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Praise for Maria Lima’s Blood Lines series


BLOOD HEAT


“Lima has created a highly intriguing cast of characters and set them in a world filled with dangerous magic and deadly power struggles. Join the excitement today!”


—Romantic Times (4 1/2 stars)


“Werewolves, vampires, and Texas football… a hell of a great read.…”


—Fresh Fiction


“This was a great addition to the series, in which we see a much more mature Keira dealing with her new obligations as an heir. After the way the book ended, I can’t wait to read the next one!”


—Fiction Kingdom (4 stars)


“Another brilliant book in a well thought-out series.”


—Amberkatze


BLOOD KIN


“A special romantic suspense fantasy on a par with the best works of Laurel K. Hamilton and Kelly Armstrong.”


—Genre Go Round Reviews


“Maria Lima certainly knows how to keep her readers begging for more.”


—Best Fantasy Stories


“The truly exciting thing is Lima’s ability to top herself in each subsequent title in the Blood Lines series. Any novel I read and want the next in the series because I don’t want to leave the world that’s been created around me is truly amazing to me.”


—Preternatural Reviews


“With each book the world gets richer in texture and detail.”


—SFRevu


“Another top-notch paranormal thriller.… A complex plot, superb world building, and phenomenal characters spin Blood Kin into a dark and sexy urban fantasy. Maria Lima is a great addition to the paranormal genre.”


—Romance Junkies


BLOOD BARGAIN


“Maria Lima captures the essence of urban fantasy, mystery, and romantic elements in Blood Bargain.”


—SF Site


“A real pager-turner.… Ms. Lima has created a wonderful blend of paranormal, mystery, and romance. She has a real knack for building characters you get to know and care about, and the setting she paints seems so real. She is also darn good at building suspense and keeping you guessing.”


—Bitten By Books (5 stars)


“Urban fantasy fans are going to love this—especially the Kelly clan, an extended family of supernaturals living within human society.… A strong tale that fans of Kelly Armstrong and Kim Harrison will want to read.”


—Worlds of Wonder


“I couldn’t put it down. Maria Lima’s second Blood Lines novel is even better than the first, a fun and sometimes poignant paranormal treat.”


—Fantasy Literature


“Grabs you from the start and keeps you turning pages until you solve the mystery.… I certainly will be watching for more books by Maria Lima.”


—Fresh Fiction


“Ms. Lima spins a suspenseful tale and packs it with paranormal elements that will hold the reader’s attention to the end… fast-moving.”


—Darque Reviews


MATTERS OF THE BLOOD


“Dark, seductive, and bitingly humorous.…”


—Heartstring


“Fast paced, take-no-prisoners action… grabs you by the throat from the go and doesn’t release its grip until you’re done.”


—Preternatural Reviews (4 stars)


“An absolutely spectacular addition to the paranormal landscape.… A classy, teasing tale riddled with intrigue and paranormal bliss.”


—BookFetish


“A complex plot with the requisite twists and turns of a mystery, the passion of a paranormal romance, and the unearthly elements of urban fantasy.”


—SF Site


“A brilliant tale of supernatural power, revenge, and the excitement of newfound love.”


—Darque Reviews


“Refreshing.… I loved the story’s vividly drawn rural-Texas setting.”


—FantasyLiterature (4 stars)


“A superb paranormal whodunit with a touch of romance and with plenty of interwoven subplots… but the center holding this superb tale together is the likable Keira, who makes the abnormal seem so normal.”


—Alternative Worlds




Don’t miss the four previous adventures in the Blood Lines series by Maria Lima!


Matters of the Blood
Blood Bargain
Blood Kin
Blood Heat
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We cross our bridges when we come to them and burn them behind us, with nothing to show for our progress except a memory of the smell of smoke, and a presumption that once our eyes watered.


—Tom Stoppard





CHAPTER ONE


“How you expect to run with the wolves come night when you spend all day sparring with the puppies?”


—Omar Little, The Wire


For a breath, for a moment suspended in disbelief of what I faced, I seriously and without a doubt, considered matricide. Homicide of all sorts, really, except for the premeditated kind, raced through my stunned brain.


I don’t do guns, but right now, what I wouldn’t give to have a Kalashnikov rifle or, at the very least, a couple of Browning 9mm semi-autos just to see how fast I could re-create the final scene from that episode of that old TV series Dynasty. This wasn’t a wedding, but it was damned well close enough—a blood-bonding: Adam and me; my brothers with Liz; Tucker and Niko; all of the aforementioned to Adam and me as our Protectors. Not exactly a typical Alamo Heights wedding party; in my world, it was practically the same thing. We’d received our guests, one at a time, representatives from all over the Southwest—wer and sprite, brownie, hamadryads, every manner of fey and Other acknowledging our leadership, pledging their fealty in return for our support. Only there was a Balrog in this woodpile. My former lover, my cousin, Adam’s half-brother, Gideon, arrived, representing the Unseelie Court, with a pregnant wife in tow; herself heir to the High Queen Angharad, the Seelie Queen. It didn’t take the formal declaration of Challenge to see how things stood. Gideon, also heir to the Kelly clan, as was I, was throwing down. I guess he didn’t much care for having his status as heir ignored by our matriarch.


My muscles tensed, hands immediately forming fists, ready to throw down, to toss fire, fury and lightning. I was very good at the lightning—and mage fire, the kind that burns forever until its fuel is no more than ash. My great-great-granny and her minions had taught me well.


A cool palm against my forearm slowed me down. I didn’t have to look to know it was Adam—his saner head prevailing.


