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Prologue
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This is the last chapter of book 7, Vampire in Chaos. We left Tessa after this point…

Tessa woke as if from a long deep sleep. She felt like she’d had eight solid hours of rest. She stretched and would have rolled over but realized there was a large warm body stopping her. Cody.

She pushed herself up on one arm and said, “Hey.”

He twisted, studied her face carefully and, as if liking what he saw, responded, “Hey back.”

She smiled and leaned back down on the bed. It wasn’t much in the way of comfort, but she’d been so needing a chance to rest it had felt like a bed for a queen.

“How are you feeling?”

“Terrific,” she murmured. “I really needed that.”

There were no aches and pains, nothing but a sense of relief. She swung her legs over the side and sat up. “Now, food would be helpful.”

Cody smiled. “You and your food.”

“It’s not like you go days without needing sustenance.” She grinned. “Do you want yours from here?”

“My dad brought back a bag of supplies from the Council Hall for us.” He motioned to the bag on the ground beside her. With a long look at him, she reached over and rummaged through the bag.

“Blood, blood, and more blood. Great.” At least it didn’t revolt her as much as it would have a few days ago. She understood the need to eat for her strength.

“Check the outside pockets,” Cody said.

She opened one of the flaps and laughed. Tucked inside were a half dozen granola bars.

She snatched up the closest one, ripped it open, and took a big bite. “Your dad is a good man.”

“Yeah, only he’s gone down with a team to overtake the eighth floor.”

She stopped, looked at him, and then at the granola bar. “So this is to keep my strength up in case I’m needed again?”

“Something like that.”

He laughed as she shrugged and demolished the rest of the bar while reaching for a second one. “Then so be it. I might as well make sure I don’t get hungry anytime soon.”

She polished the second bar off too. Then she hopped to her feet. “Okay, I’m ready.”

“Ready for what?”

She turned to look back at him. “To go help. Surely we’re not going to stay here safe and sound while our fathers are out there fighting – are we?”

He shook his head.

“Well, I didn’t think so.” She gave him a cheeky grin. “Good. Then let’s go.”

By the time they reached the eighth floor, the action was all over. The men were in the process of going from room to room and checking on the vampires inside. Tessa stood in the first doorway and surveyed the energy of the occupants. They were all going to be fine.

She moved through the floor checking, helping, healing, and releasing the occupants of a dozen more rooms.

She met up with her father at the other end of the hallway. “Hey, this system worked well.”

He nodded. “They’ve already gone down to take over the seventh floor.”

“Good, let’s go.”

She was following her father down the stairwell when he stopped. He turned to look at Tessa. Then he frowned and averted his gaze but held his hand out to stop her from entering the floor.

“What is it?” Her heart sank.

“Goran says Deanna is here.”

“What? Oh no. That means she was caught again.” Tessa pulled the door open and ran inside. “Where is she?”

“Tessa, wait!”

But she’d already entered the first room, her father and Cody hard on her heels. Sure enough, there was Deanna, Hortran beside her. She rushed to the old woman’s side. The tubes had been removed and were hanging drunkenly off the side of a big wall–mounted dispenser. Tessa eyed it balefully. The damn drugs again. These assholes had a lot to answer for.

She sat down at Deanna’s bedside. “How is she?”

“She’s gone,” Hortran whispered, his voice hollow. Fading.

“Why didn’t she call out to me?” Tessa asked, afraid that she’d missed hearing Deanna call her because she’d been sleeping, then remembered Deanna’s call could wake anyone from Hell.

“There was no time. They knocked her out and got the drugs into her.” Tessa started to frantically move the energy away from Deanna’s heart.

“You’re too late,” Hortran said.

Tessa moved quickly to clean the blackness. She couldn’t see any spark underneath. Panic set in. There was too much darkness. Not enough light. She poured energy into Deanna’s system.

“You can’t help her,” Hortran said. “It’s over.”

While her hands still desperately worked to remove the heavy darkness, Tessa studied Hortran’s face. A weird fire burned in his gaze, and he reached out a hand and placed it to the side of Deanna’s head in a gentle gesture. Then he reached out with his other hand and cupped Tessa’s head over her ear.

