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Prologue




The woman in his arms was weak. Crosby
wasn’t sure that she was going to make it, not the way she’d been
burned. As soon as he laid her on the soft earth, she opened her
eyes and looked up at him. Crosby felt his heart skip several
beats. My goodness, she sure was a pretty little thing.

“The others?” He told her
that his sons were getting out as many as they could. “Thank you.
The house, it just exploded into flames. We had no time to get
out.”

“We caught him.” She
frowned, but let her eyes flutter closed. Asking her if she was all
right enough for him to leave her for a moment, she nodded. Crosby
went to the house to help his boys.

They had no way of knowing how many
faeries were inside the house. A few of them had died, either from
smoke inhalation or fire. They pulled out as many as they could,
dead or alive, and laid them on the ground. Soon there’d be nothing
left of the building, but he didn’t want to leave anyone behind if
he could help it. The faeries, even the smaller ones, were worth
any kind of pain they might get from the hot flames to save
them.

“They’re all out, so far as
we can tell. We’ve made an area over there for the dead. The ones
that can be saved are being helped by the others.” Jason, his
oldest, dropped to his knees. “I don’t think we missed anyone, but
it’s burning too hot for us to go back in. I’m sorry,
Dad.”

“We did the best we could,
son. You have to believe that. That house, it went up fast. I’m
thinking that the man who did this, he knew what he was about.” He
glanced over at the woman he’d brought out. She was resting, which
he was glad for. And her body seemed to be healing slowly. “I think
she’d be the one in charge. If she’s awake, ask her how many were
in the place, please.”

Jason stood just as the rest of them
were coming out of the falling down building. Just as the last of
his boys walked out, the entire thing collapsed. Grayson jumped
back when his shirt caught on one of the embers. Luckily, Elliot
was able to help him out.

Crosby dropped to the ground and
counted his blessings after verifying all his sons were safe. He
didn’t want them hurt either. This had been a hell of a night so
far.

They’d simply been walking along the
path, none of them in any kind of hurry, when they’d heard the
blast, followed by screams. Even as far away as they’d been, nearly
two miles, he’d heard them in pain. The man, running from the scene
and smelling like death, was caught and taken back. His confession
was also his death warrant. Jason had snapped his neck and left him
where he lay.

Jason returned with the woman walking
slowly next to him. She looked a good deal better than she had when
he’d found her, and she was wearing Jason’s shirt. Sitting down
between the two of them, she thanked him again for his service. He
told her it was his pleasure and waved away her offer of a
reward.

“It wasn’t anything for us
to come to your aid, my lady. We were just out and about when we
smelled the smoke. The house, well, it was over almost as soon as
we got here.” She nodded. “I’m sorry about your family, miss. There
was no cause for this.”

“You said that he’d been
caught. Is he...did you kill him?” Crosby told her that he was
dead, yes. “Thank you for that. Had he been able to get away, I
fear that he would do more of the same to my kind. I wish to repay
you.”

“No, that won’t be
necessary. I know what you are and what they were, but we’ve no
desire to take anything else from you. You have lost enough, my
lady.” She nodded and Crosby introduced her to his sons. “This is
Jason, my oldest. Then in order of birth to youngest, it’s Chase,
Elliot, Grayson, Ryan, and the youngest is Sean. This is the Lady
Kilian, the faerie queen.”

He was proud of his sons, though they
were men now, they were still his little boys. As they shook her
hand he spoke of them, just little things that he was happy to
share with her. How they’d been taking lessons from the neighbor
lady to learn how to sew and knit. Things that men should know how
to do in the event of an emergency. How Sean could do some
doctoring if necessary, even on a human. All notes of the pride
that Crosby felt for his sons. When she turned to him, he could see
that she had completely healed and was feeling like herself again.
She looked at the dead and injured.

“The man who did this, he
was out to kill all of us.” Crosby said that was about right. “Had
you not come here when you did, he would have succeeded. By killing
me, without someone to take my place as the queen, all faeries
would have perished. And you know as well as I, that would be the
death of a great deal of magic.”

