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DESCRIPTION


Warrior Series Book 1 


Some Secrets can be Lethal — From the outside looking in, Alex Deveraux has it all; a loving family, a business empire, and a bright future. But, the Deveraux family has secrets — deadly secrets. And those secrets have finally caught up to Alex. Caught between two realities, she is forced into a world she never knew existed and a destiny she never wanted.

Get ready to enter a world of darkness, secrets, and deadly destinies. Alex Deveraux has lived a normal life with her loving family oblivious to her true lineage. But, when she loses her parents, she discovers a secret that will change her life forever. Alex is half-human, half-fae — and, she’s now the reigning fae queen.  As if that wasn’t enough, her people are at war with the vampires and the bloodsucking king wants her dead. Alex must face her fears, take control of her destiny, and learn to trust new allies. Will she rise to the challenge and save her people, or will her enemies succeed in destroying her family — and her entire kingdom? If you enjoy a hidden world of fantasy mixed with real-world drama, you'll love Dusk — a thrilling ride of danger, romance, and self-discovery.
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This book is dedicated to my loving husband; 

My own personal Warrior.

Without his love and encouragement,

The world would never have known this story
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Dear Reader…

This series began with an idea — Seven warriors, an unsuspecting queen and a close knit circle of family and friends.  Throw in an evil homicidal sibling, disfunction, danger, and gradually the participants became friends.  The characters, the world, the entire series will always hold a special place in my heart because it was the beginning. Dusk is the first book in the series, but it is also the start of my professional writing career.  Many characters are introduced in this first installment, many go on to star in their own story later in the series.  They all got into my head and wouldn’t leave until I completed the saga.

In this book, you will discover the magical world, hidden in plain sight, just as Alex does — bit by bit. She’s beautiful, independent, brilliant and just a little insecure.  Experience a rollercoaster journey of love, tragedy, magic and mayhem as seven warriors join forces with unlikely allies to save the community they were created to protect.  This is a progressive series and must be read in order to understand the plot.  Will they succeed, or will dangerous secrets destroy them all from within?  Continue reading to find out.

Final Thought and a request… As an author, reviews are an essential part of marketing.  It would really help me out if you could take a minute to share your thoughts and impressions on the eBook site where you purchased this book.  I look forward to hearing what you have to say.  

Best wishes and happy reading!
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Chapter One




Alex stared out the side window of the taxicab, subconsciously listening to the thump, thump of the tires as they traveled across the bridge. The drizzle of rain that was falling as she left the airport had turned into a downpour. Somehow, that seemed appropriate. She’d been operating on autopilot, going through the motions; but not really aware of her surroundings since she got the call from her stepbrother, Thomas. It was all so surreal. Her stepfather, the only father she’d ever known, was dying. 

So many memories flashed through her mind. She hadn’t known her biological father. She refused to refer to him as her “real” father as many did because Luke had been her father since she was seven. In every sense of the word, Luke Deveraux was her real father. Something had just clicked the moment they met. It was easy for her to understand why her mother fell so hard and fast for the man. Alex never felt like an unwanted addition, or a burden he had to carry to be with her mother. Luke accepted and loved Alex from the beginning, and she loved him with all her heart. How was she going to function without him? He was her rock, the one steady aspect of her life — and he was dying. How did this happen? Thomas said he’d been attacked in an alley after leaving the office. But who would attack Luke? He often worked on big, top-secret projects. Had a competitor attacked him? A random mugging? Thomas was vague, almost secretive. He was probably just in shock. She certainly was. He was in shock and would fill in the details later. 

Lucius “Luke” Deveraux was a powerful man, one of the wealthiest men in the nation. So many people depended on him. He wasn’t just head of Deveraux Industries; he was involved in every aspect of the company. He was intimately involved with each new project. With this power came responsibility. How many times had Luke lectured her on safety and responsibility? He wasn’t a careless man. He wasn’t a vulnerable man. How did he get injured in an alley of all places? It just didn’t make any sense.

Alex suddenly realized the taxi was no longer moving. She glanced up and discovered the driver had exited the car. Dazed, she pivoted to look out the side window, the hospital loomed in the darkness. Resigned, she took a deep breath and opened the door. The driver had already retrieved her bag from the trunk and was standing under the awning next to the hospital entrance. She collected her luggage, paid the driver, and walked through the automatic door. 

The first thing she noticed was a group of reporters hovering at the reception desk. Alex was grateful Thomas had provided Luke’s room number. The last thing she wanted to deal with right now was a mob of reporters. Word was obviously out about Luke Deveraux. She quickly slipped into an open elevator and pressed the button that would take her to Luke’s floor. The instant the doors opened, she rushed into the foyer and made her way down the long corridor. She spotted the correct room number but was stopped by a nurse as she approached Luke’s door. After providing her name and relationship, the nurse finally allowed her to enter. The woman was annoying, but Alex was grateful for the security.

Alex paused just inside the small room and took a few seconds to settle and recover her composure. The lights were dim, but she spotted Luke immediately. He was stretched out on the bed, quiet and still. There were so many machines hooked up to him and; even from this distance, she could see how battered and bruised he was. Alex had never seen her father look so fragile. She quickly blinked back the liquid that was starting to pool behind her lids. She had to be strong. She could fall apart later. Right now, she needed this time with her father. Alex silently walked across the room to a chair positioned next to the bed. Luke hadn’t even stirred. She sat down and gently picked up his hand. Again, she had to blink back tears; but, she was determined to get through this without crying. When she felt Luke squeeze her hand, she looked up to see he was watching her. He was giving her comfort, how typical. She gave him what she knew was a pitiful smile and leaned over to kiss him softly on the cheek. 

Luke reached up and gently brushed her cheekbone with the tip of his thumb. “Hi princess,” he whispered. “I’m glad you were able to get here. I’ve missed you terribly.”

Alex swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’ve missed you, too. I thought about you and Thomas every day. I didn’t think I was ready to come home yet. Now, I wish I had never left.”

“You needed to get away for a while. We understood. Don’t ever regret doing what you needed to do to heal. If I could have run away for a while, I would have. Unfortunately, I had to stay and run the company.” Luke paused and looked out the window. “There are so many things you will need to know. Things I should have talked to you about sooner; but, I always thought there was plenty of time.” His voice was just a whisper now. He sounded so weak.

“Don’t talk,” Alex whispered. “You need your rest.”

Luke looked back and focused on Alex. “There’s no time for rest. Life is going to change for you. My little princess...” He reached up and brushed a tear away. 

Alex hadn’t realized she was crying. 

“I know you’ll be strong and brave. You’ll need to be, your very life depends on it. Don’t get too angry with Thomas. I know you think your overprotective father has rubbed off on your older brother; but, we mean well. There are so many things you don’t know about our lives. I’m afraid I have failed you. I haven’t prepared you for what’s coming.”

