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I wasn’t ever sure I would write this book. A less-than-nice editor once called me a “one-trick pony”, and I let my writing stagnate for years. This was an effort to get back into writing. I wrote my first draft about fifteen years ago and have really enjoyed revisiting these characters and polishing the draft. I hope you all find this to be a fun way to spend an afternoon.

	So, thank you to the folks out there who try to tear you down just to make themselves feel better. Without you in the world, I may never have kept going, kept writing, and this book may not have existed. I raise my figurative glass to you all.


Prologue

	Mage

	A Night Out with Mage and Rave

	“Three months of painting, reading, and napping in the sun. No papers to grade, no first-year co-eds asking stupid questions, just rest, relaxation, and maybe a few adult beverages.” I shifted in the sunlight, the scent of musty books heavy in the air.

	I couldn’t take another year as an untenured assistant professor. Being relegated to teaching first-year-level courses was a maddening punishment for not being on the tenure track. The hastily written papers, fueled by Mountain Dew and a lack of respect for the subject matter, were getting old.

	“Gee, that sounds wonderful, Mage,” said the voice on the other end of the line wistfully.

	“Since I am eternally tied to the academic calendar, I will make the most of summer vacation. I snuck out of work before someone could accost and strong-arm me into teaching summer courses for pennies and magic jumping beans. This summer is for adventures, relaxation, and some fucking fun. I’m going to catch up on my reading, swimming, spa treatments, and maybe I’ll gift myself a new tattoo or three.” I closed my eyes, letting myself picture the possibilities, relaxing into the warm thought of a real summer vacation.

	“Well, Mage, as nice as that sounds, we don’t all have froufrou education jobs that give us insanely long vacations”—biting jealousy evident in her voice—“some of us have to go back to work on Monday.”

	Rave didn’t understand the particulars of my job, and I’m not sure I understood hers. Ignoring her protest, I bit back, “As if you aren’t sitting on at least two months of stockpiled vacation days.”

	“But we’re in the middle of typesetting the new catalog. I can’t leave in the midst of an important project.”

	“Yes, I’m sure that writing copy for farm equipment catalogs is at the top of your to-do list. As if they couldn’t use the same descriptions they used in the last damn catalog. Technology hasn’t exactly progressed since last summer!”

	“I guess you’ve got me there, Mage. Well played.” At long last, levity reaches her voice; her chuckle is a sign of my triumph over her work ethic.

	“Escape from the monotony of your super exciting life. I realize you’re working a big fat farm equipment dream job and everything, but you can’t tell me that the idea of alcoholic Arnie Palmies isn’t enticing.”

	“God, you’re a bitch sometimes. Not all of us landed cushy jobs in small-town academia.”

	Cushy, maybe for some, but I was a post-Act 10 professor, and “cushy” no longer applied. “It’s not what you think it is, but if you wanted in, you could have found your way here, Rave. I didn’t tell you to jump on the slave train and forgo higher education.” Score one more for me. “I suggest you inform your place of employment that you’d like to cash in those vacation days. Then, head over to my place because we are hitting the city tonight.”

	“Yes, because Milwaukee is soooooooooo exciting.”

	“It’s a start, Rave. It’s a start; molehills before mountains and all that junk. Get dressed up. We’re hitting Water Street. Hard.”

	“Great, and I’ll empty my bank account while we’re at it.”

	Water Street wasn’t the most affordable place to visit, but sometimes you must treat yourself. “You are such a whiner. Fine, the night is on me. You won’t regret it.”
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	Mage

	Hangovers or Fangovers?

	Meritville, wisconsin, while a thriving college town, doesn’t hold much entertainment or excitement for those of us over the age of twenty-one. It’s a stereotypical small Wisconsin town—nine bars, two liquor stores, five banks, ten churches, and a cobblestone road lined with tiny novelty shops. Soaps and Stuff, Laura’s High Fashion Boutique, the Kite Factory, Brotherhood Books, etc.

	The town also holds my less-than-beloved university, which never counts, as the college kids and the townies don’t mix well. It’s almost like its own town within the town, an all-inclusive campus. Those kids have no reason to step outside the campus unless they’re going out to drink too much and black out in public.