“What does this mean?” He wasn’t addressing me. I knew that. I settled a bit, my ruffled feathers smoothing as I listened to his voice—deceptively calm and quiet. Underneath, his true anger seethed.


He’d gone allover vampire, outward expression blank as a bare concrete wall and as emotional as a porcelain doll—and just about that creepy. Didn’t bother me though. I’d seen it, was used to it. The fact that he’d stopped me irked a bit. Though, in reality, I knew I couldn’t actually let loose. We had a reception hall full of people who’d just sworn oaths to me, as Kelly clan heir and to Adam as my Consort and ruler in his own right as vampire king and heir to the High King of the Unseelie Court. Shit. Almost incestuous if you looked at the myriad ways we were all connected. Those connections were exactly what my scheming clan chieftain had intended. Minerva freaking Kelly, great-great-grandmother and matriarch of the Kelly clan and my mentor.


On the other side of the family equation: my mother, Branwen ferch Arianrhod, whom I damned to whatever levels of hell I could imagine. She was the one who’d triggered this beauty of a dilemma by handing me a rolled up parchment. Innocuous in itself, but chock-full-o’nuts—if nuts were a traditional Sidhe Challenge. Exactly what it entailed, I still didn’t know, but it couldn’t be good. They never were. At my mother’s side, Gideon, once a person I’d loved, until he’d shown me his darker nature—and no doubt the actual instigator of said Challenge. Adam’s father, Drystan ap Tallwch, High King of the Unseelie Court, also father to Gideon—unknown quantity. Did he side with his younger son or his heir? Gideon’s new wife, the very pregnant Aoife ferch Angharad, daughter and heir to Angharad, High Queen of the Seelie Court—safe to bet she’d support her husband. A smattering of courtiers, most of them nameless, but all from my mother’s court. People I vaguely recognized.


All about us stood our guests, assorted fey from all over the Southwest: ariels and hellhounds, werewolves and sprites. Even Old Joe, a changeling I’d run across recently who’d been returned to his fey family. Most of them just watched us, a few smug expressions acknowledging the absolute deliciousness of this standoff. Others mingled around the ales, wines, and other spirits freely given and shared. Fucking politics. A pox on all our bloody houses for this… this whatever this was.


I remained silent, staring. Adam removed his hand from my arm as I relaxed a bit. None of us spoke. None of us moved. Niko and Tucker’s tension felt like high-tension wires strumming a song of violence, just waiting to be released.


My mother took a step back, her outstretched hand wavered a smidge as she realized I wasn’t planning to take the parchment from her hand.


I smirked as I did a quick mental calculation. Three of them against whom? All of us? But wait, perhaps others would side with them. Would Drystan side with Gideon? With Adam? Would he remain neutral?


“Father?” Adam seemed to read my mind as he prompted Drystan in the continued silence of my mother’s renewed haughty glare. Part of me was a little relieved to see it, to see what I’d so long recalled. I’d hated her my entire life, then visions I’d had this past spring seemed to indicate that perhaps she hadn’t been as evil or uncaring as I’d remembered. Was she who I thought she was? Who I’d remembered? Or was she truly sorry to have given me up?


Tonight’s actions so far seemed to indicate my long-held perception had been correct. She’d walked into our Reception alongside Gideon and claimed Challenge on behalf of my former lover and Adam’s half-brother. By doing so, she’d declared for him, had picked sides. Was this truly her stand or something required of her by her queen and cousin, ruler of the Seelie Sidhe court and the very person who’d sentenced me to a life Above—away from half of my heritage?


Drystan, tall, dark, and just as handsome as both his sons, stepped forward, pushing past my mother with a grimace on his face. “I knew nothing of this, my son.” He bowed, low to the ground, a gesture from one subservient to his superior. I nearly laughed aloud—not in joy but at the absurdity of his charade. Bows and scrapes galore like dogs baring their bellies to the acknowledged alpha? No, not so much. In this subset of the crowd, we were all Alphas—all rulers of some sort or another, or the designated Protectors of such. Oh wait, except for Gideon, who was only related by blood to us all. Okay, wow. Not even Dynasty got this twisted, did it? This was more Jerry Springer material.


“No, he most certainly did not.” Gideon, still pompous, crossed his arms, a petulant pout on his face. “I don’t need our father, Brother,” he sneered at Adam. “Nor do I need the Unseelie Court. My wife and our child—”


“Your child?” Drystan straightened out of his bow, his posture stiff. “She’s near eight months gone with child, Gideon. You’ve been Changed a scant four of those months. You expect us to accept—”


“Accept what you will.” My mother broke her own silence. “My cousin, the Queen acknowledges this child as his father’s blood and her daughter’s husband’s seed.”


“This kid is going to be her heir?” I made an attempt to step forward, once again stopped by a slight pressure from Adam’s hand, which had returned to my arm. “Lady, you’ve let your mother pass you over?” I directly addressed the beautiful woman who stood silent next to Gideon. In principle, a protocol faux pas as we’d not yet exchanged formal greeting, but whatever. My Kelly cranky trumped Sidhe politicking any day.


“Accepted? I requested it,” Aoife said, her voice bored as her expression denoted. “I wish no part of Sidhe politics.”


“And how’s that working out for you?” I muttered under my breath. My brother Tucker chuckled, his hearing too good not to catch my not-so-quiet asides. “You really think you can avoid it?” I rephrased my question and spoke louder. “Gideon as your husband, your child heir to the Seelie Sidhe throne? I’ve no doubt you’re already hip deep in politics and intrigue.”


Aoife raised a languid hand and made a slow waving motion, as if dismissing the very idea. “My husband may play Court to his heart’s desire,” she answered. “I shall retire with my ladies and spend my life away, secluded. I prefer a simpler life.”