Just then, Alex noticed movement in the doorway and watched, amazed when Thomas walked in. Over the past year, he had changed a lot — Alex couldn’t believe how strong and masculine he’d become. Thomas was always good looking, he was always stout, but now he was a force to be reckoned with. He was the spitting image of his father. 

Thomas squatted and took her into his arms. “He’s been holding on for you,” he leaned forward and gently kissed her. “I don’t think he has much time left.” He turned to his father as he straightened. “I don’t want to hear any more about failures from you. You’re the last person that should be lamenting over what you did or didn’t do. What you did was love and protect your family. I talked to Jake, by the way. He told me the real story, filled in all the holes. He explained the things you left out. You should have let me go with you.”

Luke winced. “I told him to keep his trap shut about that. I shouldn’t be surprised. Jake never could keep anything from you kids. Thomas, we both know you have a temper. Promise me you’ll keep it in check. You’re going to need your wits about you. No revenge, that’s what got me into trouble.  Please think with your mind and heart, not with your temper.” The last words were almost a croak. Luke was so weak, but he insisted on pushing himself. 

Thomas walked to the other side of the bed and took his father’s hand. “Dad, you’re a great father and a great man. You’ve taught us well. Don’t worry about me, or Alex. We’ll be fine. We know how to protect ourselves and we have the others. Everything is going to be okay; I promise.” He reached up and brushed back his father’s hair, then kissed him on the cheek. “Rest now, stop holding on for us and say hello to Marlena. I’m sure she’s anxiously waiting to see you again.”

At the mention of her mother’s name Alex shot a look at Thomas. He studied her for a long moment, his eyes never leaving hers. He seemed to be telling her to say goodbye. Alex looked down at Luke, fragile, breathing in gasps. He too was watching her, needing her to confirm she was going to be okay. She leaned down and hugged her father tightly. “I love you so much!” She cried. So much for keeping it together until she left. Tears rolled down her cheeks one after the other. “You have always been my hero. You always will be. And, just for the record, you were never a failure at anything, especially a father. Thomas is right. It’s time for you to rest. Tell mama I miss her. It’s good to know that soon you’ll have that special spark back in your eyes. The one that’s been missing since mama passed away. I know you two will be together again. At least that gives me comfort.”

Luke’s hand tightened around hers and Thomas’. “My wonderful, special kids. You both make me proud. I pray you’re strong enough to weather the coming storm. Take care of each other. I love you both so much.” The last came out as a croak. Luke closed his eyes, and his hands went limp. Alex fell on top of Luke’s chest and wept. She looked up and saw that tears were running down Thomas’ face as well. The machines started beeping and nurses quickly entered the room pushing them aside. Alex walked over to Thomas and collapsed into his arms. They walked out of the hospital in silence, leaning on each other for strength.










  

  
Chapter Two




As they walked through the doors of the big house, Alex struggled to keep herself together. Nothing had really changed since she’d left, but then, she hadn’t expected it to. The spacious foyer was as elaborate as always, sparkling marble floors led to the grand staircase, and expensive art covered the walls. Thomas set Alex’s bag on the floor and headed for the library. 

“I need a drink, how about you?” he asked.

Alex wasn’t up for conversation. All she wanted to do was get to her room and fall apart. “I think I’ll go straight up and have a hot bath and a good cry,” she replied. 

Thomas stopped in the doorway to the library. He looked over his shoulder at Alex and noticed how pale and worn out she looked. He had a lot of things he needed to talk to her about; but, it could wait. “Don’t worry about your luggage. I’ll take it to your room. Marta took care of everything. She’s been looking forward to seeing you again — buzzing around the house like a bee, ever since I told her you were coming. I’m sure everything is perfect as usual. If you don’t feel up to company tonight, just go straight to bed after your bath. I’ll see you in the morning.” He turned back with a faint smile, walked to her, and kissed her on the forehead. “Goodnight, Alex. The circumstances suck, but I really am glad you’re back. We’ve all missed you around here.”

Alex nodded and sprinted up the stairs. Once in her room, the tears began to fall. She walked slowly to the adjourning bathroom and began to fill the tub. As she listened to the hot water flowing, she walked around the room lighting candles. Then she closed the door and shut off the lights.

The instant she slipped into the tub, she began to think of her life with Luke, Thomas, and her mother. Life in this house. She really had felt like a princess here. She could admit it. She was spoiled and protected. Most of all, she was loved. Her parents, and even her brother, had made sure every day of her life was happy and carefree. She closed her eyes and let the tears flow.



      [image: image-placeholder]Alex woke slowly the next morning. She still felt groggy and a little depressed. The thought of getting up and trying to get through the day was a bit overwhelming. With a sigh, she shoved away the comforter and sat on the edge of the bed. She needed coffee. If she consumed copious amounts of caffeine, maybe she could stay busy enough to keep the depression at bay.

With a sigh, she slowly stood and walked into the bathroom. One look in the mirror and Alex realized it would take more than coffee to make her look human again. She’d definitely had a rough night, and it showed. Once she’d slipped into the hot bath, she stopped fighting her emotions. The more she thought about the old days, the more her tears flowed. She knew she’d been lucky. She’d grown up with loving parents who had the means to give her a great life. They had all been so happy once.  Nothing was ever going to be the same again. She was essentially an orphan. Her parents were gone. True, she still had Thomas and she was grateful for him. But, she’d lost both her parents in such a short amount of time. She supposed that at any age that left a hole, an empty space that could never be filled. Her parents would never be there for her again. 

She wasn’t anxious to get married or anything — what a terrifying thought. She and relationships did not mix well. However, last night she realized she would have no one on that special day. The thought made her even more depressed. No mother to fuss over her, no father to give her away. Enough Alex, she thought. Keep walking this path and you’re going to be a basket case for months. You have things to do. First coffee, then a shower. 

Hopefully, the hot water would rejuvenate her and she could get to work on funeral arrangements. Luke had so many friends, employees, and acquaintances as well as the media and politicians. Planning his funeral was going to be monumental. It had to be perfect. She wanted to honor the man who meant so much to so many people. Once that was done, she would talk to Thomas and get up to speed on company business. The key was to stay busy, little by little she would start to heal.

One thing about Luke, he always prepared for the future. All their lives, her father had insisted that she and Thomas learn the company inside and out. She was a little behind after being gone the past year, but Luke had sent her regular updates on the big issues. Alex was sure she would only need a quick review. While she was catching up on the company business, she could arrange for a service to clean out her small apartment in Florence. She loved Italy, but this was home. She always knew she’d come back to New York, eventually. For the past couple of months, she’d been struggling with the decision almost daily. Not coming back sooner was something she would regret for the rest of her life. If only she’d come home two months ago when she first considered it, she could have spent that time with Luke.