	The campus comes equipped with seven eateries, three convenience stores, a movie theater, and a hair salon. And people wonder why they gain twenty pounds in college, as if the twenty-four-hour pizza delivery wasn’t enough to verify the rumor.

	Rave and I more than needed to break free from our boring cookie-cutter lives to let loose and have at least a small amount of fun. I definitely needed to.

	Milwaukee is the closest actual entertainment; a city that stays awake past nine p.m., visiting it first was a logical idea. Telling Rave she wouldn’t regret it was hyperbole; everyone regrets a lavish night of overindulgence, at least a little. I just didn’t expect this.

	We both knew she’d wake up with a blinding headache followed by a hangover chaser. Hell, I figured we both would. I even bought a few cans of Monster Rehab and tossed a jug of Pedialyte in the fridge.

	While we were well past our college party days, they weren’t so far away that we had forgotten how to let loose and have a good time. We met as awkward high school sophomores. Neither of us was popular enough to be a part of the in-crowd, but we also weren’t strange enough to be accepted by the outsiders.

	That’s where our bond was forged, and we survived two years as college dorm roomies and two years living in a crappy off-campus apartment together. Now, more than a decade into our professional careers, our friendship—which once felt nonsensical—has blossomed into something long-lasting. Forever friends. Staring thirty in the face, we needed to make the most of our youth while it was still here.

	We’d both wind up smelling like a barroom floor, with matted hair, smeared eye makeup, and killer hangovers, heads throbbing, with some epically horrid acid reflux. All followed by a grease-laden Denny’s breakfast, then Bloody Marys, à la hair of the dog—I was half right.

	•          •          •

	“Urgle …” Trying to speak and managing nothing more than mangled choking sounds, reaching consciousness took me a while. Eventually, I managed to pry my crusted eyes open and was met with darkness.

	“I think we drank too much last night.” No response. “Rave, you alive? Are you even here, or am I talking to myself? Fuck, my brain hurts—I think we did more damage last night than those idiot co-eds do in a year.” I heard a gurgle, not unlike my own, from a few feet away.

	“What the hell did we do last night?” Rave croaked slowly, words thick on her parched tongue, as her half-conscious brain attempted to catch up with reality.

	“I don’t remember, but I bet it was fun.” A blinding headache impeded my ability to sort things out.

	“Why am I in my underwear?” Rave managed, a red blush spreading across her skin.

	“Hrmpfhhh. You got me. I assume it’s the same reason I’m in my underwear. I’m betting it wasn’t some sweet sapphic action.”

	“Yeah, probably not, but I have no evidence either way. Maybe there were furries?”

	“I don’t even want to think about that, Rave. You’re weird. Where the hell are we?” I said, sitting up and rubbing my stiff neck. Cold concrete did wonders for the spine.

	“From what I gather, we’re on some kind of dirty-ass floor,” Rave began, her brain likely still foggy and not comprehending the situation. “We’ve been in worse places. Ha.”

	“Oh, thank you for pointing that out. You are the grand master of all that is obvious. It’s good to see the alcohol didn’t wipe away your winning Rave sense of humor.” I padded around, searching for a wall with a light switch, to no avail. It was oppressive, dark, and creep-tacular down here. “Where the fuck are we? Locked door, cracked concrete walls. I don’t remember going home with anyone. Did we go to some house party? I mean, this has to be a basement or something; it’s tiny.”

	“Dammit, Mage, why the hell are we half naked and in a random basement? There could have at least been hunky men here to wake up with. I wouldn’t have remembered them, but at least I could’ve deduced that I’d gotten laid. That would’ve been infinitely better than waking up in a ten-by-ten windowless cell, half-naked with little ol’ you to keep me company. This whole situation is some creepy Saw shit. You’re dead if a ventriloquist dummy on a tricycle rolls in here.”

	“I highly doubt a twisted serial killer kidnapped us right off Water Street … because that is the obvious conclusion. We’re not always smart. Do you remember college? How many floors did we wake up on? We wanted to rage, and so we did. I think. Stop being overly dramatic. We have to be passed out in someone’s basement. That’s the only thing that makes sense. You’re fine. I’m fine. We’ll figure it out.”

	“Then why the hell are we locked in a dark, tiny room, you moron?” Rave fumed at me.