Instantly she could hear Deanna’s faint voice.

It’s over, Tessa. My time has come. Even now my body is gone. This is the last of my energy. I said you were being tested. What I didn’t say was that you passed all the tests with flying colors. And as much as I hate to dump this on you, someone needs to know. Someone needs to take my place. So far in all my travels, there have been none who cared as much as you. So I leave you all my worldly possessions and all my knowledge. Be good, my child. Be wise. And her voice dissipated into a weird, faint echo until even that faint ringing stopped. And there was only silence. Empty vast silence. And confusion.

“Wait,” Tessa cried. “Deanna, what are you talking about?”

“She means this,” Hortran said. “You are the One.”

A bolt of lightning surged into Tessa’s head. Her body contorted and danced, caught helpless in the grip of something she never knew could exist. Names, numbers, videos, and information that she’d never known before downloaded into her brain.

Hortran’s voice chanted some mantra in the background. The noise overwhelmed her ability to sort through the information overload.

She couldn’t hold on. She cried out, “It’s too much.”

There is no one else, Hortran said, only you. You must take it all. You have no choice. You are the One.

Tessa’s mind went into overload as she finally understood what was happening. She could hear Cody screaming at her in the background. Her father’s voice. Maybe even Goran’s. There were many others she didn’t recognize. Hortran’s voice never wavered. Instead, it gained in strength.

“I can’t do this,” she screamed. “I’m not strong enough.”

“You are,” Cody snapped. “I’m here. Hold on.” And he grabbed her hand and squeezed. That helped her to stabilize, but she knew it wasn’t going to be enough. She was going under. There was no escape this time.

“You’re wrong,” Cody roared. “Use my energy. My father is here too. Use his energy.”

She felt the surge of something old and powerful connect. Then another as her father reached out and grabbed her other hand. Suddenly there were dozens of other energies swimming around her, pouring into her, giving her the strength. Fainter energy joined in, distant but connected.

“Hortran, what is happening?” she sobbed, her head exploding.

You have received the finest gift that was possible to give, he whispered in her head. She has given you everything she had to give. Now use it wisely.

He collapsed in front of her, his hand falling from her head. In front of her shocked eyes, maybe from the electrical force, maybe because it had been his time, or maybe he’d just lost the will to live, he dissolved into ancient ash and dusted the top of Deanna’s dead body. Inside her head there was a roaring sound. A building up of something huge. Something she had no idea how to control.

And something that suddenly got out of control.

She cried out, trying to tug her hands free, only to realize there were dozens of people all joined in one massive circle around her. Speaking, yelling, and crying. A kaleidoscope of words fought for space in her consciousness. Yet she couldn’t get any to take form in her mind. There were too many.

But like any universe under too much pressure – eventually it becomes too much to contain.

The pressure became too strong.

The heat too hot.

The pain too much.

The black fury in her head exploded.

She shrieked and her back arched before collapsing backwards off the bed to crumple on the floor.

In the background, she heard her father screaming for her. Inside her mind, she heard Cody screaming at her. But there was more. So much more.

As she drifted away, she heard Cody’s cry resonate through her mind.

Tessa, don’t leave me. Please. Tessa—

And she knew no more.


Chapter 1
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“Tessa?”

Who was calling her? Why? She wanted to roll over and block out the noise.

“Tessa, wake up!”

“What’s wrong with her?” cried a young male voice she didn’t recognize. “Why won’t she regain consciousness?”

“Shh, she will. She’s just not ready.”

That last voice sounded almost familiar. But it was thin. Distant.

Voices rattled through her consciousness in an endless sea of noise. The voices were there but remote, connected but not clearly.

Ready, my ass. You will wake up when you feel like it. Deanna’s voice floated through her subconscious as the other conversations drifted in and out with no end. It was distracting and painful and deafening. She couldn’t hear herself think.

