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Prologue


This is the last chapter from Vampire in Crisis. Chapter One carries on from here.
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Tessa heard the mutterings behind her. She didn’t know what to tell them. Things were easier for her now. And bigger. That didn’t make them better.

She didn’t want anyone to see her as any odder than she already was, but it was likely too late for that stage.

Especially after this.

Still, it had been totally cool to see Hortran’s trick in action.

Trying to shuffle off the sense of being looked at differently, she strode ahead. The men had been clustered around this end of the hallway. And she wanted to know why.

There were several doorways up ahead.

She stopped at the first one.

Interesting. It was empty. She went to the second one. Also empty.

The windows on the left showed the dark night dotted with heavy gray clouds. The moonlight peeked through. The hallway itself was gloomy, the atmosphere strained.

Too bad. She sighed and settled a mantle of indifference on her shoulders. She couldn’t help being who she was.

And you shouldn’t have to.

Cody’s voice, as always, brushed through her mind like a warm hug.

Thanks. I guess that last display pushed them over the edge.

Just some of them. The others are still trying to figure out how to get you to teach them. And you just shot up off their respect meter.

Really? She laughed. Good to know. I always wonder when it’s too much and I go from something cool to something ugly again.

Never.

She glanced behind her to see him rapidly catching up. She held out her hand, loving the strong secure grasp as he connected. He tugged her backward into the circle of his arms.

From against his chest, she motioned to the closed door in front of them and said, “This is the last room that they were either protecting or just accidentally standing around.”

“I doubt they do anything accidentally.”

Stepping back slightly, she pushed the door open. And damn if Bart didn’t bolt to his feet.

“What are you doing here?” Cody snapped from behind her. “I thought you were after the other canister and the assholes that were part of that delivery team.”

Bart’s face turned ugly. He pointed at the almost empty bed on the side of the room holding the two canisters. “Both are here.”

Tessa heard them arguing, but her gaze had landed on the beautiful, delicate-looking vamp female on the bed.

“She’s so pretty,” she exclaimed, walking closer.

“She is.” Bart stepped forward, stopping her forward motion.

Tessa studied Bart. This wasn’t the same who-cares-what-the-world-is-doing Bart she’d first met. Neither was this the one that she’d seen get irate over the drug canisters. This was a different side to his personality altogether.

She puzzled on it, her gaze going from his surly but ready to do battle look to the young woman in the bed.

And she knew.

With a heavy sigh, she asked, “Is this your daughter?”

Bart’s glare deepened, but he never volunteered an answer.

“Can’t be,” Cody said. “Bart said his daughter died after that encounter with Deanna.”

Tessa nodded quietly. She could sense the sadness inside the big man. The pain. “She did die – in a way, didn’t she, Bart?” She nodded to the woman. “Has she been like this since that incident?”

As if understanding Tessa wasn’t there to cause more damage, and maybe the compassion in her voice was enough to soften his stance, he nodded. “She never woke up again.”

Tessa could hear her father’s shocked gasp beside her. The men in the back crowded around, wondering what was going on. From the murmurs deep behind her, she realized some people were filling the others in on the story.

So sad.

“Was she not strong enough?”

“The doctors never had an answer.”

“So she’s been like this since then?” Cody asked incredulously. “That’s a horrible way to live.”

Bart took a step toward him, his fists clenched and his hard voice snapping, “It’s the only life she’s got to live.”

Her father’s voice at her side asked, “Tessa, can you help?”

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. And she didn’t. This wasn’t anything she’d seen before. There was energy, but it wasn’t black. It wasn’t old and gray and used up. It was just so very thin. And almost pure white.

She had no idea what she was seeing.

But she wanted to. She took a step forward. Bart growled at her side. She stopped and shot him a look. “I’ve helped a lot of vampires these last few weeks. I don’t know if I can help your daughter or not.” She deliberately took another step toward the comatose woman. “But I’m going to take a look and see.”

