh right. Of course. I should have known. You don’t have that new soul glow, do you? Sorry, I was just so excited to see you. I mean, I’ve been waiting for you to die forEVER so we can get some of your music down here. There’s, like, no one at the Way Station that’s half as good as you.”

“Well, thank you. That’s very… flattering. But I think I still have quite a long life—”

“What’s a HellBook?” I interrupt curiously. “Is that like Facebook in Hades?”

Amanda turns and glares at me suspiciously. “Who are you?”

“She’s with me, luv,” Race reassures her. “I mean, not with me, with me,” he adds quickly as the girl’s eyes narrow. “She’s just a friend.”

“Oh!” The groupie’s face clears. “Okay!” she cries. “Any friend of Race’s is a friend of mine.” She pulls out a glowy purple iPhone from her pocket. “Here, check it out. It’s pretty cool.” She loads up the app and then hands me the phone. Sure enough, it appears to be a social media site for the dead, go figure. Mark Zuckerberg sure has a long reach.

“Wow, that’s pretty cool,” I say, scrolling through her profile. Evidently she’s been dead for twelve months, waiting for judgment. Her blood mate is still alive on Earth and her latest status says she’s pissed because she believes he’s hooking up with another living chick.

“It’s super popular,” Amanda assures me, as she takes the phone back. “I mean, in addition to keeping tabs on the living—though we can’t write on their walls or anything—it also serves as a directory of who’s down here and where. Hades is a huge place, and it used to take hundreds of years sometimes to find someone you know. Now you can look up your past loved ones in the directory and connect with them in an instant.”

I stare at her, wide eyed. What a great idea. I grab the phone back from her and type Sunny’s name into the search bar, my breath lodged in my throat. Would she be here? Could we finally track her down?


>>NO SUCH RECORD.



 

Damn. That would have been too easy. Guess she hasn’t signed up for an account yet. Or maybe she doesn’t want to. I know the girl was always kind of anti–social media or anything computer related.

“It takes a month or two to get listed,” Amanda adds, catching my disappointed face. “The bureaucracy in this place is mind-blowing.”

“Tell, me about it,” I reply glumly, handing her back her phone. At this rate we’re never going to find the girl, never mind actually have a chance to get her out.

“Wait a second, can I see that?” Jareth suddenly interjects. After glancing at Race and getting his nod of approval, the girl dutifully hands over her phone to him. Jareth’s brow furrows as he attempts to use the touch screen. (Being old school—super, super old school, that is—he struggles with technology sometimes.) But he eventually gets it and then hands the phone back to me.

“Take a look,” he says with a small smile.

I stare down at the screen, doing a double take, my jaw dropping in amazement. My sister may not be listed… but my father is! I look up at Jareth. “Oh my God!”

“Find someone you know?” Amands asks hopefully as Race signs her arm with a Sharpie.

“Yes!” I cry. “How do we go about contacting them?”

“Well, you could write on their wall, but then it would look like it was coming from me. Your best bet might be to use Google Maps. Click on their location and it’ll bring it right up.”

I do as she instructs and, sure enough, a moment later I have a map with my dad’s house pinpointed. I breathe a sigh of relief. Maybe there’s hope for us after all!

“Do you know where this is?” I ask Amanda, showing her the map.

She squints at the screen. “Hmm. It’s not in the Way Station. He must have already gotten judged and been given a permanent address. I don’t know how to get there, unfortunately. But I’ll write it down for you. Maybe someone else can help.” She grabs the Sharpie from Race and turns my hand over to scribble the address. “There you go.”

“Thank you so much!” I say, relief flooding through me. “I cannot tell you how helpful you’ve been.”

“Just remember,” she says, giving Race a knowing look. “When you die I want tickets to your first Underworld show.”

“Absolutely,” Race agrees. “As far as I’m concerned, you can have front-row seats.”

I wait for her squeal of delight. But strangely, instead, she suddenly shrinks back in fear, her eyes glued on something behind us. I whirl around to see what’s gotten her so frightened, and my eyes fall upon a six-foot glowing green demon guard, stepping out from the darkness.

“What the… ?” I whisper, turning back around. But Amanda has already fled.

“Put your hands up,” the demon instructs in a deep gravelly voice. “You are under arrest.”
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On instinct, I grab for my stake, once again lamenting I don’t have something more suited for non-vampire slaying on hand. If I ever get out of this mess alive, I’m so going to make Teifert give me the key to the real weapons closet. After all I’ve been through, I think I more than deserve a slightly sharper stick in my arsenal.

The fat, pockmarked demon takes one look at my “weapon” and sneers, lowering his spear in my direction and taking a menacing step forward. “Oh, you want to fight, do you?” he says in a throaty growl, his extreme enthusiasm for my non-surrender more than a little disconcerting. I suddenly realize I have no idea the extent of the prowess of the creature I’ve picked a fight with.

“Rayne…” I can hear Jareth say behind me, his voice tight with worry.

“I’ve got this,” I mutter back to him, keeping my eye on the demon, stake raised and ready. I am slayer. Hear me roar.

I consider firing some Buffyesque-style banter back at the demon, but then decide, in this case, actions speak louder than words. With a solid, roundhouse kick, I slam my foot against his spear, succeeding in knocking it from his unsuspecting claws. His eyes widen as it goes clattering down onto the pavement. Yeah, baby! Guess he wasn’t expecting someone so leet amongst the living.

“You like that, big boy?” I ask, deciding now that I’ve disarmed him so easily I have the right to a little gloating. “Well, there’s plenty more where that came from.”

I lunge at him, throwing my full weight against his meaty frame. He stumbles backward and for a moment I think I have him down, but at the last minute he manages to keep his balance. He grabs my shoulders and I bite back a shriek as his ragged claws dig into my flesh. (Guess manicures aren’t so big in the Underworld.) With an über-powerful thrust, he shoves me backward and I find myself flying through the air, my back slamming against one of the concrete buildings behind me. My head hits hard; I see stars as I crumple to the ground.

As I struggle to stay conscious, I watch as Jareth springs into action, his left fist connecting with the demon’s head followed by his right fist slamming into its stomach. Green blood spurts from the demon’s bulbous nose and the creature grunts in agony as it tries to hit Jareth back with weakened limbs. But my vampire ex-boyfriend is too strong, too quick, dodging his blows while raining down more of his own. I grin, pride swelling inside me as I watch his technique. Sometimes I forget he’s been a vampire general for hundreds of years. His prowess in battle is awesome.

I feel movement above me and realize Race is holding out a hand, ready to help me to my feet. I take it, pulling myself up and preparing to help Jareth out with the guard—not that he probably needs it. But just as I manage to take that first stumbling step back into battle, the bloody, beaten guard manages to pull a whistle from around his neck and put it to his lips.

Suddenly, five more demon-shaped shadows emerge from the darkness from all sides.

Uh-oh.

The largest of the new demons—a seven-foot-tall monster—grabs Jareth by his shirt and yanks him off the guard he’d been fighting, as if he were nothing more than a pesky fly. I gasp in horror as he locks my ex-boyfriend in a crushing embrace and points a stake straight at his heart. The other guards surround us, spears pointed and ready.

“That’s enough!” the giant guard cries. “Surrender now or he will die!”

I slowly raise my hands and Jareth and Race do the same. What else can we do? One false move and Jareth will become a permanent resident of this place. I let out a frustrated breath. What was I thinking, going after that guy like that? Once again, I’m too brave for my own good and have put people I love in danger.

“Look,” I try, taking a cautious step forward, wanting desperately to atone for my idiocy, “we’re not here to cause any harm. We tried to check in with your boss, but Cerberus turned us away. Trust me, we don’t want to be here, wandering around, any more than you want us to be.”

“And what business do you have with the Master?” one of the other guards demands, grabbing his spear and poking it uncomfortably in my direction. What happens when one gets staked here? I wonder wildly. Do you go back to the other side of the river and start all over again? ’Cause I’m guessing Charon won’t be too excited about giving me another free trip. Especially since he did warn me about the patrol…

“We only wanted to pay our respects,” I try. No need to bring up the whole thing about my sister. “You know, bow to him, seek out his wisdom, all that jazz?” I take another cautionary step forward, trying to keep a brave face.

Big mistake.

The guards react, surrounding me and suddenly I have spears pointed at pretty much all my extremities. “Sorry, sorry!” I cry, holding my hands up higher. “I didn’t mean to—”

“You will surrender to us now,” the head guard states in a flat voice. “Or we shall drive you through.”

“But—”

“Rayne!” Jareth interrupts, still pinned by the other guard. His face is white and filled with fear. “How about we do as the nice gentlemen say, shall we?” he suggests in a taut voice.

Right. Of course he’s right. Just shut up, Rayne. For one second, just shut the hell up.

“Fine,” I resign, dropping my hands. “We surrender, I guess.”

The head guard drops his stake from Jareth’s chest and the others retract their spears. Three of them pull out cords of silver rope and begin roughly tying our wrists together behind our backs. The silver burns at my skin in the most itchy, painful way imaginable and I squirm as one of the guards tightens my restraints. “Okay, okay, I’m bound and helpless already. Enough!” I cry. Not that I’m under any delusion that my protests will do any good.

Once we’re all tied up, the head guard barks an order to his men in some weird demon language, and one of them shoves me so hard in the back that I almost trip over my own feet again. Guess that’s our cue to start walking. I shuffle forward, doing my best to keep my balance with my hands tied behind my back. From the windows of the buildings surrounding us, I can see curious eyes, watching the scene attentively. Ugh. Don’t they have anything better to do? And won’t anyone here try to help us?

Suddenly, as if in answer, a loud, almost primal cry crashes through the streets. The giant guard looks up in surprise, just in time to have a huge boulder—dropped from somewhere above—slam down hard on the top of his head. He lets out a groan of agony before collapsing to the ground in a dead faint.

As the other guards clamor around him, trying to make sure their leader is okay, I look up, trying to figure out where the rock had come from. It’s then that my eyes fall upon a blond, tanned, total meathead of a man, swooping down from a high hotel balcony, using a clothesline the way Tarzan would have used a vine. He drops down in front of the other guards and whips a sword from his belt, waving it menacingly in their direction. Ah, now there’s a weapon suited for demon slaying!

The demons—confused and disorganized without their fearless leader—scramble for their spears. But in the chaos, they mostly end up jabbing each other instead of our rescuer. The blond Adonis, who seems to possess the skills of a Samurai and the flexibility of a member of Cirque du Soleil, works quickly, slicing and dicing, and before you know it, there are five bleeding demons piled all around us, utterly incapacitated. Damn, this guy is good!

“Wow,” I cry, looking up at our rescuer, more than a little impressed. “Thanks!”

“My pleasure,” he says, flashing us a brilliant, white-toothed grin. It’s then that I realize he’s different from the others. No purple haze, no green demon glow. He’s alive. Just like us!

With a deft flick of his sword, he breaks through my restraints, then moves on to help Race and Jareth. Once we’re all free, he beckons for us to follow him. “Come on,” he urges. “They’ll be more of them coming. We must get out of here.”

We don’t need a second invitation. When he takes off, we run after him, exhaustion eclipsed by adrenaline. Down the dark streets, through alleyways and back roads, up stairs and down, until we come to edge of a wide black river, with a small rowboat pulled up to the shore. As I lean down, hands on my knees, gasping for breath, the man pushes the boat into the water, then gestures for us to all get in.

“Let’s go,” he says, looking beyond us, searching the streets with an anxious look on his face. But there’s no one coming. We’re safe for now.

We climb into the boat and our rescuer scrambles in behind us, pushing off from the shore and into the dark, black waters of the river. As we float downstream, the ugly lights from the Way Station fade behind us until they’re only a mere glimmer.

“Is everyone okay?” our rescuer asks, looking us over carefully as he rows.

I nod, then glance over to Jareth and Race. They nod, too, though they both look pretty shaken. “Who were those guys?” I ask.

“The Demon Patrol,” the man explains. “Mercenaries, paid by the Big Ugly to police the streets of Hades. Not that there’s usually much to do—most people are so shell-shocked when they get here, they tend to keep in line. So when these guys come up against a real bona fide threat like the living, they tend to get a little… enthusiastic.”