Or sort out the voices. Were any of the messages important? Did she need to wake up? Or would she be better off just letting the words drift away unacknowledged? She wanted to ignore them and just keep on floating here forever. The air was peaceful. Gentle. She liked that. There’d been so much stress, so many shocks in the last few weeks. So much panic and pain and loss. This break felt right. It was good to be here. She could stay and enjoy. Let everyone else just drift away. Maybe they’d disappear for good and she could just relax.

Not going to happen.

Tessa froze. Who said that?

Her mind flooded with memories of a thousand conversations and a thousand answers to who’d said something over the vastness of her experience. No, correction – the vastness of Deanna’s experience.

With that, understanding slammed into her consciousness.

Deanna.

Hortran.

The One.

The one what? Oh, right, the only one to fit Deanna’s list of requirements. Supposedly Tessa had been tested and passed without even knowing about it.

And without having given her permission for what followed.

Hortran’s voice drifted through her mind on a faint whisper. She strained to hear, to make sense of the impression in her mind. Something about how she’d been given a gift like none other and to use it wisely.

Like an echo, the word triggered multiple associations in her head and conversation after conversation jumped to the forefront, all referencing the phrase “use her gift wisely.” In a sepia-toned movie rolling through her mind, she saw Deanna speaking to young vamps, old vamps, council vamps, and strange vamps, either being cautioned to use something wisely or to tell someone else to use something wisely.

All the while, Tessa shuddered as her brain filled to capacity and battled past into overload. With a hard bang, her brain hit the end and she shuddered as her mind blanked out. Not sure what just happened, she lay there on whatever surface she was on, unaware of her surroundings as she tried to sort out the still reverberating recoil in her head. Just what had happened? Her body, her sense of place, had no beginning and no end.

“Deanna, couldn’t you have at least left me an instruction manual? Something to show me how this works?” She felt more than saw a weird whisper through her mind. Hortran?

“Is that you, Hortran?”

No, it couldn’t be. He was dead.

That whisper came again.

Or was he? She tried to remember what exactly had happened prior to the forced data transfer to her brain. Had he said something as to how to survive this? Hinted at a way out?

Instantly her mind was flooded again, the conversation as real as it had been the first time it played out in Technicolor with perfect audio pitch through her mind. And she realized there’d been no instruction possible. There’d been no time. It had been Hortran that had facilitated the exchange of Deanna’s memories. Her knowledge. Her life. But…had he left a piece of himself behind in the process? Was that possible?

There was a tiny nudge of that same energy.

With an intuitive flash, she realized that Deanna might be gone and Hortran might have exploded into ash, but a piece of his energy…his consciousness had remained behind. The connection required to do what he’d done remained.

Somehow that was a huge relief. But she didn’t know why.

It wasn’t like she could communicate with it – with him – as if there was a person attached to it. It did, however, add significance to the meaning to his name – Deanna had called him a Ghost. Now he was in spirit form – more ghostly than ever.

Could he help her with this transition? Or better yet – reverse the process?

Instantly pain slammed into her temples. She groaned as sharp claws bit into her consciousness.

She focused on her breathing, trying to manage the onslaught. After a moment, the weight in her chest eased.

She’d take that to mean reversing the process wasn’t possible. Or maybe not desirable. After the trouble Deanna had gone through to find Tessa, it would make sense to learn to manage this new state.

Instantly, the air around her lightened, as if a silent pat of approval had smoothed over her head.

She sighed. “Hortran, can you hear me?” Stupid question, but she wanted to know for sure that it was him. The pat of approval came again.

Good.

“Can you talk to me?”

No pat.

“But you can communicate somewhat.” Okay. She could work with that. Considering the option was no contact at all, it was a huge relief to know that he was there some of the time. “Any chance you can tell me what I’m supposed to do with this mess of information? I’ve barely got any memories of my own. To deal with hers is too much.”

No response. Lost as she was inside, whatever space in her mind she’d ended up with, she sighed and said in a needy whisper, “Please, Hortran, tell me how to push this back into some kind of filing system so I can open it only when I want to and keep it safe in an archive of some kind the rest of the time. I can’t live like this,” she cried out. “It’s her life. Not my life. Maybe I’ll need her memories, but maybe not.”