Away? What the hell? She came to Texas to get away from her mother? Seriously not what I’d expected her to say, but hey, I could relate. I began to ask about the Challenge, hoping for some explanation, but Adam preempted me.


“Then why challenge us, lady?” he asked gently. “A simple request would not have gone unheard.”


Gideon took a step toward us. I did what I could to hang on to my raging emotions, trying not to give in to my instinctive urge to just beat the ever-living shit out of him. How dare he come here and do this? Simple jealousy? That didn’t make any sense.


His words echoed my thoughts. “Brother, do you truly believe that if I’d come here with my bride, my child about to be born, that our cousin, our lover would have allowed you to grant us access to the caves? To our lands Below this ground?” With a sweep of a hand, he knelt, his posture formal. “I beg of you, allow us this Challenge, so this may be settled within our traditions.”


I gritted my teeth against the outburst I felt trying to force its way from my lips. “Our lover,” indeed. “Challenge is a long way from a simple request, Cousin,” I said. “There are many territories within the Americas if you felt the need to be on this continent. Why this one?” Why my turf? is what I was truly asking. This just didn’t make sense outside of some twisted need for Gideon to best me. I don’t think he’d yet realized how little I cared what he did as long as he left me out of it.


“We wish to establish our base here,” my mother said. “Because the door to Faery in this location has been closed too long. We shall reopen it, revitalize it. Make our way in the new world.”


“The ‘new world’ isn’t all that new anymore, Branwen,” I said. “Modern humans populated this land centuries ago.”


“A held breath and time for a few thoughts. Nothing more.” My mother eyed me up and down. “You are still young, Keira, and despite your ties to the Kelly clan, you are still half Sidhe. Half Seelie. You belong with us as much as you belong with them.”


“I belong wherever the bloody hell I wish to belong,” I spat, trembling in my anger. “And that is as far from you and yours as I can physically go. You want this? Well, then—” I swallowed a yelp as Adam’s grip tightened.


“We shall review your terms of Challenge and respond as per protocol,” he said. “In the meantime, we declare Truce.” He nodded and Niko stepped forward to take the parchment from my mother’s hand.


Terms of Challenge? Shit. I had no idea what Adam meant. Frankly, I was totally bluffing all of this. I’d heard of Challenge, but only in a learning-about-history way, something vague and well in the past. Sidhe traditions weren’t taught in much detail in Kelly-land, other than in passing and as something that happened to other people. Adam should know, though. He had to. After all, he was the firstborn son and heir of the king of the Unseelie Court. Despite Gideon’s Change and the revelation that he was Drystan’s son by a Kelly woman, just as I was Branwen’s daughter sired by Huw Kelly, Adam remained his father’s heir, though a Sidheturned-vampire prince was far beyond tradition.


Adam bowed to Gideon, a short obeisance, courtesy only. “Truce, my brother?”


Gideon remained still, gaze fixed on us both, face tight with some emotion or another. I used to could to read him, but no longer. As I waited for his answer, I suddenly remembered we had a room full of guests. Guests that seemed weirdly silent. I glanced to my right. Couples danced to music I couldn’t hear, small groups mingled, exchanging silent conversation. It was if I’d pushed the mute button on a TV remote. Why weren’t we still surrounded by avid eavesdroppers anxious for a breath of scandal that they’d then take back to their own people? Rumor and gossip were like pure cold water in a Texas drought to most supernatural clans. We all tended to live longer than most humans, leading to ennui and the need for fresh information, new data. But not a one of them appeared to even notice us. Even the group that had been standing near us watching had dispersed.


“We accept Truce,” Gideon finally said, returning Adam’s bow. Gideon’s gesture was just short of rude, if you cared about picking nits. I’d drilled for ages on the variations on a Courtly bow—how to do it, how long, and how deep were skills taught to every Kelly child, practiced until we knew every iota of this unspoken visual language, every subtle cue. I’d never cared about it, but I knew how to read bows. Gideon had stopped short of a “fuck you.” I bristled, about to respond, my surroundings once again forgotten.


“Until we meet again, brother.” Gideon stepped back and took his bride’s arm.


“Until Lughnasa,” Adam countered with a nod of acknowledgment. Five weeks from now. The next holiday and, perhaps not coincidentally, my birthday. I’d turn thirty-eight that day, after one hell of a year. Guess after what we’d all been through the past eight or nine months, I should’ve expected that I couldn’t start my rule peacefully.


If I had to guess from his smug expression, Gideon had expected Adam to ask for Truce—which I knew was a formal declaration that a Challenge get tabled until the next high holiday. Why? Was he not ready for this Challenge, either? Of course the answer to that depended on the actual words and rules set forth. Everything I knew about Sidhe formal Challenges could fit into less than half a thimble—confused tales mixed up with Disney and the Little Golden Books of my childhood.


Adam gestured outward. “Now that we’ve settled, please go eat, drink, be merry.”


“For tomorrow, we fight,” I muttered.





CHAPTER TWO


“Life’s challenges are not supposed to paralyze you, they’re supposed to help you discover who you are.”


—Bernice Johnson Reagon


With an audible pop, the noise and chatter of the crowd intruded on our little bubble. I belatedly realized that we’d been inside some sort of privacy pocket. Had I unconsciously isolated us? Or was it someone else’s doing?


Just before turning away to accompany Aoife, my mother nodded to me, a weird roll of her head seeming to indicate that she’d been the one to produce the silence bubble. I returned her nod with one of my own. A silent acknowledgment tinged with grudging thanks. I should’ve realized it myself. I was glad, though, that we hadn’t aired our dirty political linen to those who’d sworn fealty to us. No need to undermine our position. Not that we had any intent to play rulers in the traditional sense. Neither Adam nor I had any taste whatsoever for that kind of life. We’d be there for them. We’d help when necessary, but for all intents and purposes, each clan could do its own thing. Only if they intruded on us would we intervene.