Alex blinked back tears and brushed her strawberry blond hair into a ponytail. That was going to have to do for now. Hopefully, Marta had the coffee on — that made her smile. She was looking forward to seeing Marta again. She was only fifteen years older than Alex, but Marta had been part of the family for so long she almost felt like a second mother to her… or a favorite aunt. Alex suddenly realized she wasn’t really alone. She’d been feeling lonely and isolated ever since that awful moment Luke passed away last night. Now she understood she still had family, maybe not a conventional family, but family just the same. She left her room and headed for the kitchen.

As she neared the bottom of the stairs, Alex heard voices coming from the library. Thomas must be up already. It was a bit early for visitors, but word must be out about her father. She wondered who would stop by this early in the morning just to give condolences. She stepped into the doorway and stopped abruptly. She had never seen the three huge men sitting around the fire with Thomas before. They were all as masculine and buff as her brother. What was this, the steroid club for men? One of them, an extremely handsome man, was sitting in Luke’s favorite chair. Seeing him there, shot a short stab of pain right through her heart. As far as she knew, no one had ever sat in that chair but Luke. How dare this stranger come into their home and sit in her father’s chair? Before she could react, she smelled coffee and her attention turned to the small table. Good, there was an empty cup. She was about to walk over and help herself when she realized all conversation had stopped. The men were focused on her.

Thomas stood up and walked over to Alex. He gave her a big hug and gently kissed the top of her head. “How are you this morning?” He cupped her chin and lifted slightly so she was looking directly into his eyes. She was so pale. Not exactly the image he wanted to present the first time she met the other warriors. They would probably think her weak, which of course was not the case. He had never met a woman as strong as Alex — except for Marlena, of course. She was so much like her mother. He would just have to help her convey that strength to his brothers. Their survival would depend on it.

“A little tired, but otherwise okay. Apparently, we have guests. Friends of yours?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Thomas took her arm and guided her toward the big man sitting in Luke’s chair. “Dimitri, I would like you to meet my sister. Alex, this is Dimitri Montgomery.”

So, she wasn’t going to get a clue to who these men were from Thomas. That’s okay. She could figure it out on her own. She looked into Dimitri’s eyes and was startled to see…what? Resentment? Disgust? Disappointment? Why did this man, a man she had never met before, look at her with such contempt? Especially, the morning after her father’s death. Okay, so she didn’t look her best — far from it. But what gave him the right to look at her like she was a step above pond scum. Anger flared and she suddenly felt defensive. She didn’t know this man and didn’t care what he thought of her. So, he didn’t like her, she didn’t like him either. She ignored the hand he held out to her. With a quick hello, she brushed him off and turned to the other two men in the room. “And, who are these two handsome men? Thomas, it seems your taste in friends has vastly improved in my absence. With a few exceptions, that is,” she glanced back at Dimitri. If possible, it looked like his scowl had deepened. Good.

One of the men smirked under his hand then smiled at her brightly. The other one looked shocked. She walked toward the two men and held out her hand. Thomas was by her side in an instant. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him give Dimitri an exasperated look. Maybe she was overreacting, but nobody treated her that way. Certainly not in her own home. Well, sort of her home — once she moved back in. Thomas introduced the man on the right, the one with the charming smile, as Dante and the other man as Nicholas.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Alex said with a smile. 

Each man shook her hand and greeted her as they continued to study her with obvious curiosity.

“Now, if you don’t mind sharing, I’m dying for a cup of that coffee. Then, I’ll leave you to discuss manly things— or, whatever. I have a lot to do this morning.” She forced herself to ignore the stares and walked over to the table to prepare herself a cup of coffee. “Thomas?” Alex glanced over her shoulder. “Do you know where Marta is? I can’t wait to see her!” 

She noticed the Dimitri guy was still glaring at her. What was his deal? So, he didn’t like her. That was no excuse for his rudeness. Thomas didn’t like some of her friends either; but, he was never blatantly rude to any of them. He did get a little annoyed with Jennifer, especially when she attempted to hit on him. Alex enjoyed watching Thomas try to discourage Jennifer while at the same time play the perfect host; mother’s doing of course. A gentleman was never rude to a lady. Clearly, Dimitri was no gentleman.

“Later,” she said casually to Thomas, and with a little wave, she walked out the door. She paused in the hallway when she realized she was so focused on Dimitri, she didn’t hear Thomas answer her question. She glanced back into the room — nope, she wasn’t going to deal with them again. She’d just wander around until she found Marta herself — starting with the kitchen.

“What was that about?” Thomas demanded once he could no longer hear Alex’s footsteps in the hallway. He glared at Dimitri demanding an answer. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dimitri thundered back. “As enlightening as that was, we don’t have time to discuss your sister or her attitude right now. There are more pressing concerns at the moment.” Dimitri was baffled and annoyed. When Alex walked into the room, his worst fears had been realized. They were counting on this pale, weak woman to give the appearance of strength and solidarity. They were doomed. Yet, she stirred something inside of him. Something he had never felt before. He instantly felt attracted to her. At the same time, he wanted to protect her — a spoiled, weak brat. He couldn’t understand why. Yes, she was elegant and poised. Her big blue eyes were striking and so deep you could get lost in them. With a couple pounds and a little coloring in her face, she’d be a knockout. But, Dimitri had met beautiful women before. Hell, he had beautiful women fall all over him — constantly. So, what was it about this woman that pulled at him? 

It was immediately obvious she was weak, pampered and sheltered. There was no way he could be attracted to her. It had been too long since he’d been with a woman, that’s all. He’d been so focused on keeping the community safe, he’d neglected his other needs. Any woman would have conjured these feelings — of what? Lust? 

That had to be it. He was so shocked by his initial reaction to Alex Deveraux; it took him a moment to recover. When he did, he put on his poker face and attempted a friendly greeting. That’s when she brushed him off like a pesky gnat and turned her attention to Dante and Nicholas. Nobody had ever treated him in such a manner. Being Luke and Marlena’s daughter didn’t give her the right to disrespect him. He wouldn’t tolerate it. He was about to put her in her place when she said goodbye with a little wave and walked out the door. Dimitri was left to brood about the whole situation. She was weak and spoiled — and she was endangering all of them. They’d need to hide her away as long as possible — at least until they had a plan. If she exhibited the same condescending, flippant attitude towards the council members...

Someone cleared their throat. “Dimitri, care to join the conversation? Or are we keeping you from something more important?” Dante asked.

Dimitri looked up; suddenly aware he had missed something. He would deal with Alex Deveraux later. Right now, they had to come up with a plan and it better be a good one.



      [image: image-placeholder]Alex walked into the kitchen in search of Marta. She found her standing in front of the sink washing breakfast dishes. She quietly walked up behind the sweet, slightly rounded woman and put her arms around her waist. “Morning Marta,” Alex whispered in her ear.

Marta squealed, turned around and pulled her into a big bear hug. “Alex! We’ve all missed you so much! It’s just not the same around here without you. Sit down and tell me all about Italy. Then, I’ll catch you up on everything that’s been happening here.”