Instantly, a filing system popped up in her mind – by century. She stared in awe as the centuries opened to show decades, with the first of those opening to show years.

“Hey, that works. Now put all of those in a big folder called Deanna’s Memories.”

Instantly there was a folder with Deanna’s name and, oh wow…a second folder appeared with Hortran’s name on it.

“Hortran, do I have all your knowledge and memories as well?”

That warm whisper of energy slipped across her face this time.

“Why? Why would you do that too?” She was so confused. She had seen a lot of vamps die lately and none had a chance to pass on any information. Had they wanted to? Could any vamp do this?

Was it a common thing? A gift that each vamp could bestow as a gift on their loved ones? She didn’t understand how that could be a good thing. And if it was so easy, how come she’d never heard of it?

Then she remembered the things Deanna had said about her prison and her partner. She shuddered at what information she could have access to. Instantly she threw up a mental shield and said, “Section off all intimate memories Deanna might have so I don’t inadvertently see them.”

There was a weird shuffling in the files. She stood in the center of the maelstrom as folders flew around her. When it was done, she could see a red folder off to one side for each century, decade, and year.

Good. It felt more respectful that way too. And much less like she was a voyeur into Deanna’s personal life. It was a different story to have access to her business life and clan knowledge. There’d be any number of other bits and pieces in there she could use, but she didn’t want to intrude on Deanna’s most private memories.

Who would?

Okay, anything else? Could she organize this in a better way? Maybe add a search function? It was hardly a computer, but it was a database. Then she realized all the folders were there, but they were empty.

Shit. She had to fill them.
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Cody’s fingers spasmed with the effort of holding back from giving Tessa yet another hard shake to wake her up from the dead – or whatever unholy place she’d gone to. He needed her to respond – in some way – in any way to let them know she was okay. Her head lolled to one side. Her eyes closed and her mouth fell slightly open. The only reassuring thing was the steady rise and fall of her chest.

She was alive, and he had to believe she was fighting to stay that way.

He hated what Deanna had done. He didn’t know why Tessa had been chosen or why Hortran would have helped facilitate what had just gone down, but just thinking about it made him angry all over again.

He bowed his head and once again called out to her, Tessa. My love. Answer me, please.

The blankness in his mind terrified him. He hadn’t been able to mindspeak for very long but the absence – the sense of loss – by her silence shook him deeply. He wanted to reach in there – wherever there was – and grab her by the shoulders and shake her until she yelled at him to stop. He wanted to hear her voice snap at someone – even him, to say the real, the normal, the defiant Tessa he knew and loved so well was there.

And yes, the word was love. He was no longer afraid of it, of the feeling and definitely not the commitment. He’d like nothing better than to plan on being old and gray with her at his side.

He’d had no warning of how important she’d become to him, but he’d done well adjusting. Or at least he thought he had, but now this sense of grief at the thought of something finally being too much for her to handle – that realization that for all she’d done and managed to do, all she’d had thrown at her and had surmounted – she might have finally come up against something she couldn’t deal with.

And that thought was going to kill him.

“Cody, lay her down so she can rest.” Serus hovered in front of him.

“She is resting.” Cody refused to do anything that would mean no longer having her in his arms. Sitting beside her wasn’t good enough. He had to hold her.

“She could take hours recovering,” Goran said quietly at his side.

Cody snapped his gaze towards his father. “This is Tessa.”

A lopsided grin slipped out from his father’s face. “I know. We don’t know which way she is going to handle this. We have to assume it could take time. She is under a tremendous amount of pressure right now. She might need to adapt…”

There was a pregnant pause.

Cody leaned back against the wall, adjusted Tessa in his arms, and said, “She’ll adapt just fine. She needs a little time, that’s all.”

He closed his eyes, determined to give her that time.

At least outwardly. Inside, he couldn’t resist murmuring, I’m here, Tessa. Tell me what I can do to help.

For the first time, he thought he might have sensed a response. Staying still so as to not let anyone else know, he whispered in her mind, Tessa? Sweetheart – is that you?