“And what would they have done to us?” Jareth asks. “If you didn’t arrive?”

Hercules shrugs. “Depends on their mood. If they felt like following the rules, they would have thrown you in prison and allowed Hades to dictate your fate. Or they might have decided to make you permanent residents and take their time doing it. Like I said, they’re pretty bored. And they love carnage.”

I shudder, neither scenario sounding much better than the other. “Well, we really, really appreciate you rescuing us,” I tell him. “You came just in time.”

He flashes me another big grin. “I would have liked to have found you earlier. Less messy that way. I started hearing rumors of a group of living vampires wandering around, asking questions. I’d been trying to track you down all night before the patrol found you. I was seconds too late.”

“And who are you again?” I ask.

He gives a small bow. “Hercules, at your service.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Hercules? You mean like the legendary Greek god Hercules? Son of Zeus?” Wow. I guess that explains the super muscles…

“That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” he jokes. “Lucky for you I was down here to pay a visit to my girlfriend. Otherwise, I’m not sure things would have worked out so well for you, no offense.”

“Well, we definitely appreciate it,” Jareth says. “Thank you.”

Hercules waves him off. “My pleasure. So what are you doing down here, anyway? This isn’t exactly a great spot to vacation, you know.”

“We were trying to get an audience with Hades,” I explain. “To get him to agree to release my sister’s soul before she’s judged.”

Hercules nods knowingly. “Ah, yes, the old soul-release attempt. We get people down here at least once a decade trying to get their loved ones out.” He gives me a sorry look. “I hate to break it to you, but Hades is pretty stingy with releasing them these days—ever since his little frenemy, Lucifer, knocked him out of the Guinness Book of Hell Records for number of captured souls. He’s been desperate to catch up and very stubborn about releasing any he’s already gathered.”

I bite my lower lip. That doesn’t seem good. “But it’s still possible, right?” I ask, not ready to give up hope.

“Anything’s possible. You have to go in there with something he wants,” Hercules explains. “Oh, and get an appointment to begin with. That’s tough in and of itself.” He drags his oar down on the ground, slowing the boat. “So where would you like to go in the meantime?” he asks. “Any friends or family that might be able to take you in while you’re figuring things out? Otherwise the Demon Patrol is going to find you again. And this time I won’t be there for the rescue.”

I draw in a breath. “My father,” I tell him, showing him my hand with the address. “Do you know how we can find him?”

Hercules studies my hand for a moment, then gives me an impressed look. “Nice location,” he tells me. “Over on the outskirts of the Elysian Fields. He must have been a pretty good guy on Earth to score such a killer address.”

My mind flashes back to my father, on the ground, dying of iron poisoning after saving my life. “Yeah,” I agree. “He was.” From the corner of my eye, I catch Jareth shooting me a sympathetic look.

Hercules releases the oar and the boat starts floating down into a dark tunnel, under a sign that reads: ENTERING THE CIRCLES.

“Circles?” I question.

“Not up on your Dante, are you?” Hercules asks. “Well, no matter. These are the Circles of Hell. Depending on how you sinned during your life, you might end up stuck in one of these for eternity.” He shudders. “Trust me, once you see them for yourself, you’ll never want to sin again.” He points over to a small island on the port side of the boat. “See that? We’re passing through Lust right now. A neighborhood dedicated to those who couldn’t keep it in their pants.”

I lean over the side of the boat to look. At first glance, the place looks like some kind of Grecian fantasy island, with beautiful, angelic-looking creatures sashaying around with barely any clothes covering their perfect bodies.

“What’s so hellish about that?” I ask.

“Look closer,” Hercules directs as we glide by. “Do you see the souls?”

I take another look, this time realizing there are purple-tinged spirits also wandering the island. Each spirit is chained up with a nasty looking collar around their necks. When one of the spirits happens to glance at one of the goddesses passing by, he jerks violently, then crumples to the ground.

“Was he electrocuted?” I ask in horror, watching the man writhe in apparent agony.

Hercules nods. “Afraid so. The punishment for those who give in to their lust on Earth is to be stuck with unfulfilled desire for eternity. If these poor schmucks even dare look at one of the beautiful ones, they’re given a healthy zap for their troubles.”

“Bloody hell,” Race says with a grimace. “If I ever get out of here, I’m becoming revirginized for sure. No groupie is worth that.”

I turn away, not wanting to watch anymore. As we round a bend, a few raindrops splash on my head. Hercules reaches into the boat and hands us some umbrellas.

“It gets a little wet around Gluttony,” he apologizes, pointing to the opposite shore. I turn to look, not sure I want to see. My eyes fall upon a group of obese, anguished creatures, stuck in deep piles of gooey sludge, moaning miserably as the rain pours down on their heads. All around them are banquet tables piled with mountains of food, but not one of those stuck in the mud can reach any of it.

I grimace, turning away. “So they have to stare at the food for eternity and never eat?”

“Enough to turn you off Twinkies for life, right?” Hercules jokes. “Or, you know, blood.” He gives us a pointed look, then gestures to the shore. There, I catch sight of a group of vampires surrounded by a lake of blood, but none of them are able to take a sip. Their mouths drip with saliva and their fangs look dry and brittle. They moan and cry as the bloodlust consumes them endlessly.

I swallow hard, remembering the scene in the alleyway. I’d come so close to stealing innocent blood. Could I have ended up here, too? Hungry and alone for eternity? I shiver and Jareth reaches out and squeezes my hand, making me feel a little better.

“So what’s up next?” he asks. “Circle of Greed, if I remember right?”

“Yeah, if we kept going this way. But we’re going to take a little shortcut through the Special Circles.” Hercules steers the boat off to a side passage.

I’m about to ask what he means by “special circles,” but my words are drowned out by the sounds of loud talking. I look over to the next island we’re approaching and see a group of souls screaming in pain, hands over their ears, trying to drown out the incessant nonsensical conversation that surrounds them.

“This is the Circle for people who talk during movies,” Hercules yells over the din. “They disturbed people in life. Now they will spend eternity being disturbed by others.”

I can’t help a small grin at this one. What a great punishment to fit such an annoying crime.

“And over here,” Hercules adds, pointing to the opposite shore, “is the special Circle of Hell devoted to teachers who give out too much homework.”

Sure enough, the island is filled with purple scholarly souls chained to desks with piles of work in front of them. Demons stalk the rows and every time one of the souls completes an assignment, three more assignments are plopped down in front of them.

“They have to work for eternity,” Hercules explains. “They will never have a moment of free time.”

“Nice,” I say, wondering if any of my old teachers were secretly fairies or trolls or otherworld creatures. Because I’m pretty positive some of them would be eligible for this particular hell.

“What’s that circle over there?” Race asks, pointing to the next approaching island. At first, the place looks more like a paradise than a torture chamber, filled floor to ceiling with bookcases stacked with books. But then I take a closer look at the residents and realize, with horror, that each and every one of them has had their eyes gouged out. They wander around blindly through a forest of books, unable to read a single one.

“Those are the e-book pirates,” Hercules explains solemnly and suddenly I’m very glad I always paid for my Kindle downloads.

Finally, we head out of the Special Circles and down another branch of the river. A sparkling sign lets us know we’re entering the outskirts of the Elysian Fields. I look around, drawing in an impressed breath. The place is gorgeous—alive with color in direct contrast with the dreary Way Station we recently left. There are rolling green hills, colorful birds chirping in blossoming trees, even a fake blue sky above us, complete with warm, shining sun. Everywhere I look there are souls hanging out, having picnics, swinging on swings, laughing, and basically having a great old time.

“Wow,” I say with a low whistle. “It really pays to follow the Golden Rule doesn’t it?”

Hercules grins. “Now according to my map, your father should be right around here.” He pulls the boat over to a cotton candy colored dock. “Just walk down Happiness Lane and take a right on Paradise Cove.”

We step off the boat, then turn to thank our guide. “I can’t even tell you how great this has been,” I tell him, giving him a big hug. “We really appreciate the ride. And, you know, the ‘rescue from certain death’ thing.”

Hercules bobs his head modestly. “Eh, that’s what heroes do,” he replies with a saucy grin. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a hot date with my girlfriend, Persephone.”

“Wait a second. Persephone?” I cock my head. “Isn’t that… ?”

“Hades’s wife?” Hercules laughs. “Well, technically speaking, yes. But what the big guy doesn’t know won’t hurt him, right?” He puts a finger to his lips. “Good luck. Be careful. Watch out for the Demon Patrol.” He pushes the boat away from the dock and floats down the river, seemingly without a care in the world. “Adios!” he calls out after us. “Sayonara!”

I watch him go, shaking my head. He’d better be careful, hooking up with the boss’s wife like that. Or I’m guessing he’ll end up with a very special circle all his own someday. If anyone can ever catch him, that is.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” Race interrupts my thoughts. “Let’s go see your dear old dad!”
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We head in the direction that Hercules suggested and soon come to a small but cute split-level home, painted in a pretty powder-blue color. It’s not as McMansion as the other houses on the block, but it’s got a quaint little white-picket fence and a beautifully maintained flower garden out front. Not exactly living large in Vegas, as my dad did while mortal, but certainly not a bad place to spend eternity, especially considering the alternatives we saw in the Circles neighborhoods.

I feel a little sick to my stomach as I force myself to walk up the front steps and knock on the door. The last time I saw my father, he was dying of the iron poisoning he got when saving my life. I hope he has no regrets about making that sacrifice, or this reunion is going to be more than a little awkward. And what if he’s heard about what happened to Sunny? Will he blame me for her death?

I stop halfway up the front steps. “I don’t know if I can do this,” I say, turning back to Race and Jareth, who stand at the bottom of the steps, awaiting my move. “What if he’s furious with me?” After all, Dad and I haven’t always had the easiest father-daughter relationship. What makes me think this will be any different?

“Well, you won’t know until you knock, now, will you?” Race says impatiently, glancing up and down the street. “And hey, better a furious pop than a Demon Patrol, right? So find a backbone and ring the bloody bell before we all get dismembered.”

“Hey, lay off,” Jareth snarls at him, baring his fangs at the rock star. “You don’t know what she’s gone through.” He looks up at me, his eyes filled with sympathy. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” he assures me. “We can figure out something else.”

I swallow hard, grateful to him for giving me a choice. But, deep in my heart, I know what has to be done. “No,” I say. “I’ll do it.” I turn back to the door and lift my hand to knock. A moment later, a very familiar voice tells me he’ll be right there, bringing tears to my eyes. It’s him. It’s really him.

The door swings open and I almost fall over backward as I catch sight of my dad on the other side. He’s like the rest, with the weird purple glow, but underneath the translucency, it’s him. My dad. My father. I never thought I’d see him again.

His mouth drops open. “Rayne?” he cries. A moment later he’s hugging me so hard I’m pretty sure he’s going to knock me over. I squeeze him back, rejoicing at his warm arms around me.

“Oh, Dad,” I cry, the tears streaming down my cheeks. “I’m so glad to see you!” The exhaustion and stress, the doubt and fear, all of it seems to fall away at our embrace. And when he pulls away to look at me, all I can see is love in his eyes. No damnation, no regrets. Just happiness.

“Oh, Raynie, my Raynie,” he whispers in a hoarse voice, choked with tears. “I can’t believe it’s really you.” He steps away from the door and ushers us inside. “But what are you doing here? You’re not dead, are you? I mean, you don’t look dead. Are you still… ?” he trails off, his voice filled with hope.

“I’m alive, Dad,” I assure him as we walk up the interior steps into a clean, nicely furnished living room and take seats on the couch. I want to tell him about Sunny, about why I’m here, but the words freeze in my throat. He’s happy to see me. Will he still be happy when he finds out what happened to his other daughter?

“Nice digs,” Race says, checking out some of the photos on the mantle. “How does one score an address like this? We saw some bad neighborhoods on our way out here.”

“This is the Self-Sacrifice subdivision,” my father explains. “Anyone who gives up their own life to save someone else’s is eligible.” He glances over at me and gives me a sheepish smile.

“Well, I’m glad you got something out of the deal,” I mutter.

“I got the chance to save my precious daughter’s life,” he says pointedly. “The three-bedroom in the ’burbs is simply an added bonus.”

The tears spring to my eyes again. “Oh, Dad,” I start to say, then find I can’t continue.

