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About This Book


Sixteen-year-old Tessa finds herself at the center of a war that a violent faction of vampires who want a steady supply of humans to feed from has started. Her boyfriend Jared has been kidnapped by the vicious vamps, and, without the unique genetic abilities the others in her peaceful clan possess, her only option is to rally friends and family to help her rescue him. In the process, they uncover a secret that disrupts everything they’ve ever believed and known.

The youngest of his ancient line, eighteen-year-old Cody, descends from a race of flyer vampires. When Tessa is imprisoned by the vampires holding her boyfriend, Cody’s only thought is getting her back. She’s the kid sister of his best friend…but the conflicting emotions he feels at her plight suggest that maybe she means something more, much more, to him.

Jared assumes his life is forfeit at the hands of the vampires who have nefarious plans for him and the other humans they’ve caged with him. When another clan of vampires rescues him, he’s left with no idea who to trust. The last thing he expects is for the girl he was falling for prior to his kidnapping, Tessa, to be one of the vamps. But, since she’s also imprisoned, does that mean she’s a good one? His life is turned upside-down as his beliefs about the world as he’s always known it are drastically altered.

A war between humans and good and bad vampires is on the precipice of breaking loose all around Tessa, Jared and Cody– a war that promises to show them no mercy.

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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This is the last chapter of book 1, Vampire in Denial. We left Tessa after this point…

Cody strode down the south side of the warehouse at his father’s side. He couldn’t help but feel a little cocky after rescuing his old man. Made him feel like an equal. Ian strode along on the other side of his father, quiet as always. Jewel was almost running at Cody’s other side to keep up. She was one of the rare short vampires. But then Jewel was unique in other ways. Like her coloring. Her hair was more charcoal-colored than jet black.

And Jewel had a big heart. She’d accompanied them on this search to give David’s family time together. He could understand that. He wanted to put some distance between him and Tessa, too.

He was still pissed off over getting hit by her friend Jared. At the same time, he had to admire a guy willing to fight when he was so drugged he could hardly stand. Cody frowned. Jared’s health was in question, if he’d read Rhia’s expression correctly. Tessa would be devastated if anything happened to him at this point.

And Cody wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Tessa was only sixteen…okay, almost seventeen. David had mentioned her upcoming birthday was just a couple weeks away. Was she too young for him? At least right now? With vampires living for centuries, age stopped being a factor once they became adults. Still, Tessa was a long way from being an adult. These last few days, he’d had a chance to understand her, gain some insights into her weird I-want-to-be-human thing she’d had going on before. He figured she’d let most of that go now.

In fact, she looked and acted more like a vampire pureblood than most of them did.

She wore it well. And had she suddenly developed overnight? Where had that figure come from? She almost popped out of her shirt or whatever that thing was called. He’d caught himself watching, waiting for just that to happen. He shook his head. Stupid.

“What’s bothering you?” His father nudged his shoulder.

Like he was going to tell the truth. Cody shrugged. “Just this whole mess. We seriously need to find out what’s going on here and who the ringleaders are.”

“I know. This has Moltere’s touch. But he can’t be working alone. That brings up the possibility of a human accomplice…or many of them. And given the size of the operation, we have to consider that Council members all over the world could also be involved.”

“If it’s that high up, we’re going to have a lot of trouble ferreting out who is involved.”

“I know.”

They arrived at yet another series of doors like the ones where they’d left Tessa’s family. With a grin at the other two, Cody opened the first one with a flourish. And wrinkled his nose. This room resembled a storeroom. Steel drawers and cupboards lined two walls and the temperature was even colder than the rest of the warehouse. Thankfully, there didn’t appear to be any bodies lying around.

Closing it again, he stepped up to the second door.

“My turn.” Goran pushed the door open and frowned. There’d been someone here recently, from the looks of things. It appeared to be some kind of staff break room. Furniture, a small kitchenette. Dirty bottles littered the table. Two doors lined the back walls.

Pushing the door wide enough for everyone else to see, he pointed out the two doors down the back. “We need to check out those.”

Ian and Cody headed to the left door first. A series of bunk beds suggested the room was designated as a sleeping area. It was empty, but clothes lay strewn across bedding. Again, someone had been here recently. The two turned and followed Goran and Jewel into the next room.