	I wanted to laugh at her picture-perfect arms-crossed pout, but that would not have helped the situation. At all.

	“Who knows? Maybe it was some sort of frat party stunt. Lock the drunken girls in the basement.” That sounded rather idiotic, even to me, but there was no way something freaky-weird happened to us.

	Our lives were destined to be tedious and fruitless. We’d let things get out of hand. I was sure of it. “Why don’t we get someone’s attention? They can let us out, give us the rest of our clothes, and send us on our merry way. Then, we can head home, chug some Pedialyte, and waltz on over to the spa for a day of rest and relaxation.”

	“I should never have listened to you. You’re always getting me in trouble. Should have put the kibosh on our friendship when you sent my panties to Professor Roth.” Rave pounded on the door, yelling and screaming for someone to come and let us out, her voice high-pitched and shrill. Someone had to hear.

	“What? You said you thought he was sexy. I was merely trying to speed up your relationship.” I smiled mischievously, knowing what I had done was wrong and that she couldn’t see my wasted smirk.

	So, I joined her in pounding and yelling as the minutes crept by, but no one came to release us.

	“I bet they’re still passed out. Maybe it’s super early. I’m sure no one was well-behaved last night,” I said, if not for my benefit, for Rave’s.

	My reasoning was starting to sound thin, but Rave was not good at staying calm in delicate situations, and I couldn’t handle her going from zero to an anxious mess right now. I needed her to remain at least somewhat coherent.

	“Yes, of course, we will just sit here, forgotten, in some random person’s basement until we shrivel away to nothing and someone finds our corpses twenty years from now,” she responded.

	“You’re being dramatic again. Someone is going to find us and let us out. You’re not going to rot away in here. Let’s wait until we hear them moving around. Ten to one, they’re sleeping like the dead right now.”

	“I’m hungry.”

	My stomach growled in response to her declaration. “Yes, well, you’re going to have to wait a while, unless you feel like licking the floor.”

	“Don’t tempt me; I am ravenous … like primal, just spent a week foraging in the woods hungry.”

	“Well, cool it, and I’ll treat you to some fried breakfast foods later,” I offered, figuring the promise of greasy diner food would sate her for now.

	“Fine, but I want double bacon.”

	“Who doesn’t?”

	Sitting in the dark was disorienting, and we didn’t have any concrete way to keep track of the time. It felt like forever, but I learned later, it was a few hours.

	Bored with a hint of hopelessness, I took a long, dreamless yet fulfilling nap. Until I heard Rave’s pounding and yelling. “Geez, keep it down! I’m trying to sleep over here.”

	“Oh, I am soooo sorry to disturb you, oh mighty one, but I would like to get out of this locked cell sometime this millennium.”

	“Yeah, fine. Did you hear them moving around out there?” I replied, licking my lips to wet them and shaking my head to clear the grogginess of having been jostled from my slumber.

	“No, Mage, I enjoy hitting things and having splintered bloody knuckles. It’s my new favorite hobby. Ugh. Yes, I heard something moving around.”

	“Someone’s crabby …”

	“I’ve been locked up in a room with a hangover all day. I have no memory of how I got here, and I’m hungry. How the hell am I supposed to feel?”

	“Calm down, crabby. We’re going to get out of here soon enough. I hear someone coming.”

	She returned to the pounding and yelling. “Let me out of here. Someone come and open this damn door. I am serious. You better not be planning to kill me because I will be super pissed if you are.”

	I chuckled. “That’s it, you show them how it’s done.”

	We heard someone approach the door. “Stop pounding. I can hear you. Step back and I’ll open up the door,” a mysterious male voice seeped in through the door.

	“Okay, but I’m armed. So, don’t think you’re going to get away with murdering me,” she threatened. She was, of course, not armed.

	The door opened to reveal a small stone-walled wine cellar and a slight, dark-haired gentleman standing there to greet—free them.

	“I know you don’t have any weapons, nor do you have clothes,” he said with a crooked half smile. “And I do not plan on killing you. Someone already tried that last night.”
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	Mage

	Dawn of the Undead

	“What are you talking about, you weirdo? I’m standing here yelling at you. Do dead people do that? I’m alive, but you may not be for long!” Rave shouted at the stranger while waving her balled-up fists in his face.