“I was a lousy father in life,” he continues. “Letting my fear always control my actions and stop me from having a relationship with you girls. I’m lucky I had the chance to do something for you before I died.”

I stare at my feet, emotions coming fast and furious. “I just wish it didn’t have to be like this. You stuck down here…”

“Are you kidding?” my father cries. “This place is great. I mean, I miss my family, of course. But I finally get to have some peace. No more stress, no more worry, no more running for my life. I get to spend warm, sunny afternoons tending my flower garden. It’s like the ultimate retirement.” He gives me a smile. “Don’t feel guilty, Rayne. I’m actually quite happy down here. And someday—though hopefully not anytime soon—you’ll come join me. And we’ll finally be able to make up for lost time.” He reaches over and squeezes my hand.

It’s too much. I need to tell him about Sunny. But how can I destroy the happy look on his face? He died to save my life. And yet I failed to do the same for my sister.

“Sunny…” I try to choke through my tears. He has to know. I have to tell him.

“Oh! Of course!” he interrupts. “What was I thinking?” He rises to his feet and walks down the hall. “Hey, Sun?” he cries. “We’ve got company!”

I look up, my eyes bulging out of my head to see my sister, translucent and glowing, step into the living room. Her wings are unfurled and she looks more beautiful than I’ve ever seen her before.

“Rayne!” she cries, diving onto the couch and throwing her arms around me.

“Sunny! You’re here? You’re actually here?”

“Of course I’m here! Where else would I go to hang out while waiting for Judgment Day? Certainly not one of those fleabag motels at the Way Station!”

I look up at my father in disbelief. “You knew all along…” I murmur.

He grins. “Of course. Sorry, I guess I should have told you. But I was feeling a bit selfish. Wanted a moment with you all to myself.”

A rush of love washes through me as I gaze in wonder at my family. I suddenly realize all the issues I’ve had with them over the years mean absolutely nothing. I love them. And they’ll be a part of me forever, no matter what happens. Even death itself can’t destroy the bond we share.

“I can’t believe you’re all here!” Sunny says, looking from me to Jareth to Race. “I mean, I hope I don’t sound too selfish, being overjoyed that you’ve died, too. But I’m so thrilled to have you back. Wandering through that Way Station alone was brutal. All I could do was wonder how you made out with Bertha. Did the refugee camp survive? What happened to Magnus? He’s not with you, so I assume that he’s still living. Did he manage to evade Pyrus? Is he still hiding out somewhere?” Her questions come too fast and furious for me to answer. I hold up my hands, begging her to stop.

“If you close your mouth for two seconds, I promise I will tell you all,” I inform her. She laughs then clamps her hand over her mouth.

“Gohead,” she tries to say through sealed lips. I can’t help but giggle. It’s so good to have her back.

“First of all, Jareth, Race, and I aren’t dead. Notice we don’t have that purple glow?”

“Not dead?” My sister drops her hand. I knew the silence couldn’t last. “But that’s impossible! No one living is allowed down here.”

“Which is why it’s taken us so long to find you,” I reply wryly, giving her the story of Prim and the hot tub, Charon, and finally the Demon Patrol and Hercules. “But we made it,” I finish. “We’re all here now.”

“But… why?”

“To save you, of course.”

My sister’s eyes bulge. “To save me? From what? I’m already dead!”

“Exactly. We want to make you undead. I mean, not undead like a vampire, but, back to life completely. We’re working to get an audience with Hades and are going to speak to him on your behalf. Explain to him that your death was unjust and should have never happened. There’s still a chance, if we can convince him before your Judgment Day.”

Sunny stares at me in disbelief, gnawing her lower lip. A sudden worry worms through my insides. “You do want to be saved, right?” After seeing how happy she is down here with my father, I’m starting to wonder.

“Well, yeah. I mean, I think… ?” She glances over at Dad with a guilty look on her face. Yup, I nailed it.

Luckily, my dad catches it, too. “Sunny,” he scolds. “You have eternity to come back here and hang out with me. If you have a real chance to go back to Earth and finish out your life like you’re supposed to, you need to take it. Think of Rayne and your mother. How could your mother go on without her daughter?”

“But you’ll be alone…”

He reaches over and kisses her on the head. “And I appreciate you thinking about me. But I’m fine here. I’ve settled in nicely and am enjoying the peace and quiet. And when you someday come back to me, I’ll have this place all fixed up and ready for you. Remember, time passes differently here. A month on Earth could be a single day in Hades. So I know you’ll be back before you know it.”

Her shoulders droop in relief and she smiles widely, absolved of her guilt. “Well, then, let’s do it,” she says, turning back to me. “After all, it sounds like Magnus is still in trouble. We need to go help him.”

I nod, for once not even minding that she’s more concerned with her boyfriend than her family. That’s just my Sunny.

“I can’t believe you guys came all this way,” she continues. “Just for me. Rayne, you truly win Sister of the Year this time. How can I ever repay you?”

“I’m sure I can figure out a way for you to make it up to me,” I tease. “But don’t count your chickens yet. I haven’t had any luck getting close to the big boss here. And it seems even if I do, he might not be so amenable to my oh-so-clever plan.”

My father rubs his chin thoughtfully. “I may be able to pull some strings,” he says at last. “Maybe get you an audience in a few days? Does that sound okay?”

“Perfect,” I exclaim. “Then I get to spend some time with you, too.” Excitement wells up inside of me. This day is getting better and better.

Sunny drags me and my dad together, and we give each other a big family hug. The warmth and love inside the circle is almost overwhelming and for a moment I truly believe everything is going to be okay.

Our hug is interrupted as the front door bangs shut. I look up, confused. It takes a moment to realize Jareth’s missing. I glance over at Race, who’s clicking through the TV channels, looking a little bored.

“He just got up and walked out,” he explains with a shrug. “Maybe too much happiness clogging the air for Mr. Emo?”

My joy evaporates as I realize what must have happened. Poor Jareth. Here I am in a happy family moment and he’s still suffering. I thought finding Sunny would make him happy—or at least alleviate some of his guilt, but I guess it only reminds him of his own pain. I get to hug my sister—maybe save her from damnation. He’ll never see his again.

I rise from my seat, giving Sunny and my dad an apologetic look. Sunny reaches out and squeezes my hand, as if to say she understands. “Go get him, Rayne,” she whispers, giving me a secret smile.

I thank her, then head out the front door to find my ex-boyfriend.
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Jareth is sitting on the porch swing outside the house, staring listlessly into space. My heart aches because I can see the pain practically radiating from his body as he works overtime to pretend he doesn’t care.

“Hey,” I say, daring to sit down next to him. The swing creaks a little from under my weight. My nose picks up the smell of fresh flowers and I can hear some early morning birds chirp from a nearby tree. “You okay?” Even in this paradise, he looks like hell.

He shrugs, not looking over at me. “Sure.”

I study his impassive face. “I thought maybe you’d feel a little relieved to find Sunny,” I venture. “I mean, we’re so close now to accomplishing our mission. We’ll get her back, safe and sound, and you won’t have to feel guilty anymore. Doesn’t that make you even the tiniest bit happy?”

“Of course,” he says in the saddest voice ever. “I’m overjoyed.”

“Mm-hmm. Sure you are. Except that, you know, you look like someone burned your favorite Batman shirt.”

He leans back against the swing, letting out a long sigh.

“Come on, Jareth,” I press. “Tell me what’s bothering you now. You know whatever you say will be between the two of us. You can trust me, remember?”

He’s silent and, at first, I’m pretty sure he’s not going to speak. I almost give up and go back inside. But just before I start to stand, he opens his mouth.

“It’s just… watching you in there,” he says in a voice filled with agony. “Reunited with your sister…” He shakes his head. “You never had any doubt, did you? You weren’t scared. You knew what needed to be done and you did it, with no thought to your own safety…”

“Of course I was scared,” I protest. “I was scared out of my freaking mind. But Sunny needed me. And so I did what I had to do. Like my dad did for me back at Fairyland. That’s just what family does for one another.” I look at him helplessly. “I mean, you did the same for your family, right? When Slayer, Inc. attacked, you did what you could to save your sister…”

Jareth cringes, rising from the seat so quickly I almost fall off myself. He walks to the opposite end of the porch and stares off into the neighborhood. I rush after him, turning him to look at me, surprised to see the blood tears shimmering in his eyes.

“What aren’t you telling me, Jareth?”

He hangs his head. “I lied to you,” he whispers.

“What?”

“I didn’t tell you the whole truth. Of what really happened the night my sister died. All these years, I’ve made it sound like I did all I could. That I tried my best and still failed.”

I stare at him, horror growing inside me. “What are you saying?”

He’s silent for a moment. “When those first slayers broke through our defenses, one of them recognized me,” he says at last. “He knew I was one of the Consortium members who voted them into power. Who’d given them the right to police vampires and slay those who didn’t conform to their rules. Like my sister and brother.”

“So?”

“So he told me if I fought back—if I harmed even a single hair on the head of one Slayer Inc. operative, he’d consider that a breach of contract. Basically an act of aggression between two parties who were supposed to be on the same team.” Jareth lets out a frustrated breath. “He said I would give them the right to sever the agreement altogether and go after our entire organization. Slaying them one by one until vampires were eradicated off the face of the Earth.”

“Ouch.” I grimace.

“I could choose to save my family,” he concludes in a broken voice, “but it would be at the expense of the entire vampire race. And so I hesitated,” he continues. “Trying to figure out what I should do. I would have gladly died to save those I love. But I didn’t want to betray my people either. The vampires trusted me; they’d placed themselves under my leadership. How could I willingly sacrifice them when they’d done nothing wrong?”

“I can’t even imagine having to make that decision,” I whisper. “And in a split second, too.” I place a hand on his arm, trying to comfort him. But he only jerks it away.

“Sure you could. That’s what I’m trying to say. You wouldn’t have had one moment of doubt. You’re a fighter, Rayne. You would have dove in, saved your family, and then continued to fight until you’d saved every last vampire on Earth.” He hangs his head. “I, on the other hand, hesitated too long, my feet stuck in the mud, unable to move or act. And as I struggled with the decision, that same slayer stabbed my sister in the heart with his stake.” A lone tear slips down his cheek, splashing down onto the white-painted porch. “I’ll never forget the look she gave me before bursting into oblivion. She knew in her heart, somehow, that I was the one who’d betrayed her.”

I grab him and turn him to face me, not taking no for an answer. “Jareth, look at me,” I command. “You were put in an impossible situation. I’m sure your sister doesn’t blame you for that. She knows your heart was in the right place. That you wanted what was best for everyone.”

Jareth frowns. “That’s easy for you to say. But you can’t prove it. We’ll never know for sure. And I will live with this guilt for all of eternity.” And with that, he storms off the porch and into the night. I wonder if I should follow him, chase him down, and try to assure him that it wasn’t his fault. That he doesn’t have to live with the guilt. But I know that it won’t do any good. The only person he’d ever believe right now would be his sister herself. And she’s too dead to—

Oh my God. A lightbulb idea suddenly goes off over my head. I rush back inside the house, up the stairs, to the living room where Sunny’s trying to not to laugh at Race’s rakish charm.

“Come on,” he’s urging her. “It’ll be like a big sleepover! Makeovers, pillow fights…”

“Go to bed, rock star,” I say as I shove him aside. “Sunny and I have more important business to discuss.”

“More important?” he cries in mock horror. “But what could be more important than me showering honor and affection on the most beautiful fairy to ever set foot in Hades itself?”

I snort. “Good night, Race.”

He releases a long, exaggerated sigh, then hops off the couch, taking Sunny’s hand in his and bringing it reverentially to his lips. “Good night, sweet princess,” he says sadly. “May your beauty and grace enchant my dreams tonight and forevermore.”

Sunny giggles. I roll my eyes. He is seriously too much.

“Fine, fine,” Race says, catching my look. “I guess I’ll go join your father downstairs for a little HADES-TV. Hopefully he won’t reject me.” And with that, he heads down to the lower level of the house.

Once he’s gone, I turn to my sister.

“Is Jareth okay?” she asks. “He doesn’t seem himself. Are you two in a fight or something?”

I quickly give her the rundown of what had happened.