Entering, Cody was barely in time to see his father’s face darken as he reached out and bent over the lone sleeper. Cody tried to get closer to see what his father was doing, but before he could shift around his dad’s large frame, Goran straightened, saying, “He’s not going anywhere.”

“Did you kill him?” Cody cast a last look at the male in the bed. Not that he really wanted to know.

“No. Used a special hold on him. He’ll be out for a good many hours. We’ll come back and move him after we do this first sweep.”

Smooth. But then again, Cody hadn’t expected anything else from his old man.

“That leaves the brute still missing and possibly more.”

Leaving the quarters, they systematically went around the warehouse and checked each room for the missing staff member. An hour later, they ended up back where they started, with David and his family.

Cody gave David a high five when they met up. “There’s no sign of the other personnel yet. We need to find them before they can warn the outside world.”

“I’d say that’s probably too late. We haven’t exactly been quiet in here.”

Looking around the small group, Cody frowned and asked, “Where’s Tessa?”

“She’s with Jared. He’s unconscious and Mom’s worried about him.” A weird look came over David’s face.

Cody frowned. “What aren’t you telling me?”

With a shrug, David tried to brush him off.

“No. Tell me. Is he going to make it?” Cody asked.

David leaned in. “Tessa says he looks different than a few days ago. Better. As if he’d been given something to improve him.”

And how was he supposed to take that? Cody studied David’s eyes. “Improve? How?”

“We don’t know. Mom is wondering if there was something odd in the drugs they were giving him. Like an enhancer of some kind.”

“Are you thinking they were doing experiments of some kind? On humans? Oh gross.” Not a thought he wanted to dwell on. “Remember when we were in the monitor room and we saw what appeared to be a couple of vampires suspended? Possibly our missing friend Daren? Jewel thought she saw him, remember? That doesn’t make any sense, right? It’s not like our blood is hard to come by or special or what they want to drink, so…?”

“Right. Then why are they up there?” David stared up at the rows of suspended bodies. “I wonder if they’re being punished? Maybe they found out about this place and threatened to expose it or had invested initially and then wanted out,” he said enthusiastically, warming to his ideas. “This could be a way of keeping them from talking.”

Cody studied the rows. “As much as I don’t want to, maybe we should walk up and down and see if we know any of them.” He almost laughed at the look of revulsion on his friend’s face.

“Yeah, I guess,” David said.

Turning, Cody looked around to get his bearings. “They should be in the corner, according to the monitors we saw. That would make it…” he spun around slowly, trying to place the scene from the monitor with the right area in the room. “It would make it over there.” He pointed to the corner on his left at the far side. “And the more of us that go and look, the better the chance that we might recognize someone.”

“I think our fathers should come take a look. Keep the girls out of this step of the process.”

“Good idea.”

“What’s a good idea?” Serus came up behind them.

Within minutes he was calling Goran over. The four males headed in the direction Cody pointed out. As they walked, Cody tried not to stare. Every person was distorted by the plastic wrapped around them, giving them an unreal, almost un-human aspect. It was more than freaky. It was like a bad science fiction movie.

There had to be dozens of people in every row. His stomach clenched when he did the math. “David, do you realize how many people are hanging here? They couldn’t all have disappeared around the same time.”

“I’m sure they’ve been disappearing, a few here and a few there, for a very long time.” David glanced up, grimaced, and turned his face forward resolutely.

Serus and Goran spoke quietly ahead of them. Cody couldn’t quite hear what they were talking about. Motioning to David, he picked up the pace so the bits of conversation were understandable.

“Moltere dropped off the grid when?”

“Hell if I know. Forty, maybe fifty years ago. After Taz was rescued. But Moltere wasn’t actually seen or recovered during that rescue. He could have disappeared a lot earlier.”

Cody frowned. Damn it. His father always did that. Spoke in half sentences, half thoughts. He glanced around. They should be in the area they’d seen on the monitors.

“Hey. Old guys.”

Both men stopped and spun.

Cody grinned. “At least I have your attention.” At the disgruntled look on their faces, his grin widened. “I think we’re here. You should be looking at these people’s faces to see if you know any of them.”