      [image: image-placeholder]Hours later, Alex sat in her old office trying to get a jump on organizing Luke’s funeral. Try as she might, she couldn’t keep her mind on the task. Her thoughts kept going back to Dimitri Montgomery. When she first saw him, she was shocked at her instant attraction. The man was definitely hot! Even sitting down, she could see what a small waist and broad shoulders he had. Then, there was all that dark hair and deep chocolate eyes.  She was a sucker for the tall, dark and handsome type. He put off an air of masculinity Alex had never experienced before. Seeing him in Luke’s chair had thrown her; but, in some ways, he seemed to belong there. He had the same confidence about him that Luke always exuded. It was hard to put a finger on it exactly, there was just something about him that demanded respect. Yet, for some reason, he had such contempt for her. She couldn’t help throwing his macho ego back in his face and dismissing him like he was nothing special. But, she had a feeling there was something special about him. The reaction from the other men when she so blatantly ignored him was telling. All three of them clearly respected Dimitri.

Maybe she had been a little rude herself. She did feel guilty about her behavior. She knew if her mother was still around, she’d be disappointed. Dimitri’s attitude had gotten under her skin and she reacted. But regardless of how this man treated her, he was still a guest in their home. She should have been more cordial and at least shook the man’s hand when he offered it. But, Alex didn’t want to make physical contact with Dimitri. The thought scared her. The man was sexy and infuriating all at once. She couldn’t decide if she wanted to kiss him or punch him. Oh well, chances were slim that she’d see him again. If she did, it would only be in passing, right? Dimitri was Thomas’ friend, but surely, they didn’t spend a lot of time at the house. They would meet and go clubbing or hang out over dinner or drinks or something. Alex wouldn’t have to deal with the man, or the conflicting feelings she had for him. She would just avoid Dimitri as much as possible. She took a deep breath and tried, once again, to focus on funeral preparations.

A few hours later, Alex walked into the library to find Thomas sitting behind Luke’s old antique desk. It was strange to see him there but at the same time, it seemed right. Not like the sucker punch she’d felt seeing Dimitri sitting in Luke’s lounge chair. Thomas was concentrating on some paperwork and didn’t notice her until she was directly in front of him.

“You look tired,” Alex settled into the chair across from him.

Thomas looked up, “No more than you, I suppose.”

“What are you working on?” Alex asked.

“Just finalizing a few things that can’t wait until after the funeral. I thought we’d close down for a couple of days. It’s going to be hard for the employees. Not as hard as it is for us, but Dad had a lot of friends. The employees liked him.” Thomas looked away.

“I was thinking along the same lines. I know I’ve been away for a year, and you’ll need to bring me up to speed; but, I’m almost as familiar with the company as you are. I want to help, Thomas. It’s a family business. You don’t have to do this alone. We’re in it together.”

Thomas rose and walked over to the small bar to pour himself a brandy. “Want anything?” he asked.

“Maybe a glass of wine if there’s something open,” Alex replied.

Thomas handed her a glass, then walked over and sat by the fire. “Alex, there are some things we need to talk about. I’m not really sure where to start.”

Alex walked over and sat on the couch directly across from him. “I know. I’ve been putting it off, but there were some things Dad said that didn’t make sense to me. I’m not stupid, I gather we have a few family secrets. Why did you and Dad try to shelter me from them? I’m not a fragile weakling that needs to be protected. I’d like an explanation.”

Thomas took a sip of his brandy and studied her for a long moment. “Look, Alex. If I tell you what’s going on, you’ll need to keep an open mind. For the record, it wasn’t only me and Dad that kept secrets from you. Marlena sheltered you as much as we did, sometimes more. She was just less obvious about it. I know you think Dad and I are macho, chauvinistic men. Maybe we are, but we have our reasons. Can you listen to what I have to say with an open mind?”

Alex studied Thomas carefully. He looked weary of what he had to tell her. Maybe, he was a little vulnerable and definitely apprehensive. What did he mean when he said her mother kept secrets from her?  “Okay, I’ll keep an open mind; but before we get into the family stuff, who were those guys you had here this morning? Why did that Dimitri guy dislike me so much? He doesn’t even know me.”

Thomas took a deep breath. “I don’t think Dimitri dislikes you. He’s just worried and concerned about the future. Dad was the leader of an organization. Now that Dad’s gone, Dimitri has been chosen to take over as leader. He has some pretty big shoes to fill and there are complications. A big one has to do with you.”

“Me? What do I have to do with some macho male organization?” Alex asked.

“Let me start with the family stuff and then we’ll get into the rest, okay?” Thomas asked.

Alex was sure she wouldn’t like what Thomas had to tell her, but she wasn’t going to hide from anything pertaining to her family. She could keep an open mind, to a point, and see what Thomas had to say. After she heard him out, she would decide what to believe and what to question. “Go ahead,” Alex settled deeper into the couch. “Spill all the horrid family secrets. I can take it.”

“I’m not so sure you can, especially right now. But Marlena and Dad kept putting it off, and now it’s too late. Neither one of them got the chance to talk to you about this. You need to know what’s going on. So, unfortunately, I have to explain it.”

“Thomas, stop being so melodramatic. Whatever it is, I can take it. You’re acting like we’re aliens sent here from Mars to gather intelligence and report back to the mother ship. How bad can it be, really? Spit it out,” Alex pressed.

“Okay, the first thing I have is sort of a diary that Marlena left you. She’s much better at explaining her part in all of this than I am. No matter how you feel about me or what I tell you tonight, please read the information your mother left for you. It’s important!” Thomas urged.

“Mom left a diary? And you and Luke kept it from me after her death? How could you do that?” Alex was outraged. She’d struggled every day over the past year, trying to deal with the loss of her mother. All along, Luke had a book of writings her mother left for her. He just never bothered to give it to her. She felt betrayed. She was angry at Luke, but also at Thomas for not telling her about it.

“Simmer down, Alex. It’s not like we planned to hide it from you. Immediately after the funeral, you announced you were leaving for a while. You had already packed. You just said a quick goodbye as you walked out the door headed for Italy. When exactly was Dad supposed to talk to you about anything?”

“He could have given the book to me and let me take it to Italy when I left,” Alex retorted.

“No, he couldn’t. The things in that book are going to shake you. It’s not information to be taken lightly and certainly not something you could have dealt with on your own. You’re going to have questions. You’re going to be confused. You probably won’t believe what your mother has written for you, or what I’m going to tell you tonight. Dad planned on having this discussion with you once you returned home. He would have been much better at it than I am, but he didn’t get the chance. Now, you’re stuck with me. Sorry about that. I hope I don’t mess it up too badly. I didn’t deal with a lot of this as well as I should have. I hope you do better than I did because we don’t have much time here.”

“I’m not following you. Stop talking around whatever it is you have to tell me. Stop talking in riddles and just start at the beginning. If I have questions, I’ll ask. There has to be a beginning, right?”

“First, here’s the book from Marlena. Please promise me, before I tell you anything, that you will keep that book safe. Also, no matter what, you’ll read through it before you make any judgments,” Thomas pled.

