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Praise for Maria Lima’s Blood Lines series


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 in my possession 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.”


—SF Revu


“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 Heat is also available as an eBook


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)


“Lima uses well-known tropes of the fantasy genre, yet gives them enough of a spin to make them recognizable to readers but keep them wondering if things will play out as expected.”


—SF Revu


“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 great page-turner.…”


—The Bookshelf Reviews


“An excellent book, readable and gripping with varied characters.…”


—Curled Up With a Good Book (5 stars)


“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)


“Another kick-ass heroine enters the paranormal arena in Lima’s bloodthirsty whodunit. Feisty Keira narrates with a biting sense of humor.…”


—Romantic Times (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 three previous adventures in the
Blood Lines series by Maria Lima!


Matters of the Blood
Blood Bargain
Blood Kin
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PROLOGUE



Old Joe


 


NO ONE EVER REALLY knew where old Joe came from. Sometimes, he doesn’t really remember himself. He’s always just been around.


JOE’S TRASH, proclaims the meticulously hand-lettered sign on the side of the ancient black Ford pickup. Worn wooden slats—once painted white, but now a soft charcoal—cage the truck bed, making a place to hold the stuff he collects. Trash, not garbage. He doesn’t take food, organic stuff. Most of the folks who hire his service use that for composting anyhow.


He’s been doing this since he can recall, making the rounds every morning and every afternoon. To Leonora’s Beauty Shoppe, where the second “p” on the sign is a little crooked because Leo’s husband, Ray, got into an argument with her during the painting of it, telling her that plain ole “shop” was good enough for his ma and gran. How come it weren’t good enough for his wife? They ain’t never got round to fixing it and sometimes, if you squint at it at just the right angle, the sloppy “p” looks like one of them computer emoti-things that Ernie’s kids tried to explain to him one time. Like a scrunched-up face sticking its tongue out at you. No matter, though. The white paint on the sign is flaking and the red letters fading after years of scorching in the Texas sun. Ray keeps promising Leonora that he’ll fix the sign, touch it up, but since he’s been saying that for the past eight years, Joe reckons it’s just one of those things married couples say to each other; a conversation more habit than heard.


Joe picks up old towels, empty plastic squeeze bottles, and all sorts of trash from Miz Leo’s. Even old plastic capes and used-up hair rollers and such.


Next door to the beauty shop is the package store; just an eighteen-by-twenty hole-in-the-wall with a liquor license. Manny Hernandez owns the place and has Joe haul off all the cardboard boxes, packing materials, and other stuff that comes in shipping. Some he can resell, some he just uses to store things in.


After the liquor store and the beauty shop, Joe goes around to several different houses, some in the subdivisions. Then it’s out to some of the outlying ranches. Those, he only hits about once a week or so. Ranchers are the best at separating out the trash from the garbage. Sir Andrew (who wasn’t really a “sir” but came from England, so the name stuck) and his wife, Carla, of the Coupe Ranch are his favorites. They’ve made up several plastic bins and labeled them: one for scrap metal, one for glass and bottles, one for cardboard and paper, and another for plastics. They’re always real careful sorting so Joe doesn’t have to.


Joe takes his time going to and coming back from the ranches, stopping at scenic lookout points and wide areas in the road to pick up cans and bottles left by the day-trippers and the passers-through.


At the end of the month, after everything is sorted, he makes his trips into Cedar Springs to the recycling center and drops off everything that can go there. Two days a week he’s at his roadside stand: JOE’S TRASH, the sign reads, just like on the truck. From hubcaps to cabling to mysterious boxes of assorted odds and ends, the stand pretty much has something for everyone. He mostly gets tourists in the summer, stopping to ask for directions or to ask where the nearest toilet is. He’s got an outhouse out back of the shed, but he doesn’t let ’em use it. Makes ’em go next door into Hills and Dales. Man has to have some standards. Tourists usually drive up in monster SUVs, all decked out in multiple coats of shiny paint, screaming to anyone who looks that they’ve got more money than them crooks at Enron and less taste than a drunk after a bottle of cheap tequila.


If they do stop to buy, the men’s gazes just slide right past his ebony face; he can almost hear them thinking “boy” or the word his foster mama taught him never to say. Sometimes if it was dusk, they’d miss him entirely, his deep dark face blending into the shadows, his soft white curls cut tight to the scalp. Just another shadow, he’d think to himself. Like I always been. Just another shadow boy. Don’t know where he come from, don’t know who he is. Just been here all along. He watches them peer into the dim shed, then smiles, white teeth flashing, startling each and every one. They’d always buy something then, usually some stupid-ass piece of tourist crap that someone else had already thrown out. Guilt, fright, whatever. Got them every single damned time.


He’s old enough to remember Pappy Joe, no relation, sitting in the same rocking chair, making nice to the stuck-up bastards from the city as they tried to cheat him out of a dime or a quarter for some piece of stupid-ass junk as they drove up in their swooping huge Chevys, Fords, and Olds. Pappy Joe would just laugh and laugh after the tourists left, telling the younger Joe that the bigger the car, the smaller the dick. Joe used to get all heated up about it, angry at everyone, but time passed and eventually so did Pappy Joe, then all of a sudden it was just him, on account of Pappy Joe left him the business.