“Wow, I can’t even imagine having to live through eternity with that much guilt,” Sunny commiserates. “No wonder he’s always so dark and brooding.”

“No kidding,” I reply. “But what if we found his sister for him? She was a vampire—she’s got to be down here, somewhere, right?”

My sister’s eyes widen. “Of course,” she agrees. “In fact, I bet his whole family is down here. You could find out where they’re living and show up at their front door. Then they can tell him they don’t blame him whatsoever for what he did and absolve his guilt once and for all.”

“Unless they do blame him…” I make a face. “I mean, we don’t really know what happened, right? They could be whiling away eternity pushing pins in a Jareth-shaped voodoo doll for all we know.”

“Yeah, but they’re his family,” Sunny reminds me. “I mean, even when I’m super mad at you, I always get over it in less than a hundred years.”

“Please. You can’t stay mad at me for five seconds.”

“We’ll see about that, next time you piss me off.”

I snort. “But the point is, Jareth’s family might be living at 666 Lake of Fire Drive right now, being burned alive and cursing the day Jareth was born. How do we know? And is it worth the risk? If he sees them suffering, he’s going to hate himself ten times more than he already does.”

Sunny considers this. “What about that Hellbook thing?” she asks. “Maybe we could look them up on that! Figure out what their life is like by reading their walls.”

“That’s a great idea!” I jump up from my seat on the couch, diving for my dad’s computer. “If they seem to be happy, we’ll risk it. If not, we won’t mention it at all.”

“Sounds like a plan!”

I look back over at her, sitting on the couch, smiling at me. A sight I never thought I’d see again. My sister, back in my life. It’s like a dream come true.

And now it’s Jareth’s turn to wake up from his nightmare.
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“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Jareth grumps as I drag him onto the No. 777 bus later that evening, after we’ve all had our first real sleep in ages. “Going out and about like this, we risk running into the Demon Patrol again. And this time there will be no Hercules to save us.” He gives me a disapproving look. “You’re this close to scoring an audience with Hades and rescuing your sister. Do you really want to risk being dismembered right about now? Just so you can have dinner?”

I withhold a smirk; I’ve got him completely fooled. “Hey, I haven’t enjoyed real food in almost a year,” I remind him. “I’m so not missing out on my one chance to chow down on a veggie burger.”

When my father had informed us that even vampires could eat food down in the Underworld, I realized it was my perfect excuse to get Jareth out of the house to see his family. After all, there was no way he was going to agree to the mission if I told him the truth. But after Sunny and I had perused his family’s Hellbook wall and discovered they lived about a mile away from Dad in the super-uppity Elysian Hills neighborhood, we knew it was vital I make this family reunion happen while there was still time.

“Besides, what else do we have to do today?” I continue. “I mean, Dad’s still got to set up our meeting with Hades. Might as well take advantage of all the Elysian Fields has to offer while we’re waiting. And I hear the chef came from a five-star place in Manhattan before he died in a tragic flambé accident.”

Jareth leans back in his seat, staring out the window. “I suppose it will be nice,” he admits. “I just don’t want you to get sidetracked here.”

I smile at him, appreciating the sentiment. He came back about an hour after storming off from my father’s house, full of apologies. It wasn’t my fault, he admitted. And he didn’t want to distract me from my mission. From now on, it was all about Sunny.

Except that it wasn’t. Not that he needed to know that right now. Didn’t want to scare him away again.

The bus pulls up to the side of a pristine, tree-lined street in a gated community with huge mansions that makes my dad’s place look like a small shack. The grass is so plush and green here that it almost looks fake and the gardens are overflowing with the most exotic, colorful flowers I’ve ever seen.

“Here we are,” I say, grabbing Jareth by the arm and dragging him off the bus. We step down the stairs and the doors close behind us as the vehicle pulls away. Jareth looks around the neighborhood with puzzled eyes.

“Are you sure this is the right stop?” he asks. “It doesn’t look like Hell’s Kitchen…”

“Trust me,” I say, leading him down the street, following the directions Sunny printed off Hellbook. As we walk, I take a closer look at the houses we pass. Unlike the subdivisions back home, where every house looks cookie-cutter, here, they’re all completely different. Different styles, different generations. I guess everyone built the home that they felt most comfortable in, in the same style that was popular when they lived or died. There are adobe forts, Victorian mansions, New England saltboxes, and…

… one big, old, honkin’ castle at the very end of the cul-de-sac.

Jareth stops in his tracks, his eyes bulging from his head. “That castle,” he murmurs. “It looks just like…” He glances over at me, his expression full of fear. “You’re not taking me to dinner, are you?”

I shake my head. “Not exactly, no.” I try to grab his arm, to get him to continue to walk. But he seems frozen in place. “Come on,” I urge. “We’re almost there.”

“Rayne,” he says in a strained voice. “No. You shouldn’t have done this.”

“Yes, I should have. After all, you’ve spent years and years missing your family. Are you going to tell me you’re going to voluntarily give up a chance to finally see them again?”

“Well, no. I mean, I don’t want to. But what if they…” He trails off, looking miserable. “What if they don’t want to see me? I don’t think I can live with that.”

“Well, I don’t think you get to make that decision,” I say, grabbing his arm again and dragging him a few feet closer. But he digs his heels into the pavement. Argh. Stubborn vampire.

“Rayne, don’t think I don’t appreciate what you’re trying to do here,” he says. “But I don’t think it’s a good—” He stops, eyes widening at something behind me. I whirl around in time to see a petite, purple-glowing woman with hair down to her waist, running across the castle drawbridge as fast as her slim legs can carry her.

“Jareth!” she cries in an English-accented voice. “Is it really you?”

Jareth’s nails dig into my arm, so hard they draw pinpricks of blood. “Sarah?” he whispers.

It must be, because a moment later, the girl has thrown herself into his arms, squeezing him with wild abandon. “I can’t believe it!” she cries. “You’re here. You’re actually here! I heard the rumors but I didn’t believe it!” She buries her face in his chest and hugs him even tighter. “Oh, Jareth, it’s so good to see you at long last!”

It takes a moment for my shell-shocked ex-boyfriend to find his voice. “Sarah,” he says at last, pulling her away to look her over. “You’ve grown up.”

She giggles. “I had an extreme makeover at one of the Elysian salons down here. It’s one of the benefits of being truly dead—you can pick whatever you want to look like. Of course, most people choose to go younger—shave off ten years or so. But after living in the body of a ten-year-old for a couple hundred years, I figured it was time to try life as a teenager.”

She turns to me, her eyes—so much like Jareth’s—shining brightly. “Oh, Rayne, thank you,” she says. “Thank you for bringing my brother back to me. And for taking such good care of him.”

“I try,” I say with a small smirk. “It’s not always easy, let me tell you. That brother of yours is one stubborn vampire.”

“Don’t I know it,” Sarah replies, looking lovingly at her older brother. “Now come on! David’s out playing baseball—he’s a complete sports addict these days—but Mom and Dad are inside! We’re just about to have dinner. You have to join us. Dad grills a mean porterhouse steak.”

“See? I didn’t lie! We are going to dinner,” I point out to Jareth as Sarah drags him toward the castle. Somehow he manages to make his feet work, but he’s still not saying too much. I hope he’s okay. I mean, I meant to surprise him, not put him in a coma.

We step over the drawbridge and through the main gate. While on the outside the castle looks totally medieval, I’m surprised to see on the inside it’s warmly decorated like a Pottery Barn catalog and has all the modern conveniences of the twenty-first century. A woman who appears to be in her early forties, with blond hair and blue eyes, stands at the sink, washing dishes. She grins widely as she sees Jareth, yanking off her rubber gloves and walking over to give him a huge hug.

“My son,” she cries, kissing him soundly on both cheeks. “It’s so good to see you. We were starting to worry that you wouldn’t be stopping by.” She turns to me and gives me a big hug, too. “I hope I’m not being too forward,” she apologizes. “It’s just… I’ve wanted to meet you for so long now, Rayne.”

I beam, liking her already. “I never thought I’d have the chance to meet Jareth’s parents,” I admit.

“How… did you know I was even here?” Jareth interrupts, still sounding dumbfounded by the whole scene. “And how do you know about Rayne?”

“Are you kidding? We keep very close tabs on you, my boy,” announces a deep, booming voice from the next room. A moment later, a handsome man in his early forties—who looks startlingly like an older version of my boyfriend—steps into the room. He slaps his son on the back affectionately. “We know everything you’ve been up to these last few years.”

“But how… ?”

“HADES-TV,” his sister explains, pointing to their sweet sixty-inch flatscreen hanging above the fireplace. “We started subscribing a couple years ago. It’s a closed-circuit television system that allows you to tune in to relatives you might have back on Earth.” She gives Jareth an impish look. “We know what you’re up to anytime—day or night.”

Jareth stares at the TV, then at his eager family. “And you’ve been watching me?”

“Of course!” Sarah cries. “I mean, you’re still my brother, you know. I need to keep an eye out for you—make sure you’re okay.”

“I can’t tell you how happy we were the day you met Rayne,” his mother adds. “After all those years of being alone—finally you had someone to care for you.” She gives me an endearing look. Oh yes, I like this woman a lot!

“Hope you don’t mind, Rayne,” Sarah says. “But I always wanted a sister.”

I smile at her. “Not at all. I think it’s great.”

Jareth sinks down onto the red slip-covered sofa, rubbing his face with his hands. “I can’t believe this,” he says, half to himself. “I’m sorry. I… I need a moment.”

“Take all the time you need. We have eternity.” His mother leans down and kisses him on the top of his head, the gesture sending trills of happiness all through me. Ever since I met Jareth, he’s been such a loner. Never warming up to people, never able to relax and share with anyone except maybe me—and then only once in a while. To see him in a home setting, surrounded by people who love him as much as my family loves me—well, it’s surreal to say the least.

No matter what happens, I’m so glad we did this. It can’t help but make things better.

“I’m going to finish up dinner,” Jareth’s mom tells us, heading back around the breakfast bar. “Honey, will you check on the steaks?”

“Absolutely, dear,” Jareth’s father agrees, walking to the back of the castle and pulling open the sliding glass door. The delicious smell of barbeque wafts through the room.

I plop down on the couch next to Jareth, trying to catch his eye. “This is your chance,” I hiss at him. “You’ve waited so long to talk to your sister. Now here she is. Don’t blow this. It’s an opportunity I’m pretty positive will never come again.”

Jareth is silent for a moment, then nods slowly. “Sarah?” he calls out. “Can I talk to you?”

“Of course!” Sarah bounces onto the seat across from him. “What’s up?”

As Jareth leans forward to take her hands in his own, I slip off the couch to try to give them some space to talk alone. Still, I can’t help but stay close enough to overhear the conversation.

“I just… I just wanted to apologize,” he says, stumbling over his words. “I’m sorry for what I did to you back at our castle, the night Slayer Inc. broke through the walls.”

Sarah squints her eyes at him, looking puzzled. “Wait, what did you do to me?”

Jareth rakes a hand through his hair, a tormented look on his face. “I failed you. I let you die. I hesitated when you needed me most and that slayer struck you through the heart.” He hangs his head. “It’s my fault you’re here. That you never got to live out your life.”

I hold my breath, waiting for Sarah’s response. Will she forgive him? Or tell him it’s too late to say sorry?

To my surprise she does neither. Instead, she bursts out laughing.

“What?” Jareth demands, looking annoyed. “What in Hades could be so funny?”

“Sorry, sorry!” she cries quickly. “It’s just—is that why you’ve been so emo all these years? You think you were responsible for my death?” She shakes her head, looking at him with loving, clear blue eyes. “Oh, Jareth,” she murmurs. “You remember it all wrong. You told me to stay back, remember? You even had a hiding spot for me. But I wasn’t about to back down against those bastards. I may have looked like a little kid, but I was already a hundred years old. I knew exactly what I was doing when I ran out there and took on Slayer Inc.”

“But I could have stopped you…”

“No. You couldn’t have.” Sarah shakes her head. “Even if you wanted to.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I never told you my vampire power, bro. I guess I figured if you knew, you’d find a way to stop me from using it.”

“I don’t understand. What power? And how could it have made any difference?”