“Like hell you are.” Bart lowered his head and lumbered toward her.

“What if she can save her?” Cody asked quietly. “She’s already not here in so much of the sense that we understand life to be,” Cody continued, emotion threading his own voice as he worked to convince Bart to not try and stop Tessa. “If she can help, what have you got to lose?”

“No one can help. That bitch Deanna did her job well.” Bart glared at Tessa. “I might not have been able to take Deanna out while she was alive, but I’ll be damned if I let her live on through you.”

Without warning, he launched toward her, silver spikes in one hand and some kind of weird gun in the other. There was an odd flash, a pop, and a bolt shot forward so fast no one seemed to recognize what was happening.

“No.” Serus knocked Tessa over at the last moment. She fell slightly. Just enough out of the way.

The bolt zapped into her father’s side, knocking him to the floor.

He roared.

Cody raced to tackle Bart.

Tessa screamed and raced to her father’s aid. The wound ripped into his side.

She shoved her hand into her father’s open wound, pouring as much healing energy as she could and with a weird chant, almost a hum in her head and uncaring of those around, pulled the bolt from his body. There was a mix of color in the wound. His, hers, more than she expected, and a tinge of Bart’s, and then the damaging energy of the silver bullet.

But her father hadn’t gone up in ash – he should have – but he was still here.

Except…was that a hint of smoke?

“No.” She plunged as much bright blue energy as she could manage and shoved it deep into the hole, surrounding the open edges, stopping the burning from getting to the point of blowing up. The bolt had taken a piece of leather from his jacket in with it, protecting his skin. The rest? She could only imagine that some of her energy had been sitting in the space as he jumped into her place. The bolt would have taken a little more inside as well.

She poured more and more energy into him, wrapping the silver in a tightly confined ball before slowly raising it.

Once out, she lowered it to the floor beside him, watching as the blood gushed clean from her father.

She smiled. He’d make it now.

“If you’re smiling, I’d like to think that means I’m going to live,” he growled on a short gasp of pain. “That obviously wasn’t silver.”

“Oh, it was,” she said with a big grin, “but it also took a chunk of your leather jacket in with it. That and my energy appear to have stopped the silver from letting you explode.”

He leaned back and closed his eyes, but she knew. Relief was coursing through him that they’d get to live another day.

She was feeling pretty much the same. Still, he’d need time to heal, and this wasn’t the place for it.

“He has to go back to the Council Hall,” she ordered.

“Like hell,” he snapped. “Give me a minute and I’ll be fine.”

“Like hell,” she snapped right back. Rather than argue with him, she waved her hand and knocked him out.

Looking over at Motre, she nodded down at her father. “Take him and the others out of here. It should be safe now.”

He shook his head. “What about Bart?” he protested. “I’m not leaving you with him here.”

She gave him a smile that had him backing up.

“Don’t worry about Bart,” she said in a low, hard voice. “I’ll take care of him.”
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Wendy and Jared raced down the hallway toward Ian. Following Ian’s instructions, they’d gone deeper into the Council Hall.

There he was. Wendy laughed and waved as she ran the last few feet to his side. He stood outside the doorway, a big grin on his face.

“This is great,” Wendy cried. “I’ve never been down here.”

“Hey, it’s better than sitting there and listening to those crazies talk themselves in circles,” Jared grumbled.

Wendy smirked. “Jared is struggling with the Council.”

“Who isn’t?” Ian snorted. “They are all idiots.” He motioned to the room. “Come look at what I found.”

The three entered the room. Jared made it a few steps inside then stopped and stared at the wall of monitors. From where he stood, he recognized the meeting going on in one of the screens. In another, Sian slept. So not good. Did these people know they were being watched? “Wow, what do they need with all of these?”

There was an odd sound behind him. He twisted around to look at Wendy and Ian.

And damn if the door didn’t snick closed and lock behind all three of them.

Ian spun and took a blow up the side of the head.