“We only came to help out
the people living here, miss. We would have done the same for
anyone.” She smiled at him. “You’re very beautiful, my lady. I’m
glad that we could save you and the others. I’m sorry that there
wasn’t more time for us. We’ll help with the dead, should you wish.
As I said, it won’t be any trouble at all.”

“You have given the world
around us a great gift, Crosby. As well as your sons. Because of
your bravery, only a few died rather than all of us.” Crosby
nodded, but felt embarrassed. “I have given a gift to your sons,
and now I shall do the same for you. ‘Tis only a touch to give to
you, but I should like more.”

He didn’t know what to expect from
her. But when she wrapped her arms around him, Crosby felt his
entire body shake with it. She was giving him something, something
that he did not deserve but was going to get anyway. And as his
sons fell to the ground when he was released, he watched as she
staggered to them then dropped herself. Christ, whatever she’d done
to them, they’d be lucky to make it home before the sun rose. It
would be just about his luck to save faeries from a fire only to be
burned up by the sun rising.

“You will be fine, Crosby.
All of you will.” He was still too sick to wonder what she was
talking about as he lay back on the grass. His head was still
spinning, and he was slightly sick to his stomach. “I will leave
you to rest now so that I might take care of the wounded and our
dead.”

Crosby looked at his sons, each of
them laying there as if they were dead. He knew that they weren’t,
he could hear each of their hearts beating. As the sun crested over
the mountain, he tried to stand. Getting to his boys was much
harder than he thought it should be after a simple thank you gift.
Every inch he crawled toward them, it felt as if he was taken
several feet back. Christ, he was going to die right
there.

“Dad?” He nodded at Jason
as he got to his knees too. “I’m sick. I mean, I feel like I need
to puke and my legs are weak. What did she do to us?”

“She said it was a gift.
For saving her and the others. Doesn’t feel that way, but that’s
what she told me.” Jason cursed as he stood up on his wobbly legs.
“We have to get to shelter. Can you get the others
going?”

“I’m not hurt.” He looked
at Sean, who was standing with his arms wide. He wanted to tell him
to grab up one of the others and go, but he looked at him, with the
sunlight streaming behind him, and didn’t see any blisters. His
skin wasn’t peeling back. And he looked...Well, he looked happy.
“The sun isn’t hurting me. I bet it’s not going to hurt any of us.
And it feels fantastic.”

Crosby looked at his own hands. They
were covered in soot but not from his own flesh. Wiping them on his
pants, he noticed that he wasn’t blistered either. His skin was
just like it was when he was indoors, hiding from the very thing
that would end their lives. Looking at the sun, he felt the warmth
of it on his face and none of the terror that usually came with
being outside. He’d not felt this good, this warm, for as long as
he could remember.

“She gave us the gift of
sunlight.” Crosby nodded at Jason. “Do you think that it’s only for
today? I mean, if it is, then I want to stay out here all through
it. I have never felt the sun before.”

No, neither had he. Once, long ago,
he’d felt it for a fleeting moment when his wife had died. It had
been in his heart to join her, but the boys had needed him. And the
promise that he’d made to her before her passing had made him go
into hiding again. He missed Rena every day.

He’d lost his wife to beast. Not a
human, but just as bad. There were a few good humans—he wasn’t
stupid enough to think that they’d all come from the same mold—but
when they were bad, they were murderous. The creature had torn her
throat out, for no other reason than that he could. Crosby had felt
her death like his own heart had stopped beating along with
her.

They did stay in the sun all day. He’d
been worried for a bit when Elliot had started to burn. But it
turned out to be nothing more than too much sun. A strange feeling
for a vampire, even as old as he was. Crosby was able to get them
to rest a bit, knowing deep in his heart that this was going to
make it harder for them to go back to the darkness. But it was so
much fun for them. They’d even made their way to the little pond
behind their lair.

Swimming with the sun beating down on
them burned their tender skin a little more. He’d been sore for
about a minute, then it wore off. He was going to tan, he thought,
the funniest thing he’d ever thought of. But relaxing in the
sun-warmed water was a heavenly feeling, one that he’d never
forget.

By nightfall they were all exhausted.
There hadn’t been any need for them to rest during the day, and he
thought they’d have to pay for it later, but he could have no more
told them no than he could have told himself. Being in the
sunlight, while fleeting, was the most fun he’d had in a very long
time.