And the whisper that came back brought tears to his eyes.

Cody? Where are you? I missed you.
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Serus watched his daughter with a hawk’s eye. She lay so pale and weak in Cody’s arms. He couldn’t have imagined what had just happened. The impact on Tessa. Damn Deanna. How could she do that to Tessa? His daughter. Not some nameless victim he could possibly ignore but his own daughter. He wished he could kill the witch himself. This time before she’d had a chance to grab onto his poor girl. There’d been rumors of particularly strong vamps downloading their memories in the past as in centuries ago, but he’d never known it to happen or seen it happen, and no one knew of it having happened. Hence, the myth that it was possible but not probable.

And now knowing the sheer power at Deanna’s disposal and possibly with Hortran’s help, he’d seen Tessa gifted with everything Deanna had to give.

What that would do for her – or against her, he couldn’t imagine.

It was a huge burden and one he wouldn’t wish on anyone, especially not his teenage daughter. She had enough challenges.

Cody’s face twitched, his eyes moving under his lids. Serus leaned closer and whispered, “Can you hear her?”

Cody gave a jerky nod. “Barely.”

Barely was enough. It meant she was in there – functioning at a level none of them could even guess at.

But to know she was responding already – well, his heart swelled with relief. She’d be okay then – maybe not in an hour or a day, but she’d cope – like she always had.

So she’s waking up, is she? Goran’s worried voice slid into Serus’s mind. He’d only checked in every ten minutes since he walked away to find something useful to do.

His buddy had left rather than stay there and do nothing but hover over Tessa. Serus knew his friend hated to sit around and do nothing if there was something he could grab control of.

Cody says he’s heard from her, so I’ll take that as a good sign.

I will too then. Goran’s voice beefed up. I never doubted she’d handle this.

Serus smiled. Neither did I, old friend. Neither did I.
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Still at the hospital, trying to find a comfortable way to sit on the hard seat, Jared stared at the list of names and license numbers. These were the potential drivers who were driving the ambulances yesterday when he saw Tobias taken away. None of the names were familiar. Then why would they be? He wasn’t part of the medical world and knew few people outside of school friends. He lifted his head, his gaze falling on Clarissa, who’d curled up on the couch and fallen asleep. She’d been emotionally wrought since they realized what likely had happened to Tobias. Jared was afraid so much more might have happened to him but hated to speculate on the devious experiments the blood farm doctors might even now be doing.

“How do we narrow this list down?” Jared asked. “There are too many here to follow up on.”

“Sian is on it. She can access the tracking data for each of the ambulances and check out their routes. Might even be able to search for the address of the group home to see who was there.” Taz stared off into space, as if contemplating what technology could do to make their job easier.

Jared didn’t really care what could help as long as something did. And fast. He was fed up with sitting around and doing nothing. His future was up in the air too. He couldn’t go back to the group home and they’d missed morning classes. Something he wasn’t thrilled about, but priorities had to be set and this bloody nightmare had to come to an end sometime – surely.

As if reading his thoughts, Taz suddenly broke the silence.

“You two should go on to school. Leave this with me for the moment. If you want to, you can stop by after class and I’ll let you know what we’ve found out.”

Jared stared at Taz, his mind working. It was tempting. He just needed to finish this term and he’d be done. Failing was not an option. Neither was it for Tobias. But what could he do right now for the kid?

“Surely there’s something we can do to help,” Clarissa said in a sleepy voice. She sat up and yawned then rubbed her eyes.

“Not at the moment.” Taz stood up. “Maybe by the time you get back I’ll have something that we can move forward with.”

Jared watched as Clarissa turned to him, a question in her gaze. He shrugged. “I don’t know what else to do. Maybe we can find out something at school. There has to be someone there who knows something.”

Her gaze warmed and she smiled. “True. School it is then.”

As they walked out of Taz’s office, he called from behind them, “Be careful that you don’t go asking the wrong questions of the wrong people.”