“My mother left me this book. Of course, I’ll keep it safe and secure. And, of course, I’ll read the diary. It will be like she’s talking to me again. That’s something I’ve wished for every day during the past year. No matter what, I’ll cherish the writings my mother left me.”

“Okay, here we go. A really long time ago there was a community of beings.”

“Beings?” Alex interrupted.

“For now, I’m calling them beings. Please just let me get through this first part. I think it’s going to be the hardest part for you to accept,” Thomas replied.

“Okay. Go ahead,” Alex relented.

“So, there was a community of beings. They originated from a species that didn’t typically get along. It was unusual to have an entire community living together.”

“Okay, like a tribe?” Alex asked.

“Sort of. It started with three brothers and their families. As the families grew, they stayed together. There was also this outside group of beings, a different species that hunted members of this community. They were…let’s say cannibalistic,” Thomas continued.

“Thomas, I’m not sure what this has to do with our family. As far as I know, we aren’t cannibals. You’re over thinking it. Instead of trying to soften the blow for me by making up a story, just spit it out,” Alex said. She was starting to get frustrated with Thomas.

“Okay, let me try again. But don’t laugh, just hear me out. There was a community of beings that called themselves fae.”

“Like faeries?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Thomas answered.

“Okay,” she laughed.

“So, the fae are vain people but they’re also mighty fighters. They’re just not capable of surviving in a large community for extended periods of time. Jealousy and ego get in the way. The men begin to fight over the women, the women fight with the other women and large numbers are killed in the fighting. So, it was extremely rare for this family of fae to stay together, especially for several generations,” he continued.

Thomas looked up and saw a slightly amused and somewhat confused look on Alex’s face. He was blowing it, he knew it, but he just had to get through this and then figure out how to help her believe the impossible later. Alex raised one eyebrow and Thomas continued.

“The family stayed together mainly for protection. The second group, the ones I called cannibals before, were actually what might be referred to as vampires.”

Alex couldn’t help it, she snorted out a laugh and then covered her mouth. She tried to stop smiling when Thomas gave her a dirty look. What was Thomas going to tell her? That they were in danger from a family of faeries or a bunch of vampires? Better yet, that they were vampires or faeries? She thought about it and decided she’d rather be a faery. No drinking blood for her — no way. She didn’t even like her meat rare, well done all the way! “Go ahead, continue. I’m intrigued — really,” she smiled. She just couldn’t help it. “It’s been a long time since anyone told me a bedtime story. Maybe we should wait until after dinner. What if you put me to sleep?” Alex smirked.

“Will you try to be serious, please? This is hard for me and I’m doing the best I can,” Thomas pled.

“Okay, go ahead. Finish your story,” Alex relented.

Thomas sighed, took a deep breath, and continued. “The fae’s blood was like a drug to the vampires. Once they captured a fae, they couldn’t stop drinking until the fae was completely drained. However, the fae were quicker than the vampires. In a one-on-one attack, the fae could always escape. So, the vamps started hunting in groups of three or four. One by one, the fae that lived in the surrounding communities were being killed by these vampire groups. The fae had a king that was supposed to protect them, but he was too weak and afraid to take on the vampires in battle. In response, this community, or family of fae began to experiment. They took the strongest humans they could find and injected them with a liquid formula made from part faery blood, part vampire blood, and a very rare plant indigenous to the rain forest where they lived. I’ve been told the rain forest has been destroyed and the plant is now extinct. Anyway, after a few failures, the serum was perfected. The fae successfully created a group of warriors specifically designed to protect their community from vampires.”

“And they all lived happily ever after?” Alex interrupted, smiling. “The End.”

Thomas was angry now. Wasn’t this hard enough without Alex being her usual sarcastic self? He put his head in his hands in frustration. He wished his father was here explaining their history. Maybe, he would know how to do this. Thomas was obviously failing; Alex was looking at him like he’d lost his mind. “Forget it,” Thomas said, running his fingers through his hair. “I’m not doing this right, and you think it’s all a joke. I give up. Take the book and read it. If you have any questions, let me know.” He got up and walked out the door.

Alex sat there in stunned silence. A few seconds later, she heard Thomas’ car barrel down the driveway. Was he serious? What had she done to make him so angry? She was somehow supposed to take a fairytale about fae and vampires seriously? Obviously, Thomas wasn’t himself. He had definitely lost it. She knew how close Thomas was to their father. Luke’s death apparently hit him harder than she originally thought. He was under too much stress and had cracked under the pressure. What exactly was he trying to lead up to? Alex was confused. She hadn’t gotten answers to any of her questions. She didn’t understand why her father died, stressed and anxious about leaving them. Why did he tell them they had to stick together, their lives depended on it? 

Well, she still had the book her mother left her. Maybe Mom provided some answers to this bizarre riddle. She walked into the kitchen and took some leftover fried chicken out of the fridge. She looked up to see Marta watching her.

“Hey, Marta. I have some reading and work to do tonight. Don’t worry about dinner for me or Thomas. He just took off. I think he’s mad at me. For the life of me, I don’t know what I did to make him so angry. Anyway, I thought I’d just grab some leftovers and head up to the office to work for a while. Feel free to take off whenever you want.”

“Alex,” Marta said soberly.

Alex looked up.

“Thomas is under a lot of pressure right now. I know he planned to talk to you about your family tonight. I take it you were less than amenable to what he had to say. Next time he attempts to broach the subject, try to listen. I know it might sound incredible and hard to believe, but times are perilous. The situation is serious, and Thomas needs you more than you know. Both of your lives depend on you embracing your family legacy and working toward resolving this problem quickly. You have to work together and you’re going to need to be there for each other.” Marta took a deep breath. “That’s all I am going to say, it’s really not my place. See you in the morning,” then she turned and walked out the door.

Again, Alex was left perplexed. Marta knew the family secret, too. Was she the only one in this household that had been left in the dark all this time? Why? What was so important that her life and Thomas’ life depended on them working together? Marta had said almost the exact same thing her father said just before he died. She and Thomas needed to be there for each other. Their lives depended on it. Was everyone just being overdramatic or was there some kind of serious threat Alex didn’t know about? Luke was attacked in an alleyway. An attack that eventually killed him. Was her family in some sort of danger? Was Thomas in danger? If so, why did he leave tonight alone? Should she be worried about his safety? Would she wake up in the morning to find that the only member of her family she had left was dead? Dead because she made fun of his story and hadn’t taken him seriously? But really, faeries and vampires? Who could possibly take that seriously?

She grabbed her plate and headed for her bedroom. She was going to skip the office and settle down in bed with dinner and her mother’s book. Maybe after she read what her mom had to say she would understand this strange universe she’d returned to. 



      [image: image-placeholder]Alex sat on her bed picking at fried chicken and potato salad. Now that she was in her room, locked away with a book written by her mother, she was nervous and apprehensive about its contents. Were the things her mother wrote really going to be life changing? Was she ready for that? No, probably not, but she needed answers. She snatched up the book and, after taking a deep breath, opened it and began to read.