Crosby loved his children. All six of
them. They had kept him going these last decades without their
mother. He was tired, however. Not just today due to how special it
had been for them all, but he was tired of living. They no longer
needed him, they had proven that to him over and over. Tomorrow
night, he decided, he’d talk to them and tell him of his plans. It
was well past time for him to join their beloved mother.


 


 


 Chapter 1

 


Chase let the water fall over his
body. It had been a long day, and he was frankly sick of trying to
make things right in the business world when others only wanted to
make it work for them. He supposed that he wanted the same thing,
for it to work the way he wanted, just not only for profits. He
wanted to keep businesses working so that people could. Taking the
bottle of shampoo from the shelf above his head, he washed all the
stink out of his hair first, then off his body.

Getting out after turning off the
water, he thought of what he was going to say to Jason. He and his
older brother were meeting at his house and then going to get some
dinner. Dinner. It still had a strange feeling for him when he
thought about actually having a meal.

Chase was pulling on his pants when
his dad came into the room.

“You know what I hate more
than anything in this world?” Chase told him living. “No. Why would
you say that to me?”

“Because it’s all you
complain about. How the faerie queen took advantage of your good
nature and kindness and kept you from Mom. We get it…you don’t want
to be hanging around us anymore.” Chase pulled a dress shirt from
his closet and was putting it on when he came out of his closet
again. “What’s wrong now?”

“You really don’t think
that, do you?” Chase said nothing. “You really do. You think I
don’t want to spend time with you boys anymore. I love you, son.
All of you.”

“Dad, I’m nearly two
thousand years old, so I think you can stop calling me a boy. And
since we saved the queen over six hundred years ago now, you’ve
done nothing but bitch about how she kept you from meeting the sun
when you wanted to join Mom. What else do you suppose we should
surmise from that?” His dad sat down but Chase didn’t join him.
“I’m going to meet Jason for a dinner meeting.”

“Chase?” He stopped on the
stairs and looked up at his dad. He looked upset; more than that,
he looked like he was going to cry. Something he’d never seen him
do before, not even when they felt their mom passing. “I’d like to
ask you a quick question. Then if you don’t mind, I’d like to go to
dinner too.”

“You can go with us, but I
have to leave now. Jason doesn’t like to be late for anything, even
if it’s just food.” His dad came down the stairs. “What is it you
wanted to ask me?”

“I’ll ask you when we meet
up with Jason. Are the rest of your brothers going to be there?” He
told him he didn’t think so, but he’d not made the plans, Jason
had. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’ll have them come along. I miss
them.”

Chase drove to the offices and let
himself in with his dad. There were a few people still wandering
around, but they didn’t stop to talk to them. He was late enough as
it was. As soon as he entered the big conference room, Jason looked
at his watch.

“I had to clean that shit
off me from today.” Jason and Dad took their seats and Chase sat
across from them. “The bargaining for the business has gone south.
They don’t want to change anything. And because of that, they’re
not going to be able to hit the balloon payment next month when
it’s due, and reasoning with them is useless. They’ve been doing it
their way for too long, I was told, to change things
now.”

“Exactly what I told Mr.
Canada when he called me today to complain about you. He said that
you had a one-track mind and that he didn’t care for it. I told him
that had he gotten off the track that he was on for one moment,
they’d not have to borrow money to pay for payroll or to get caught
up on their improvements.” Jason slid a file at him. “The balloon
payment won’t be made, just as you said, and then we’ll move in and
take the plant. As much as I hate to do that, I don’t think there
is any other way for it to work.”

“Is this the warehouse that
is on Main Street?” Jason told Dad that it was, that they
manufactured small baking pans and nothing more. “I see. And these
baking pans, they’re of good quality? They sell well?”

“Oh yes, but not as many as
they used to sell, for the simple reason that they’re so well made
that they can be passed on from generation to generation. That’s
the reason that we were trying to get them to expand their line to
larger pans as well as other shapes. To open a newer market.” Chase
handed his dad the mockups that they’d made for the plant as Jason
continued. “They sold, at one time, nearly six million pans a year
all over the world. They’ve had this market cornered for decades,
but now, as I said, they’ve saturated the customer base and have no
one else to sell to.”