Adam squeezed my hand and led me away, motioning to Tucker and Niko to follow. Gideon and his cronies had melted into the crowd. I caught a glimpse of Old Joe, former trash man, who’d recently discovered his true heritage as a Changeling fey child thanks to me. Joe nodded and smiled at me, then turned back to his conversation with a cute dark-skinned woman dressed in moss greens and browns. A hamadryad, I thought. One of many representatives we’d met tonight. All of them ours, oathsworn and bonded. Our people. Sobering thought, that.


“So what are these Challenge rules?” Tucker piped up as soon as we’d maneuvered our way past the majority of the crowd and to the back of the room.


Niko handed the rolled parchment to him. “Would you care to do the honors, love?”


“Wait.” The voice came from behind me.


I turned to see my mother approaching us. I gritted my teeth. Really? Did she have no couth at all? I hadn’t exactly hidden my antagonism toward her. Surely she’d not forgotten that in the past five minutes—or thirty years.


“I just wished to…” She stopped at a safe distance—safe being well outside my physical reach. “Keira, you are my daughter. I never meant…”


“What? You never meant to ignore me? Toss me away like last week’s inane diversion?” I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to rein in my temper. Count to ten, Keira, I reminded myself. No, count to a thousand and ten.


“Branwen.” Adam gave her a short nod, ruler to lesser queen. “Was there something you needed?”


“No, Adam, wait.” I placed my hand on his arm. “I want to speak with her.”


“As you wish.” He began to retreat, but I tightened my grip. “No. Stay.” I took a deep breath. “Branwen, some months ago, before I Changed, I had a vision of a time when I was still Below, still with you. I was maybe just turned seven. You were arguing with Daffyd’s father Geraint about letting me stay with you. You said I was worth something, to give me a chance. You fought for me then. Why this now?”


A slight start, then my mother’s expression returned to stoic. “You know Daffyd?”


Did I know my Sidhe cousin? The cousin who’d been holed up in a pocket of Faery located on Wild Moon property for decades, watching me? Did she not know we’d not only met but traveled together? He’d accompanied us to Vancouver, where I’d flown in great haste after hearing that Gideon was dying. Part of me wished he’d done so. Instead, we’d learned that Gideon had also Changed and that he was Adam’s half-brother. Afterward, Daffyd had returned to Faery using the faery door at Victory Square. Or so he’d said he would. He was part of my mother’s Court, supposedly. His father definitely kowtowed to Branwen. Had Daffyd not returned to the Sidhe?


“You could say that,” I answered my mother’s surprised question, trying to be cautious. Did she not know anything that had transpired? What had Gideon told her—or conned her into most likely?


“Very well. I would speak privately.” My mother motioned to a corridor that led back from the main reception hall. “Is there a room there we could use?”


“No. Speak here and now. This is my family, my blood. We have no secrets.” I crossed my arms over my chest. The formal reception hall had once been a house, renovated inside and out, and decorated by my great-great-granny as part of her contribution to my new status. Most of the inside walls of the one-storied building had been removed to create one large room, but there were still a couple of small rooms in the back that had been set up as private parlors. The entire basement of the house was my very well-appointed physical and magickal training facility. There was no way I wanted Branwen in anything resembling family areas.


“None?” She looked me over with cool appraisal, then did the same to Adam, to Tucker, to Niko. A faint sneer appeared and swiftly vanished as she regained control. “I say there are many secrets within this family of yours. Secrets about your heritage—”


“About Gi—Minerva’s genetics experiments? None of that’s a secret. We know.”


“You know that your leader’s motive was to bring all the clans, tribes, fair folk under Kelly rule?”


I considered Gigi’s past actions. Manipulating genetics by “encouraging” pairings to try for multiple Kelly heirs? Summit type meetings with leaders of the supernatural world? Well, yes, of course she was trying to unite the tribes. Frankly, we had to unite, to work together. I had no doubt that Gigi saw herself as a sort of committee chair or council leader, but planning to take over the world herself? What purpose would that serve? She was always ruthless and ambitious, but why the hell would she want to be the one queen of the known universe? Then again, why in all the hells would Gigi plan or do anything? I’d never expected her to have played god—effectively creating me, Gideon, my late cousin Marty, in some sort of twisted cross-breeding experiment, trying to force more than the usual single heir. Heirs were special to our clan: instead of having one primary Talent at adulthood, we could use all the Kelly powers. As far as I knew, this was the first time in all known history that there were two of us.


“Maybe she is. Maybe she isn’t,” I said. “Regardless of Gigi’s ambitions, this Challenge is still ridiculous.”


A tinkle of a laugh. “How very charming that you still use a childhood name for your clan chieftain.”


“Your point being?” I suppressed my instinctive eye roll. Childish, whatever. I hadn’t been able to say “Minerva” when I was brought to her as a child, speaking only Welsh and scared out of my skinny self’s wits. Rescued from Below, from the Welsh seat of Sidhe power and brought to my father’s people, I’d glomped onto my brother Tucker and learned to call my great-great-grandmother “Gigi,” for the two “greats.” I’d only begun to refer to her by her official first name after my Change earlier this year.


“No point.” My mother just smiled her enigmatic smile. Typical of the Seelie Sidhe, I thought. Say something to just say it, to perhaps dig to see if they were pushing a button or ten.


“Then answer my question. Why did you seem to want me, but then let me go?”