“Jareth, I can bend people’s wills,” she explains. “It’s something I’ve been able to do ever since I first turned into a vampire.” She shrugs sheepishly. “That night, well, I knew you’d go in there, fangs blazing, trying to take them all out yourself—even if it meant your own death. So I placed a hold on you. I suggested you stay in one place. I mean, you had all those other vampires in the Consortium to worry about. I couldn’t rightly let you sacrifice yourself for me.”

Jareth stares at her, shaking his head in disbelief. “So I didn’t leave you?”

“Not of your own free will, anyway. There was no way on Earth you could have resisted the power of my suggestion,” she assures him. She reaches out for her brother’s hands again, finding his eyes with her own cool green ones. “Jareth, you didn’t cause my death. I saved your life.”

Her admission is too much. Jareth bursts into tears. His sister climbs over to the couch and hugs him close, rubbing a reassuring hand up and down his back. “Oh, big brother,” she murmurs. “I’m so sorry I did that without telling you. I can’t believe you’ve been walking around all these years feeling guilty over something you didn’t do.” She pulls away, giving him a rueful smile. “Can you ever forgive me?”

He swallows hard, wiping the tears from his eyes. “Only if you forgive me first.”

“It’s a deal! Shake on it?” She holds out her hand. He grabs her into another hug.

“Oh, Sarah. Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“No, big brother. Thank you. I’m just glad you don’t blame me for what I did. Now I don’t have to feel guilty, either.”

“I would never, ever blame you.”

As the siblings hug, I look over to the kitchen where Jareth’s mom and dad, who have come back in from outside, are both standing. Mom gives me a thumbs-up. I grin. Victory at last!

But just as I’m about to do a little dance of joy, a loud siren erupts over the chamber. What the… ? Jareth’s parents swing into action, checking the video monitors by the door then turning to us, unable to hide the panic on their faces.

“What is it?” I ask, my breath catching in my throat.

“Demon Patrol,” Jareth’s father announces grimly.

“Here?” Oh God. Not here. Not now. Not after we’re this close for a home-run-happily-ever-after ending. I glance over at Jareth, wide-eyed. How did they find us? And what are we going to do now?

“They must have followed us somehow,” Jareth says, rising to his feet, his face white and his hands clenched. “I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have come. We’ve put you all in danger.” He grabs me by the hand. “Come on, let’s go out the back door.”

“No, wait,” his father interrupts. He rushes to a nearby floor-to-ceiling built-in bookcase and pulls out a book, seemingly at random. The case swivels, revealing a small dark room beyond. “Get in,” he instructs. “You can hide there until they’re gone.”

“But—” Jareth starts to protest. But his sister cuts him off.

“You either do it of your own free will, or I’ll make you do it with my mind,” she informs him in a tight voice that leaves no room for argument.

Jareth bites his lower lip, thinking for a moment, then seems to make up his mind. “Okay,” he says, leaning down to step into the small chamber. “But I’m not staying here if things get bad.” He gestures to me. “Come on, Rayne.”

I don’t need a second invitation. As soon as I’m beyond the books, Jareth’s father replaces the tome and the bookcase slides shut again. We wait, holding our breaths in the darkness, as a loud, ugly voice echoes through the castle.

“We know you’re in there, so open up,” the demon leader demands. “Otherwise you will be charged with aiding and abetting the living, according to Edict 432543-2. You will surrender them—or be prepared to face the consequences of your disobedience.”

I look over at Jareth with anxious eyes. Even in the darkness, I can see his distraught face. “What are we going to do?” I whisper.
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There’s a banging on the front door—so loud it practically shakes the entire castle. “Open up!” the demon guard demands. “Or we will break this door down!”

“Oh, no need for that. Just getting my key,” Jareth’s father says quickly. We hear a click in the lock and a creak as the heavy wooden door slides open. Jareth winces at the stampede of heavy feet trafficking over his family’s beautiful carpets.

“Where are they?” the demon demands. “A neighbor reported seeing them enter this house not ten minutes ago.”

Ugh. Sold out by the neighbors. So not cool.

“Sorry,” Jareth’s sister says. “Where is who? We don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Maybe this will jog your memory.”

There’s a thud, then a squeal of pain and a loud thump to the ground. Jareth cringes, shooting me a look.

“Now, now,” Jareth’s father cuts in. “There’s no need for violence. We’re citizens of good standing here and we’re happy to assist you in your search. But we need more information. Who is it you’re looking for again? And why do you think they might be here?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, vampire. You’re already all in deep trouble. If I find out you’re aiding and abetting wanted fugitives, you will be charged with treason. Kicked out of your little castle here and sentenced to a thousand years in the Lake of Fire prison.”

Jareth turns to me. Even in the darkness, I can see his ashen face. “I can’t let them do this for me,” he whispers. “They already died once on my account. I can’t just sit here and let them take another punishment for my sake.” He reaches out and brushes my cheek with a soft hand, searching my face anxiously. “You understand, right? I mean, you’d do the same if it were your family?”

I nod, swallowing back my tears. As much as I don’t want him to go out there and face the demons, I know he has no choice. In his mind, this is his one last chance at redemption. I can’t stand in his way.

“I love you,” he whispers, leaning down to kiss the top of my head. “I love you so much. And I’m so sorry for everything.”

My heart aches at the agony in his voice. “I love you, too, Jareth,” I whisper, covering his face with kisses. “And I’m so proud of you. I can’t even tell you how much.”

He gives me a sad but pleased smile, then presses his hand against the back of the bookcase, forcing it to slide halfway open, then slipping out the crack before closing it behind him. Leaving me trapped in the darkness, practically drowning in fear.

“Leave them alone,” I hear him say. “I’m the one you want. If you agree to spare my family, I will go with you without a fight.”

The pride in his voice sends chills down my spine, even as I burst into tears. While half of me wants to storm out from the hiding spot and demand they take me, too, so I can at least spend a few more minutes with the vampire I love, I know that doing so would negate his sacrifice. He’s doing it for his family, but he’s also doing it for me. So I can stay safe and rescue my sister. And, as much as it kills me, I have to let him.

My heart breaks at the scuffle that follows. The grunts of pain that escape my boyfriend’s lips. I dig my fingernails into my palms so hard they draw blood, hating to just stand here and wait and not try to save the day.

“Where are you taking him?” I hear Jareth’s father demand. “As citizens of Elysian Hills, we have the right to know.”

“And don’t try to do anything stupid,” his mother adds. “We are witnessing this arrest. If he’s not treated in a lawful manner, we will report your patrol to the proper authorities.”

“Don’t get your panties into a bunch,” the demon sneers. “We’re taking him to the Lake of Fire prison, nice and legal like. You can file an application to visit once he’s been processed.”

“We will do that. And I better not see a hair on his head out of place when we do.”

I can’t help a small smile at Jareth’s mother’s bravery. Standing up to slimy demons can’t be easy. But she loves her son. I can hear it in her voice. And I’m pretty sure she’d stand up to Hades himself to protect him.

It’s not long before I hear the heavy front door slam shut behind the demons and their voices fading off into the distance. The bookcase slides open and Jareth’s family peers in at me. “Rayne?” Sarah calls. “Are you okay?”

How do I even answer that question? I emerge from my hiding spot, my whole body still shaking. Jareth’s mother pulls me into a warm hug, stroking my hair. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I wish he hadn’t done that. He didn’t have to.”

I pull away from the hug. “Actually,” I tell them, “I think he did. But don’t worry. I’m not going to give up until I get him out.”

“Oh, Rayne, I’m so sorry!” Sunny cries, as I tell her and Race the story later that evening back at my father’s house. “You must be totally freaking out.”

I flop back on the couch, staring up at the ceiling. “Freaking out doesn’t even begin to cover it. I can’t believe I just stood there and let them take him away. Without even a fight. What’s wrong with me?”

“What good would it have done to have both of you in jail?” Race points out. “This way at least you have a chance to save him.”

“But how?” I moan. “I mean, I can’t exactly storm a Hades prison and break him out. Even with Hercules’s help, that would be impossible.”

“Maybe when you talk to Hades about me you can ask him to free Jareth as well?” Sunny suggests hopefully.

“But then what about you? You think he’s going to let you both go?” I scowl as I realize the position I’m in. Will I really have to choose between my sister and my boyfriend? How could I possibly make that choice if I can only save one?

“There’s got to be another way,” Race reasons. “If only we could get in touch with Hercules. Maybe he could help us out. I mean, I know the prison-storming thing is out. But the guy’s pretty clever. He might have another idea up his sleeve. After all, he’s been hooking up with the boss’s wife for hundreds of years and still manages to keep his head somehow.” The rock star’s voice is full of admiration.

I look at him, my mouth dropping open in excitement. “That’s it!” I cry, bouncing up on the couch. “That’s totally it!”

Race and Sunny give me puzzled looks. “What’s it?” my sister asks.

“Hercules’s girlfriend. Hades’s wife. Persephone. I bet she has the power to spring someone from jail. And I’m sure she’s listed in Hellbook.”

“But why would Mrs. Hades help us?” Race questions. “I mean, unless Hercules mentioned us to her, she doesn’t know us from a hole in the wall. Why would she stick her neck out for some random non-dead strangers?”

“Because,” I say, my eyes shining my enthusiasm. “These particular random, non-dead strangers know about her secret love affair. And I’m guessing she’d pretty much do anything in the world to avoid us mentioning this little tryst to her husband…”

Sunny stares at me in disbelief. “Are you serious? You want to blackmail the Queen of the Underworld?”

“If it means getting my Jareth out of the Lake of Fire? Abso-freaking-lutely!”
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“He’s over here, Your Majesty,” the green-skinned demon jailer announces, jingling his keys as he leads the beautiful Persephone and me down a narrow, rocky path along the shores of the Lake of Fire the next day. The goddess, dressed in a pair of skinny jeans and blinged-out tank top instead of the Grecian toga I’d imagined her in, wipes her sweaty brow as she gingerly steps over a boulder in strappy Louboutins.

“Finally,” she mutters. “This heat is going to ruin my complexion.”

I’m not enjoying it much either, but I’m too happy to complain. Thank the gods that when I first contacted Persephone—“Call me Percy”—over Hellbook, she was more than happy to help me out. Especially once I explained the situation. Turns out Mrs. Hades isn’t too fond of the Demon Patrol either, as it’s always trying to mess up her opportunities to see her boyfriend. And she’s a sucker for stories of forbidden love. So when I told her of their actions and how I needed to get my own boyfriend back, she was more than happy to throw her weight around to spite her husband’s guard and give us a happy ending. As a bonus, she also agreed to bring us to the palace afterward for a personal meet-and-greet with the husband. And we didn’t even have to blackmail her for the privilege.

“Ugh. I hate this place,” the goddess mutters as she pinches her nose with delicate fingers to ward off the stench of rot and sulfur. “I cannot wait until winter is over and I can go back up to Earth for the next six months.” She glances over at me. “I’ll look you guys up when I get back. Maybe we can try that new Mario Batali restaurant that just opened. It’s supposed to be to die for.” She giggles at her pun. “Get it, to die for?”

“Um, sure. That sounds… great?” Okay, she’s a little annoying, but I think her heart is in the right place. Guess it can get pretty lonely down here for the living.

“Here we are,” the jailer announces, stepping in front of a room literally made of pillars of fire. Thank goodness as a vampire, I don’t have to be concerned with smoke inhalation. I try to squint past the flames to catch a glimpse of my boyfriend. I gasp as I find him lying on the ground, bruised and battered. I guess the demons didn’t keep their promise not to rough him up. Bastards.

“Jareth!” I cry as the guard slips his key in the lock and the fire door slides open. He looks up, confused and dazed. Then his eyes lock onto me.

“Rayne!” he cries, scrambling to his feet. He rushes over to me and gives me a huge hug. “You found me. You actually found me.”

“Of course I did, silly,” I say, hugging him back. “You think I’d leave you down here?”

He looks at me, then at the jailer. “But how… ?”

“Jareth, meet Percy. As in Persephone, Queen of the Dead. She totally hooked us up.”

Jareth bows low to the goddess. “I am forever in your debt, Your Majesty.”

But Percy waves him off with a laugh. “Don’t mention it,” she says. “It’s the least I can do for true love.” She looks over at me with a smile. “You’ve got quite a lady here,” she tells Jareth. “You’d better hang on to her tight.”