Everyone turned to study the woman hanging beside them. Cody tried to keep his eyes on her face, but it was hard. There was a lot of skin showing wrapped in bubble wrap or something just as gross, with body fluids pooling off on one side. He gave her face the once over and walked to the next one and the next one.

The bubble wrap made it difficult to tell the vampires apart from the humans. He thought these were all humans. But then how could you tell? Vampires were taller, slimmer, and had a few distinct features, like the eyes and fangs. But everyone here had their eyes and mouths closed. None, however, appeared super tall. He kept walking, his eyes going from face to face.

“I don’t think these are the vampires yet.”

“Nor do I.”

“Then we keep looking.” Cody came to the last one in the row. He studied the wall and the layout. It definitely resembled what they’d seen on the monitor. He backed up until he could see the people hanging at the end of the next row. The last body, a male. was tall.

And a vampire.

An old one at that. He frowned. As vampires could live almost forever, to keep them suspended like this was like a permanent living hell for the vampire in question. Studying the tubing connected to this vampire, Cody realized his blood was heading in a different direction altogether. But why? Who would want it? What were they doing with vampires? Were they harvesting vampires on a regular basis, or was it only those who were in their way? And were they here to keep them from talking…or were they running experiments on them?

A chill ran down his back. Shit. This could be David or him. Or worse– Tessa.

“Dad. Do you know this one?” He stepped out of the way. Both elders stepped forward to get a better look. Cody watched his father’s face, saw the color leach from his already-white skin, and saw him spread his legs in a wider stance as if he was trying to recover from a blow.

“Oh no.”

“Who is he?” David walked around Cody to take a closer look, then shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know him.”

“It’s Moltere. The man we thought was behind all this.”

“What?” Cody and David turned to stare at the plastic-wrapped legend. “Tessa said we shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Looks like she was right again. So if he isn’t behind this mess, then who is?”

“That’s what we need to find out.”

David said, “Maybe he started it and had a falling out with his partners?”

“If this is what happens to anyone who crosses them, then we’d better not get on their bad side,” Serus said, half joking.

There was nothing funny about this, though. Cody frowned, “Too late. We already are.”
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Tessa sat on the side of Jared’s bed. He was pale and lifeless, but it was the sudden lack of vitality that worried her the most. His cheeks sagged like his skin was a size too big for him. He’d looked pretty good when they’d first seen him, but now it was as if the life was slowly dripping out of him. Mom had said something about the nutrients keeping him in good shape, but without them…

Whatever it was, this aged version no longer looked like Jared.

She sniffled again. Then she shook her head. What a maudlin teenager she was turning out to be. She didn’t like that at all. She sniffled harder and wiped her eyes. Straightening her back, she took another quick glance at her mother, whose head was tilted toward her father in deep discussion. Her dad had arrived just a moment ago, a wild look on his face. Her mother had raced over and they’d been there ever since.

As much as she wanted in on it, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know more. This had been an unbelievable couple of days.

Her guilt had subsided– but not abated. She hoped Jared made a full recovery. She knew now she wasn’t responsible for his getting kidnapped, and honestly, she didn’t know that anyone could have found him any faster– but still, her people had done this to him.

Her mother came over. “Tessa, do you want to lie down here for a bit? Help is on the way, but they’re going to be a couple of hours yet.”

Tessa cringed. “No. I don’t want to sleep in this place. It gives me the creeps.” All she saw when she closed her eyes was that damn tubing running through every person, pumping out their life force. She couldn’t imagine a worse type of existence.

“Oh honey. You’re safe now. No one is going to get you here.” She brushed Tessa’s long hair off her face. “I love what you did with your hair. Did I tell you that?”

“No. The last time…didn’t you ask what happened to my beautiful hair?” Tessa grinned at the pinched look she got in return.

“Yes, well, I think that’s when I was looking at my daughter’s beautiful black hair bleached white.”

“Oh. I thought it was the length.”

Her mother looked puzzled for a moment. Then her eyes widened and she came rushing around the end of the bed. “You didn’t cut it, did you?”

“Just kidding, Mom.” Tessa laughed out loud. It felt good to find something humorous among the living dead here. “I didn’t cut it. I wouldn’t.”