He’s mellowed now, decades and decades later, doing what the old man had always done before him: collecting, reusing, refurbishing, and selling. Occasionally finding small treasures among the detritus of other people’s lives. Now he is the old man, joints creaking almost louder than the door of the truck, tipping an imaginary hat to his lady customers, joking with the local folks. Sometimes just sitting there in the rocking chair, waiting. For what, he isn’t sure. But it’s certainly coming.


When he finds the tied-up bag at the side of the road, back near Bear Creek, he thinks he’s hit it. Jackpot. Some rich bitch tossing out her furs. It isn’t until he opens the bag wider that he begins to retch.





CHAPTER ONE



HOME. WHERE THE heart is. Where they have to take you in. Where the prodigal child returns and gets the fatted calf.


My question: What if said prodigal had been a vegetarian? What then? Did they slaughter the fatted soy curd?


Not that I am vegetarian. But I got neither cow nor curd when I was a prodigal returning. No biblical best robe, ring, or sandals, either. It was more Let’s just go on about our business and hope the prodigal can figure out her own damn way, ’cause she is mighty, mighty flighty than celebratory.


My home used to be where my family was—my Clan, my kin, people of my blood—smack in the middle of the Texas Hill Country, in the so-small-it’s-not-on-the-map town of Rio Seco. (I didn’t live there during my first seven years, but I don’t count those years when considering family. Nope, not at all. Like a certain boy wizard from a famous tale, I got rescued from uncaring relatives and found that I had a loving family and magickal powers.) After high school, I left for university in England, came back, traveled, left again due to heartbreak (his, not mine), and then, quicker’n a scalded cat, I scooted home hoping for tea and sympathy or, at the very least, a good talking-to followed by hugs and love.


Instead, I found my family on the verge of moving to Canada.


Stubborn child that I was, I refused to go with them, staying to lick my own damn wounds, thank you very much.


Two and a half years later my cousin and sole responsibility was murdered. This was followed about six months later by the attempted rape/murder of my best friend. Hot on the heels of that tragedy, I was gobsmacked by the revelation that I was heir to the Kelly Clan, and I found myself back in the bosom of aforementioned family in Canada, training my ass off, learning how to be the proper successor to the Clan leadership.


Now, after not quite three months of heir schooling, I was back in Rio Seco, still learning how to be the eventual ruler of a powerful family of immortal supernaturals that mundane humans didn’t even realize existed, except in legend and fiction. Our array of Talents range from shapeshifting to weather sense to healing, and as heir, I got them all instead of the usual one or two.


The stubborn child has done some growing. Instead of being the frog I’d always suspected I was, I turned out to be a princess of sorts. I’d even found my Prince Charming.


I’ve found out home is the people you love, your family, no matter where they are.


I’ve also discovered you—particularly if you are a prince or princess—have to be prepared to fight the Big Bad if it threatens your home, your people.


Only I’m not even acquainted with all my people, and I don’t know what or who the Big Bad is—at least, not yet.





CHAPTER TWO



A CRACK OF SOUND TO my left. I whirled on one foot and leaned to the right. That was a close one.


Another crack, closer, heralded a brilliant explosion of light. With the smell of burning magick—a lot like hot air and ozone—searing my nostrils, I whirled again, staff clutched in my hands as a focus. Shields tightened, strengthened as I gathered my own power, trying to turn the situation from defense to offense.


Damn it, I could use some help here. But there was no one to help. No one here but me and three attackers—each at least as powerful as I am, considering my newbie status. They were using weapons. All I was armed with were my own talents.


Not what I’d expected as the Kelly heir, I thought, as I ducked some sort of purplish energy ball that shot out of a colorful gunlike contraption. Damned thing resembled a Super Soaker, but instead of water, it shot spells.


I slid past what looked like a booby trap, something shimmering just beyond normal sensory range. I jumped to one side, wishing I could think of something quippy to say, like Buffy did when she was fighting vampires and demons on TV. Kill them with my wit. Instead, I was muttering “Fuck, fuck, fuck” under my breath as I attempted to avoid getting hit. I’d trained for nearly three months with my darling great-granny’s minions. Gigi, a.k.a. Minerva Kelly, had the best in the business. Unfortunately, these guys were even better—and more determined to win. I think I’d rather fight demons. At least they had limits. These guys? None. At least as far as I could tell.


The three threw everything they could at me: fire, freezing, starvation—all spells built into their weapons—any one of which could, at the very least, cause me to break down, fall to my knees, and concede. I ducked, tumbled, rolled, and mumbled words I’d only recently learned, trying both to keep my wits about me and figure out how I was going to reach the door on the other side of the room. I knew it was my only safety. My single means of escape. Fighting three men in an enclosed space: never a good idea. But I’d picked neither the time nor the place for this confrontation. Unprepared as I was, I was slam damn in the middle of a mini-war. It could’ve been worse. They could’ve all been targeting just me. Oh wait, they were.