“Oh, I will,” Jareth replies, his eyes shining. “You’d better believe it.”

And that’s how we find ourselves, sometime later, in a large, luxurious one-bedroom suite in the castle of Hades himself, waiting for our audience with the big guy. Percy said it might take a while for her to pull some strings, and in the meantime, she wanted to make our reunion as sweet as possible. The room is decorated entirely in white and the bed linens are made of the softest silk. As I step out of a nice, hot steamy shower, wrapped in an Egyptian cotton robe, I find Jareth propped up in the king-sized bed. He gestures to me with a smile and I join him, curling up into his body and resting my head on his shoulder.

“You’re amazing,” he whispers, stroking my back, looking down at me with love in his eyes. “You never give up. You always find a way for a happily ever after.”

“You’re pretty amazing yourself,” I remind him, rejoicing in the feel of his hands on me. Happy I’ll never have to leave his arms again. “I mean, what you did for your family… For all you knew, you could have been stuck in that jail cell for eternity. And yet you had no reservations.”

“I would have been, if it wasn’t for you,” he says, leaning down to kiss my cheek. “Oh, Rayne, I’ve been such a jerk. Such an idiot. I pushed you away when all you wanted to do was help me. And yet, you didn’t give up on me. Not even after I told you I never wanted to see you again.”

“Yeah, well, I can be just as stubborn as you,” I reply stoutly. “And you’re my blood mate. You’re stuck with me—no matter how far you try to run.”

“I promise I will never run again,” he assures me, gazing into my eyes with affection. “How can I ever repay you?” he asks. “For what you’ve done for me and my family?”

“Well, you can start by forgiving yourself,” I tell him. “No more Mr. Emo.”

He chuckles. “Can you believe that?” he asks softly. “All this time I’ve held onto such guilt for destroying my sister’s life. Little did I know she’s a lot more grown up than I gave her credit for.” He rubs his chin thoughtfully. “Seeing her down here, with my family, so glowing and happy, I realize I’ve wasted too many years wishing I could change things, when things are actually pretty great, just as they are.”

“Absolutely,” I agree. “And now we’ve just got to save my sister and live happily ever after.”

“I like the sound of that,” he agrees, pressing his lips against mine. “And I promise, no matter what happens, I’ll always be there for you. I’ll never push you away again.”

“Ditto,” I murmur, dissolving into his kiss, our mouths finding and loving one another with a passion I never thought possible.
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For some reason, I thought Hades’s palace would look like something out of a Clash of the Titans movie. You know, all Acropolis looking, with marble floors and lots of white pillars and the like. Maybe even some royalty types lying on couches, being hand-fed grapes by their slaves. And, of course, lots of togas. But, as I should know by now, real life is nothing like the movies. And here is no exception. Instead, the palace is done up in a completely postmodern style, with crimson leather couches, glass tables, and art-deco chandeliers. Pretty sweet, I have to admit.

“You have a lovely home,” I say politely to Percy as we pass through yet another opulent living space on our way to meet her husband the next day.

“Please. You should have seen the disaster it was when I first moved in,” she replies, fanning her face with a well-manicured hand. “The place was totally Gothed out to the max. For some reason, my dear old husband had the idea that the Lord of the Dead should be a Hot Topic frequent shopper. He painted all the walls, floors, and ceilings black and even had a specially commissioned coffin couch. A used coffin couch.” She shudders. “I had my poor decorator murdered the moment I arrived so I could begin a total top-to-bottom makeover. It’s been years and it’s just starting to shape up now…”

Wow. I totally take all my compliments back. Coffin couches? Black walls? How cool is that? Hades sounds like my kind of bad guy.

We come to a small waiting room with two antique couches alongside each wall. On the far wall is a set of extremely ornate double doors with depictions of demons and other nightmarish creatures carved into the wood.

“See?” Percy points to the door. “There are obviously some things that still need to be replaced.” She pushes open the two doors and we follow her into a small, dark study. On the far side of the room, covering nearly the entire wall, sits the biggest TV screen I’ve ever seen. Beneath the TV, sits a nondescript, little old man, sporting two miniature horns on top of his balding head. My eyes widen as they take in his wrinkly, liver-spotted hands and grandpa trousers. Is this the big bad everyone’s so scared of?

And is he… I do a double-take… actually playing Vampires vs. Zombies?

“Um, hi, sweetie,” Percy addresses her husband in a saccharine-sweet voice. Now I can see why she’s hooking up with Hercules. “This is—”

“Damn it to hell!” Hades screams as a zombie proceeds to grab his vampire character and chomp its head off. He throws the controller across the room, where it smashes into about a hundred pieces. He whirls around in his cushy, black leather chair, giving his wife a death look. “How many times have I told you never to interrupt me when I’m playing my video games?”

Percy rolls her eyes. “About as many hours as you spend playing them,” she growls back, obviously not afraid of him. I cringe a little, waiting for his response.

Instead, the god just laughs and pats her on the arm. “Touché, wifey,” he replies before swiveling back around and taking a brand-new controller from the white-togaed slave who presents it to him. I wonder how many of these things he goes through in a week.

“I’m sorry, maybe you didn’t hear me,” Percy says louder. “I’ve brought some friends to talk to you.”

“They’ll have to come back,” Hades replies absently. “I’ve decided not to speak to anyone until I pass level twelve.” He hits “continue” on his game and the monitor springs back to life. His vampire reappears in the mall, hacking at the oncoming zombies with a machete. I remember this level from back home. It’s a real bitch.

Percy steps in front of the monitor, obscuring her husband’s view. “But, darling,” she says through clenched teeth, “you’ve been on this level for three weeks now. And the minions are starting to get restless.”

Hades screeches as a zombie grabs him and takes a huge chomp out of his leg, spewing blood everywhere. There goes another controller. I hope he has stock in PlayStation.

“I don’t care if Zeus himself wants to come for tea,” he screams back at her. “Now get out of here before I have the lot of you beheaded.” He grabs yet another new controller from his slave with such force the poor boy almost gets knocked over.

“Fine. Whatever. See if I care if they overthrow you from power,” Percy shoots back before storming out of the room. I glance over at Hades again but he’s completely back to the game. Reluctantly, Jareth and I retreat after Percy.

“Sorry,” she says with an apologetic look. “As you can see, my husband is a bit… occupied… right now.” She rolls her eyes. “You’re welcome to wait.” She glances at her diamond-studded Rolex. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go meet…” She giggles. “Well, you know who.”

And with that, she skips down the hall, disappearing from sight. Jareth sinks down onto one of the couches with a sigh. “Well, at least the furniture here is more comfortable than at the Lake of Fire prison,” he says, trying to stay optimistic.

“Yeah, sure,” I mutter, peeking through the office doors, still immersed in the game play. I’m just in time to see Hades get killed again, this time by a trap laid by humans in the ice cream parlor. “But this could take a while. I mean, it took me three days to get past this level and I’m totally leet. In fact, it wasn’t until I looked up online and learned about the shotgun hidden in the toy store that I really—” I break off, an idea coming to me. “I’ll be right back,” I inform my boyfriend.

“Where are you going?”

But I don’t bother to answer. Instead, I push through the double doors again and into Hades’s chamber. A bold move, I know, and one liable to get my body separated from my head if his threats are to be believed. But those who dare, win. Especially when it comes to video games.

“I thought I told you to go away,” the god grinds out, not looking up from his TV as he guides his character through the mall, avoiding a hungry zombie to his left. He’s actually pretty good, I observe, and might eventually be able to master the level without my little trick. But we don’t have time, in this case, to wait and see.

“Go left,” I instruct him. “Into the toy store.”

He whirls around at my voice, almost losing it to an oncoming zombie.

“Watch out!”

He turns back to the game, just in time to take out the creature. Saving his life and quite possibly my own head.

“Toy store,” I repeat, adrenaline kicking up a notch. I have a feeling if I can’t get him through this, it’ll be game over for me. Permanently.

Thankfully, he does as I say, swinging a left into the toy store and cutting down a zombie cashier at the entrance.

“Head down the toy gun aisle,” I instruct, heart in my throat. Will he make it? Will I? “Then search the lowest shelf under the Super Soaker display.”

Hades obeys, making a right, then a left through the Barbie aisle, past the Hot Wheels section, narrowly missing being chomped by a child-sized zombie on a three-wheeler. I watch, breathlessly, as his character searches the shelf in question and…

“Shotgun acquired,” the game announces.

Yes! I jump up and down in excitement as Hades locks and loads. A zombie clown comes barreling toward him, but he easily blows it out of the water. He looks back at me with a big, toothy grin and I clap my hands appreciatively. Maybe I’ll save my head just yet. And my sister’s soul, too.

“Now head to the roof,” I tell him. “The helicopter’s waiting.”

He follows orders, storming the mall, shooting everything in sight. His points rack up higher and higher as he ascends the back stairs and steps out onto the roof. Sure enough, the helicopter is waiting for him and a moment later, he’s flying away, with the game auto-saving his place before moving him on to level thirteen. From the side of the room, I can see his slave boy breathe a sigh of relief.

Hades sets down the controller and rises to his feet, turning to me with a big smile on his wrinkled face. “Good trick,” he admits. “I never would have found that.”

I smile back at him, trying to look braver than I feel. “Yeah, well, that level is total hell,” I reply. “Um, pardon the pun.” Oops. Hopefully he’s not sensitive about that kind of thing.

But luckily, the god just laughs, sitting down on a nearby sofa and patting the cushion for me to join him. “So tell me, gamer girl,” he says. “Who are you and what do you want?”
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And so I dive in, telling him the whole sordid tale. And when I’m finished, he makes me go back further. Then even further. Until I come to that first night at Club Fang. When, because of my actions, my sister fell down the rabbit hole and lost her innocence forever.

“So you believe that if you didn’t drag her to this nightclub,” Hades concludes when I’m finished, “none of this would have happened.”

“Well, Sunny wouldn’t be mixed up with vampires, that’s for sure,” I reply, wondering what he’s getting at. Is he trying to make me feel guilty about the whole thing? ’Cause if so, he’s a little late. “I take full responsibilities for my own actions. I made my choices and I knew the consequences. But Sunny just wanted to be normal. And I stole that from her.” I stare down at my hands, remembering that fateful night. The first time I saw those two tiny puncture wounds on my sister’s neck. At the time, she’d thought it was all a big joke. Little did she know…

“Sometimes I wish I could go back,” I mutter. “Do it all over again.”

Hades sits up on the couch, his small, beady eyes locked on me. “What would you do differently?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Everything? I mean, it’s hard to say, right? I certainly wouldn’t let Magnus bite my sister without explaining the whole deal to her first. I’d want her to at least be able to make an educated decision on what kind of life she wanted to lead.”

Of course, even as I’m saying the words, I wonder. Sure, if Sunny knew the truth, she might not let Magnus bite her. But then she would have never fallen in love with him either. And as much as their relationship has been tumultuous, to say the least, he’s also been her rock. Her soul mate without a soul.

Is it better to have loved and lost? Or never loved at all?

Hades rubs his graying goatee thoughtfully. “This could be fun,” he mutters, half to himself.

“What?” I cock my head in question. “What could be fun?”

He turns back to me. “Well, my dear, I’m sure you realize that I can’t just release your sister’s soul out of the blue like this,” he explains. “I mean, death is death. There’s no coming back. Unless it’s as a zombie. And zombies are trouble, as you saw. You don’t want your sister to become a mindless brain muncher, do you?”

I shake my head. That’s one supernatural creature I never want to see in real life. “But you’re Lord of the Underworld,” I protest. “You have the power to bring people back to life.”

“Honey, we can’t change the rules midstream or make exceptions—even for sisters of very talented gamer girls. What would people think if the dead suddenly started coming back to life? It’d be anarchy. It’d shake the very foundation humanity is based on.”

My heart sinks. This is so not what I wanted to hear. At all. “Please. I came all this way,” I cry. “Isn’t there something you can do? I can’t live life without my sister. And I’ll do anything to save her. She didn’t deserve to die.” I pause, sucking in a breath. “Can we make an exchange? My soul for hers?”

Hades chuckles. “You’re a vampire, remember?” he reminds me. “You gave up your soul a long time ago.”