My dearest Alex,

If you’re reading this book, chances are good I have failed. Failed you and failed my people. I always hoped I would have the opportunity to talk to you about our lineage in person when the time was right. This book contains sensitive information. If you’re reading it, there are only two possible scenarios. The first one, the one I hope is the case, is that after I had a chance to explain our heritage and our history to you, I gave you this book as a reference. The more likely scenario is that your half-brother Radek finally broke our treaty and either assassinated me or had one of his minions do it for him.

If the second scenario has played out, I am so sorry! I wanted to protect you from your destiny for as long as I possibly could. I just wanted you to have a normal life. A normal childhood. Something I was never allowed to enjoy myself. I can only hope that if I have been assassinated, Luke is still available to help you through this difficult transition. I fear that is unlikely, though. He is so protective of me. If I am gone, I suspect he has been killed as well. If you can, rely on Luke to help you through this. If not, Thomas will be there for you. He is the best son any mother could hope for. I love him as though he were my own. You can trust him. Yes, I know that is hard to believe right now. You’re probably feeling so betrayed by all of us. Don’t be angry with Luke or Thomas. This was my doing. I can’t count the number of arguments Luke and I had over this issue. He wanted you to know long ago, so you would be prepared. “Information is power,” he always said. “Alex will need all the power she can get.” I insisted on keeping these things from you for a while longer. If you must be angry with someone, be angry with me.

There is no easy way to explain, so I am just going to be direct. You and I come from a special group of people, the fae. Forget all the myths and stories you have heard about faeries. Most of them are works of fiction. However, we do have some special gifts, or special powers. Typically, fae powers are not fully developed until your late twenties or early thirties. At this time, I have no idea what powers you will have. I can tell you what I know about you now. What I have seen of you throughout your childhood. You heal very quickly. More so than anyone else I have ever met, or ever heard of. All fae heal, but you heal quicker than any of us. Nobody knows why. We think you might be a healer.

I think at this point I need to tell you a little about your history and your biological father. He was a mortal man. A very good man. His name was James. I never told you much about James for two reasons. In the beginning, it was too painful. James and I were very much in love. We enjoyed a good life for several years. Then, out of the blue, your half-brother Radek murdered James. I was devastated. I knew I would lose my husband someday; but I thought it would be from old age, not a heinous murder from my own son. I must admit I wasn’t myself for quite some time. That made us an easy target for Radek. 

A couple years after James’ death, Radek captured us and imprisoned us for several months. Luke rescued us. Which is the second reason I have not talked to you about James. Luke and I had a special connection. After James, I thought I would never love again. Luke proved me wrong. I love him with all my heart. I also immediately saw what a special bond the two of you had. Luke was a wonderful father to you, and I could see you weren’t lacking in any way by not knowing your father. James, I mean. You never asked about him and I believe I made the right choice by not forcing his memory on you. There is a box of James’ things in the safe if you are ever interested, that choice is yours. I would like you to know that James was a wonderful man. He was also a great father and loved you very much. His death was a result of our world and the evil that resides within it. It was not a reflection on James. He did nothing to deserve his awful death.

I tell you this because you need to know that you are half human, half fae. Don’t think that is a detriment. Your human ancestry is very strong and pure. In addition, there are very few full-blooded fae still living — I am one of the last. I believe our people can, and eventually will, accept you for who you are. The council will judge you based on your strength and ability, not your bloodline. I’m not worried about that either. You have both in spades. I do worry about Radek. Our capture broke the treaty before, but we decided to overlook the infraction. Radek promised he would abide by the stipulations if we gave him another chance.  If he has assassinated me, he broke our treaty and war is coming. You will need to be strong and bring our people together. I think your human half will help you accomplish this. The fae cannot live together in communities for long. That makes it impossible for them to rally together. Humans can. Use your strengths and rely on Thomas and the other warriors. They will protect you and help you in any way they can. I just realized I have gotten ahead of myself. The other important thing you need to know, is that with my death you will become the new leader of our people. I was the Fae Queen. As my daughter, you inherit that position upon my death.

Again, I apologize for leaving you unprepared. I truly believed I still had plenty of time. Our people will need to see you. They will need to know you are a capable leader. This must be done quickly. We have many allies in the fae community, but there are some who are less loyal. I kept our heritage from you because I didn’t want you to grow up under scrutiny. By doing that, I have also kept you from our people. They don’t know anything about you. It would be difficult for them to trust and accept you in the best of times. If Radek has broken the treaty and war is raging, the people are going to be even more skeptical and afraid. They need to be introduced to you immediately. I cannot stress this enough. Luke and Thomas know what to do. The warriors will protect you and help you rally and defend our people. Be careful and remember everything Luke and I taught you.

Alex stopped reading. She couldn’t take it all in. She was a Faery Queen, no Fae Queen. The leader of an entire group of people? She had to prove herself strong? They were at war? And, what in the world was she talking about an evil half-brother? Is that who killed her father? Telling me I might have questions was the understatement of the century, Thomas, Alex thought as she put down the book and looked at the clock. She had read to this point three times now, but still her head was swimming. It was after one o’clock in the morning and Thomas still wasn’t home. Alex was more anxious than before. If there was some kind of war raging and Luke had been killed by it, Thomas was also at risk. Didn’t Mom imply Thomas was one of these warriors? Thomas had talked about warriors. Were Dad and Thomas two of the warriors developed to protect the fae from vampires? If so, he was definitely in danger.

There was no way Alex could sleep until she knew Thomas was home safe. She grabbed a robe and her mother’s book and headed for the kitchen. Maybe a cup of tea would help settle her. Was Thomas really a warrior? If Luke had been a warrior, how did he really die? And another thing, what was Mom talking about when she said Luke had saved them from Radek?  She met Luke when she was seven. Wouldn’t she have some memory of being a prisoner as a kid? Maybe she did, what was that dream she used to have over and over when she was little? Something about running through a maze, or some sort of dungeon. It was dark and humid; and, she was terrified, trying to keep up with her mother. Was that real? A memory she had suppressed that came out in dreams.

Alex reached the kitchen and prepared a cup of tea. Once it was ready, she headed for the library. Maybe if she sat in front of the fire, she could think. There were so many things going through her mind. What else did Thomas say? Luke had been the leader of an organization and with his death, Dimitri was now the leader. And there was something to do with her as a problem or complication. Was Dimitri the leader of the warriors and she was a problem because she ran off to Italy rather than introduce herself immediately after her mother’s death? Why didn’t Luke force her to come home?