“Damn right.” Rhia sniffed and walked back toward Serus, who stood guard at the entrance. “I’m going to discuss strategy with your father. You get some rest. Sleep or not, but at least lie down. There are plenty of beds here; you might as well use them.”

Tessa considered the rows of empty beds. She was tired. There wasn’t anything more she could do at this point. And there were plenty of vampires here to watch over Jared. It honestly felt like a major crash-and-burn session had hit her, with the crash part winning.

She studied Jared’s face. He didn’t look like he’d be coming around any time soon. How they were going to move him and all these other people was beyond her.

“Maybe I should. Just for a minute.” She walked along the long line of beds, then chose one across from Jared. She didn’t want to be where she could be seen from the warehouse or where she could see who and what hung there. What a horrible last vision to take into her dreams.

She stretched out and closed her eyes.
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Cody walked over to where the adults were deep in discussion. “How long will it take for the teams to get here?”

“Probably another hour, possibly two. We’ve connected with Sian and Taz. They’re sending an assessment team in first to determine what needs to be done, followed closely by medical teams and equipment.”

“Right. That could take a bit.” He turned his back on the macabre scene. He had enough visions to last for a long time. “There isn’t much we can do now, is there?”

“Be careful. Just because we couldn’t find anyone else doesn’t mean there aren’t any others– waiting for an opportunity to pick us off one by one. Everyone needs to stay together, at least in pairs.”

“Speaking of everyone, where’s Tessa?”

“She’s lying down, exactly as I ordered.” Rhia frowned. “She’s exhausted.”

Serus patted her arm. “She’ll be fine. She comes from good stock.”

“That may be, but she’s only a girl. She shouldn’t be exposed to horrors like this at her age.” She rubbed her eyes. “I hate what she’s gone through.”

“So do I. However, it’s happened, and she’s come out a trooper. She’s really come into herself over this. I wouldn’t want to have cheated her of that.” Serus snagged her shoulder in a quick hug.

Rhia looked up at him and smiled slowly. “She did well, didn’t she?”

“Yes, she did.” He smiled proudly down at her.

Cody couldn’t help adding. “She’s really grown these last couple of days. It’s been amazing to see.”

“Thank you, Cody. For helping her and believing in her.”

Not used to compliments, Cody felt something uncomfortable crawl across his skin. He turned away mumbling, “No problem.”

He headed back to the sick room to check on Tessa and Jared.
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Tessa couldn’t sleep. She kept thinking about needles and tubing and blood. So much blood. Once, she’d opened her eyes thinking she’d heard Jared and had sat up, but there hadn’t appeared to be any change in him. After a moment, she lay back down. The room was otherwise empty. Her friends and family stood just around the corner. She could hear their voices, a distant murmur, but normal sounding.

Everything was fine.

She yawned. Grabbing the folded blanket off the end of the bed, she threw it across her legs and pulled it up to her shoulders. Her clothing shifted every time she tried to get comfy.

This time when she closed her eyes, she slept.

Once again she dreamed. She dreamed of her blanket being pulled back. Of a needle being slipped into her arm and of a piece of tubing being attached. She stretched out her arm and the tubing dangled down on the bed. Drip, drip, drip went the drugs into her veins. Her dreams took her deeper and deeper.
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Cody rounded the open doorway and found Jared sleeping, if that’s what you called sleeping– more like being comatose– on the bed on the right. He walked over to him and stared down at the slack face. So this was Tessa’s friend. His competition.

He straightened and snorted. This sack of meat was no competition for him. Disgusted and more than a little concerned that he’d even had that thought, he turned around to search for Tessa. Only she wasn’t there.

Hadn’t her mom said she came in to lie down? Tessa had already proven she didn’t take orders well. Puzzled, he walked down the center aisle. At the end of the room, he turned around and walked back. As he approached Jared again, he frowned. One bed had a blanket tossed to the floor. A series of indents showed on the sheets of the still-made bed.

Just then, Rhia came in.

“Where did you say Tessa was?” Cody asked her, an inkling of worry attaching itself to his spine.

“In here.” She stopped, put her hands on her hips, frowned, and looked around. “She was right there on that bed beside you. I saw her just a moment ago. She didn’t go past me. We’ve been standing here at the doorway the whole time.”

