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      “The gift is a custom order. I didn’t want to have a servant pick it up. I want to pick it up myself, to make sure it’s what I ordered for my parents.” Farida sighed. “What’s so wrong with that? It’s the Atlanta mall, not Afghanistan.”

      “Easy for you to say.” Kane gave her a look. “If something happens to me, my father won’t remove all your appendages in the most painful way imaginable.”

      “Everyone thinks my dad is so scary. He’s not so bad.”

      Kane and John exchanged a rolled eye look before Kane turned his attention back to their female friend. “You’ve never seen that side of Lord Mason,” he said with exaggerated patience. “He’d hide my detached arms behind his back and say, ‘Oh, we’re just chatting, pumpkin pie. Run along and get a snack from your mother.’”

      “He does not call me pumpkin pie,” she retorted and swatted at him. He intercepted the hand and squeezed it, an automatic reproof, though he noticed the faint scrape of her nails on his palm before she drew back and sent him a haughty look.

      “I’m more concerned about your mother, Kane,” John interrupted dryly. “If something happens to you, Lady Lyssa will strangle me with my own intestines. One less human in the world. Big deal.”

      “Not a chance,” Farida disagreed. “She’s the smartest vampire alive. She knows it’s Kane who instigates the trouble. John, you just go along to do damage control the best you can.”

      Kane scowled at her. “Yeah, because no one would suspect we ducked out to go to the mall because little Miss Perfect Princess insisted on doing her own shopping instead of having Amazon deliver.” He shot a glance at John. “Plus, don’t hand me that shit. You know you’re safe, because my mother likes you better than she likes me. Remember the Christmas when you had more gifts under the tree than I did?”

      “Are you ever going to let that go? It was almost fifteen years ago. I was turning eighteen and entering college in the spring semester. You were eleven. It wasn’t a milestone year for you. Selfish prick.”

      Kane shrugged. Under normal circumstances, it would have been their usual banter, nothing more. But the jibe pricked a little sharper. Since John had returned home from college for the holidays, they hadn’t really hit their usual stride with each other. John had been his second mark for such a long time, so they could talk in one another’s minds even while he was off at college. They hadn’t done as much of that lately, either. John had been busy and Kane… Well, he didn’t want to talk.

      “Boys.” Always intuitive, Farida offered them both a radiant smile and linked her arms through the crook of their elbows. “Stop pretending you aren’t having just as much fun as I am, getting out of the house for a few hours on our own. How long has it been since you were at this mall, Kane?”

      “A while. Maybe twenty years. We moved to Savannah soon after the last time I was here. I think they’ve added a couple floors since then.” Kane frowned, surveying the multi-level mall. Though he suspected it had all been renovated since his last visit, he vaguely remembered the nearby toy store. He remembered a train trundling through the store, big enough to carry passengers under the age of six.  He moved forward, taking the other two with him, and a smile crossed his face as a train emerged at the front, made the turn on its track and then carried the children back into the bowels of the store. Its route probably took them past strategically arranged merchandise.

      Since so many things seemed to be changing this year, it was reassuring to find something that hadn’t, reminding him of the many pleasant memories he had of the Christmas season. This was the time of year when his mother and Jacob were able to put aside Council demands and vampire politics and enjoy time at home with their small group of trusted friends and family. Like tonight, when they were out at the symphony with Farida’s parents, Lord Mason and his servant Jessica, who had joined them at Lyssa’s Atlanta estate for the week.

      Kane’s glance strayed back to Farida, one of the exceptional pleasures of the last couple Christmases. They stayed in touch throughout the year, through emails, texts and even the occasional letter. Farida liked the old-fashioned art of calligraphy, since she said it made her imagine she was a Victorian heroine, sending him penned letters with the fine swirls and scrolls. But having her here, face to face, was best.

      The minute they’d arrived from the airport, she’d gotten out of the car, run to him and thrown herself in his arms with an exuberant hug. Usually she followed up the affection with a punch in his stomach or a slap upside his head that made his ears ring. Her eyes had widened, mouth pursing a little in surprise when he anticipated her this year, catching her hand and spinning her so her back was against him, arms crossed over her chest and wrists firmly locked by his. He’d been tempted to tease the shell of her delicate ear with his lips, his body tightening at the feel of her against him, but instead he’d stuck his tongue in her ear, and then let her give chase to him through the house, the pack of Irish wolfhounds that always traveled with them chasing them both joyously.

      Hell, having her here pleased him. Having both of them here pleased him. Maybe he should just focus on that so he didn’t ruin it for all of them.

      When John met his gaze over Farida’s head, Kane let his lips quirk in the fond, exasperated expression they’d often shared as children. The expression that said, yeah, she’s a brat, but she’s our brat.