Wendy, hissing, lashed out and kicked the man who’d taken out Ian, but another vamp grabbed her from behind, a huge vamp, making the fight short and sweet and before anyone had realized it, she was down and out cold. The fight was over before it ever started.

Jared stared at the two huge vamp males facing him. If Wendy and Ian, both vamps, hadn’t been able to do anything against these guys, what could he do? He held his hands out in front of him. “Hey, this isn’t my fight. I don’t know what you guys want, but I don’t have it.”

“It’s all right, Jared. We’ve got exactly what we want.”

A third man gave a cold, raucous laugh. “Yeah. We want you.”
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Where the hell had he lost that damn Bart? Seriously? He and David had been going around in circles, but the evidence was clear – Bart had booked it again. He stopped and glared down the hallway. “What the hell, David? Where did the bugger go?”

“I don’t know,” David answered, gasping for breath. “He has to know passageways we missed.”

Goran growled. “Where are we?”

David snorted. “Somewhere in the damn hospital.” He pointed to where the wall changed up ahead. “I bet that’s the stairs and elevator.”

They walked toward the area and sure enough, it was the exit. As they walked closer, the elevator doors opened and a large group of vamps exited and turned toward them.

Motre. Relaxing slightly, Goran grinned, happy to see his friend. Until he recognized the burden he carried.

“Serus!” he roared and raced toward him, reaching his side in seconds.

“What happened?” he demanded harshly, his worried gaze going from Motre to Serus and back. That Serus was slowly waking up was reassuring, but that he’d fallen in the first place was too shocking to contemplate.

I’m fine, Goran.

Like hell, he snapped. Who did this to you? Are they still alive?

For the moment, but I don’t give them long. Serus groaned slightly, his body twisting with pain. He gasped out, Tessa saved me, Goran.

How? Goran glared at Motre. He switched to speaking out loud. “Who did this?”

“Bart. He shot him with a silver bolt of some kind.” Motre stopped walking to talk to him. “Tessa snatched the bolt out and did something to stop the silver from affecting his system.” He shook his head. “I never would have thought such a thing was possible. One minute Serus here was smoking, then next he wasn’t.”

“Tessa did that?” Goran exclaimed. “Really?”

Serus and Motre and the men surrounding him all nodded. Goran shook his head in disbelief.

“And Bart? Where is he now?” He quickly searched the group, but neither Tessa nor his son was there. “Tessa and Cody are up there still?”

Motre answered him. He shifted Serus in his arms, reminding Goran that he’d been adding to the man’s work. Goran stopped forward and collected Serus. “I’ll take him.”

“Good. I don’t want to leave Tessa and Cody alone.”

Goran was already marching down the hallway as the vamps behind him slowed. He turned and pinned Motre in place. “Why not?”

Motre, already walking back toward the elevator, said, “Because there was something odd about that scenario.” He shook his head. “I don’t know, but I’m not sure anyone is safe anymore.”

Serus struggled to gain his footing. “Let me down, Goran.”

“Whoa, you’re not going anywhere.” Goran glared at him and adjusted his hold. “Silver is nothing to fool around with.”

“It’s Tessa. If she’s in danger…”

“Ha, there is nothing that girl can’t handle.”

Serus stopped struggling. He stared at Goran. Then with the color leaching from his skin, his muscles turned lax and he sagged back. I hate to say it, old friend, but I’m not feeling very good.

“Hold on. I’m getting you some help.”

He glared down at Serus, who glared back until his eyes rolled to the back of his head and he collapsed.

Shit. He started running. “Motre, grab Tessa. We need her.” He waited, then added to make sure the message got across, “Now.”

All he heard after that were panicked shouts and running feet.
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Jewel couldn’t resist. She sidled to the open door and gave a long look down the corridor. What if they came back while she was looking?

Really, she should just walk past.

It was none of her business what they were doing.

Except everything was kind of her business now. At least if it was suspicious.