Cody pointed to the blanket on the floor. “Was this here before?”

She shook her head slowly. “No.” She hurried over. “She was lying here with the blanket pulled up to her shoulders.” She walked to the front of the bed. “Where is she?”

Bending down, Cody picked up a plastic tip. Like the kind that protected the end of a needle. Worry turned to fear. “Look what I found.”

Rhia stared at it uncomprehendingly. Then her eyes widened, fear turning them to dark obsidian. “Please no.”

Cody stared at the piece of plastic, unable to look away. Just the thought of a needle being used on Tessa made his heart pound in fear. Who knew what they’d do to her?

“Dear God, I hope not,” he whispered. He spun around. There was a door at the end of the room. They’d checked it earlier. He thought it was just a supply cupboard. But it was the only other way for Tessa to have left this room…willingly or not. He raced toward it, calling over his shoulder, “Go get the others.”

“Oh, my God!” Rhia raced out to get help.
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Tessa opened her eyes. The first thing she saw was the tube in her arm. She frowned, blinked several times to clear her vision, and then reached for the tubing. Her hand touched the needle taped to her wrist– her eyes widened in comprehension. She tried to close her fingers around the needle to pull it free. Her fingers didn’t want to work.

Drugs dripped steadily into her arm. Pulling at her, drawing her down, deeper and deeper.

Oh, dear God, no!

She screamed– endlessly– soundlessly– in her mind.


Chapter 1
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Shit happened. But why did it always happen to her?

Tessa rolled over for the umpteenth time as nausea washed up the back of her throat. Dry heaves wracked her spine as her body tried to rid itself of the drugs coursing through her arm. She made a feeble attempt to wipe her mouth with the corner of the sheet. The bedding was going to need to be changed soon. How could she still have anything left inside to throw up?

“Hey, no more of that,” snapped the disgusted voice beside her. “What the hell is wrong with her? None of the others ever puked like her. It’s gross.”

She shuddered at the gravelly voice and hard arms that twisted and yanked her around. Why couldn’t they leave her alone and let her sink back into nothingness? Huge hands gripped her shoulders and held her head off the side of the bed as she gagged yet again. Cold, exhaustion, and drugs had stolen her voice.

If it weren’t for her mixed vampire heritage, she’d have been unconscious since the beginning. They obviously didn’t know about her and her unique genetics, or they’d have used different drugs. And as much as she’d welcome oblivion, she needed her wits about her.

Her family had to know she was missing by now.

Surely, they’d be here soon.

Wherever here was…
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Cody watched, his fists clenched and his spine rigid, as both Tessa’s father and his father argued about how to proceed. Time was racing by. Tessa had to have been missing for at least a half hour already. They should be out searching by now.

“Hey, will you two stop it?”

Rhia, Tessa’s mother, placed a calming hand on his forearm. “You know this is how they work best.”

“This isn’t working at all.” Cody shot her a look of outrage. Turning back to the two tall ancient vampires in stark black, he called out, “Hey elders.”

They ignored him.

“Serus and Goran?”

Still he couldn’t stop their argument.

With that, his frustration peaked. He screamed, “Hey, old guys!”

Silence. Both elders spun on their heels. Shocked and irate, they glared at Cody. Rhia choked back a snicker. Serus frowned at her before turning his icy stare on Cody. Drawing himself up to his full height, the elder looked down his long nose and opened his mouth to speak.

Cody’s father jumped in ahead of him. “Did you just call me old?”

“Hell, yes. You are old. You’re also wasting time. Tessa has been kidnapped from right under our noses, and once again, you two are more concerned with winning an argument than you are about her fate.”

Rhia gasped.

Too bad that Cody was long past caring about other peoples’ reactions. This war had changed him. It had changed all of them. And it was just gearing up.

Tessa’s mother was a good person, but she was all about her Serus. Goran, Cody’s own father, was too protective and focused on him.

“That’s a terrible thing to say.” Rage contorted Serus’s face.

“Is it?” Cody asked, his lips curling into a sneer. “I don’t mean you don’t care, but Tessa was right. You’re all talk and no action.” Straightening up and putting his hands on his hips, he added, “Now she’s the one in trouble, and I won’t let you get sidetracked.”