“I knew you had the potential for magicks, as do all of Kelly blood. When you did not demonstrate our own people’s magick, then I knew there was only one solution.”


“To treat me—”


“Do not impugn that which you know nothing of.”


“Then enlighten us.” Adam took my hand. “Enlighten us all. If you knew Keira was more Kelly than Sidhe, why did you not simply arrange for her to be raised with her father sooner?”


“It was not that simple.” She sighed and brushed a hand over her face. An affectation? Perhaps. I’d not known Sidhe to allow themselves to seem tired or less than perfect, especially those of Seelie origin. “I waited until I knew that her Kelly strain was stronger than the Sidhe strain. I knew there was another, being raised Above, by his mother. Son of the Unseelie King. Geraint wanted to bring the boy to us, and I argued against it. If we brought the boy to us, we tempted the wrath of his father. Instead, we chose to have your father raise you. You, we could monitor Above. Geraint’s son, Daffyd, volunteered to be your guardian. We’d hoped to pair you with your counterpart—”


“Gideon? You knew about him and were matchmaking?” I’d expected some sort of lame explanation but this took the cake. “You were the ones who set Daffyd on me? Did you close the door to Faery, too? Lock him in there?”


“A miscalculation.”


“Some miscalculation,” I growled. “This entire thing is ridiculous. All of you people plotting to match me up with Gideon for what? To control the supernatural world through us?” I threw up my hands, every muscle wanting to incant spells, to cause bodily harm. “Did you ever consider that I would not be your puppet to control?”


Branwen seemed to dismiss my comment. “Ridiculous or not, we are here and a legitimate Challenge has been issued within the strictures of our kind.”


“So instead of marrying us off, you marry Gideon to Aoife, instead. What do you think that will get you? Closer to your sister’s throne?” She said nothing for a moment, as if choosing her words. Had I struck a chord? My mother was queen in her own right, but a lesser one. She was not in line to rule the Seelie Court.


“If you accept it, then we continue and the magicks will decide.” Branwen’s voice remained chill.


“If we don’t?” Adam asked, his voice calm, but I could feel his fury beneath, barely contained. I knew he was as angry as I was, though he was better at hiding it.


“Then it’s war,” Gideon interrupted, appearing from my left. He smirked as the words left his mouth, as if he were anticipating just that. A war. A bloody battle.


“War? So that’s what you want? I’m game if you are.” I clenched my hands back into the fists that had become second nature over the past half hour or so. “No need to issue Challenge, Cousin. I’m here right now and willing.”


Another smirk slid into a smug grin. “You will fight me?”


“Anytime.”


“Keira.” Adam took my hand again. “No fight until we understand the Challenge. If you will excuse us.”


I swallowed my anger and let Adam lead me away.





CHAPTER THREE


“Accept the challenges so that you may feel the exhilaration of victory.”


—George S. Patton


“Technically, we’re not required to actually battle,” Tucker said, his eyes scanning the parchment, which he’d unrolled across the top of Adam’s desk. It wasn’t overlarge, but it seemed to take up the entire desktop.


After Gideon’s snarky comments, Adam had forced us to do some official mingling with the rest of our guests long enough for propriety’s sake. We’d then left the Hall to seclude ourselves in Adam’s office over at the main inn. No one was there, thanks to the Reception. Most nights, the entire Wild Moon bustled, coming alive from dusk until dawn, sanctuary for vampires and Kelly alike. Tonight, nearly everyone was still at the party. Our day manager, John, and his family were, no doubt, cozy and snug in their own small home for the night. He’d be up at daybreak, tending to the property while we all slept. Adam had built this resort as a hangout for his small tribe of bloodsuckers, most of whom disliked preying on humans and wanted to explore alternative sources of nutrition. He’d bought this particular property in the Texas Hill Country to be near me.


I sat in one of the side chairs across from Adam’s desk, attempting to remove the fripperies from my hair with Adam’s help, as Tucker studied the document my mother had handed over. “What is it then if not a fight to the finish? Don’t most of these things mean a real fight—like spells, weapons, and so on?” I tugged at something tangled in my hair. Adam pushed my hand aside.


“Let me,” he said. “I have a better angle.”


I dropped my hands and pushed the long flowing sleeves from my dress to my elbows. What I wouldn’t give to be dressed in my usual jeans and tank top.


Tucker tapped with his index finger. “In legend, yes. But, this doesn’t seem to say anything about war or a battle specifically. I’m not a hundred percent sure, but… Adam, would you mind taking a look at this phrase?”


“Ouch!” I yelped. “Watch the hair, please.” A piece of my hair had re-tangled in one of the beads that dangled from the intricate headpiece I’d worn for the Reception. A pretty thing, but really a pain to remove.


“Apologies, love,” Adam said and quickly freed me. “Niko, could you take over here whilst I read with Tucker?”


“Certainly.” Niko left his post at the door where he’d been standing guard. “Adam, if you don’t mind?” Niko motioned to the now empty doorway.


I closed my eyes. Men. No matter what bloody species. With a quick mutter and hand wave, I cast a do-not-disturb ward. Nothing complicated, but just enough to give us fair warning if anyone approached. “There. It’s not as if you need to physically guard the door, guys,” I said. “I trust that all of us can move fast enough in case of an attack. Besides, he gave us Truce. Unless he’s got something else up his evil sleeve, he’s not breaking that. There are consequences, right?”


“There are.” Adam crossed the room to join Tucker at the desk. They bent over the elaborately illuminated scroll, muttering to themselves as they studied the calligraphy.


Niko took up where Adam left off, his hands gentle and fingers nimble in my hair.