“And these are what you
wanted them to make?” Jason told Dad how that was only the
beginning and the easiest to do. There was little need to change
out their lines for such a small difference. “The owner, he’s the
man who makes them? I mean, his family is the one that owns this
place?”

“Yes. Not the original
family member. His family has been doing this since before this
man, Mr. Charles Canada, was born.” Dad nodded and picked up the
specs on the pan. “What are you thinking, Dad? You have an idea to
get him to change his mind?”

“I do, but it will be
dishonest.” He asked him how. “Well, I know that these can be made
for a fraction of the cost in another country. Not as good, nor
will they last all that long. You know that as well. What if, and
this is the dishonest part, we tell them that in order to recoup
our losses on this, we have to sell this idea to someone that will
make them? Or that when we take over the plant—which like you say,
we’ll have to if he won’t play ball—that we’ll make them and put
our own name on them? He won’t like that any better than he does
change, but at least we can try that.”

“You think to trick him
into doing this?” Dad told him it was worth a try. “I like it. I
mean, it’s not so much dishonest as it is just being harsh on what
we wanted him to do in the first place. And maybe we will make them
show some profit.”

“Could be he’ll just roll
over. So, you might want to play the family aspect of this. Tell
him it’s a real shame that his name isn’t going to be around much
when these pans come out. I’m not sure of the wording, but you can
figure that out.” Dad started to pace the long room and talk at the
same time. “You could even tell him that you’ll have to fire all
the employees. Something about them being set in their ways because
he was. That would make me sit up and take notice. Didn’t you say
something a few weeks back about him having employees that have
been there for nearly thirty years?”

“Two that have been there
for fifty. Nearly ready to retire, but if we take over, they’ll
have nothing.” Jason was making notes as Chase fed him information
that he’d found out this week working at the plant. “You were right
about the building too. The improvements to the walls and bathrooms
has made a huge difference in the way things flow. Also, the idea
that we suggested for putting in a cafeteria was an excellent one.
We could bring in some food carts for now, that way we can have
them start to like hot food often enough that it will defray the
costs of the improvement.”

“I like this. I’ll work on
it tonight and then go and see him in the morning.” Jason stood up
and so did Chase. Their dad was still sitting after pacing for a
few more minutes. “Dad? Are you going? The rest of them are meeting
us at the restaurant.”

“Yes, of course. I hope
that it’s all right that I invited them.” Jason said it was. “Good.
I asked if they could come, and they wanted to know what it was
about. I need to talk to you all.”

“All right. And all they
asked me when they linked with me was where we were going. Ryan is
upping the reservation to seven instead of two.” Jason looked at
Dad and Chase just shrugged. “What’s going on?”

“Do you think that I don’t
want to hang out with you boys anymore?” Chase sat down, thinking
this was going to be long and drawn out. They all knew that their
dad was unhappy with not being able to meet the sun. “I’m asking
because it was brought to my attention that I bitch about not
wanting to be alive a great deal.”

“You do. And yes, I’m sure
that the rest of us feel that way as well. We’ve talked about it,
trying to figure out a way to make you want to be around for us,
and we’ve given up, I think. You just don’t want to be happy with
being alive.” Dad nodded and looked at Chase, then at Jason as he
continued. “It’s all right, Dad. We know you miss Mom. I guess we
all understand that.”

“I’m sorry.” Jason nodded.
“No, I really am sorry. I had no idea...well, I guess I did, but I
didn’t know that you boys had come to think that it was you I
didn’t want to be here for.”

“Dad, you tell us every
time you see us that you hate being around. I don’t know what else
you could have us do. We love you.” Dad nodded and stood up. “I
wish that I could tell you that we understand, but to be honest, I
don’t. Having you here, all the time, it’s been a wonderful life.
But it makes us all feel bad when all you want to do is leave. If
having a mate can make you feel this way, I certainly don’t want
one in my life. That’s the way I’ve felt for decades.”