“Damn it,” I groused to myself as I jumped over a flash of yellow mage-fire, stumbling on my landing and barely ducking in time to miss the orange sparks shot out of a flame-colored mini-cannon by someone whose lap I used to climb onto as a child. If even one of those sparks touched any part of me, my skin would instantly feel as if it were being torn from my body, strip by bloody strip.


“Ouch!” A ball of red mage-fire from the left singed my shoulder as it slipped by. “Was that a warning, Tucker?” I shouted as I returned my concentration to the rest of the action.


“Not a warning, simply …” He re-aimed his weapon and shot another fireball at me. This time I was prepared.


“Bad aim, brother?” I said as I tucked back a lock of hair that had escaped my braid. About twenty minutes ago, I’d come to the conclusion that long hair was nothing more than vanity, sheer vanity, and a hell of a lot of useless in a fight. Sure, it was bound back in a tight single braid, but a couple of those witch balls had been the really ugly kind. If even a spark touches any part of you—say, for example, a braid swinging behind you as you execute a defense maneuver—the witch fire grabs hold and starts devouring. The hair would go first, quicker than a Guy Fawkes Night firecracker, then fire would move on to the skin, the soft jelly of the eye. It would get inside you as slick as a flu bug and eat you up … literally burning you to death. Huh, maybe that explained some of the cases of spontaneous human combustion. Wonder if anyone had ever investigated things from our side of the fence. In any case, I was absolutely cutting my hair off after this—assuming I was still in one piece.


A movement caught my eye.


“Fuck you and the damned horse you rode in on, Ianto.” I angled my staff in my other brother’s direction, shooting my own flash of bright light. I slid back, hoping to avoid retaliation, but kept my eye on Ianto.


Ianto’s gleeful expression turned into a frown as my own spell reached him: a hybrid flashbang—a stunner combined with an expanding binding. Modeled after a mundane military device, it was a damned useful spell I’d created with the help of one of my brothers. My brother threw himself into a crouch, but he was too late. A wisp of light caught a lock of his hair and, instantly, the light flashed whitehotblinding—an actinic flash searing sight—accompanied by an equally stunning smackcrash of sound, intended to temporarily cripple. He went down faster than a sack of lead weights, slamming against the floor with a grunt. As the light snaked around my now nearly comatose opponent, binding him more effectively than enchanted rope, I threw two more binding spells toward the remaining two, both stumbling about, eyes watering and ears ringing, their sense of balance temporarily gone. The bindings wrapped around them both and they fell to the floor.


“The shields held, Mr. Scott,” I mumbled to myself as I set my staff on the floor and wiped my hands on my thighs, the cotton knit of the yoga pants I wore nearly soaked through with sweat. Surveying the damage, I nodded in relief. It could’ve been much worse. Three seasoned opponents—each of them older than me by, at minimum, a couple of centuries—sending their best damage spells against one extreme newbie. I’d brought the spell weapons, invented by one of my clever Clan cousins, back with me from the family compound in British Columbia. Here in Rio Seco, they’d become part and parcel of my new arsenal—most of which was otherwise made up of my brothers and their natural shapeshifting abilities. Tooth and claw were often more effective than spells—especially when dealing with humans.


I beamed as I caught the reluctantly admiring expression on Ianto’s face. Despite the bindings and the flashbang, he’d managed to retain consciousness. “Kudos to you, dear brother,” I said in amusement. I walked over to him and patted his face. “You’re awake.”


He fought the bindings, trying to nod, managing only a squirm.


“Didn’t think I’d make it, did you?” I looked at Tucker and Rhys, each of them blacked out on the floor behind me. “None of you thought I could do this.” For that matter, neither had I, I thought, and silently blessed the fact that I’d grown up not only with these three but with three other just as formidable older brothers. It didn’t hurt that I now lived with a vampire tribe and was partnered to the king of the tribe, Adam Walker, who was, in addition to vampire, Unseelie Sidhe.


These last few months of training had been intensive but well worth it if it meant I could beat out my three most combat-ready brothers, even when they’d ambushed me. The surprise attack was part of my training, but—damn.


“Brava,” Ianto grunted as he finally struggled to his feet. “I knew you could do it.”


I grabbed the small towel he tossed me and ran it over my face and neck. “Glad you did,” I said. “I wasn’t as confident.”


“In your abilities?” He laughed. “Minerva told me you’d done well, Keira, don’t underestimate yourself.”


“She did?” I leaned back against the soft padded wall of the brand-new sparring room. “I guess that’s why you three ambushed me?” With a smirk, I watched Rhys, Ianto’s twin, and Tucker struggle with their invisible bonds. “Ready to say ‘uncle’ yet?” I asked them both.


Tucker growled. “Yes, damn it.”