Alex sat her tea down on the table and added a log to the fire. Where was Thomas? She needed him right now. More importantly, she needed to know he was okay. She glanced over at the book from her mother. She just couldn’t read any more tonight. She had enough to digest already. She couldn’t risk information overload. This was all so bizarre. She was a Fae Queen. Her mother had been a pure blooded fae, one of the last of her kind. And what did she mean by special powers? Vampires? What a nightmare. Maybe she would wake up, find herself back in Italy and none of this had really happened. But Alex knew better. Luke was dead. She had to accept that. And another thing, her mother died of a heart attack not an assassination by some evil half-brother. Where was Thomas? She looked at the old grandfather clock and noticed it was now two o’clock in the morning. If Thomas was okay, she was going to kill him when he got home.

Just then she heard the door open. She stood up and saw Thomas stop in the doorway to the library. He had blood on his clothes and looked pale as death.

“Thomas!” She exclaimed as she ran to him. “Where are you hurt? Do you need a doctor? Come in and sit down.”

“Stop fussing. I’m okay. Really, it’s nothing.” Thomas sat on the couch and propped his feet on the ottoman. “I could use a glass of brandy, though.”

Alex poured him a brandy, then followed his gaze to the book she had been reading. “Yes, I started reading that. It’s all so bizarre, like I’ve entered the Twilight Zone.”

“You probably have a lot of questions,” Thomas looked up at her.

“Oh yeah, I have questions. I’m still trying to get things straight in my mind. But, the first thing I want to know is what happened to you tonight,” Alex asked again.

“There was a fight. I guess I didn’t have my head straight after our talk. I think I really messed things up. I wasn’t explaining it right and then I just got mad and walked out. You gotta love that Deveraux temper. Before I could call you and try to fix everything, we ran into a group of vampires.” Thomas looked wearily at Alex. “Are you comfortable with me talking about vampires, yet?”

“No, but go ahead. I need to know what we’re up against if I’m going to be any help to you and your friends,” Alex replied.

“We were outnumbered, and my head wasn’t in the game. I was still worried about you, and they landed a couple good shots. Don’t worry. Really, I’m fine. Just a few scratches, by tomorrow they’ll be gone.”

“So as a warrior, you heal quickly too?” Alex asked.

Thomas was surprised. “I have never read the book your mom left you; but, I gather she explained things better than I did. You know about the warriors then? And healing?”

“Mom explained some things, but some things are still very confusing. Also, I haven’t read the whole book yet. So, I’m not sure if she will go into more detail later on. She didn’t exactly say you were a warrior; but, she insinuated it. I suspect you are — based on our previous conversation. I’m still trying to put everything together. I think you and Luke are both warriors and so are the three ‘friends’ you introduced me to this morning. You said something about Luke being the leader of an organization; and now he’s gone, Dimitri is the leader. I assume you’re talking about this group of warriors that were created to protect the fae. I also assume that is why you and Luke have always been so overprotective of me and Mom.”

“So far, you’re doing pretty well,” Thomas said. “What else did you learn from that book?”

“I learned that I am supposedly the new leader or Queen of the Fae and that I have an evil half-brother, Radek is it, that wants to kill us all. So, I guess we’re at war. Mom also said that I should have been introduced to the fae community immediately after her death, which didn’t happen. That probably makes things worse in some way. I haven’t really figured it all out in my mind yet. Also, something about special powers, but I don’t think I have any of those. How am I doing?”

“You are actually taking this pretty well. And so far, you’re correct, except about the power thing. You do have some. We just aren’t sure which one’s or how many yet. Dad and I figured you have at least two. One is your ability to heal. We know you can heal yourself. We don’t know if you can heal others. I heal quickly, but you’re almost instant. You also have the ability to see at least glimpses of the future. That one, we’ll have to test a little; but, I think that’s why you’re so good at fighting. You can see what your opponent is going to do before he or she does it, and you counter that move.” Thomas shrugged at her disbelieving look. “It’s just a theory and one we’ll explore, but not tonight. I’ve had enough fighting for one evening. I think I’m going to bed,” Thomas stood and headed for the door.

“Thomas?” Alex hesitated when Thomas stopped and turned back toward her. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Thomas asked.

“For not taking you seriously. I could see you were struggling with what you had to tell me, but I didn’t...couldn’t believe you. It all seemed so out there, you know. The only way I knew to deal with it was to be sarcastic.”

“Alex, I didn’t expect you to hear what I was telling you and immediately say, hey great! I’m the Fae Queen. Let’s go celebrate!” Thomas grinned.

Alex smiled back at him. “I know, but I could have made things easier for you. I still can’t believe everything I’ve heard and read tonight. Maybe after I sleep on it, I’ll be in a better position to talk it through. After reading Mom’s book, I was so scared that you would never come back. She was talking about war and assassinations. I still need to talk to you about that part. When it got so late and you didn’t come home, I thought maybe you’d been killed — like Luke.” Alex stopped speaking, she had to clear her throat and blink back tears. She was being stupid; but, she couldn’t lose Thomas too. She just couldn’t bare it.

Thomas walked back over and hugged Alex. “Stop it. I’m not going anywhere. Yes, what I do is dangerous. But I’m careful — and I’m good. I was trained by the best,” he smiled down at her. “I have to fight, Alex. Our survival depends on it. Unfortunately, you’re probably going to have to fight at some point too. Believe me, when you go out there, I’m going to be a basket case worrying about your safety. But, neither one of us can hole up in this house and hide. We have a duty to our people and our family name. Our parents did prepare us for this. If you think about your childhood, you’ll recognize that even though you didn’t know what you were preparing for; you are prepared. Now, let’s go to sleep. We can pick this up in the morning.” 

With a quick nod, Alex let Thomas lead her up the stairs to her bedroom.  “Goodnight, Sis,” Thomas said before he continued to his room.

“Goodnight, Thomas,” Alex replied and then closed her bedroom door and went to bed.










  

  
Chapter Three




Alex woke the next morning with a headache. She stumbled out of bed and climbed into the shower. Today was a new day. The first day of the rest of her life, or however that saying went. After climbing into bed last night, she had a hard time falling asleep. So many things were going through her mind. She couldn’t say she had embraced her new life; but after careful thought, she wasn’t intimidated by it anymore. Thomas and her parents had lived a fairly normal life as fae and warriors. She could too. As she fell asleep, she started to formulate her plan. 

Prior to her mother’s death, Luke had insisted on a routine. Every morning, they would spar in the basement mat room. If Luke wasn’t available, Thomas would take his place. Marlena had even filled in a few times. Alex was uncomfortable fighting her mother; but, Marlena always had such a ball. Alex couldn’t deny her mom a chance to “play” as she put it, and Marlena was good. Luke often told her it was good practice to fight with a variety of people because everyone had their own style. After a while, Alex understood what he meant. Changing things up a little kept her on her toes. So, the first order of business was to get back into the fighting routine. She was going to talk to Thomas when he got up and see if he could arrange a sparring partner every morning at seven o’clock. If they were at war, she had to be in shape and prepared. Exercise wasn’t enough, she needed to fight.