“You’re good at this,” I said in a quiet voice.


Niko gave a grunt of assent and kept unweaving my hair from the ornate decoration, placing all the bits and bobs of jewelry onto the table next to me. “I’ve done it before,” he said. “Back when…”


“Yes, back when.” I closed my eyes and let him work his magic. His hands soothed the tightness out of my scalp. I was so unused to hairstyles fancier than a braid but had succumbed to dressing up to suit the occasion. As he worked, I wondered about the details of his “back when,” as a lonely child born in the first Elizabeth’s era, purchased by some court noble as a plaything. Niko never spoke much about this part of his background. I could empathize with the loneliness, but couldn’t even imagine being someone’s toy, someone’s property.


“Tucker’s right.” Adam straightened and turned to me.


Niko patted the top of my head. “Done,” he whispered.


I shook my hair free and ran my fingers through it. It felt so good to be loose of that crap. “Right about what?” I began twisting a braid as I spoke.


“They are not asking to fight us. It seems to be a challenge of proof.”


“Proof? Sorry, I don’t follow.” A part of me was disappointed. Actual physical battle against Gideon? Oh yeah. I could do that. Niko handed me a hair tie as I finished braiding. “Thanks.”


“Background or short version?” Tucker asked.


“Short version first.”


“We need to prove that we belong here. That the land is tied to us.”


I stood, sweeping my gown out of the way. I couldn’t wait until I could go home and change into something less heavy. It was still bloody hot outside and the a/c in here, though doing its job, couldn’t overcome stifling layers of fancy gear. “Okay, let’s try for something a bit more explanatory and less cryptic,” I said as I strode over to the desk.


The parchment gleamed in the soft overhead light, its colorful illuminations as complex and grand as any manuscript painstakingly hand-drawn by medieval monks. Only this was fresh off the pen… or spell. I could feel magick tied into the complex symbols and imagery. Unicorns, wyverns, dragons, and other fantastical creatures entwined in some sort of mystical dance, while runes and knots embellished the sides of the parchment. Perhaps they were only protective spells, keeping the information from being read by anyone other than us. Perhaps not.


“Did you feel the magick?” I asked.


Adam nodded. “It is part of the material itself.”


I looked at him in surprise. “And you didn’t think to not touch this without checking with me? What if—”


“It’s mostly harmless,” he said, without apology.


“And you can tell this how?” I crossed my arms and glared at him. He may be his father’s son, but when he became vampire, the Sidhe part of him died, replaced by the magick of the Nightwalker.


“I’m not sure,” he said. “But I know.” He smiled. “Give me a little credit, Keira. I may no longer have my magick, but I can feel it.”


“Hmph.” I stepped closer, but avoided touching the document. “I’ll take your word on that for now. What language is this? I sort of recognize the symbols, Ogham runes, right?”


“Beith-Luis-Nin, yes.” Tucker ran a hand down the side of the sheet. “They used the script to write in the Old Tongue, grandfather to modern Celtic languages. See this word?” He pointed to a set of runes. “Arigeacht. It means ‘fealty.’” His brow furrowed as he translated. “Here, ‘Gideon Branogeni Mucoi Kelly.” That’s ‘Gideon, born of Raven of the tribe Kelly.’ It goes on with various phrases of ownership? I’m not positive. I can recognize the runes, as they’re similar to my own early learnings, but the language is old, not something I’m well versed in.”


“‘Born of Raven?’ That’s precious.” I growled. “His mother wasn’t named Raven, but that was a name she took after Change.”


“Is that significant of something in particular?” Adam asked. “I know that in some cultures, children take a new name upon adulthood, but I’d never thought you did so.”


“Not typically,” Tucker answered. “Alys, Gideon’s mother, fell very much into the sixties counterculture. She ran off to the Haight in sixty-five, came back a few years later and Changed somewhere around the early seventies. Then she seemed to fall back in with the family and got pregnant with Gideon.”


I stared at my brother. “You’re not joking?”


“No, why would I be?” He seemed puzzled at my question.


“So Gideon is the product of some airhead former druggie hippie—and the Faery King?” I began to laugh. Oh, the irony. “No wonder he’s so fucked up. I never knew that about his mother. He didn’t talk about her much.”


“I never said she was a druggie,” Tucker said. “Though you aren’t off the mark. She really enjoyed the sixties.”


I couldn’t control my mirth. “This is priceless.”


Adam shook his head, smiling at me. You amuse me, he said with a look. I could only wipe my eyes and shake my head. It was too funny not to laugh. Despite the Challenge and the silly pomp-and-circumstance of the Reception, I couldn’t help but think life had become something out of a bad Syfy Channel fantasy movie. What next? CGI dragons? Mega Shark meets megalomania?


Adam’s hand brushed the center portion of the scroll, ignoring my chuckles. “Much of this primary text is in the old language. Part of this is slightly more modern, not using Ogham. It’s a mix. The Ogham speaks of dair and muin—oak and vine—or oak and neck to be more precise. Old-fashioned way to describe property, land. Here, ymarddelw.”


“That word I know,” I said. “That’s Welsh. ‘Setting up a challenge.’” I peered between the two men. “Here, ymhòni, that’s more a claim, a challenge for one’s self.”


“He seems to be claiming the land if we cannot show our own claim is valid.”


“So, I’m guessing this doesn’t simply mean showing them your deed to the ranch?” Not that I actually thought it would be that easy. It couldn’t be, otherwise Gideon would have never tried this on. He may be another Kelly heir, but if my heirship was anything to go by, I didn’t lose my own natural instincts. Gideon had never done anything that required real work. He tended to look for the easy way—thus his walks on the dark side. Short cuts came naturally to him. Short cuts and lack of forward thinking—“consequences” wasn’t a word Gideon thought much about.