“It’s not, I promise you.
And as for bitching, I won’t. Not anymore. I might slip up but....
I’m truly sorry about that. I am. And I’m going to be better at it.
I swear it.” Chase nodded and hugged his dad. “Thank you. I should
have...I’m not saying that you should have told me sooner, because
I’m not sure I would have listened, but I’m going to be a better
father and man for you. I might even stop calling you
boys.”

“That would be
great.”

They were all three laughing as they
made their way out of the conference room and to the main lobby.
Chase wondered how long it would be before Dad started to complain
once more, and decided that he’d not mention it to him again when
he did. He hadn’t meant to hurt his dad so badly.

~~~

Jason worked on his notes all the way
to the steakhouse. He was sure that he was missing a few points and
that he was going to come off as a bastard, but if they wanted to
continue to be in business, then changes were going to have to be
made. And he was good at being a prick.

It hadn’t been his intention to become
the heavy in the business world. Jason, he thought, was the most
laid back of all of his brothers. But not lately. He was short with
people, avoided contact with most of his family, and he was keeping
busy with getting his house in order. He supposed they were all
excuses, but he liked his own company and didn’t care if it pissed
people off.

“I have four emails from a
man by the name of Spencer Graham. Do you know him?” Jason told
Chase that he didn’t. “Me either. They’re just notes, really, that
say that he would like to talk to us about a business deal. He said
that he’s got an idea that will make us millions.”

“Sure he does. Everyone has
ideas that’ll make them a million, but not the investor. Just tell
him that we’ll get back to him sometime in the future.” Chase
nodded and said he’d do it now. “Did you know that Canada Pans had
nearly seven hundred employees at one time? That was only as
recently as five years ago. Now they’re down to a couple hundred.
That’s a big dump.”

“They should have done it
years ago, but with the last sales report and taxes, he had to do
something.” Jason nodded. “I think, if I can get him to do this, he
would be able to hire that many back, plus a lot more if he wants.
This could really bring him out of the red.”

“I’m working on that
now.”

As soon as they were at the
restaurant, he put his computer away. So did Chase. They wouldn’t
discuss work at the dinner table if they were with family. It
didn’t matter if it was just two of them or all, no business at the
table. His dad had taught them that.

Jason thought about his dad as they
made their way to the table. He had been really hurt about what
he’d said to him. And in turn it had hurt Jason as well. His dad
hadn’t made it easy on them for the past few hundred
years.

Dinner was just the way he liked
it…shouting over each other to make a point on something as mundane
as what their favorite ice cream was. Vanilla was his, and highly
underrated. There was a heated debate about which baseball team was
going to win this year. And his personal favorite, where to eat
dessert. His family was the best, if not a little too much at
times.

His cell was ringing and he let it go
to voicemail. He knew it was something to do with work and didn’t
want to deal with it, even after they were done there.

After having ice cream cones with his
family, Jason opted to head home rather than go to the movies with
them. He was exhausted and knew it was coming up on him needing to
feed. He thought that might be what was making him so cranky, but
didn’t know. Once he found someone that he could feed from, he
would feel a little better. Going home, he looked at his cell
before plugging it in. There were ten messages, four text messages,
as well as several emails. Ignoring them in favor of sleep, he
stripped down and fell on his bed. Jason was asleep before his head
hit the pillow.

Waking to the sound of his doorbell
ringing, he got up to go and answer it. Fuck this shit. Whoever
this was they might be his next fucking meal. Tearing the door open
before Garrett could answer it for him, he looked at the figure
standing in the dark.

“What the fuck do you want?
Do you have any clue as to what time it is?” Garrett cleared his
throat and looked at him. Jason was naked and just didn’t care.
Looking back at the soaking wet person at the door, he asked them
again.

“Yes, I’m well aware of
what time it is, you moronic fuck. Where the hell is your robe?” He
didn’t even bother covering himself when he realized the figure was
a woman. “Can you put that thing away before you poke someone’s eye
out with it?”

“Are you going to be down
between my legs for me to do that?” She threw back the hood on her