	“Thumbs out, Rave, or you’ll break something.” My helpful tip seemed to embolden her further, or maybe she was just annoyed.

	“I believe upon further review, you’ll reconsider that statement,” the strange man said, confident in his initial assessment and glaring back with a cool, defiant rage.

	I stood behind Rave, mouth ajar, staring at the twin gaping holes and a trail of dried blood traipsing down her neck. My hand rose to my neck to feel what I assumed were similar wounds.

	“Uh, Rave?” I replied, struggling to grasp the situation and unable to find my words. This must be what shock feels like …

	“Not now, Mage, I’ve got this guy right where I want him.”

	This was reality. It was happening. Pausing for a moment to adjust my tone from standard-issue sarcasm to genuine concern, I squeaked out a hesitant reply, “No, I don’t think you do.”

	She spun around to face me, seeming ready to smack me for interrupting. But, as soon as she saw my neck wound highlighted in the column of light from the door, her face contorted into a disbelief that seemed to mirror my own. Hands raced toward her neck, eagerly seeking her usual unblemished skin, only to discover two puckered and crusted holes, stark against the pale canvas of her throat.

	“What the fuck is this?” she exclaimed. “What kind of sick things did you assholes do to me? Is this your idea of a joke, a fucking fraternity hazing? Do you have nothing better to do with your time than locking up random drunk girls, wounding them, and then pulling some weirdo vampire stunt on them?”

	“I assure you that this is no joke. We are not playing with you, and you are assuredly dead—or undead as the case may be—as is your brunette friend over there,” he finished with a fluid, sweeping gesture toward my direction.

	“Yes, and my mother is a Muppet—that Jim Henson worked wonders. Let us out of here, you deranged dickhead.” She was nothing if not tenacious.

	I’ve been through many unbelievable things in my life, and I think I’m used to oddities, but this one still threw me a smidge. I wasn’t afraid. I wasn’t anything, really.

	“Deep breaths.” Pausing momentarily to take in the reality of the situation, I stared at Rave; despite the neck wound, she looked radiant. She was glowing.

	Her dishwater hair was shining, her skin was flawless—freckles aside—and her boobs seemed higher, perkier. Upon further examination of myself, I found that the same was true for me—though still curvy, I looked pretty good.

	Things were tighter, and my skin was pale, with no blemishes in sight. This didn’t seem too bad. Feeling a tinge like we were on drugs and like this was all still a ruse, I decided to shrug it off and go with it for now.

	Too bad the vamp package didn’t come with some tummy-tucking magic surgery. I guessed I was stuck with love handles for eternity. I put my hand up to my chest in search of a heartbeat—which I did find—but it was a snail’s pace, slow, almost nonexistent.

	“Rave … I think we should listen to our new friend. I mean, look at us. Hell, look at him, all dark-haired and broody!” I exclaimed.

	“You’re not buying into this bull crap, are you?” She gaped at me as if I had grown another head or three. “This man is obviously delusional.”

	Our strange companion eyed us with smug satisfaction.

	“Rave, at the very least, we’ve somehow stumbled into a weird vampire wannabe cult. Take that guy, for example; his skin would no doubt reflect in the sun, and don’t even get me started on the slicked-back hair and gold-flecked eyes. He can’t be normal. They don’t make them this sexy.”

	The man interjected, “I’d prefer to call my skin creamy, my hair seductive, and my eyes alluring. I am not meat. I do have a name.”

	Rave projected her RBF in his direction with all her might. Nothing was worse than the bitch stare, which made all its victims feel small and emasculated. “We don’t care what your fucking name is, you creep. You locked us in a weird basement all day with no light, no water, no food.”

	The man looked as if he were on the edge of losing his composure. He interrupted Rave’s tirade. “If you had preferred, I could have set you up on the sun porch and let you fry to a crispy girl nugget in the sunlight,” he said with an eerie but calm sense of confidence. “And my name is Andrew.”

	“Yes, because Andrew is totally a vampire name. I was just thinking if I could name a vampire, it would definitely be Andrew,” Rave fired back at him.

	Not that I disagreed with her last statement. Andrew the vampire was a less than intimidating name, but the evidence supporting his claim was compelling.