Crap. I’d forgotten about that little technicality. I’d already willingly tossed aside the one thing that could have saved my sister. For what? Riches? Power? I am truly too stupid to live.

“There has to be some way to save her,” I beg, not ready to give up. “Please. She’s my sister.”

Hades considers this for a moment, then gives me a sympathetic pat on the knee. “Well, there is one possible way,” he ventures. “But I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

“Anything!” I cry, hope surging inside of me at his words. “Anything in the entire world.”

“Very well,” the Lord of the Underworld says. “Let’s play a little game. I’ll call it Operation Do-Over.”

I stare at him, confused beyond belief. “What the hell is that?”

“I can’t bring Sunny back from the dead. But we could go back to a time when she’s still living,” he says slyly. “After all, you told me you’d do things differently if you had a second chance, right? That night at Club Fang? You’d let Sunny choose her destiny.”

I stare at him, my head spinning, feeling as if I’m going to pass out right then and there. “You want us to go back in time?”

“In a sense,” Hades says thoughtfully. “We’ll reset the clocks, sending you and your sister back to the time before she was bitten by a vampire. Like returning to the save point in your video game. The two of you will still retain the knowledge and experiences you’ve gained over the last year. But everyone else will be exactly how they were. This way, you and your sister will have the chance to play it out, all over again. To make new choices, armed with what you know now about the consequences of those choices.

I force a hard swallow. “And no one will know this has happened—except us?”

Hades grins. “That’s right. Just you and Sunny against the world.”

But that would mean… Horror engulfs me as I glance over to the double doors, where Jareth waits in the next room. That would mean…

“No. I can’t,” I say, shaking my head with vehemence. “I can’t leave Jareth like this.” After all we’ve been through. After all we’ve said to one another. After he gave me his heart and I promised him eternity. How can I walk away now? Leave the love of my life behind? To go back to a time when he won’t even recognize me?

“Typical.” Hades clucks, as if disappointed. “Everyone always says they’d do anything.” He gets up from the couch. “Until that anything is presented to them.”

“Come on! There has to be another way!” I plead, my heart feeling as if it’s breaking in two. I try to imagine a life without Jareth. No, worse—a life where he’s there but doesn’t know me from a hole in the wall.

The god heads back to his recliner, grabbing the joystick off the table. “That’s my proposition. Take it or leave it.” He glances at his watch. “I’m going to work on beating level thirteen now. You need to have made your decision before I complete it.”

“But level thirteen’s just a bonus round!” I cry. “You’ll beat it in no time!”

“Well, then I suggest you start deciding,” he says, tipping his head to me before turning back to the game. He un-pauses it and then starts playing.

And I head out with heavy feet and heart to talk to Jareth.
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I stumble out of the room, my eyes blurred with bloody tears. Somehow I manage to fall into Jareth’s arms, clinging to him with desperation, wanting to feel his embrace one more time before our lives change forever. His cool arms wrap around me, stroking my back as he tries to soothe my choking sobs.

“He said no, didn’t he?” my boyfriend concludes, leading me back over to the sofa and sitting me down. “I was afraid of that. I didn’t want to discourage you. But from all I’ve heard about the guy—”

I shake my head furiously. “I almost wish he had,” I reply. “It would have made things a lot easier.” I give him the whole story from beginning to end. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” I finish. “I mean, how am I supposed to make this decision? If I turn down his offer, I’m basically condemning my sister to death.” I hang my head. “She deserves another chance. A chance at the happy, normal life she’s always wanted for herself. The one I stole from her that night at Club Fang. If I agree, she has another chance to find that. To grow up, become a journalist, get married, have children—everything that she always wanted. Who knows what she can accomplish if given a half a chance?”

I start choking and have to stop. Jareth pats my back, looking at me with tender eyes. “It would be great,” he agrees. “To bring her back to life. To allow her another chance at happiness.”

“But then what happens?” I cry, breaking away from his grasp, feeling ready to explode. “If I accept his offer—if I go back time…” I squeeze my eyes shut in agony, imagining the scene. “That’s it for us. You won’t even know me anymore. You won’t… love me. You won’t be mine. It’ll be like we… like we never met.”

Jareth grabs me in his arms, crushing me in his strong grip. I can barely breathe, but it doesn’t matter. At the moment I don’t care about anything but his hands on me, holding me tight. And I wildly beg for this moment to freeze in place forever.

Can I live without Jareth? My true love? Can I accept an existence without him by my side? Can I go back to a life where I’m totally and utterly alone?

“I finally got you back,” I whisper hoarsely. “How can I just walk away? How can I just leave all we have behind?”

Jareth looks down at me tenderly, brushing a lock of blood tear–stained hair out of my eyes. “Rayne, I spent a lifetime feeling guilty for letting my family down. And it’s a torture I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.” He sighs. “If you turn down Hades’s offer, you’re going to have to live with that decision for the rest of your life. You’ll be tormented by the idea that you could have saved her, could have given her a chance at new life but you chose your own happiness instead. It’ll haunt you every day until you go mad, wondering if you made the right decision.” He pauses, looking down at me with the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen. “And then you’ll start to resent me. Because I held you back. I kept you from saving your sister.”

I stare at him in horror. “But I’d never—”

He holds up a hand, interrupting me. “You say that now. But are you sure you’ll always feel that way? Because as much as I love you to death, I don’t think I could live with being the cause of such all-consuming pain and guilt. I know what it feels like. I know how it can so easily destroy your life.”

I moan. This is all so hard. So, so hard.

Jareth reaches out, lifting my chin with his hand, forcing me to stare into his beautiful eyes. “Sweetheart, darling, my Rayne,” he murmurs. “You told me our love could stand the test of time. Well, now we’re faced with that test. I won’t be gone. I may not remember you, but I’ll still be there, waiting for you, even though I don’t know it. You made me fall in love with you once. You helped me break down the walls of the emotional prison I’d trapped myself in. Don’t you think you could do it all over again?”

I nod slowly, my heart overflowing with emotion. “But what if you don’t fall for me this time around?” I manage to choke out.

He presses his lips against my forehead with such tenderness I can barely stand it. “How could I not fall in love with you? You’ve brought me more happiness than I ever thought possible. And besides.” He quirks his mouth into a grin. “I know you. And I know you won’t take no for an answer.”

I crawl back into his arms, wishing there was a way to burrow inside of him. I want to memorize every touch. Every caress. Save it all deep in my heart until the time I can feel it again.

Because I know he’s right. We’re bound together by a force stronger than time itself. And there is nothing in the universe—on Earth or in Hades itself—that has the power to break us apart.

“My little soldier,” Jareth soothes, stroking my hair with gentle fingers. “You fought so hard. It’s now time to go and accept your victory.”

“I’ll find you again,” I gurgle against his warm chest. “I’ll make you love me. Even if I have to hit you over the head with a brick!”

“I have no doubt,” he replies. Then he kisses me.

Our very last kiss.

At least for now…
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Sunny
 

“Sunny! Rayne! Are you two still in bed? It’s almost time for school!”

I rub my eyes groggily, confused at the sound of my mother’s voice waking me from my slumber. Is this some kind of dream? I sit up in bed and look around.

Oh yes, definitely a dream. I’m back in my old bed at home in Oakridge, Massachusetts. My familiar posters still on the walls and the patchwork quilt, made by my fake grandma down in Florida, folded at the end of my bed. (Or was it made by my actual fairy grandmother and Mom fudged the truth?) In any case, this particular blanket is long gone by now in real life.

And I’m long gone, too. Stuck in Hades for eternity. Unless my sister can pull me out somehow.

My mother sticks her head into the room. She’s wearing some kind of long, colorful hemp skirt and peasant blouse, just like she used to before becoming Queen of the Fairies. I smile. What a lovely dream. Life as it used to be. Nice and normal.

“Sunny! Get up, now!” she commands. “You’re going to be late for school!”

“Yes, Mom,” I say agreeably, rolling out of bed, enjoying the feel of my favorite Victoria’s Secret flannel pajamas against my skin. I look out the window and see blue skies and sunshine and I yawn, hoping I don’t wake up too soon and spoil the rest of this beautiful dream day.

Mom nods, satisfied she’s woken me, then heads out of my room, presumably to wake up my sister. A moment later I hear a scream. What the—? I run into Rayne’s room. She’s got her covers pulled up to her chin and she’s staring at Mom with wide, frightened eyes.

“Oh my God, it worked! It really worked!” she’s babbling over and over again.

“What worked?” I ask curiously. Her gaze swaps to me and she leaps out of bed and throws her arms around me. She’s dressed in her Emily the Strange nightgown and, I realize she still has blond hair, like before she dyed it. We’re identical twins, all over again. This dream gets better and better.

“Whoa! Watch the smothering sister love!” I protest, pushing her away. But she clings on tight. From the corner of my eye I can see Mom roll her eyes.

“The bus will be here in fifteen minutes,” she announces. “I suggest you both get dressed.” And with that, she walks out of the room.

“Ohmigod, ohmigod!” Rayne cries, bouncing on the bed with excitement. “I can’t believe it. It’s crazy!”

“What are you talking about?” I ask, starting to get a little annoyed.

“Don’t you remember? Oh, please say you remember! At the very least I need you to know what’s going on!”

“Remember what?”

She swallows hard. “Hades,” she whispers.

“Well, of course I remember. I’m still there, right? I mean, this is just a dream.”

“No, Sunny, it’s no dream. We’ve been given a second chance.”

“Wait, what?” I stare at her with a growing feeling of horror creeping into my bones. “What are you talking about?”

“Hades wouldn’t free your soul. But he agreed to send us back in time. Before any of this happened.” Rayne dashes to her computer. “See, it’s April fifteenth.”

My jaw drops to the floor. “April fifteenth…” I look at the calendar she’s pulled up, swallowing hard as my eyes catch the year. “Oh my God.”

“One month and one week before prom,” she announces solemnly. “And…”

“One month before that night at Club Fang,” I realize with growing dread. “One month before Magnus bites me by mistake.” I stare at her, the implications of her words hitting me hard and fast.

He doesn’t know me. He’s never met me. He’s never fallen in love with me…

Terror seizes my heart, squeezing it tight. “Oh, Rayne,” I cry, looking at my sister with horrified eyes. “What have you done?”

“I’ve given you a second chance,” she says stoutly, crossing her arms over her chest. “A chance to choose your destiny once and for all. Are you ready to take it?”

I swallow back the bile rising to my throat. I guess I’d better be.

~ TO BE CONTINUED ~
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I resist the nearly irresistible urge to reach up under my black and red-trimmed corset to give my belly button a good solid scratch. Seriously, I don’t know how the heck Rayne wears this Goth stuff everyday of the week. It is so majorly uncomfortable, what with the thick black lace rubbing my armpits raw and the corset bones digging into my waist, making it nearly impossible to take in a full breath. And that’s not even mentioning the smoosh factor going on with my already admittedly small breasts. Seriously, give me a pair of Old Navy boot-cut jeans, tank top, and flip-flops any day of the week, thank you very much. Sure, they may not qualify me to rock a runway, but at least I’m able to take advantage of my full lung capacity.



But unfortunately tonight my own “uniform” just won’t cut it. Not if I want to fool the vampires down at Blood Coven University into thinking I’m my twin sister, that is. Rayne wouldn’t be caught dead in jeans, which means that I must suffer through the agony and humiliation of sneaking out of the house in full-on Goth gear, complete with fluffy tulle skirt, ripped fishnets, and black boots with six-inch platform soles, all dug out of her jam-packed black-on-black-on-black closet.

I know, I know. I shouldn’t be doing this. And Rayne would freaking kill me if she found out I was. (Even before she learned it was in her clothes.) After all, the whole point behind this life “do-over” my sister arranged with the Lord of the Underworld was designed to give us the opportunity to go back to living a normal, vampire-free life. And if Rayne—the girl who loves vampires more than anything in the universe—is able to simply walk away from her vampire-in-training class, what the heck am I doing, choosing to attend in her stead?

But let’s be honest here; what would you do if you had the opportunity to catch a glimpse of your true love one last time? Could you just walk away—go see a movie instead? Yeah, I don’t think so. And hey, it’s not like I’m going to go make out with the guy and declare my eternal devotion or anything. I’m just going to gaze upon him, quietly, from across the room. Take one last, longing look before I go back to my pathetic, normal, Magnus-free life, forever.