The stuffing went out of Serus. His shoulders slumped. His skin sagged, and he seemed to age under Cody’s reproachful gaze. “The team will be here in twenty minutes. I can’t leave the kids here. Goran, please take the others. Go find my little girl.”

Rhia gripped Serus’s arm. “I’ll stay. You go find our daughter.”

“That isn’t going to work.” He pinched his lips together. “I can’t leave you alone in case there are more of these assholes around. I can’t leave any of the kids here, either. No. Everyone else go. As much as I wouldn’t admit it at any other time, Goran is the best flier, and he’ll cover more ground faster.”

“Goran,” Rhia’s bottom lip trembled. “Please find my daughter. I need to stay here for Jared. He’s too sick to travel, and I don’t dare leave him. Besides, one adult needs to be here with the others.”

“All right,” With a gentleness that Cody had rarely seen before, his father wrapped Rhia in a tight hug. “Cody and I will fly out and see if they’ve left any trace. There could be another level to this building, too. Maybe we can split up the others and send half of them to search for Tessa.” He turned as if to leave.

Cody caught him before he’d taken a full step. “There’s another place I want to check out.” He spun around. “At the time I had assumed it just led to more storage space, but now…” Glancing back at his father, he added, “Why don’t you fly alone and see what you can find? You might see a vehicle. They can’t have gone too far. Besides, one flier will attract less attention.”

David walked over. “What are you thinking, Cody?”

“I’m thinking she’s been stashed somewhere close by. I don’t think they could’ve taken her very far in the time we’ve missed her. It’s possible she’s still inside this warehouse… or in the mausoleum above ground.”

With a sharp nod, David said, “I agree. Let’s break into groups, with one staying here. Another will go up, and the last one will head out to search the lower levels.”

“Good plan.” Serus stepped in. “David and Jewel, search the house. Cody, you stay here with Rhia and search with Ian. Goran, if you wouldn’t mind doing an aerial search, and everyone should check back within, say…” he checked his watch, “an hour. That should be enough time to figure out which way they might have taken my daughter.”

Spinning around, Cody nodded to Ian, then led the way out of the room. Finally, there was some action. But damn it, why hadn’t they done this ten minutes ago? Not wanting to waste any more time, he headed toward the door he vaguely remembered seeing.

“Hey, wait up,” Ian called. “Jesus, slow down. Geez, you’re as bad as your father. He’s always racing around at top speed.”

“I can’t.” Cody slowed down just long enough for Ian to catch up. “Tessa’s running out of time.”

“I know there were a couple of smaller doors we didn’t open, but at the time, we assumed they weren’t important.” At Cody’s hard look, he quickly added, “But we will now.”

“Damn straight. Tessa led us here to find Jared. We’re not losing her, too.” Worry ate at him. Poor Tessa.

They walked hard and fast toward the room where they had last seen Tessa.

By keeping his gaze forward, Cody could almost avoid the sight of the hundreds of bodies hanging in their macabre midair dance. All of the victims were blind and mute in the face of their fate– and yet, still alive. He slowed. He sure hoped they had no idea of their fate.

Ian spoke up, “Funny how this all came about. Look at us. We’re fighting a war we didn’t even know existed, and all because Tessa went to a friggin’ movie where her date got kidnapped.”

As much as Cody hated to dwell on Tessa’s date with Jared, he couldn’t deny the sequence of events that had led to this mess. Tessa had fought her parents and the Vampire Council, then went and looked for Jared on her own when she couldn’t drum up help. In the process, she’d transformed herself from a naive schoolgirl into a classy vamp.

He shook his head, remembering how his blood had fired up at the first sight of the mysterious vampire who’d walked so confidently through the Vampire Council gathering. Christ, she’d been hot. Every male eye had turned her way. He’d followed her out of the house, questioned her, and then let her go. Only something about her had been hauntingly familiar.

Then he’d seen her signature crab hop up in the trees and had realized the truth. His heart had recognized the true Tessa, but his hormones had been sidelined by her hot new look. His mind hadn’t been able to reconcile the two parts. Even now, he was still trying to figure out just who and what she’d become. And he desperately wanted a chance to find out.

He had to find her.