	“Seriously, Rave, if seeing that guy isn’t enough to convince you, go give me a once-over or go stand in front of a mirror. Our appearance speaks volumes. Even my spongy desk job ass, it’s all, like, perkified.”

	“Well, it is quite bouncy … but that is so beside the point. We both have gaping wounds in our necks, and this weirdo locked us up all day.”

	“Yes, that’s true. Mr—um … Andrew, was it? Would you mind explaining things to us? We’re fuzzy on what happened last night.” Having jumped headfirst into roll-with-it mode, I asked this in a courteous manner. I didn’t think bossing supposed vampires around was a great idea.

	“Hmmm … yes, well, I was planning on explaining things to you before your friend rudely interrupted me. But, I think you ladies should go shower and change before we discuss matters further. Honestly, I’m surprised you weren’t out cold when I got down here. Most initiates sleep for a few days to heal and process the change.”

	“I was up for a little bit, slept through most of the day. I was exhausted. Ms. Persistent over there was the one who stayed awake all day waiting to be found. I guess the force is strong with her.”

	“That is unusual,” he responded.

	Rave glared at him. She still wasn’t buying into insane man’s “vampire madness” explanation. I, however, was at least willing to listen to our scrumptious new friend.

	Crazy, maybe. Delicious, for sure. Andrew winked at me. Did I say that out loud? I could have sworn it was in my head. I hope it was in my head. He laughed and ushered us toward the stairs.

	“I don’t like this, Mage. Seriously, this is some bad shit.”

	Rave was likely taking this as most people would, with anger and an abundance of caution. Jumping in line like rank-and-file soldiers never worked out for people of the past, but this was too good to miss out on.

	I wanted to have some adventure, and this was certainly adventurous. If the whole thing was a sham, it was at least entertaining. I’d never had an experience this odd, and I didn’t think I’d have many beyond it. So, why not relish the moment? What was the harm in indulging this dude if we weren’t in immediate danger?

	“Will a shower and change of clothes really make a difference? We’ve already been here all day. I don’t think he’s gonna go all ax murderer on us now.” Famous last words, I know, but if it was our time to go, we couldn’t stop it. We had already come this far.

	“I hate you,” was her succinct response, seething with anger.

	“Aww, where’s your sense of adventure?”

	“I traded it in for a cushy desk job and forty-five thousand a year.”

	“You got a shitty-ass deal if you ask me.”

	“Well, I didn’t ask you, you bitch.” She stared daggers into my forehead and almost walked into the doorframe as we reached the top of the stairs. Too bad she didn’t. It’s always funny when someone falls, especially when they’re being stubborn.

	Andrew led us through lavish rooms filled with intricate trinkets, plush red velvet carpeting, and tall arched ceilings complete with the kind of crystal chandeliers that make tinkling sounds if your steps are too heavy on the floor, then all the way to a winding marble staircase. This was a mansion for rich weirdos; that much was evident. And this was definitely not Meritville. I had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t Milwaukee either.

	Despite Rave’s apparent anger, she trailed behind Andrew through the expansive house, slack-jawed, drool pooling in the corners of her mouth. Leaning over, she whispered to me in disbelief, “Mage, this place is huge.”

	“Again, thanks for pointing out the obvious. You’ve got a knack for it. I sort of noticed, we’re not in Kansas anymore.”

	“Maybe we did die, took the big dirt nap, and this is some twisted version of hell.”

	“Why would we be in hell? And, if this is hell, I’m cool with setting up camp. This place is way more than the modest ranch home I’ve always dreamed of.”

	“Well, I’d be in hell for blindly following you on your stupid escapades, and you’d be in hell for being the harbinger of bad things to come.”

	“Fair enough,” I said, smirking at her whimsical, dramatic remark. This was not hell … more like a hotbed of Playboy mansionesque sin, but not hell at all.

	Andrew stopped in front of an ornate white door on the second floor. “You ladies will find everything you need in here. Please come down to the sitting room once you’re showered and dressed in a manner more befitting of polite company.”

	“Righto. Which one was the sitting room? Never mind. I’ll figure it out later.” Flashing him a broad smile, I shoved Rave into the room before she could open up her big mouth again, and I slammed the door in Andrew’s face.

