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Demon Heart is the sixth book of my Antique Series. Antique didn't start out as a series, but after finishing the first book, Antique, I suddenly realized that the Thomas-Carriego family still has a lot of stories and adventures to tell.

Ideas kept popping out inside my head until I was forced to write them down. This resulted to five books. But after the fifth, a sixth, a seventh and even an eight book popped out of my head.

Demon Heart is focused on Russel as he navigates life and love as a Dominion. 

Arielle Alia
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CHAPTER 1
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Maravela Stone was sleeping peacefully. Twelve hours ago, she became Mrs. Russel Thomas. Two hours after that, her marriage was properly consummated, and she finally lost her virginity.

At this day and age, a twenty-seven-year-old woman remaining a virgin was unheard of. In fact, a woman her age should already have several lovers. But love, boys and sex were never her priority in life when she was a teenager. Whatever romantic fantasies or passion-infused relationship she was supposed to have upon reaching the age of puberty got kicked out of her system when two of her friends, Nora and Sandy, were raped and killed before her eyes. She spent her thirteenth birthday in court, testifying against the man responsible for the deaths of her friends and ensuring that he got the death penalty.

But sending the evil man who took her friends to his death wasn't enough for Maravela. That experience changed her. It gave her a life-long cause that thwarted and subdued the hormones that were supposed to make her want to go out on dates with boys and lose her virginity before reaching college.

Her cause was justice. The weapon she used to fight and send other evil men to their death was the Nora Engleston and Sandy Conway Foundation or NESCF for short. It was a foundation created by Nora and Sandy's parents to help bring comfort to those families who had lost their loved ones to heinous crimes. In truth, it was a group that sought to bring evil men to justice.

But Maravela's cause and NESCF temporarily took a back seat when the handsome and charming Mr. Russel Thomas crossed Maravela's path when she went to Las Vegas to go after a pedophile criminal. One might call it destiny or maybe it was a force of nature that Maravela could not ignore or fight. Whatever cosmic reason why she and Russel met on that day was no longer important. Their lives had become one last night, and she had the ring to prove it. Today would be the day their lives as husband and wife would begin.

Maravela's eyes opened. She saw the cream-colored ceiling of their honeymoon suite in Moonview Hotel. Russel had insisted that only the best room was worthy of his bride and charmed his way in the hotel's reception desk to get the suite for them even when a room reservation was the norm before the honeymoon suite was given to guests.

She smiled and turned to her side to look at her sleeping husband. She was still not used to calling Russel her husband. They never had the normal courtship common among couples. They had even bypassed the boyfriend-girlfriend stage.

Maravela was surprised to find Russel gone. She sat up and looked around the suite. She barely had time to survey the suite last night because Russel took her straight to bed and proceeded to indoctrinate her to a world of passion and pleasures.

But whatever interior decoration the suite had last night, Maravela was sure that what she was seeing right now was not how the room had looked last night.

All the appliances and furniture were broken and lying all around the floor. Even the paintings on the wall had fallen down. And the wall where the French windows were located leading to the small terrace outside was gone. In fact, the whole wall was gone! As if a large hand grabbed and wrenched it away!

Maravela climbed out of bed.

“Russel? Russel!” she called out.

That was when she noticed her condition. She was covered in blood! Her hair, the white silk nightgown, and even her feet were caked with dried blood! When she turned toward the bed, everything was stained with blood!

Captain Dennis Alba of the Las Vegas Police Department used his influence to get assigned to the case of Maravela Stone, or rather the case of Russel Thomas. The police were still treating it as a missing person case, though the amount of blood found in the hotel room clearly suggested that whoever owned the blood could not have survived. Captain Alba had yet to read the preliminary reports from the Crime Scene Unit who was still at work in the crime scene. Laboratory reports wouldn't be available until tomorrow morning, so the identity of the owner of the blood was still up in the air, although most suspected it belonged to Russel Thomas.

As the senior officer in the case, Captain Alba was tasked to interview the witness, Maravela Stone, who could instantly become their prime suspect depending on the evidences gathered.

After being processed by the CSU, she was brought to the interrogation room. Maravela's green eyes slightly widened when she saw Captain Alba. Alba noticed that she had been allowed to take a shower to get the blood off her body. Her nightgown was most probably in the lab already and being meticulously studied and analyzed by the technicians.

Maravela was now wearing a white T-shirt and faded jeans. She had her light brown hair in a ponytail. This was how she looked four years ago when Alba first met her and became part of NESCF. Captain Alba became a member of NESCAF after Maravela and the foundation helped him solve a murder he was handling. He found NESCF, with its nationwide reach and vigilant volunteers, very useful in finding runaway suspects. He understood their cause clearly since he had lost his father as a teenager when the latter was killed during a robbery. His father's murder was never solved, the culprit never punished. That drove Alba to pursue a career in law enforcement. Still, even with a badge and a gun, he couldn't arrest suspects with money and influence, until NESCF helped him.