She’d never been to this level of the Hall and she couldn’t stop the worry inside that it was a different area altogether, one that no one knew about.

Still, it was the Council Hall. She should be safe. She needed to be safe.

Resolutely, she dropped her hand.

She could note the door and tell someone else to come check it out. That was the right thing to do. There was enough going on without her getting into more trouble. She looked down the hallway and realized there were no markings anywhere. She had no way to know what door this was.

One step. Two steps. She went to take a third step away…and stopped.

She couldn’t do it. Spinning around, Jewel walked back to the door.

Casting another look around to make sure she was alone, she pushed the door open.
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Feeling invigorated like she hadn’t felt in a long time, Rhia walked to the locked door. She tried the handle first. No change. She was locked in.

She shrugged, pulled out a hair clip from her pocket, and in seconds had the door open.

Her daughter should learn that trick. Or maybe she should keep some things to herself. Although why she hadn’t remembered that trick earlier, she had no idea.

Boldly, she walked out of the small room and looked around. There were closed doors all along the hallway. The ones she wanted were down below.

Way down below.

Where no one knew what was going on.

But she did.

Now.

Her gaze narrowed, shifted, assessed. She needed to go right to go where she was needed.

With one last glance to the left, she turned right and strode quickly to the staircase.
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Cody hadn’t seen that look in Tessa’s eyes before. Then again, this was a new improved super version and he wasn’t sure what she was capable of. He’d seen so much that each step pushed her abilities a little further, but this…

He needed to know that she wasn’t going so far and do something she couldn’t come back from.

Having someone attack and injure her father was bad enough; to know she’d been the target had him wanting to rip apart Bart’s throat.

But Tessa had been the one to say that killing in war was one thing. To kill cold-bloodedly was something the ancients could do without a qualm, but Cody wasn’t so sure that Tessa could.

Or should.

That might take her someplace dark – and would she return to the light afterward?

“Tessa?” he said quietly. “Think about what you’re doing.”

She smiled, but there was nothing reassuring about that smile.

“I’m thinking about what I’m going to do,” she answered calmly. Too calmly.

“Your father is going to be okay, remember that.” Cody couldn’t help trying to talk her down. He knew Bart was living his last moments, but he didn’t want Tessa to be living her last moments, too.

“Let her come,” snapped Bart. “There’s nothing good left in my life. Why would I want to live like this for hundreds of years more?”

“Because your daughter isn’t dead,” snarled Cody, trying to stay focused on Tessa. “And how is she going to feel when she wakes up to find out what you did?”

“What?” Bart exclaimed, then scoffed. “Wake up? Right. Do you think I’m stupid?” He hitched his pants up over his belly. “There’s nothing to be done for her. They’ve tried for decades.”

“Except no one had Tessa. And no, she might not be able to help, but you can bet she no longer wants to try.”

Bart stared uncertainly at Tessa and then Cody. “She’s just a kid.”

“And has some very serious skills that no one else has ever seen. She’s been saving everyone around you for days, just like she saved Serus from a silver bolt right before your eyes. Now that you actually have someone who might be able to give your daughter a fighting chance, you tried to kill her father.” Cody was roaring by the time he finished.

Tessa was silent at his side, but the waves of anger washed off her back, replaced by something else.

Anticipation?

He studied her closely. “Tessa?”

“I’m fine,” she said calmly. “But Bart won’t be.”

“Maybe take a look at his daughter while there is still time.” He looked for a softening of her countenance. When there was none, he added, “There might not be anything you can do but…maybe there is. You should find out first.”

“Why?” Her tone was so reasonable and cold, he was at a loss for words.

“In case you can help her.”

“Matters not to Bart’s future.”

Then he got cagey. “Maybe it will. You want him to suffer? Well, what if you save her but kill him, knowing that he’d lost his future with her?”

She shrugged, her hooded, unblinking gaze locked on Bart. A nervous, suddenly worried Bart.