jacket and punched him. Jason fell back to the floor and hit his
head on the table behind him. “What the fuck was that
for?”

“You just propositioned me.
I do not go down on men just because they have an impressive dick.
The one between your legs, not the one you think with.” A blanket
was tossed to him from Garrett and he covered himself with it.
“Where is Jason Crosby? I’m here to talk to his ass.”

“His ass, my lady, is on
the floor.” She looked at Garrett when he spoke, then at him. Jason
felt his cock ache, his body respond to the goddess in front of him
when she took off her sopping wet jacket. “Would you care for some
tea, my lady? Or perhaps something stronger?”

“Whiskey, if you have it.”
Garrett nodded and looked at him. “He’ll take what I’m having, or
he can do without. He’s made me wait long enough.”

“Do I know you?” She put
out her hand. “Are you thinking that I should trust you now to lift
me up without causing me more damage? I don’t think so.”

Jason stood and was surprised that she
was almost as tall as his six foot four frame. And she was strong
too. Her right arm was covered in a tattoo that he thought went
from the back of her hand to up under her shirt. There were hints
of it on her shoulder and neck, but he was afraid to ask her if he
could see it. She might hit him again. And once was more than
enough.

When Garrett returned, he had a short
glass of whiskey for them both, and a pair of pants for him.
Dropping the blanket to pull on his pants, he laughed when she
turned her back to him. This was a distraction that he might
enjoy.

“My name is Spencer Graham.
I’ve been trying to reach you for a week now.” He remembered the
name, but not what she’d been trying to contact him about. “I have
an idea I want to talk to you about. And I’m here at four in the
morning because we have until nine-thirty this morning, thanks to
you, to act upon it.”

“And why would I care to go
into business with you? I have no idea who you are. What you’re
about. Nor do I have a single clue why I’m even entertaining the
idea of speaking to you.” He watched her walk away and into his
study. Garrett cleared his throat and he looked at him. “You know
something about this?”

“Yes, I told her to go to
your office in the morning. Well, today. She said it was hard to
get past your barracuda that you have working the front desk. I’m
assuming that she means Ms. Curtain. I told you she was a terror.”
He nodded and looked when Ms. Graham yelled for him to get his ass
in there. “She has a way about herself, doesn’t she,
sir?”

“Yes, she does. And quite
lovely too. Call my brother Grayson in, would you? If I have to
listen to her, so does he. He’s the man that gets things done.”
Garrett started away and Jason remembered something else. “My dad.
Call him as well. He said at dinner tonight that he wanted to be
more involved in things.”

“Very good,
sir.”

When Garrett was gone, Jason moved to
the study. Ms. Graham was making herself at home, it appeared, and
was lying on his couch. When he walked closer to her, he found her
reading a report that had been on his desk for a week
now.

“What do you think you’re
doing?” He tried to snatch it from her but she moved before he
could. “That does not belong to you. And if this is your way of
getting my help, you’re failing badly.”

“You said you didn’t know
me, yet here is a report that I sent you over a month ago.” He
didn’t even try to deny it, simply because he didn’t know what it
said…he’d never read it. “What the fuck were you going to do, take
this from me?”

Jason needed to cool his temper. So
instead of getting into another argument with her, he moved to his
desk and sat down. He looked at her, trying to equate his mind
around the fact that she’d hit him. It hadn’t hurt, but she’d hit
him.

“My brother, Grayson, is
coming here. He’ll know more about this than me.” She snorted at
him and he had to count to ten. “It’s four in the morning and here
you are at my doorstep making demands on me. The very least you
could do is be polite.”

He took a healthy drink of his whiskey
and swallowed hard around it. Jason stretched his neck and heard it
pop. He was sure that she had as well. While she sipped from her
glass, he looked at her. Christ, she was more than just lovely, she
was sexy as hell.

“You’re not human.” He said
that he was not. “I might have known that, but didn’t really care.
It’s your money that I need, not whatever you are. So long as you
don’t go on some sort of tasting spree with my neck, then you could











cover.jpg
WEELL

I S. BARTON

NING & BESTSELLING AUTHOR





tmp_e2ffc424779e295a6685105b5ec193e2_vTaRkz_html_m3361cf52.jpg
(jHE SONS OF CROSBY BOOK 1

KATHI S. BARTON





tmp_e2ffc424779e295a6685105b5ec193e2_vTaRkz_html_73bd2e92.jpg