Rhys said nothing but waggled his eyebrows in amusement and acceptance.


I vanished their bonds with a muttered spell. “Next time, I really would appreciate knowing in advance,” I said to Ianto. “I thought I was coming to my new training room to do some yoga, maybe practice a few spell lessons. After all, isn’t that why our darling matriarch had this room built?”


Tucker grabbed a towel from the floor and wiped off his own sweaty face. “One reason, yes,” he said. “But hell, we couldn’t let you see the room without our own brand of fun, could we?”


I tossed my towel at his face. “Thanks ever so,” I said sarcastically. “Next time you want to show off one of Gigi’s lovely new surprises, seriously, just tell me.”


Rhys came to give me a hug. “Welcome home, sis. Glad you’re back.”


“Me, too,” I said, hugging him in return. “Those three months in British Columbia passed fairly quickly in one respect. Gigi kept me damned busy learning things, but I missed having you all there with me.” I reached over and pulled Ianto into the hug, too. “You, too, Ianto. Thank you for coming home.”


Ianto smiled, his quiet demeanor nearly the opposite of his always-rowdy twin’s. “I’m glad, Keira. It’s almost like old times to be back in Rio Seco, back in Texas.”


With a happy laugh, I motioned Tucker to come over and join in the group hug. He tossed his towel to the floor and did his best to surround us all three with his long arms. “Love you all,” he whispered. “I’ll echo Keira and be all soppy. Being back here, together, with the twins and my cousin Liz, as part of Keira’s retinue, is more than I could’ve hoped.” What he didn’t say, and I knew he included, was his being back here with his vampire lover, Niko.


I snuggled into my brothers, soaking in the sentimentality. It could have been way different and a hell of a lot less happy-making. Instead of sending me back with my favorite brothers and Liz—our pilot and the twins’ partner—Gigi could’ve chosen from any among her own court, people whom I knew only by name and not by heart. Instead, she let me choose my Court—and Court these guys were, not just family anymore. No more autonomous Keira Kelly, living off by her lonesome deep in the heart of Texas, away from the notice of Clan and its annoying politics. Instead, I was the Kelly heir … well, one of them, to be exact. My distant cousin and former lover, Gideon, was the other, both of us having inherited all the Kelly Talents, from weather sense to spellcasting and everything in between. My brothers, Liz, Niko, and Adam had all returned to Texas before I had. They’d made Adam’s Wild Moon Ranch, which was already home to his tribe of vampires, into our hearth and headquarters. Ianto and Liz had overseen the building of the training room, as well as several other additions to the Wild Moon, courtesy of my great-great-granny and with Adam’s every approval.


We eventually released one another, every one of us sporting a stupidly happy grin, endorphins and emotion vying for first place in our expressions.


“You did brilliantly, Keira,” Tucker said. “I thought three months was too short—not that I didn’t want you home.”


“Honestly, so did I,” I said. “But damn, Gigi packs a hell of a mean training schedule. I was at her side nearly twenty-four, seven.”


“I take it you like the room?” Ianto asked, gesturing around.


I turned my attention back to the training room, eerily similar to the one I’d left behind in British Columbia about twenty-four hours ago. This one seemed a little larger, perhaps forty foot square. Padded walls in a muted gray-green surrounded a special soft flooring, just perfect for fight training and/or practice. Unlike the training facility at the Clan enclave in Canada, this room was underground, carved and blasted out of limestone—not with explosives and heavy machinery but with spells. I could still feel the residue of construction magicks. The training room was underneath what had once been a large guesthouse on the Wild Moon property.


“You have a hand in the design?” I asked Ianto, who nodded.


“Did you get a good look at the upstairs?” Tucker teased.


I rolled my eyes at him. “Yeah, throne room, much? Damn thing practically appears like the hall at Edoras, minus a few mountains and a couple hundred Rohirrim. Sometimes I wonder if Minerva whispered hints into John Ronald Reuel Tolkien’s ear or maybe she just saw the movies.”


My brothers all laughed. “Don’t know about Tolkien, but there’s a lot of Gigi’s influence in that room,” Rhys said. “She sent me very detailed decorating instructions.”


“And you followed them?” I stared at Rhys as if he’d grown another head. “Unlike you.”


“Not exactly,” he said. “Her plans called for a lot more bling. I decided that wasn’t you.”


“Nor Adam,” I reminded him. “That room is for our reception, not just mine.”


“Nor Adam,” Rhys agreed. “I worked with Niko and Liz to make it less Minerva and more … well …” He waved a hand, seemingly at a loss for description. Not surprising. Gigi and I were pretty much two very different sides of a proverbial coin concerning style or anything else.


Anyone seeing the two of us together would immediately pick up on the very obvious fact that I was not my great-great-granny’s fashion child. Of course, having spent most of my life in a very rural area meant I was about as far from fashionable as one could get without actually being a throwback. My idea of dressing up was wearing black slacks and a black top with some sort of jacket rounding out the safely monochromatic non-fashion. (Adam, on the other hand, was the epitome of style, in a very pared-down, simple elegance sort of way.) Gigi’s dress outfits often cost more than the yearly income of most workers in developing nations … and then some. She’d tried to train that part of me over the last few months, but I was having none of it. I gladly succumbed to the rest of the education but completely ignored anything to do with deportment and/or dress.