A good warning to keep in mind – but how were they supposed to know what were the right questions and who were the wrong people?
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Rhia sat up slowly and stared around the empty Council Hall room. Had she fallen asleep yet again? All she did now was sleep and lie here. She felt so out of it. So useless. She’d heard a gnarled rendition of something involving Deanna and her daughter, but the accounting could barely be believed. Could it? Surely Deanna hadn’t gifted Tessa with all her knowledge. Rhia had heard of such things from other elders, but it was a hugely dangerous process with more failures than successes. She worried on the names that slid through her mind. She couldn’t remember a single case where the recipient had actually lived through the process.

Supposedly Tessa was alive but unconscious. She was at the hospital – and what a joke that was. A hospital was supposed to be a place of healing. A place of helping those in need of care. A place to get help. Not this war zone it had become.

And of course all she held dear was caught in the middle.

Again.

Her mind froze. Not all – not Seth. No one had found out anything about Seth. Maybe that was something she could work on.

If she could only remember what she’d already done.


Chapter 2


[image: ___]

The warmth hit Tessa first. Then cold followed by waves of cozy heat as if she was going through a myriad of different climates one after another. She didn’t understand and could only sway as she was buffeted by the discordant sensations. In the back of her mind, she could sense something holding her in place. Something stalwart. Something enduring. Something she could trust.

There was a deep rumbling under her feet, sending more shockwaves up her lean frame. She closed her eyes and let her body, her mind, her spirit sink into the process. Go with whatever was happening to her. Surrender. Fighting was useless – worse, it would kill her. With a deep sigh, she released the last of her resistance and watched the filing system once again float around her as the centuries of Deanna’s life flew into their correct spots. The relationships slid into another section. Her eyes opened in wonder as she caught bits and pieces of the truths that the old vampire knew. The trials and challenges she’d been through. There was an odd popping sound, then another and another. She watched as files closed one after another and disappeared – presumably into her own memory banks.

As each closed, the pressure she’d barely been aware of with so much going on eased back. The pops came faster and faster to the point that it was as if popcorn was popping in her mind.

It built to a massive crescendo of noise and then – stopped.

As in stark complete silence.

The air cleared around her, and the sensation of her head being too large to hold up eased. She shuddered. A freeing, relieved type of motion.

“Wow. That feels so much better.”

Instantly, a small caring pat whispered across her head.

Then a murmur so faint, so soft and carried on a warm breath of air – so caring she wondered if she’d imagined it. You did good.

And the breath faded away, the sensation drifting off like a boat whose mooring had been untied.

“Wait,” she cried out. “Are you coming back?”

This time the answer was slightly crisper around the edges, enough for her to hear the response.

Always.

And he – Hortran, the Ghost – was gone.

Tessa opened her eyes and slammed them shut just as quickly. A shocked gasp escaped. That couldn’t be. She peeked out from under her lashes at the world gone brilliant. The space around her was alive with color – but not just any color. Luminescent greens and blues and purples spun and twisted in front of her. But not calm quiet movements as if blowing in the wind; more distressed, agitated, and the colors were packed tight into the same space, twisting and coiling in on themselves and each other.

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She wished the colors weren’t so bright, so in her face. It was making her eyes hurt.

As if by her thoughts alone, the colors instantly muted. She blinked and mentally thought to change it back – and sure enough, everything around her brightened up again.

Not possible.

Everything is possible. You are the One. She shuddered as Hortran’s ghostly voice whispered through her mind again.

“I thought you’d died and disappeared forever.” That he hadn’t filled her with immense relief but brought his name up again and made her wonder.

No. I’m dead. But I live on in spirit. In energy. In you.

She swallowed hard at the last part. “In me? Like forever?”

You can access my energy anytime, anyplace, and if I can, I will come.

He made it sound like she’d be placing a telephone call and if the connection was decent, the timing convenient or something similar, then he’d come. Bizarre. She frowned. Then nothing about him or this situation worked normally.

As she went to ask him what was with the colors, she could sense his energy fading away again. Why? Because he was tired? Or because the question wasn’t so important as to need him to give an answer? Or had she waited too long and he thought he wasn’t needed?