The second part of her plan was to gather information. She would spend time every day reading the book her mother left her, but that wasn’t enough. She would also talk to Thomas and see if there were any other books or resources she could use to study and learn about her lineage. She also wanted to get to know her enemy. It hit her just before she fell into a deep sleep that Jake must be a warrior, too. The man she always thought of as her lovable uncle was Luke’s best friend. If Luke was the leader of the warriors, Jake must be one too. Also, she vaguely remembered Thomas telling their father something about Jake spilling the beans about what really happened the night Luke was attacked. They must have been together, which meant Jake had to be a warrior. She was going to get as much information from him as she possibly could. 

The final part of her plan was to have Thomas introduce her to some of the fae allies her mother talked about. If she could talk to other members of the fae community, they could help her understand her heritage and fae culture. That part of the plan had to wait, though. Mom said the council would judge her. She hadn’t taken care of herself the past year and it was going to take time to get into shape. She had to prove her strength and abilities as a leader. She could lead. Hadn’t Luke forced her to take control of different aspects of Deveraux Industries years ago? Like Thomas said, Luke had been preparing her for this her entire life. She wasn’t fooling herself; it wouldn’t be easy; but, she knew she could do it.

She popped a couple aspirin and headed downstairs for a cup of coffee. She needed to find Thomas to figure out a fighting schedule before she did anything else. The coffee helped revive her, but Thomas was still in bed. Alex decided not to wake him. He said he was okay, but she was still worried about his wounds. When he got up, she would demand to see his injuries. Then, she would decide for herself if he needed to see a doctor.

She reached the basement and opened the mat room door. As light illuminated the room, Alex realized Thomas must still use the gym on a regular basis. Good, maybe they could coordinate their schedules. But today, it was going to be a solo run. She popped in an old kickboxing video and got to work. An hour later, she was sweaty, tired and in desperate need of another shower. She turned toward the door and saw Thomas.  “I didn’t know you’d turned into a voyeur.”

“Actually, I just got here. You still have some pretty good moves, Sis; but, I think you’re a little rusty. I take it you didn’t work out much in Italy,” Thomas said with a smile.

“Unfortunately, no. The only exercise I got was walking. I pretty much walked everywhere I went. I guess I suffered from a mild case of depression. I just couldn’t bring myself to do much of anything. I think Jennifer had basically given up on me. She was begging me to come home, at least for a visit. I guess she thought your company would be good for me. It seems to be pretty good for her when she’s in a mood,” Alex smiled.

“Don’t even go there,” Thomas groaned. “We’re not changing the subject. You’re still in good shape; but, you’re going to need a lot of work. I’m sure you know; you can’t take a year off from training and hope to be back in fighting condition the first time you hit the mats.”

“I know. I actually wanted to talk to you about that. Last night, I decided I need to get back into my routine. I want to get into shape and fast. I used to work out for an hour every day at seven o’clock. I know you’re trying to run the company, and I don’t know how often you engage in those late-night adventures; but, can you try to schedule me in sometime?” Alex asked.

“Seven’s tough for me; but, I’ll see what I can do. Maybe we should hire you a trainer,” Thomas suggested.

“I thought about that; but, for now, I want to do things my way. Luke was a great trainer and I remember most of what he taught me. I just need to practice it.  A new trainer would want to change my technique. I don’t want to do that. Any chance I could train with some of your new-found friends?” Alex asked.

Thomas laughed. “I don’t think you’re ready for that yet. You need to get into better shape before we invite them to take you on. They won’t care if you’re a girl, they’ll fight to win. But I’ll set up a few rounds with them once I think you’re ready. I don’t want you to get hurt.  For now, we’ll have to figure out something else.”

“Will you be around for a while? I need to shower; but, I have a few things I want to talk to you about. Like I said last night, you don’t need to run Deveraux Industries on your own. I would like to sit down and divide up the work between the two of us. I love working with D-Tech and I know how much you hate anything techno. There are a few other areas where I can take over right now. Luke kept me up to speed on the big projects.” She looked at Thomas more carefully. “You still look tired, which reminds me, show me your injuries from last night. I need to make sure you’re okay.”

“What injuries?” Thomas smiled. “I don’t have any.” Thomas didn’t tell her how deep the wound actually was, initially. If she’d seen it last night, she would have panicked. This morning, it was barely visible. By this afternoon, it would be gone completely.

“Thomas!” Alex said, exasperated. “I need to see that you’re okay. Please do this one thing for me.”

Thomas pulled off his shirt and showed her his shoulder. “See, not as fast as you; but, I still heal pretty quickly.” 

There was a long, straight mark across the back of his left shoulder. If she hadn’t known better, she would have sworn it was an old wound, something that was almost healed from weeks ago. “Wow!” Alex looked at him, amazed. “It’s one thing hearing in the abstract that you heal fast. It’s entirely different to see it for myself. It’s kind of spooky, actually. Okay, you’re off the hook. Back to business. You still look tired. We have tons of funeral arrangements to make; and I’m serious, I want to divide up the workload for Deveraux Industries. Let me help you. In one breath you tell me I’m strong enough to handle this. In the next, you act like I need to be protected, like if you give me too much I might crack. I’ve dealt with Mom’s death, really. Losing Luke has been a blow — sure, but it’s a blow for both of us. Like Dad said, we need to rely on each other. Relinquish some control Brother, or I’m going to pry it away from you by force.”

“Go shower and meet me in the library. I’m more than happy to give you D-Tech. There are a few things going on with that company that you’ll need to know.” They turned and headed up the stairs.



      [image: image-placeholder]Alex walked into the library and sat down. She was trying to gather her thoughts but didn’t know how to bring up the subject. Fast and direct, she decided. She looked over at Thomas. “I need to ask you a question.”

“Okay,” Thomas said absently. He was studying something on his computer.

“In the book Mom left, she kept saying if she was dead, it was because she was assassinated by my half-brother Radek. But, Mom wasn’t assassinated. She died of a heart attack, right? So why is the fae community so up in arms and why does it seem we are at war with the vampires? If Mom died of natural causes, the treaty wasn’t broken.”

Thomas studied her cautiously. This was going to be difficult. “Marlena was assassinated,” Thomas said reluctantly.

“What?” Alex was shocked. “The doctor’s said it was a heart attack. There’s no way you and Luke convinced them to lie about that and falsify her death certificate!” She was pretty sure.

“We didn’t have them lie to you, Alex. And, we certainly didn’t have them falsify reports. That’s insulting, and you know it. Dad would never do anything illegal like that. What? You think we bribed about fifteen people to make it look like your mom died naturally?” Thomas was clearly insulted.

“No, I don’t think you or Luke would have done that. So, explain how she died of a heart attack, and she was assassinated,” Alex insisted.

Thomas studied Alex for a long time. “I don’t want to overload you with too much information all at once. I think you’re still trying to accept the vampire, warriors, faery stuff. Obviously, Mom’s death, well assassination, has to do with that. Have you settled things in your mind enough that we can talk about this?”
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