“Can you really help her?” he asked in a low voice.

Cody shrugged. “She won’t know until she tries, and as you can see, she’s not leaning toward trying anything.”

It was painful to watch Bart look for a reverse gear. Now that the possibility had arisen, that his daughter might actually have a chance, he didn’t know how to make it happen.

“Then do it for her sake and not mine,” he said in a deep voice, having dropped all the hatred from his tone. “It was Deanna that did this.”

Silence.

Bart slowly disintegrated. Cody hated to watch it. He understood Tessa’s stance and knew he’d be the same way if it had been his father. The fact that she hadn’t taken Bart out already gave him hope that she could be reached.

The big man, now visibly shaken from being on the verge of being destroyed from the inside out, finally burst out with, “Please. I don’t care what you do to me, but help her.”

Suddenly, as if a switch had been thrown, Tessa walked over to the bed where the young woman lay in a stasis state. She had an IV connected with blood running into one arm, keeping her sustained. From a blood farm most likely. Cody still hated to see it. To see one of his own people like this – it hurt. To know that Deanna had caused this – that was even worse.

He still didn’t trust that bitch but as she wasn’t here to face her actions, he could only hope one of her victims could help the other.

Tessa didn’t do anything for a long moment. Bart shifted uneasily at her side.

“Deanna put her hands on either side of her face and said, ‘You are the One. You are the vessel I need right now.’ And she started doing something to my Lacy. Lacy cried out and told her to stop. She was in such pain and crying out that it hurt too much and to stop. Only Deanna wouldn’t. She said it’s the way it had to be. She’d left it too long. There was stuff that needed to be done. Rulers needed to rule.”

Bart frowned when he finished quoting Deanna, and the anger had returned to his voice. “What ruler? Deanna was no ruler then, and my Lacy is no ruler now. What does any of this have to do with ruling?”

Tessa sighed. In front of them, she reached out and placed a hand on Lacy’s abdomen and lowered her head.

Cody stepped up, wondering what she was doing. Bart crouched beside her.

After a long moment, Bart asked, “Can you help her?”

Tessa slowly shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. In fact, I’m pretty sure this is exactly how Deanna expected her to be.”

Cody started.

“What?”

Bart stepped closer to Lacy’s head. “What do you mean?” he cried. “It was an accident, she said.”

Tessa shook her head. “No, this was no accident. This was a setup right from the start.”

“A setup?” Cody felt stupid, but he didn’t get it. “What are you talking about, Tessa?”

She shook her head and reached out a second hand, which she placed on Lacy’s forehead.

There was a weird static in the air. Enough that the tiny strands of hair around Tessa’s face actually lifted up.

“What’s happening?” Bart cried out behind her as he leaned closer.

“Nothing you need to worry about,” Tessa said. She tilted her head back, her face to the ceiling, and closed her eyes.

Cody could see something happening, but he was lost as to an explanation.

Lacy suddenly arched her back as if a string was pulling her up from her belly.

“Lacy!” Bart reached out to touch her when the invisible cord attached to her snapped and she dropped back to the bed.

She gave a great gulping sound that rattled all the way up her chest then her chest sank down, down, and down.

It never rose again.

“No.” Bart dropped to the floor, sobbing. “Lacy.”

Still shocked at seeing Tessa fail at something – if she’d failed – Cody didn’t know what to say.

Bart looked up, anger and hate back in his eyes.

“You killed her,” he cried. A meaty fist reached out to hit her and came up against something she held in her hand.

The silver bolt she’d pulled from her father’s body.

Bart blew to ash right in front of him.

“What the hell, Tessa?” snapped Cody, stepping back and waving his arms from the explosion in front of him. “What happened?”

Tessa looked up, her gaze going from Bart’s floating remains then back to Cody.

“See, that’s your first misunderstanding.”

“What?” Lord, he felt like something major had just happened, but he didn’t know what. And damn it, he wanted to. He needed to understand.