“You did a good job, Rhys. Thanks.”


Tucker cocked his head and frowned a little. “You’re not mad,” he said.


“At what?”


“This, the remodeling, the fact that Gigi did all this behind your back.”


I thought for a moment. As recently as two months ago, anger would probably have been my initial reaction. After all, Tucker and his lover, Niko, Adam’s second, were with me in Vancouver when all hells broke loose, with Gigi sitting calmly in the center of the mad web she’d woven. “I think I’m just growing up, Tucker,” I finally said. “Choosing my battles, I guess. I could lose my temper at Gigi for interfering, for having the balls to think she could do this without my approval or my knowledge, but you know what? She bloody well can. She’s our Clan leader, our ruler. I’m just the heir.”


“And Gideon?” Rhys asked quietly. “What of him?”


“Still Below,” I answered. “Gigi and Drystan had some sort of come-to-Jesus meeting, to which my former lover and fellow heir was not invited. She told me his father decided to train him.”


“As his successor? I thought Adam—”


“They may share a father, Rhys, but Adam’s still Drystan’s firstborn son and heir,” I said. “Drystan was very clear on that point when I last saw him. Despite Gideon being Adam’s half brother and a Kelly heir, too, Drystan isn’t budging on that fact.”


“He needs a firm hand, Rhys,” Tucker said. “Gideon’s not one to sit still for Gigi’s sort of training. After all, he managed to bamboozle the lot of the Kellys and get himself to Faery and his father.”


“That’s pretty much the gist of it, Tucker,” I said. “Gigi all but said that Drystan can have his sorry ass. She said he’d be ‘the whip hand to the boy,’” I quoted.


“Literally?” Tucker snorted a laugh. “That’ll be fairly interesting.”


“Won’t it just?” I laughed. My ex-lover, who I recently discovered was half brother to my partner, Adam Walker, had never done discipline well … at least, not on the submissive side. He’d managed to escape confinement here at the enclave and find a way into Faery, to the Unseelie Court, when everyone thought he was in a magickal coma and near death.


“I wish him all the best,” I said in my finest sarcastic tone. “Maybe Drystan will knock some sense into him.”





CHAPTER THREE



“THERE’S A WEREWOLF here, asking for you.” Jess, one of Adam’s vampires who’d been assigned as my personal assistant, stood at the foot of the staircase just outside the door to the sparring room.


The four of us turned as one to face the door.


“Shit, it’s dark already?” I asked.


“A werewolf?” Tucker said. “Someone we know?”


“I don’t know any around these parts,” I said. “At least not during my time. You two?”


Ianto and Rhys exchanged a glance and shrugged, almost in tandem. “I’d heard something some years back,” Ianto said. “A pack somewhere outside our immediate range, so I never really knew much more. I think Gigi knew.”


“So not important, then?” I emphasized “important.” From my lessons in Kelly politics, anyone not in immediate territory—fifty miles—wasn’t anyone I needed to concern myself with. And by anyone, Gigi had meant anyone of supernatural descent. Wers counted, but only if they were within range.


“Guess not,” Ianto answered. “He’s—or she’s—probably here to get a gander at you.”


“He,” Jess said with an odd twist to her lips as she played with a lock of her hair. Did she have a bit of a crush on the wereguy?


“He, then.” Ianto folded his towel and tossed it into a basket. “If you don’t want to deal with him, Keira, I can.”


“No, I’m good,” I said. “Curious mostly. What time is it, anyway, Jess? If you’re up and around, it’s got to be after dark.”


“Only about eight thirty,” she answered. “I just got up and John had me go see who was at the gate.” John, Adam’s day manager, was our equivalent to Renfield, but with a better diet and way more sanity. He and his family cared for the ranch during daytime hours.


“Damn, we’ve been in here for nearly three hours,” I said. “Time flies and all that. Where is this guy, Jess?”


“On the porch,” she said. “I didn’t think you’d want me to allow him in the building without you knowing.”


“You thought correctly. Go on and get him then.”


Jess headed up the stairs, her red hair gleaming in the artificial light. She looked all of twenty-five, but who knew with vampires? I might be the Kelly heir with all the Talents inherent to our Clan, but sensing vampire ages wasn’t one of them.


“Damnation, it’s bloody hot, even down here.” I wiped my face as I pulled out a soft bench that had been tucked under a built-in shelf. “This weather sucks even for June. If this lasts, I may be willing to go back to Vancouver for a few weeks and chill out.” Maybe even until fall, I mused to myself.


“Even the vampires are having issues,” Tucker said. “It’s been like this for ages. Hottest summer on record; more than thirty days near to and over a hundred degrees.”