Besides, it’s not like I could do any more than that, even if I wanted to. This Magnus, the one who exists in this time period, doesn’t think of me as his girlfriend. He’s not in love with me. He doesn’t want to be with me. And, if we do happen to cross paths, he’s just going to assume I’m my sister. So no big deal.

Except, of course, it kind of is. It’s kind of the biggest deal ever.

No. I shake my head. I won’t go there. What we’re doing is for the best. Like my sister said, if I never befriend Magnus, we’ll never end up together. He’ll never have to make the choice between the Blood Coven and me and thus none of the badness that has happened over the last year will happen. I won’t die. He won’t be tried for treason. And the Blood Coven won’t be kicked out of the Consortium. Everyone will live happily ever after.

And I’m totally down for all that to happen. After I get my one last look.

The vampire-in-training class is being held right outside Saint Patrick’s Cemetery—just a few blocks from the Blood Coven HQ, not that I’m supposed to know that. The location of the vampire crypt is strictly classified until you become a full-blooded member. So instead they hold classes in a nearby former church, which seems a totally weird option, until you learn that this particular church has been long ago de-holy-ized and put out of official commission. Meaning the ground is no longer hallowed and perfectly fine and safe for vampire feet to walk over.

I head up the wooden front steps and through the front door, resisting the urge to roll my eyes at some of Rayne’s fellow vampire-in-training classmates who are standing outside smoking. I mean, hello? Could you be any more stereotypical if you tried? Every single one of them is dolled up in their Gothy best, complete with black (and/or hot pink) hair, pancake-white makeup, and an inordinate amount of piercings. Seriously, doesn’t anyone outside the Goth scene want to become a vampire anymore? I mean, you’d think with the whole Twilight phenomenon we’d get a few Bellas out here at the very least.

“Name, please?”

I glance down at the bored-looking receptionist sitting at a card table just inside the front door. My eyes widen as I realize it’s none other than Marcia herself, Magnus’s former secretary. Of course right now, I guess, she’s his future secretary, still working for Lucifent, who’s currently Master of the Blood Coven. It’s not ’til Bertha slays Lucifent and Magnus takes over his leadership gig that she starts working for her new boss. (This time-travel stuff can be very confusing even if you are paying attention.)

“Um, are you deaf?” she demands, her face twisting into a scowl. “I said, what is your name?”

Yup. She’s exactly the same. I bite back a frown, pinning my arms to my sides so as to avoid my hands reaching out and involuntarily strangling that haughty look right off her face. Bitch. After all, it’s because of her that Pyrus learned of our secret location under the streets of New York City. Because of her that I’m dead in the future. But what can I do? Accuse her of a crime she’s yet to commit? That’ll be sure to go off well. And besides, seeing as she’s a vampire and I’m just a puny mortal, I admit I might have a tough time cutting off her air supply using nothing more than my bare hands.

Gotta live and let live, I suppose. At least for now.

“S—I mean Rayne McDonald,” I reply instead, trying my best to sound as bored as she. She scans her list and checks me off, snapping her gum in an apparent effort to let me know how insignificant I am to her existence. If only she knew.

“You can go and sit over there,” she informs me, pointing a perfectly manicured finger to the left side of the church, where another group of Goths have congregated. Across the aisle, I notice a much more mainstream crowd hanging out chatting. The vampires themselves, I realize. Unlike their trying-too-hard mortal trainees, the vampires are dressed casually. Jeans, T-shirts, sundresses… and… I do a double-take… is that really the same pink BITE ME tank top I ended up wearing on that fateful trip to Club Fang? The one that started all the trouble in the first place? I remember Rayne telling me she borrowed it off some vampire she met in training…

As I make my way over to the mortal section, I suddenly catch a glimpse of a door at the front of the church swinging open. I stop in my tracks, my heart skipping a beat, as a lone vampire steps out into the sanctuary.

Magnus.

My world spins off its axis as I watch him stop and stand just behind the altar, scanning the room with disinterested eyes. He looks bored, a little annoyed, and totally and utterly hot. My mind treats me to a vivid flashback of that first night we met at Club Fang. He was dressed in simple but elegant Armani, just like today, and I remember thinking he looked exactly like Orlando Bloom from the first Pirates movie, with his shoulder-length chestnut-colored hair tied back with a simple leather strap.

Tonight his hair hangs free, falling into his elfin eyes, brushing against his perfectly sculpted cheekbones and ending just short of his sensuous mouth. Suddenly I find myself unable to think of anything else in the world except for him taking me into his arms and pressing those full, soft lips against my own with a reverence and worship I’ve never fully deserved.

Oh Magnus… I find myself stepping forward, my heart aching in my chest. Oh my love…

He turns, raking a hand through his hair and clearing it from his face. His gaze locks onto mine, his eyes zeroing in on my own. I swallow hard and find myself giving him a small, hopeful wave and smile. But instead of smiling back—instead of his eyes lighting up as they fall upon my face, he merely raises a perfectly arched eyebrow, his beautiful lips curling into a small sneer as he gives me a critical once-over before turning away.

My heart plummets as reality comes crashing back down on me. He doesn’t know me. He doesn’t love me. All he can see is some stupid overdressed vampire wannabe stranger, just like the rest, making googly eyes at him from across the room. Ugh. What possessed me to dress like my sister tonight? I’ve only succeeded in repulsing my own boyfriend with a tacky outfit that isn’t even me.

Which is a good thing, I try to remind myself. The last thing I want is for him to be attracted to me when I’m supposed to stay far, far away.

But still, it hurts. Especially as I watch him watch him walk over to one of the other vampires—the girl in the Bite Me tank—and whisper something in her ear. She turns and looks over in my direction, chuckling. Are they really making fun of me? My face burns in a mixture of embarrassment and fury.

What am I doing? Why am I even here? I should have stayed away—then I could have lived out the rest of my life, only remembering Magnus gazing upon me with adoration and love. Now I’ll be forced to remember his look of scorn and derision until my dying day.

I stumble toward the exit, my eyes blurring with tears. I need to get out of here and fast. Before I dissolve in a pathetic puddle of lovelorn goo.

Unfortunately my escape attempt does not go as smoothly as I planned—mostly because I’m just not used to running around in boots with six-inch soles. So instead of slipping out the door and vanishing into the night, I find myself stumbling head over heels, crashing into a standing candelabrum before becoming one with the marble floor.

The room, predictably, erupts in laughter. And here I thought my face couldn’t get any redder.

“Are you okay?”

I look up toward the sound of a familiar female voice. My eyes widen as I find none other than Charity herself—one of Magnus’s blood donors—looming above me, a worried look on her face. Without waiting for me to answer, she helps me up and leads me over to a nearby pew. I can feel the amused stares of all the vampires and mortals as I collapse onto the bench, but I force myself to ignore them.

“Thanks,” I say, letting out a long breath. “Sorry, just lost my footing there for a moment.”

She plops down beside me and reaches into her bag, pulling out a large chocolate chip cookie. “Eat this,” she instructs. “I find a little sugar helps when you’re all weak in the knees.”

I take the cookie gratefully. After all, she should know about weak knees, being a blood donor and all. She’s probably used to living life a pint or two short. And I appreciate her kindness—it’s more than I can say about anyone else in the room. “Thanks,” I say, taking a bite of the cookie. “I appreciate it.”

“I’m Charity,” she says, holding out a hand. “I assume you’re one of the trainees?”

I nod. “I’m Sun—I mean, Rayne McDonald,” I say, shaking her hand.

Her eyes widen with interest. “Rayne McDonald?” she repeats. “So you’re—”

A shadow looms above us, cutting her off her question. “There you are, Charity. You’re wanted in the back. Rachel tells me it’s time for your draining.”

Oh God. My throat goes dry. I’d know that deep, English-accented voice anywhere. If it were a thousand years since I’d heard it, I’d still know it better than my own. My hands start shaking uncontrollably and I quickly shove them under my thighs.

Don’t look up. Whatever you do, don’t look up. Keep your eyes glued to the floor until he walks away and out of your life forever.

But, of course, there’s no way I can do that.

And so I find myself gazing upon his beautiful face, my eyes falling helplessly into his own sapphire ones, framed by thick, black lashes. This is just Magnus, I try to scold my quickly melting heart. You’ve spent hours and days locked in his embrace. It should be no big deal to look at him.

But it is. It’s like the biggest deal ever.

“I’m so sorry, Master,” Charity says, rising to her feet and lowering her gaze in deference to the vampire. “I will go do that right away. I know you must get very hungry on a night like tonight.”

Her words startle me out of my trance. “Night like tonight?” I find myself blurting out, realizing I have no idea what people actually do here at vampire-in-training school. What could Magnus be up to that would require an extra pint of blood or two?

Magnus gives me a hard look. “Bite night,” he replies stiffly, as if it’s a burden to even lower himself to speak to me. He starts turning back to Charity.

“Magnus,” the blood donor hisses in a distinct stage-whisper. “This is Rayne McDonald. Your, well…” She pauses, biting her lower lip, looking from her master to me. “You know…”

“Your future blood mate,” I finish, rising to my feet and giving him awkward smile. “At your service.”

Magnus’s face goes stark white. He looks at Charity, then at me, then back at his blood donor. I know exactly what he’s thinking. You’re telling me I’m going to be stuck with this tacky fashion victim for all of eternity? If it wasn’t so tragic, it’d almost be comical.

The silence that follows is suffocating. My heart feels as if it’s been squeezed in a vice. “Maybe I should go,” I stammer. “This was a bad idea.” On so many levels.

I turn away so he won’t see the tears spring in to my eyes. I should leave. I should bolt out of this old, decommissioned church and never look back. But as I take that first step, I feel a strong hand on my arm. I turn back to see Magnus’s sheepish face.

“Wait,” he says, his voice filled with guilt. He always was a softie—underneath that tough exterior. “I’m sorry. I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. Please forgive me.” He releases my arm and bows his head reverently. “It is lovely to meet you, Rayne McDonald,” he says. Almost as if he actually means it.

“Yeah,” I manage to reply, though it’s quite an effort getting any words past the lump in my throat. He must think I’m a total freak. “Um, great to meet you, too.” Out of habit, I stick out my hand. I can’t believe I’m actually giving my soul mate a friendly handshake. What the hell was I thinking coming here in the first place? This is torture worse than any fiery circle of Hell.

In response, he slips his hand into my own, squeezing it with tempered vampire strength. My whole body explodes at his touch, and it’s all I can do not to cry out loud.

Oh Magnus. My love…

He drops my hand like a hot potato and my first reaction is to be offended all over again. But then I catch the shadow crossing his face, the glimmer of confusion in his eyes. Ha! He feels it, too. Despite his best efforts, he feels something of the magnetic attraction between us. Just that simple fact makes me feel a little better.

I watch, breath in my throat, as he swallows hard, then turns to Charity, who’s watching the scene with apparent amusement. “Why the hell are you still here?” he demands angrily, taking out his confusion on the only target he can.

“I’m not! I’m gone!” she assures him, dancing down the aisle and toward the back door, leaving me alone with Magnus again. My heart pounds in my chest as I search for something intelligent to say.

“So, um, Bite Night?” I try. “What’s that?” It’s all I can come up with on short notice with my body still humming from his touch.

He shakes his head before replying, as if trying to regain some semblance of control over his traitorous body. “Well,” he says, “as you know, in one month, when you complete your vampire training, the two of us will share one another’s blood, bonding as blood mates… for eternity.”

“Right,” I reply, nodding. “I know that part.” Of course unbeknownst to him, by then I’ll be far, far away. Forgetting he even exists for the good of all humanity and vampire kind. I wonder what he’ll think when he finds out I bailed. Will he be disappointed? Relieved?

“Well,” he continues, clearing his throat. “On Bite Night we practice.”

“Um, what?” My pulse picks up all over again as I give him a questioning look. “Practice what?”

His cheeks pinken into a blush, and for a moment I think he’s not going to explain. But then he shrugs and looks up, piercing me with his hot blue eyes and melting me all over again.

“Why, biting you, of course.”
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