She shook her head, trying to sort out the impressions running through her mind. Before there’d have been no need to sort, but now her head was stuffed and she couldn’t think. It was getting worse every minute.

“Stop,” she snapped. “Clear out. I want my thoughts and mine alone.”

There was a slight snicker in her mind.

She lit up.

Cody!

Hey sweetheart, are you done rambling through that mess in there? Have you sorted yourself out?

His warm caring tone slipped down the path of her thoughts, brightening her world.

She laughed in delight. I wasn’t to begin with, but I think I’m slowly understanding how it works. She quickly explained the little bit she had figured out. From the odd silence, she knew he didn’t quite get it.

It’s okay. I know it all sounds crazy, but it’s improving, she said comfortably.

If you say so. He hesitated then asked in a low voice, Are you ready to come back?

Come back?

She didn’t understand the question. What do you mean? I haven’t gone anywhere.

No, but you’re unconscious and there are some very worried people out here.

Unconscious. She digested that. Then how come I can communicate with you?

I don’t know, but I’m glad you can.

Me too. She paused, thinking about all she’d seen. Did you see my eyes open up a while ago?

Yes, he said in surprise. I called you, but you closed your eyes and drifted off again. It was weird, like you were caught in some strange half-awake, half-asleep state.

When I first opened my eyes, there was just a crazy kaleidoscope of color. It was hard to look so I slammed them shut again.

Ah, and now?

The concern in his voice made her wonder how long she’d been out.

I’ll try again, she said.

Yes, please. Your father is here and he’s very worried.

Oh no. She hadn’t considered that other people might be there waiting for her to surface. How horrible it must seem for those waiting.

Sorry, she whispered. I didn’t mean to stay away for so long.

No worries, but we’d love to have you come back.

Tessa let out a deep heavy sigh that seemed to come from a long ways inside – and released it.

As she let the last of the air out, she opened her eyes.

The color was still there. The vibrancy was still there but it was softer, less obnoxious – prettier.

Still different than what she was used to, but better in a way.

Then she caught sight of faces mixed into the colors. One in particular – her father.

Then she understood – the colors came from the individual people around her.

She could see them clearer than ever and the colors were more distinct than before, but they were still just the energy of the people around her.

Her father.

And Cody.

She tilted her head upward, smiled at his worried face, and said, “Hey.”

[image: *]*

Oh thank heavens. She was awake.

Not caring that Serus hovered at their side, Cody murmured, “Hey back.”

Then he lowered his head and kissed her. A warm, caring, a-little-too-hard kiss that was a mixture of Hey, I missed you and damn good thing you finally decided to wake up.

Dimly through the emotions running through him, he could hear cheers and shouts resounding throughout the room. He lifted his head and realized they’d all seen that Tessa had woken up. The cheers were for her.

He dropped his gaze to stare down at the bemused woman in his arms.

“That greeting, Tessa, is for you.”

She smiled gently. “Glad to know I was missed.”

Serus leaned over and awkwardly wrapped his arms around her and held her close.

Cody was loath to let her go, but he could hardly tug her back out from her father’s arms. Serus straightened with Tessa held firm against his chest and turned so the others could see her.

Immediately the cheers resounded louder.

She moaned.

“I’m so very grateful you survived that,” Serus said. Cody was close enough to hear the tears clogging the ancient’s voice. Damn if his own eyes didn’t start burning.

How many damn times was this special woman going to hit the wall that would have killed anyone else – and climb over it?

She’d survived so much, and yet fear still snaked through him that she was skirting death all the time. One day Death was going to get pissed off at always being cheated out of his prize and he’d snatch her up and take her away.

And Cody would go after them and steal her back.

He was caught up in the moment, relief and fear mixing together when he heard her in his head, I’m not going anywhere. At least not for a while.

Good thing.

Cody watched as Serus and Tessa cuddled together. Serus had come a long way since not wanting to acknowledge Tessa’s inability to attend the Council meetings because of her mixed heritage. As she carried the memories of one of the most powerful vampire ancients the world had ever known, they could hardly deny her entrance now.
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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