	The room was gorgeous. Not that I expected anything different, if the rest of the house was any indication. A pillow-covered canopy bed draped in gray lace fabric stood at the center of the room; along the walls were richly colored, possibly mahogany dressers with ornate golden knobs and a large antique writing desk. The same red plush carpet lined the floor of this expansive bedroom.

	It was apparent that a wealthy grandmother from the sixties designed this place; I wasn’t mad at it. In the left corner of the room was a small white door leading to a fabulous, bright white bathroom complete with a standing shower stall, whirlpool bathtub, and marble side-by-side sinks.

	This was better than the vacation I had envisioned—maybe we could extend our stay by a few months. Fun in the sun was all fine and well, but being laid up in a gorgeous mansion for a few months was starting to sound like an even better plan.

	“I’m moving in,” I announced to Rave.

	“You go ahead and do that. You can stay here with the crazy kidnappers, and I’ll return to my day job in Meritville, where it’s safe. Seriously, what’s wrong with you?”

	“You’re boring. Stop being such a party pooper.” I was goading her, but I couldn’t help it. I may have been delirious from everything that had been going on, and my charming sarcasm was just a default setting. “Just go take a shower; maybe, maybe you’ll wash some of the crankiness off.”

	“Fuck you,” she said before turning, then heading to the bathroom.

	A good hour and a half later, we were clean and dressed in silky, fancy, rich-person pajamas. I wondered if our outfits were considered appropriate, but I decided it wasn’t worth mentioning, as it was all we could find.

	“Ready?” I asked her before, somewhat eagerly, heading toward the door.

	“Does it matter? You’re going to make me go down there with you anyway, and since we don’t know the way out of this fortress, running away isn’t going to do me any good.”

	“Would they have been hospitable if they wanted us dead?”

	“You leave too much to fate, Mage. You must have been raised by hippies.”

	“Sure was, Romani hippies who’d given up their nomadic lives, but hippies nonetheless You knew that already, though. You should be glad I didn’t inherit the infatuation with patchouli. That stuff is stinky.”

	God, I love them; my parents were a stinky pair. They gave me quite an original name—there weren’t many dark-haired pigtailed girls in kindergarten named Mage. To think of it, I had never met another Mage. There must not be so many fantasy-obsessed peace and love types out there.

	“Small favors … small favors.”

	“Come on, Vampira, let’s go talk to Andrew.” I beamed at her.

	“Please don’t tell me you have a crush on the crazy and delusional guy who kidnapped and tortured us.”

	I gave her no response, letting the extended pause fill the room.

	“Dude, Mage, I know you have horrible taste in men, but you’re going too far.”

	“Don’t judge me. I’m lonely. He’s cute. Let’s go,” I said, grabbing Rave by the arm, then pulling her out the door with me. So what if I found our prison warden attractive?
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	Mage

	Reading Us Our Rights

	We found andrew seated in the sitting room—what a novel concept—conversing with two of the most beautiful people I had ever seen. He looked up at us when we stumbled into the room.

	“Boy, I feel underdressed,” I joked, not having considered other people would be in the house. It was always a good idea to break the tension with a bit of humor, and I wasn’t above picking on myself.

	“Well, considering what you were wearing earlier, I think you’re overdressed,” he teased.

	So, the man of stone had a sense of humor. Good to know. I’ll file that away for later.

	“Gag, gag, you two make me sick,” Rave interjected.

	“How rude of me, I haven’t introduced my companions. This is the house’s secretary, Riddle, and my brother, Kurt. We were just discussing your, uh, delicate situation.”

	Houses have secretaries?

	“You mean the fact that you punctured us and then locked us away in a dark room?” Rave went off.

	I sometimes think that if she’d been a cartoon character, she’d be the kind whose head would pop off and whistle like a steam engine.

	“That one’s going to be trouble.” Kurt laughed, chiding his brother.

	“No one asked you, Kurt.” Glancing a warning his way, Andrew replied.

	Rave piped in again, all bravado and rage, “Would you mind explaining things to us now that we’re all here together, and you can leave out all the vampire bullshit because while my bubbleheaded friend over there may be biting, I am not.”
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