      John grinned, his expression easing, making Kane wonder if his second mark was battling some of the same thoughts. He didn’t know for sure, because he and John had a pact. Either of them could initiate mental conversation, but Kane wasn’t supposed to cruise around in there when John wasn’t talking to him. Kane had gone along with that, mostly. But some nights, especially lately, he dipped in there, just to hear the comforting sound of John studying a few states away, putting together amazing equations and theories Kane understood as well as Swahili written in pig latin. But they helped him sleep.

      Feeling Farida’s eyes on him, he set that aside and closed his eyes, remembering more about that long ago shopping trip. He remembered his father lowering him into one of the train cars. The smell of his mother as she touched his face, the comforting soundtrack of their conversation as he rode in a stroller through the stores, alive with the sights and sounds of Christmas.

      Tonight the mall was decked out with huge displays of poinsettias and animatronic snow scenes with elves and reindeer. Big sparkling snowflakes hung from satin blue ribbons from the high ceilings. The skating rink, which could be viewed from the rails of any of the upper levels of the mall, had an imprint of a laughing Santa Claus under the ice.

      “We should go ice skating,” Farida said. “I mean, we’re here anyway. And you left a note, so they’ll know where we are. It wasn’t technically forbidden to leave the house while they were gone…right?”

      Kane knew why they were all uncomfortable, seeking reassurance from one another. Born vampires in their twenties didn’t go out without the protection of their parents or an older vampire, but neither of them were little any more, where they might be snatched by a vampire wanting a precious born vampire baby. The bloodlust thing could be an issue if it was triggered, but he’d fed earlier in the evening. He’d taken it from one of the second marks in the house he now routinely used for his meals. It was the first time he hadn’t sought it from John when he was home, and of course John had noticed. Kane had tried to be casual about it, say that the servant had already set aside some blood for him in the fridge, but he’d seen John’s speculative look.

      He shifted, aware that he shouldn’t be thinking about this so much, because now some doubts were seeping into his mind. He’d been all for doing this when Farida suggested it, but now that they were here he was suddenly, keenly aware that he was responsible for their protection, Farida and John’s both. On one hand, it felt good to have that responsibility, any kind of responsibility, rather than being someone else’s responsibility. The reality was a little…new.

      But seriously, as Farida herself had said, what could go wrong? Even though his mother could be in his mind and therefore indirectly his father could, when Kane turned twenty-five earlier in the year, Kane had won a promise from Lady Lyssa similar to his and John’s agreement. She’d promised to keep her forays into his mind limited to the surface, just to be sure he was okay, not following his thoughts moment by moment. It had been an indirect vote of confidence from her as well.

      So as long as everything stayed even keel, they should be fine. They hadn’t been told they couldn’t go out. Damn it, he was a man, and they were picking up a gift from the goddamned mall, no more than a thirty minute drive from home. His uncle would say sack up and stop being such a baby. Okay, maybe not about this situation, because Gideon could be just as protective as everyone else about Kane and Farida, but in Kane’s mind the sneering admonition still applied.

      He’d hesitated too long. Farida was looking a little uncertain now, a little paler. That stiffened his spine like nothing else could. No one was going to hurt her with him around.

      “No, you’re probably right,” he said casually. “We should turn around and go back to the house right now. You might need a diaper change any moment.”

      The look from her glittering amber eyes could have shrunk a lesser man’s testicles. She might deny knowing about Lord Mason’s savage side, but she’d inherited that look from him for certain. Though Jessica could be pretty intimidating when the moment called for it. Intimidating for a human servant, that is.

      Until recently, he’d always thought of his own parents as his mother and father, not Lady Lyssa, Council Head, and Jacob, her human servant, but he was getting more conscious of the distinctions between mortals and vampires. He wondered if it was part of what his mother had warned him about, that he’d start experiencing changes in his twenties, bloodlust impulses tangled with vacillating emotions similar to hormone surges in a human teenager.

      You start feeling your strength, unwisely before you are ready to exercise it, so it’s essential you watch your temperament and your choice of words during this time of your life.

      Great. John was almost two decades past puberty and Kane was just entering it, vampire-style. He had to be so careful of a lot of things. It felt like he was in a schoolroom, learning his letters, while the rest of the world accelerated.

      He shrugged irritably. He was wasting this moment thinking about all of that. They were here. They might as well enjoy it.

      He wandered with them to the rail and leaned on it, him and John flanking Farida, her slim hands clasped on the rail. She wore a silver and amber ring on her middle finger, and her nails, touched with a crystal polish, were slightly longer than her fingertips. They tightened on the rail as she watched the ice skaters circle. “Oh, look at her.” Farida pointed at one girl in a blue skating costume as she did a leap and twirl in the air, and landed gracefully. “I’d like to learn how to do that. I’d be a famous skater who wins the Olympics three times before disappearing mysteriously to mask my lack of aging. Or we could be a team.” She nudged Kane. “You’d look good in one of those tight, sparkly suits.”