What the hell was going on here?

“I’m not Tessa.”


Chapter 1
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Cody stared at Tessa/Deanna in horror.

She sniggered. “Yes, it’s me, Cody. Surprise!”

No, not a surprise. Getting an unexpected visitor at your front door was a surprise. Finding an ex-lover unexpectedly in the mall was a surprise. Having a test come back with a perfect score – those were all surprises. This…this was a nightmare of gigantic proportions.

“I guess you figured your little girl could handle anything, right?” Deanna’s voice, half-modified into Tessa’s voice, rolled over Cody in a wave of sickly sweetness.

He couldn’t answer. There was no answer to this. He wanted to leave. Hell, he wanted to puke.

“Well, she can’t. She might be strong, powerful in her own way, but she is not me. And she never will be as strong or as cunning as I am.” And Deanna laughed, that same horrific sound he remembered from before.

Dear God. Where the hell was Tessa? She couldn’t be gone. No, it wasn’t possible. She was too…too what? Innocent? Trusting? Naive? Yes, she’d been all of those things, and look where that got her.

He wasn’t any of those things. And he’d be damned if he let Deanna live while Tessa died.

While Deanna’s laughter mocked him, he reached for the spike he carried in his back pocket.

If it wasn’t his Tessa, it wasn’t going to be anyone.

“Oh, I don’t think so, lover boy.” Deanna lifted her hand and flicked her fingers.

Cody was lifted off his feet and flung back against the wall and held there for a second before being released to do a long slow slide to the floor.

“In case you get any ideas, I suggest you remember that Tessa is still in here. So if you kill me – you kill her.”

Stunned by what had happened, overwhelmed by the ease of how she did it, he could only stare as the door burst open and men raced in, Motre leading the pack.

“Tessa, we need you. Now. Your father…something’s wrong.”

Shit. “Everyone out,” he roared. Motre stood his ground. The others backed away. Cody bolted to his feet and raced in front of Deanna. “Stop. This isn’t Tessa. It’s Deanna.”

The men milled around uncertainly. Motre stepped forward. “What? How can you be sure? We need Tessa. Her father needs her.”

“I hear you, but it’s not that easy.” Cody spun to glare at Deanna. “Give us Tessa back.”

She snorted. “Like he—”

Only to freeze, her eyes going wild, her face twisting into a mad contortion. She tried to move and couldn’t. She tried to move her mouth to say something, but her lips shifted, stopped, wrinkled, and froze.

Cody’s heart flared to life in panic – then in hope.

“Tessa!” he cried. “Yes, fight it. Fight her. Come back to me.”

And not knowing how or why, but understanding she needed something from him, he stepped forward and placed his hand on her forehead and called out to her, “Grab onto me. Use me. Take my hand and come back.”

A weird rent ripped through the air and as if unseen balls were bouncing through the small space into the confines of the room, the air shifted, bounced, turned dark – as if a war was being fought on the inside.

A war he couldn’t see.

But a war he could feel.

Motre whispered at his side. “What the hell…”

“Yeah, my life with Tessa. It gets weirder by the moment.” But he was grinning because he knew Tessa was fighting back. “Come on, Tessa, beat that bitch,” he urged. “Come back to me.”
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That bitch!

Tessa struggled to move but couldn’t… She struggled to force the walls of her sudden prison back and couldn’t… She tried to talk to her jailer…and couldn’t.

Shocked, she slumped in place, her mind reeling over what just happened.

Deanna happened.

Yeah, she understood that. But why? How? And what the hell was Tessa going to do about it?

A tiny fearful part of her mind snaked through her consciousness asking, What can you do about it? She’d been imprisoned by an older, more powerful vampire who’d played a game where she was the only one who knew the rules.

No, Tessa corrected. She’s older, yes. Stronger? Hell no. And neither was she the only one who knew the rules. Sure, she’d created this game, perfected it even. Made the rules up to suit her, but she wasn’t the only one in the know.