“The vampires are having problems with the heat?” I’d never considered that, since, technically, vampires weren’t alive—at least, not by human standards. Adam’s skin was normally cool to the touch, and I guess I’d gotten used to the thought that he was comfortable no matter what the ambient temperature.


“Yeah, it’s bloody hot after dark still. Hunting’s rather uncomfortable for them. Us, too, when shifted, all that fur.”


“Shit, I hadn’t thought about that,” I said. “What can I do to help?”


“You’ve been back all of twenty-four hours, Keira,” Rhys butted in. “It’s not like we expect you to know everything that’s going on right away.”


Tucker nodded. “I’m sure Adam would’ve said something tonight. I imagine you two didn’t do much talking when you got home?”


I wasn’t about to tell my brothers about my very excellent sex life. I’d arrived at eight last night and—after a brief reunion with my siblings, Liz, and a hug from Niko, who’d just woken—I’d gone straight to Adam’s bed, not even letting him wake fully before I pounced. I hadn’t seen him in nearly three months.


“Are all the vampire quarters cool enough?” I asked. “Because if not, we can fix this. I’m sure there are plenty of great air-conditioning guys around we can bring in.”


“Adam and I have been brainstorming,” Ianto answered. “All the homes are fine, the a/c units are working well, but who the hell wants to be cabin-bound twenty-four, seven? It’s bad enough that they all have to stay underground for the long summer days.”


I thought of eighty-some-odd vampires with cabin fever and shuddered. “Egad. Yeah, not a good thing. I’m sure we’ll all figure something out.”


How did one cool off vampires anyway? They couldn’t exactly have a field trip to the nearest swimming hole. With the drought, most of the natural swimming areas disappeared as the waters receded, and local area pools were private and closed after dark. The oxymoronically named Rio Seco—“dry river” in Spanish—was dammed in the sixties to form the consequently absurdly named Rio Seco Lake. Originally, the name “Rio Seco” was less insane. Without the human intervention, most of this area had been near-desert plains, bordering on unlivable. The river was often “dry.” Put in a few man-made lakes, et voilà: a fun-in-the-sun resort smack-dab in the middle of Texas. Not that we were copying Lake Travis, Highland Lakes, or anything, nope. I’d often wondered if my dainty-hands-in-many-unknown-pies Clan leader had been involved. Certainly didn’t hurt us much, at least for the first four decades or so. Too bad that, eventually, the world found out how absolutely gorgeous it was here and how cheap the land values were.


The sound of descending steps reminded us of the visitor.


I turned to my brothers. “Since when has there been a wolf pack around here, anyway?”


“Since about two months ago, m’lady,” a deep voice answered, the sound resonating as its owner followed Jess into the sparring room.


Wow. The appearance certainly matched the voice—only way younger than I expected. I swallowed my very inappropriate “holy fuck, you’re hot” comment. Bloody hell, this boy was beyond gorgeous … and yes, I meant “boy.” I wasn’t the only one affected. Jess was nearly simpering as she moved to his side. My brothers each looked as if I’d just opened the gates and let a fresh lamb into the wolves’ den—our kind of wolves, that is. Tucker was flat-out staring, a quick lip lick his only betrayal; Rhys and Ianto were each giving the kid a once-over, twin looks of approval on both their faces. Whatever this boy had, he had it in spades, and those spades were hitting each and every one of us over the head and dragging us to the secret lair. My mouth went absolutely desert, and I scrabbled for the gallon of iced sports drink on the bench next to me.


At first glance, I pegged him as in his late teens, perhaps early twenties. Technically not jailbait, but still young—far too young for any of us in this room, werewolf or not. After a second glance at his face, I revised my estimate further downward. Definitely jailbait. Smooth, tanned skin holding no trace of age or experience. His lovely cheekbones, which in a few years could be called chiseled, still held a trace of childhood softness. His amazing appearance was only a promise of even more once he reached full maturity. The boy’s brown hair was pulled back on the top and sides, divided into two tails sweeping over his wide shoulders to the middle of his very well-developed chest. A soft scent of boy sweat and musk reached me. Four identical throat clearings accompanied my deep gulp of the drink as I again stifled my very inappropriate urges when I met the boy’s amber-eyed stare. There was the wolf. In those clear, yellow-brown eyes gleaming at me. I could almost see the beast inside him, a puppy, anxious to get out and greet me properly.


He bowed deeply, extending a leg in the most courteous manner, his style belying both his youth and his mundane clothing—a polo shirt and khakis. “My lady, Gregor Ashkarian, at your service. I come representing our Fenrir, Marcus Ashkarian, leader of the Ashkar pack. He wishes to extend our welcome at your return and invite you to join him at tomorrow night’s exhibition game at White Rock.”


“You’ve been here two months? Ashkarian?” My brow furrowed as I searched for a memory that didn’t come. “I apologize; I don’t recognize the name at all. But then, I’ve been away.”


Gregor nodded, still holding the bow. “A group of us recently came to Rio Seco.”