NESCF was relentless in their pursuits of suspects and criminals who had escaped the law. They used social networks, media and teams of volunteers who combed all information from all sources to find suspected criminals. And once the suspect had been found, they contact the police. They never hampered police work and worked with them diligently. Alba didn't need to become a member of the foundation. He could easily ask for their help. Nevertheless, their cause had also become his own. He felt kindred spirits among the members of NESCF.

After sitting on the other side of the table, Alba turned off the microphone so no one could hear them from the outside. He didn't press the recorder button because he wasn't yet ready to start the interrogation process. He was here first as a friend. And it was clear that in spite of Maravela's brave front, she was suffering. Captain Alba knew what happened to her several years ago. That tragedy changed her life and now, once again, she had to go through another traumatic event.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

Maravela nodded. She wasn't crying, though fear was etched in her eyes.

“Have you heard anything about Russel?” she asked.

He shook his head. He wanted to hold her hand, but that would be inappropriate in their position right now as investigator and witness or possible suspect.

“Is he really your husband?” He had learned this from the officers who first responded from Maravela's 911 call. Yet his mind still couldn't believe such a possibility. Maravela Stone was the last person on earth who would ever get married. She never even had any boyfriend nor interest in the opposite sex. Her life and her heart were dedicated to the foundation and its cause.

Maravela nodded, a shy smile forming on her lips.

“I know this doesn't fit my profile. But I married Russel last night in one of your city's chapels. It wasn't planned. It was supposed to be our first date, but we ended up in a chapel.”

Alba's jaw almost dropped. The woman he had known for four years wouldn't do something like that!

“How long have you known him?”

Maravela's face colored.

“Seven days ago... It's a whirlwind romance,” was her weak explanation.

Maravela and whirlwind romance was not something you would say in the same sentence. Only foolish and starry-eyed romantics did that. Maravela Stone was the most logical, confident and independent woman he had ever met. She was also a cynic when it came to romance and marriage. Alba had heard Maravela tell her would-be admirers that she didn’t need a man in her life, and she would never waste even a second on those so-called romantic feelings.

“How did the two of you meet?”

“We bumped into each other in a cemetery. I was bringing flowers to Nora and Sandy's grave that day. And he was looking for a friend's grave.”

“Did you know that he is a very rich man?” This was not part of the information from the officers on the scene. Alba found this by googling the name Russel Thomas in the internet. The man's wallet and driver's license were still in the hotel room and were among the first evidences collected and sent to him.

“I knew he was a businessman.”

“He's not just a businessman, Maravela. He owns one fourth of a multi-billion corporation that had branches all over the world. He was also listed among the top 1,000 richest men in the world.”

From Maravela's expression, it was clear that this was the first time she had heard of this. If Russel Thomas was indeed dead and there was no pre-nuptial agreement, Maravela stood to inherit everything he owned. It would also be a very good motive that would propel her to the top of the suspect list.

“Have you called his sister? Russel has a sister,” she inquired.

“Russel's sister, Virgil Thomas, died two years ago. The only family member he has is a nephew named Mark Thomas. We can't contact him yet. He is not listed on the phone directory, and it seems he is also abroad, touring Europe.”

Maravela started digesting this information.

“He lied to me...”

Captain Dennis Alba cleared his throat as the awkward silence began to lengthen.

“I am now going to turn on the recorder and begin our interview,” he finally said.

Maravela nodded. She took a deep breath and looked him in the eye. The strong and independent woman Captain Alba had always known was again back in her place.

“Don't worry, Captain, this is not the first time I was interrogated by the police. I know how to behave.”

Three days had passed since the disappearance of Russel. Maravela had remained in Moonview Hotel but had taken a different and much smaller room for herself. The police had yet to find the suspects responsible for what had happened. Though the blood covering her body, the bed and the blood pool on the floor belonged to Russel, the police were quite puzzled by the amount. An average man usually had 8-10 pints of blood in his body, but the amount of Russel's blood found in the suite was twice as much. The destruction of the wall of the suite was another mystery. The suite was in the 56th floor. And to destroy a wall like that would entail the use of a wrecking ball connected to a powerful machine. The use of a bomb was dismissed because there were no bomb fragments found in the scene.

The hotel security tapes never showed Russel leaving their room. No other people were seen going to their floor using the elevator or stairs. No big machinery or equipment was ever brought to the 56th floor.

The case was similar to locked room mysteries often seen in detective novels and TV shows. And since Maravela was the only one inside the room with Russel, she was the most obvious suspect. Captain Alba believed she was innocent and had refused to treat her as a suspect. His reasoning was sound. Because if Maravela had indeed killed Russel, where was the weapon she used? Russel was six-foot-two and athletic. Maravela was five-foot-six
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