A grin flashed across Tucker’s face at my sarcastic statement, an expression endemic to him but that I’d seen little of tonight. “Remember what I told you about this land being on ley lines?”


“Yes, you said something about that when we met the werewolves’ Fenrir last week. That I’m tied to the land because I’d bled here. I bonded here and I Changed here.”


He tapped the scroll again. “This basically challenges us—as a group—to prove our ties and to prove the land responds to us and accepts us as its caretakers. If we can’t, then Gideon can claim the right of perchenodelb, of ownership.”


“Okay, then maybe I do need the long parts version,” I said. “How the hell are we supposed to do that?”


“Keira, Gideon states that the land is failing here under our care. That the long drought is a direct result of it rejecting us.”


“Is that possible?” This was so far out of my knowledge base, I couldn’t begin to understand the entirety of it. I’d been trained to fight, trained in some court protocols, a little healing magick. Nothing about land and ties and whatever. I didn’t suppose that Gigi thought I’d need it—or at least need it quite just yet.


Adam shrugged. “Perhaps. There has been much chaos since I came.”


I snorted. “You think?”


Tucker rolled up the scroll and tied the ribbon around it again. “I think it has less to do with the fact that we’ve experienced upheavals,” he said. “I don’t think that really matters so much.”


“But then what does?”


My brother’s voice turned solemn, almost sorrowful. “Land usually responds to life, fertility, growth.”


“Well, yes.” Where was he going with this? Basic agricultural information notwithstanding, what he was saying seemed obvious enough. Land prospered with rain, nurturing, and care. The last few weeks here had been hellacious and still were—a record heat wave and subsequent drought. But this kind of weather wasn’t uncommon to the Hill Country. So the weather records were being smashed. It’s not the first time and hey, climate change, right? Other parts of the nation had record snowfalls, flooding. It was just our turn here. It wasn’t the first drought season, nor would it be the last. We were doing everything we could to help—limiting our water use, making sure all the livestock watering holes were okay. Adam kept a herd of rescued exotics on the ranch, alongside the usual whitetails, a few head of cattle—nothing out of the ordinary. This was part of living in South Central Texas, in the Hill Country.


“Keira, I think what Tucker is trying to say to us is that we brought death, not life,” Adam said in a gentle tone.


My brow furrowed. “Death. Well, yes, but people die—”


“Not people, us,” Niko spat. “I get it.”


The clue shoe finally dropped on my head as Adam’s meaning sank in. “Well, fuck. Death. As in the living dead.”


I sank onto the edge of the desk, my skirts knocking the parchment to the floor.


The four of us watched it roll itself up, bounce and rattle against the polished hardwood as it rolled and stopped at my feet. I could almost see the magick within it quivering. I looked away.


“So the land is dying because you are vampires and not strictly living.”


“And we are infertile,” Adam reminded me. Right. Dead men can’t make babies—a phrase I’d snapped at my aunt Jane when she’d tried to convince me to return to Canada, to leave Adam. Of course, that conversation had happened before everything changed… including me.


“Which means…” I didn’t even bother to finish my own sentence. I knew what it meant. In the traditional “king must die” sense, the old king, when no longer fertile, sacrificed himself so the new, young king could take his place, impregnate his queen and continue the line, satisfying the land. Persephone, eat your bloody heart out. I was living with Hades—and his sidekicks. “I do hope no one’s considering what I think they’re considering,” I warned. No way was I about to allow anyone of my family to commit suicide so we could keep real estate.


Three heads shook in the negative.


“Then what do we do?” I asked. “Do we let Gideon take it?”


“First, before we do anything, we need to leave,” Adam said.


“Leave?”


“That would be part two of the Challenge.” Tucker bent down and picked up the scroll, tapping it on his palm. “This says that if we choose Truce, during the challenge period and through the final day, no one may live on the land in question.”


I rubbed my forehead. “This whole thing is giving me a headache.”


“It should do,” Adam said. “I believe that part of the interwoven spells is to cause consternation and confusion.”


“Lovely. Because you know, my life so far has been so full of bunnies and fluffy kittens that I needed something like this to take my mind off the sheer boredom.” I stood. “I need to get out of this gear and into something more me,” I said. “Let’s table this for now, regroup after some sleep?”


“I’m afraid we can’t.” Adam stepped closer and took my hand. “It is fairly specific. We can either leave now and continue the Challenge, allowing ourselves until Lughnasa to provide our proof, to have the land accept us, or we pay a price.”


Fan-bloody-tastic. So we evacuate the only true home I’d known in a long time, uprooting an entire group of vampires who were innocent of anything more than being Adam’s people. They didn’t deserve this. We didn’t deserve this. “Does that thing explain what the ‘price’ is?” I asked. “Or does it just leave it up to us to figure out?”


“It’s rather vague,” Adam said. “Just that there will be consequences.”


“Multiple and varied,” Tucker supplied, almost in humor.


I couldn’t really blame him. In one respect, this entire thing was beyond ridiculous. I mean, who the devil presented Challenge anymore? This wasn’t the old days, the old ways. We were in twenty-first century America, with cell phones and digital entertainment and space flight. Yes, Faery still existed, but they kept Underhill, out of sight. I knew that my Sidhe cousin Daffyd had been hungry to get out, to come Above, but he’d been trapped in the pocket of Faery, not free to return to his home. This entire situation could only come from some sort of misguided jealousy. Right?


“You’re not helping,” I said to Tucker.