“Do stand up, would you? No need for formality at this point. What brings you to Rio Seco? It’s not exactly the hub of the universe … or even of the Hill Country.”


Gregor stood and held his hands behind him at parade rest, relaxing some but not all the way. I got the feeling he was as uncomfortable with formality as I was, but that his discomfort was less due to the protocol and more to do with getting his message out correctly. “Our pack runs a river rafting and camping ground over near Pedernales Falls. The weather is too …” He hunted for a word, then dropped the formality completely. “It’s been really sucky. With the falls dried up and no one camping in this heat wave, we needed to find something else to bring in money.”


He pronounced the name of the park “Perdinalis.” Again, I had to rethink my initial impression. No way was this pack new to the Hill Country: only locals said it that way. The state park and the falls weren’t too far from here if mapped directly in a line, but they were a good seventy miles by road.


“How long have y’all been there?” I asked. “Technically, you’re at the bounds of our immediate territory, even out that far.”


“Your Clan leader knows about us,” he said, chest rising, a bit in challenge mode. His musky scent grew stronger. Puppy got his pride on, I thought. Good wolf. Alpha, if I didn’t miss my guess. I may be shite at vampire ages, but I certainly understood wolf; after all, with my shapeshifting Talent I could play one pretty damned well. I liked wolf.


“No need to get your hackles up, kid. I’m good with that. I just didn’t know. That’s why you’re here then, the forty-eight-hour rule?”


“Yes,” he said. “My Fenrir, our pack leader, is training me—I’m the emissary.” With a flash of white teeth, he became all teenager now, and quoted: “All supernatural folk within your immediate area must present themselves within forty-eight hours.” He sounded like a high schooler reciting the periodic table for chemistry class. “Though,” he added as an aside, “we’ll attend the formal reception, too.”


“Consider yourselves presented.” I left the bench, stepping to him, holding out my hand. “Welcome to Rio Seco.”





CHAPTER FOUR



AS HE TOOK MY HAND, a shiver of energy exuded from his touch. I took it in stride, silently thanking the powers that be for my recent and very intensive training on how not to react visibly. This kid leaked hormones worse than a torn screen door in a rainstorm. Did he have any idea? I doubted it, but I bet all the local girls … and some of the boys … were sniffing around him in droves.


Gregor gave my hand a firm shake, then stepped back and relaxed. “Thanks. Mark said to make sure to thank Mr. Walker, too, for letting us move here and buy the deli.”


The clue light was now shining. This made a lot more sense than a random move to Rio Seco. The aforementioned deli had been closed since last year due to the “unfortunate” deaths of its owners, Greta and Boris Nagy, the brother-and-sister team who had murdered my cousin Marty. “Okay, I get it. It’s a good place, that shop. It’ll be nice to have a local grocery again.”


Gregor nodded. “My uncle Mark bought it. He runs the place along with his brother and sister. It’s pretty cool, even though I have to work there during the summer.” He seemed chagrined at the loss of his freedom. “They’ve added a soda fountain and ice cream bar along with the grocery section. Spruced up the grill, too.”


“Whoa, hold your horses there, kid. Does Bea know about the grill? The owner of the café there in the strip mall,” I explained. If the boy’s answer was no, I was ready to put some whoop ass on Adam first, for allowing it, then on the wer. I wanted no new business to interfere with Bea’s Place. Running it as a deli-cum-grocery as it had been was fine, but adding extra food service? With the economy in slow recovery mode, especially with a drought and heat wave, I was sure Bea could use all the business she could get … our recent estrangement aside.


“Oh, yeah, totally,” he answered. “The brothers met with her first. Mr. Walker said to.”


A thousand mental pardons to my partner for doubting his good sense.


“She’s good with this?” My eyes narrowed as I studied the boy’s face. He seemed without guile, but my exposure to wer of any kind was limited. That, plus the fact I was still utter crap at reading truth in people’s demeanor without reaching into their minds made me press the issue. That was one area of Talent that, if graded, I’d have taken a very firm D in. Both aunts and Gigi despaired, but by the hundredth time I’d gotten cues wrong, they’d all thrown up their hands and declared I’d have to deal as is. Funny thing, Talent.


“M’lady Keira.” He went back into formal mode and bowed again, this time a short acknowledgment. “We respect your territory greatly and are grateful for your hospitality and welcome here. The brothers would do nothing without Ms. Ruiz’s approval.”


“Relax, already, Gregor,” I said with a gentle smile. He was adorable. “Thanks for letting me know that. You keep calling them ‘the brothers,’” I remarked. “Is that some sort of pack designation?”


Gregor laughed. “Just an old joke. Grandpop had so many of the pack boys working for him at his place, he’d lose track of who was who. Mark and Levon were the only blood relatives. Grandpop ended up calling them ‘the brothers.’ When they grew up and took over the business, they even had it printed on their business cards.”


Tucker intervened, putting me back on course. “You said your Fenrir wanted to invite Keira to an exhibition game?”