Hortran, I need you.

Silence.

Tessa shook her head. No. He wasn’t going to do this to her.

Hortran. Where are you? You promised you’d be here. And I need your help right now.

“I wouldn’t worry about Hortran, child,” Deanna said in a mocking voice. “He is not going to help you.”

Tessa stumbled over hearing Deanna’s voice. She’d heard Tessa calling for Hortran? How did that work? Hortran had said he was there for Tessa. In what way was he actually here? And for who? Tessa or Deanna? Surely, as a ghost, his alliance shouldn’t be just for the person who was doing wrong. That Deanna had been plotting to take over someone younger and prettier in order to live for another thousand years was something Tessa couldn’t quite comprehend yet. She understood wanting to live forever, but what about Lacy then? Why had she needed her? Or had that been part of the smoke hiding Deanna’s true purpose? Or did she need the younger Lacy’s energy for this transfer?

Lacy had been consumed by Deanna’s actions. Had Deanna no compassion, no heart?

Or was she all about revenge? Was this to get revenge on her husband’s killer and everyone else connected to it?

In which case Seth, Tessa’s brother, was in danger. Still, no one knew where he was. If Deanna did…Tessa needed to know what she knew before Tessa shut her up. How, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t going to live like this. Although if this was going to come down to a last man standing type of fight, killing Deanna might very well kill Tessa herself.

Or by killing Deanna, Tessa could end up in control of everything. And if she lost…well. No, it had to end in a good way. Tessa couldn’t live like this. And neither would Cody.

Cody would kill Deanna if Tessa didn’t return.

So not going to happen.

Tessa ignored Deanna’s warning. But how to stop her?

You might as well give it up. I’m in control.

And Deanna laughed.

In fact, I always have been.

Like a chess game, Deanna had been moving the pieces of Tessa’s life in order to win the prize, Tessa’s body.

Tessa sat silent as her mind worked furiously on the problem. Except she was still thinking about all the moves that had put her in this position. Looking for a pattern. A weakness.

Her mind reflected on everything that had happened since meeting Deanna. She’d always believed in Deanna’s good side. Cody hadn’t believed the woman had one. It had been Tessa who’d so staunchly defended the older vamp.

Where did that leave Tessa now, a prisoner? Until when? Till Deanna extracted her revenge? Forever? What was Deanna’s end game? Was it something dynamic or static? Was she out for blood or for the fountain of youth?

And now that she sat in the power position, how likely was she to step down?

Instinctively, Tessa figured that anything Deanna gained, she’d fight to keep. So the first step was to knock this bitch off the perch she sat on and lock her back into place.

Tessa had no idea how to get rid of her permanently at this point. She could hardly kill her. Tessa would have to kill herself for that to be permanent—right? Except Tessa had existed fine without Deanna. And returning to that state sounded perfect right now.

Dying wasn’t in the cards.

Tessa hadn’t worked so hard to live that she was ready to be blindsided by this bitch. No, Deanna might have looked long and hard to find a victim she thought would be perfect for her to take over, but she hadn’t seen who Tessa really was inside. Because she was not the same as anyone else, and she’d be damned if she’d become Deanna’s little pet.

This was her body, her mind, her soul, or whatever the hell people called this consciousness. And she was not going to lose all she’d gained.

She tilted her head back, feeling a rage she’d never experienced before roll through her.

It started at her toes and rolled up in a continuous wave of dark emotion. Her parents had often warned her to not lose her temper, and she’d laughed at them. She didn’t have one. Everyone knew that. She was the mildest-mannered person in the family.

Until now. She could feel the power inside her. She could feel the emotions as it rolled upward in a tsunami of red. Red like she’d never seen before.

It was the anger of righteousness. The anger of injustice. The anger of knowing she’d been shafted even though she’d done everything right.