His jaw clenched. He just wanted a couple of minutes alone with the damned asshole who had snatched her up while she’d slept. She must have been so exhausted after days of hunting and eventually finally finding Jared that nothing could have woken her.

The asshole who did this to her had a surprise coming. Tessa was his, damn it. And he wasn’t about to let anyone else have her.

He stopped, and Ian slammed into him.

“Hey, what the hell….?” Ian peered around the corner.

Cody shook his head. “Sorry,” he muttered, rushing forward again. His own thoughts about Tessa had shocked him. He’d never thought about a girl like that before. At sixteen, Tessa had been his best friend’s kid sister– up until now, that is.

They reached the door. It seemed harmless, like all the rest. Cody sniffed the air. An odd scent lingered. Someone had been this way recently, but who knew how recently? He jerked the door open.

A staircase. With an excited look at Ian, he started down into the darkness.
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David raced up the long white hallway that would take them to the surface with his father and Goran. Jewel had elected to stay with his mom.

“Do you think Tessa could still be here?” he asked. His kid sister had really showed her colors these last couple of days, and damn– he was proud of her. To think someone had taken her now, from right under their noses, bit into his gut like he wanted to bite into the asshole responsible. She didn’t deserve this. But then, the thousand or more people suspended like never-ending blood bottles in that warehouse didn’t deserve their fate either.

“I hope so. Finding her outside could be brutal.”

Glancing up at his father, David asked, “Didn’t you put some kind of electronic tracker on us when we were little?”

Serus half laughed. “We tried, but we found it hard to justify the problems the electronics stirred up in your systems. The devices were meant for humans, and your bodies fought the implants. Tessa’s reaction was the worst. Her body kept trying to get rid of it. She went through a bad time until we had it taken out.”

He exchanged a grim look with Goran. “Too bad she reacted that way.”

They passed by several doors in the empty hallway.

Goran slapped his best friend on the shoulder. “We’ll find her. She might even get free before then. She’s got gumption, that girl. And she has brains as well.”

David grinned as they went through the last of the doors and finally reached the weird garage floor thing they’d found when they’d first arrived. He couldn’t help remembering it was Tessa and Cody who’d figured out how the entire floor lowered. He hoped the three of them would be able to figure out how it worked. That would be their last hurdle before reaching the surface.

They studied the mechanism at the far end of the loading area. Both elders looked over David’s shoulder.

“How does it operate?” his father asked.

“Cody did something like this.” David put his hand on the metal plate and pushed hard. Instantly, the entire wooden floor rose up slowly. He grinned. “Easy.”

Within minutes, the mechanism ground to a halt at the top. The windows were so dirty he couldn’t tell how much light shone outside. Was it day or night? The three men walked forward cautiously.

Daylight.

Shit.


Chapter 2
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Tessa lay quietly on her side. Her guards sat on the other end of the room. Every once in a while, one of them would walk over and poke her. She hadn’t reacted since regaining consciousness. She needed time. Time to think. To plan. To escape.

She’d seen no sign of her mom or her dad, or David and Cody. She vaguely remembered lying down on a bed across from Jared to grab an hour or two of sleep. The extraordinary physical exertion she’d expended would have dropped a human a long time ago, but not her. Then again, she wasn’t exactly human. Neither was she a vampire. Her weird throwback genes had left her suspended somewhere in between.

As far as she could tell, she was alone in this room except for the guards. When she’d woken, only one had been there. A second one had arrived about an hour ago, while she was tossing her cookies. Or she would have been, if she’d had any cookies left in there. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten– another symptom of her mixed heritage. She needed food. If she could find nothing else, blood would do. And she had to have nothing else available for her to drink that.

Now David, her brother, loved blood. In slushies, in coolers, even mixed with juice. Tessa cringed at the memories. Where was David? And Cody?

Her heart hiccupped at the thought of her brother’s best friend. Cody, tall and dark like all vampires, was one of the ancient ones. And like his father, he was a flier. His sideways grin and the flash of sheer animal magnetism in his eyes were what had caught her attention. And she didn’t even know how or when.

Somehow in these last few days, Cody had gone from simply being her irritating older brother’s best friend to something so much more. She just didn’t know what yet.

But she desperately wanted to.