“Oh yes,” Gregor said. “The game starts at nine and he said he’d save a section of the bleachers. He and Lev, his brother, are sponsoring it. He said the invite was for you and yours.”


“You mean the entire vampire clan and my family members?” I asked.


He nodded. “Mark said as many as you’d like.”


I stared at the boy, wondering what on earth the locals would think of a slew of vampires and several shapeshifters at a local football game. That would certainly be a sight.


Jess sidled closer to me. “Game?” she whispered, not understanding that in this part of Texas, only one game mattered, even in the middle of June: football.


“Later,” I whispered back. “I’m going to take a wild guess and assume that Mark of ‘the brothers’ and Mark the Fenrir are the same person?”


“Yeah, they are,” Gregor answered. “Sorry, it’s like, I know stuff and I figure you know stuff and well, I forget to explain.” He hung his head like a scolded puppy.


“Not to worry.” I laughed. The poor kid was doing his best. “I’m just curious. You said the game’s in White Rock. At the high school stadium?”


The boy nodded. “I’ll be a junior at White Rock next fall. I play running back.”


“So you live in White Rock?”


“With the pack, yes.”


“Why would the Fenrir leave his pack and come to Rio Seco?”


“Truth?”


“That would nice. I imagine that some of the officials I’m going to be meeting soon won’t be bothered by such niceties, but I really do prefer it. It’s much easier to deal with. You said the pack needed money earlier—is the pack broke?”


“No, it’s not like that,” he said, a bit frustrated but still trying to maintain. “I really don’t get all of it, but it’s something about cash flow. Mark and Lev are real good cooks. That’s why the deli.”


“I don’t doubt it,” I said drily. “Well, then, I suppose this is a conversation I can have with your uncle the Fenrir. Speaking of which … Gregor, could you hang tight a sec? I need to ask my brothers a question.”


“Absolutely,” he said.


“Jess, would you mind? Gregor, just have a seat on the steps, I won’t be long.” Jess nodded and escorted Gregor out of the room, shutting the door behind him. She stayed inside with us but remained next to the door.


“Can he hear us?” I asked my brothers.


Tucker shook his head. “Doubtful. He’s wer, not shapeshifter. Wolves have good hearing, but this door and this room were designed by Kellys. I think even I’d have a problem hearing through it.”


“Good enough. About this invitation, then. What do y’all think? Should I accept? Should we meet Mark Ashkarian before the formal reception? This wasn’t something covered by my training.”


Tucker shrugged, as did Rhys. “I don’t know if it’s kosher or not. Ianto? You’re better at this, do you know?” Rhys asked his twin.


“Depends. That’s up to Keira. Sis, you need to start how you mean to go on,” Ianto answered.


“What do you mean?”


“Gigi likes a formal Court, as I’m sure you know. Lots of protocol. You and Adam can set up your own ambience, your own theme, so to speak—formal, informal, business casual—whatever you prefer.”


“You’re telling me we don’t have to go through all this reception rigmarole?” Could I really get out of a long, drawn-out ceremony and all the dress-up and boredom that came with?


“No,” Ianto replied, bursting my short-lived bubble. “You still need to take the oaths of fealty and we still have to give you our official blood oaths and bond, but there’s absolutely no need for all the pomp and circumstance.”


“Don’t forget,” Jess reminded me. “You and Adam need to review the list of attendees for the reception.”


I waved her off. “I’m sure Lance is probably reminding Adam of the very same thing right now,” I said.


“I believe that’s right,” Jess said. “He was headed toward the office with the paperwork when I came down here.”


“That’s fine, then,” I said. “Ianto, that’s a relief.” I wiped my brow in a melodramatic gesture. “Jess, make it so. Let Gregor back in.”


She opened the door and motioned the boy back in as I continued. “Guys, I’ll totally answer for Adam about the ambience of the reception: We’re going as casual as we can. Nice duds, but no pomp … and most certainly, no circumstance.”


“What does ‘pomp and circumstance’ mean, anyway?” Tucker remarked as he plopped down beside me on the bench.


“Shakespeare.” Ianto plopped next to him. “Othello’s line. He was talking about the formality that goes with an important event.”


“It’s also a series of marches for orchestra,” Jess piped up. “Composed by Sir Edward Elgar.” She got shy again. “Umm, I was kind of a music major before …”


“She’s right.” Ianto smiled at Jess. “Elgar got the title from Othello.”


“Well, then, there you have it,” I said. “No orchestras, okay?”


“No orchestras,” she echoed. “Would an iPod work?”


I laughed, as did my brothers. “Whatever floats your boat, Jess. I’m deferring to Adam on that part. He has tons more experience than I have. In my book, y’all have free rein.”


Rhys hopped up from the floor and gave me a huge bear hug. “Oh, most excellent,” he said. “I like free rein.”


“Within reason, O decorating guru, within reason,” I warned. “I said Adam has the final say on this, so don’t go all crazy DIY show-decorating with cactus flowers or anything. Simple, got it?”
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