“What Tucker means, love, is that the Challenge, though specific in what we must do, isn’t quite as forthcoming in what exactly happens if we ignore it. Only that the payments will be numerous and of great consequence.”


Every muscle tensed as fury flashed through me. Great consequence? Knowing the bloody Sidhe, this could be anything from petty annoyances up to and including death. When they spoke of payment, they didn’t mean money. Sidhe had no need for currency—they only traded in lives and life force. All I wanted to do right now was to find my former lover and pound him into the ground with my fists. No magick, just pure unadulterated physical joy of beating him into a pulp. Adam grabbed hold of my wrists and pulled me to him, his eyes flashing. For a moment, I wasn’t sure if he was aroused or disturbed—or both. He held my wrists tightly to his chest, kissed each of my tightly closed hands and then looked me deep in the eye.


“We will get through this. We will do it together.”


“All of us,” Niko said. “As a family.”


I let my head sink onto Adam’s shoulder. “All of us.” That’s the only way I could do this. My new family, my brothers/Protectors, blood-bonded and sworn to me and Adam. I wasn’t alone anymore. Didn’t have to fight Gideon on my own. Didn’t have to run from my mother’s icy indifference.


After a few moments of silence, during which I attempted to collect myself, my brother spoke.


“So what’ll it be? Door number one?”


What indeed? The lady or the tiger? Problem was, the lady was often more vicious than the hungry beast.





CHAPTER FOUR


“It is a wise father that knows his own child.”


—William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Act 2, Scene 2


A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts.


Niko looked to us, a question on his face. I nodded, as did Adam.


“See who it is. The wards didn’t ping, so it’s someone neutral.” As all three men looked at me quizzically, I shrugged. “What? I’m perfectly capable of spelling up a few warning wards,” I said. “Early detection system. Easy peasy.”


A laugh, and Niko opened the office door, Tucker right beside him, both men creating a block with their bodies, just in case. I chuckled at their actions.


“I came to see my son and daughter.” Drystan’s calm voice didn’t betray anything. It was as if he’d stopped by for afternoon tea.


“Let him through,” Adam said.


“Aeddan,” Drystan nodded in acknowledgment as he stepped into the room. “My daughter.”


“Drystan.” I echoed his greeting.


“What brings you here, Father?” Adam asked.


“I could not help but believe that I may be of some assistance.”


“Against your only other son?” Adam’s sarcasm nearly equaled my own usual tone. “I find that difficult to believe.”


Drystan raised both hands in a gesture of peace. “I come to help, Aeddan. I find that I dislike this division.”


I snorted. “You didn’t seem much fazed by it a few months ago,” I said. “When we first met and you’d taken to Gideon as if he were the prodigal son returned. Only that’s really Adam, isn’t it?”


“Prodigal son?” Drystan sounded confused. “I do not understand your reference, Daughter, but yes, I must admit that then I was not so knowledgeable about my second son’s… shall we say, proclivities?”


“Since when do Unseelie shy away from the dark side?” I retorted. “Unless you mean Gideon’s lack of anything that resembles leadership skills.”


Drystan laughed and stepped closer. “My dear child, you are a fit match for my only heir. May I?” He gestured to a chair next to me.


“Please. Sit.” I said the words with as much grace as I could. I didn’t dislike Adam’s father, per se, but I didn’t trust him, either. When we’d gone to Faery in the spring, right after I’d Changed, he’d been all “hail fellow, well met” to Gideon, though I had to admit he’d shown the same cheery welcome to us, too. At least the Unseelie tended to stab you as they faced you. They didn’t hide much, unlike my mother’s relatives who often fed you sugar as the dagger entered your back.


“Your brother,” Drystan said to Adam, “is not the kind of person I’d wish as my heir.”


“So he did ask you,” Adam said. It wasn’t a question.


“Yes, and I quickly disabused him of the notion.”


“Was that before or after he tried to kill me?” I asked.


Drystan sighed. “My apologies, my dear. I did not intend for any of this to happen. Not then, and not now.”


“Answer the question, Father.”


Both Niko and Tucker moved just a little closer. They’d both fallen back into guard mode as soon as Drystan had entered.


“Before. I swear it.” Drystan caught my gaze, his expression open and guileless. “I had hoped to have your cousin, my son, as companion. A son at Court again,” he explained. “When he came to me. I only wanted…”


“A son to replace the one you sacrificed?” I stood, needing to move. “Tell me, Drystan, do you regret it?” I stepped closer and closer, forcing myself into his personal space, my eyes sparking.


“Keira, no,” Adam said. “It’s not—”


“What? It’s not relevant? Maybe just not polite? Oh, no, definitely not.” I stepped even closer, letting my anger show, letting some of my shielding down. The vibrating tension of my energy surrounded me.
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Talk about wedding crashers from hell. Keira Kelly and her sexy vampire king,
Adam, are about to tie the proverbial knot—sort of—when an uninvited
blood relative shows up to cast a long, dark shadow over the happy occasion.
Adam’s brother Gideon comes bearing the one-size-fits-all gift of bad news: an
ancient, convoluted Challenge thrown down upon the entire Kelly clan. It
seems the dreaded forces of the Dark Fae have declared war on Keira’s family,
and at stake is the land that is rightfully theirs. But while the Kellys gather
their troops in a historic San Antonio hotel to strategize, there’s mayhem back
in Rio Seco. The old cemetery is vandalized, fires break out, and—uworst of
all—the Kelly clan matriarch and leader, Keiras great-great-grandmother
Minerva, goes missing. Should Keira risk breaking the Challenge rules by
returning to her beloved home, or should she continue the waiting game that
seems the only other option? With everything she loves and maybe even her
life on the line, she has only one chance to get the answer right.
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