A rage that once started, unleashed a powerful backlog of emotion from her lifetime…and knowing she could, she tapped the same indignation and injustice in Deanna’s life. As soon as she unlocked that pain, that fear, that hatred of being treated badly, the tsunami increased tenfold to the point she didn’t know where she was or who she was anymore. Images and sounds raged through her as she built up the force. A force she was struggling to contain…and she needed to. She needed to control this. She needed to wield this fury…this energy…that she had such an affinity for and wield it like the pro to take out her opponent and regain what was rightfully hers.

The herculean wash of energy built and built and built as the thousand years of Deanna’s memories poured into Tessa’s psyche. There was no way to resist the pull of this power, more power than she’d ever imagined. There was no way to stop what she’d started.

All she could do was ride the bullish rage and direct it at the one target in her mind.

Deanna.

But where was Deanna?

Inside Tessa. Inside Tessa’s own psyche. But outside of whatever barrier Deanna had erected to keep her inside. Only the barrier no longer existed, the building energy having dissolved that minuscule defense system without even noticing the blip on the screen. Like the tsunami it was, it picked up all things in its path as it moved ever forward.

Relentless.

Unstoppable.

Closing her eyes, Tessa held Deanna in her mind’s eye and concentrated. That bitch might be in here with Tessa, but – in Deanna’s own words – there could be only one.

And she released the final hold restraining the fury and like an arrow pulled back taut, she let loose the rage on her enemy.

And collapsed.

[image: *]*

Goran couldn’t wait for Tessa. She’d arrive as fast as she could to help her father. He knew that. That she wasn’t already here meant she’d found trouble of her own. And that girl could find trouble. How, he didn’t know. He raced down the stairs. Was it safe to go out the front door? Was it even nighttime? Could he fly? He was so twisted around and upset he wasn’t even sure what to do. As long as Serus lived, he’d be fine. But he had to make sure that happened. “Serus old boy, you’ve sure done it this time.”

To his delighted shock, a thin laugh swept through his mind.

I’m going to live. I don’t feel so well at the moment, but I’m sure it’s temporary.

“If you say so.” Goran wasn’t so sure. But the two of them had been through so much and had been close to death several times before. They’d survived then, and they’d survive now.

“Besides, I have to find Rhia.” Serus whispered.

Goran had completely forgotten his friend who was on a quest to save her son. Save Serus’s son. Goran was in doubt about the success of that venture already. It’s not like the boy had been coerced into doing all the shit he’d done. Yet he had been drugged then mind-controlled, so maybe… And what about Goran’s own son? If he could forgive Seth, Serus’s boy, could he forgive his own? Especially now that he was dead and gone?

Tyson had brought pain to a lot of people. Pain with no way to forgive or forget. But he hoped with a little time they could all move forward.

Except Serus needed help first. I’m trying to get Tessa to come and heal you.

“She already did, my friend. She actually pulled silver from my body and stopped the rot at the point of entry.”

Goran shook his head. How is that even possible?

I don’t know. She said something about a mix of energies and that the bullet took some of the leather from my jacket. That plus her abilities seemed to make the difference.

You need rest and time to heal. She’s nuts, but you’re still going to the hospital.

Hate hospitals.

Right, well, that was a slip of a tongue. It won’t be a hospital. I’ll take you to the Council Hall, let the doctors there take a look at you. You can reconnect with Rhia and Sian.

Good, he whispered. I need to find Rhia.

Yeah, Goran winced. Sorry.

I’ll find her. At least there I should be able to track her mentally. I’m no good to my daughter at the moment, so maybe I can help my wife.

Goran glanced out the windows along the long hallway. It was dark enough to fly. That was good. Hang on. We’re going now.

He pushed open the exit door, took a quick look around, then took to the air, easily carrying Serus. They had been surrounded by the enemy earlier but as far as he knew, the skies were free. He only needed a few minutes to get to the Council Hall this way. With any luck, they’d make it without being seen.
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   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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