She definitely didn’t want to spend the rest of her life hanging like a side of beef.

The men’s voices rose. Closing her eyes, Tessa tried to hear what they were saying. The first voice belonged to the new guy.

“You shouldn’t have taken her. She’s gonna be trouble.”

“She’s already trouble. And what was I supposed to do? These interfering SOBs came in like they owned the place and grabbed everyone. I heard one of them on the phone calling in a team.”

Tessa gasped softly. He’d been there, where the rest of them were, listening in. She remembered him as being huge. Every time she’d tried to fight him off, she’d felt as if she was trying to arm wrestle a tank. She didn’t even know if he was a vampire. Although given the circumstances, he had to be. Or maybe he was that new breed Cody had mentioned– a turned vampire. They had been outlawed centuries ago. Yet so had attacking humans, for that matter. Thanks to that, the two species had co-existed peacefully for over a century– until now.

“Yeah. See, that’s the part I really don’t like. I get that they aren’t our people,” the first man said. “So who are they? Council members? Not our Council members, obviously. And why are they here? How’d they find this place, anyway?”

Tessa’s hopes plummeted at the words ‘our Council members’. Talk about betrayal at the highest level. Wait until she told the elders.

“Let’s ask her, okay? Right now.”

An alarming silence fell over the room, followed by scrapes and bangs from the men rising and pushing back their chairs.

Tessa froze, her heart sliding up the back of her throat as they walked closer.
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Cody paused in the stairway for Ian to catch up. The steps appeared to go on forever. That they were hundreds of feet below ground gave the flier in him claustrophobia. It was as if the ground was pressing down on him and the air was thicker and heavier.

“Why did you stop?” Ian peered around his shoulder to see. “Does this thing ever quit?”

“It has to somewhere. I can’t imagine why we’re still going down. Why would anyone build something like this? You’d think they had enough space all around without carving deeper into the rocks.” Cody smoothed a hand over the stone wall next to him, so cold it appeared almost moist. “How deep underground do you think we are?”

“Who knows?”

“Let’s keep going. It can’t be too much further.” Cody continued his mad dash down into the darkness, grateful for his vampire vision that allowed him to see through the blackness. “They must be vampires to work down here without lights.”

“Or there could be lights. It’s not like we looked.”

True enough. Ten more minutes of continuous descent left him dizzy. The air had chilled, and he could almost feel a breeze. That had to mean there was access to fresh air.

Then, without warning, the stairs ran out and Ian slammed into him. Cody grabbed the railing, teetering on the bottom step.

“What the hell?” Ian asked, peering over his shoulder.

“Exactly!”

Water rushed up against the bottom stair, reaching hungrily for Cody’s boots.

“Where’d this come from?” Ian asked.

Cody shrugged. Who knows? Geography wasn’t exactly his thing. Did underground rivers even come under that heading? Who cares? Careful to keep his balance, Cody grasped the corner of the wall and stretched around to see what else was down below. Nothing. Only gleaming, rippling water. No movement, no exit. Nothing.

“It looks like this is the end of the road,” he said.

“That so doesn’t make sense. All this way for water?” Ian squeezed up beside him and looked around, too. “There’s some kind of light up ahead. Might be an entrance.”

“Why would there be an entrance down here? We must’ve come down a mile of stairs.”

“Not likely.” Ian scoffed. “It just seemed that far because we were going straight down. Think about the location of the house above us. It’s perched up high on a hill. Chances are, this is even with the ground level before the road starts to climb up. This could actually be an outside entrance or even a bolthole for people trying to escape.”

“An exit they could’ve used to haul Tessa out of here?”

“I doubt it.” Ian shook his head. “She’s no small child to carry down these stairs. That’s a long distance, and there’s no way to know how deep this water might be.”

Cody’s heart lightened. “I wonder if we should walk out in it a bit just to make sure.”

Ian groaned. “Feel free, but there’s no way I am going to do that. Can’t you fly down the passage? I’ll stay here, and you can just swoop down to make sure we know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

“I don’t know. I barely have enough room for me to open my wings, much less extend them properly. I’m more likely to end up swimming.”

Cody studied the space. He could barely make out the far wall. And the ceiling dropped, so he wouldn’t be able to get much height. The water
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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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