      “Yeah, that’s never going to happen. I wouldn’t mind seeing you in one of those dresses though.” He leaned down, caught her earlobe in his teeth and brushed his lips along her sweet nape, eliciting a shiver and a look at him from behind her dark glasses. Like most vampire females, there was nothing subtle about her beauty, extraordinary enough to cause most mortal males to lose their train of thought and walk into walls. Her thick chestnut hair was normally loose, thick and waving around her delicate face. She had Jessica’s slim build but generous breasts for her frame. She’d down played all of it, though, with a pair of jeans, a purple T-shirt and a ball cap. Pulling her hair into a pony tail and concealing her amber eyes behind the glasses helped as well, but she had an air about her that would still catch a man’s eye. Hell, her scent alone was enough, and he had an exceptional sense of smell.

      She held his gaze as if knowing the direction of his thoughts, and her small pink mouth pursed thoughtfully. They’d been doing this awhile now, what for vampires was low key flirting. Because of their carnal natures, sex wasn’t that big of a deal, most vampires already sexually active by the age of sixteen, but something had held him back with Farida, and not just because they were actually on the same continent only two or three times a year. The closest they’d gotten to sex with each other was last year, when his family had visited hers in South America. One night, he’d come looking for her and found her feeding in bed, twined around a young second mark female with long-lashed dark eyes, olive-coloring and yards of thick black hair. When Farida had invited him to join them for the meal, seeing the two women twined together was something no male would resist.

      The human, Sarita, worked with Mason’s horses, her body lean and toned, skin smelling sweetly of soap. Then there’d been Farida’s more exotic scent. She’d kept the girl in between them and had stayed clothed, whereas Sarita was blissfully naked and accessible. Even so, her aroused, slick cunt wasn’t what Kane had wanted. He’d reached over her, dug his fingers into Farida’s nape and caught her mouth with his own for a fang-clashing, tongue-stroking kiss as the servant nuzzled his throat, nipped and rubbed herself against his cock. When he’d thrust into Sarita, Farida’s lips had parted as if he’d thrust into her.

      But they’d known one another so long, it felt like the actual thing needed to be more special. So they kept it at this not-so-playful level. In a weak moment, he’d talked about it with Jacob.

      “The one thing you have is time, Kane. Let her grow up, and you grow up, too. Hormones may say rush, but I think you know how to deal with those until the time is right.”

      Yeah, he had a way to deal with his hormones. All he had to do was think about how he had to be with his parents or one of his relatives or godparents, to go and do anything. The first time he took someone that mattered to his bed, it wasn’t going to be when he was still under their roof and considered a damn baby, needing a sitter.

      As Farida continued to point out things about the skaters, his gaze scanned the crowd. When he realized he was doing that on instinct, staying aware of his surroundings, it reassured him, reminding him he’d had rigorous training from his father, mother and Uncle Gideon. As well as Lord Daegan, the vampire to whom his uncle belonged and one of the scariest vampires he knew. Even more dangerous than his mother.

      He hadn’t decided to go out on his own tonight to be petulant, to prove “nothing could happen”. He knew it could. He wasn’t some reckless kid. He would stay vigilant. They could let him out on occasion on his own. If an overzealous Christmas shopper could trigger his bloodlust, he’d turn in his car keys and not show his face outside of home until he turned fifty.

      He stopped the internal monologue, attention sharpening as his senses got a whiff of something that hinted of violence, that seemed not quite right. Across the big open space between the railings, past those standing against the railing on the opposite side, his gaze alighted on a couple. They were standing in the shadowy opening of one of the maintenance hallways tucked between two stores. The woman, probably around John’s age, wore thick makeup, a tight top and short skirt, platform heels. A lot of young women wore risqué clothing on Friday nights, but there was a different quality to her, to the look on her tired, guarded face. He was looking at a hooker. The big guy holding her arm in a lobster pincer clamp had to be her pimp. He was getting up in her face, giving her hell while she did her best not to flinch or spit at him, though she looked torn between the two impulses, inciting Kane’s curiosity. She was tired but not cowed. But the guy still outweighed her, and she looked like it wasn’t so much that she thought she could keep him from hitting her, as much as she’d learned the price of showing him her fear of it.

      “Let’s go over there,” he said, nodding in that direction. Farida followed his gaze. Thanks to her vampire senses being as enhanced as his, it didn’t take her long to pick up on the situation.

      “Kane,” she warned. “We don’t get involved in human issues.”

      “I’m not getting involved.”

      Yet he was already on the move. His speed picked up, smooth as a snake cutting through water, as the male pushed her against the wall to make their conversation both more private and more menacing. As they rounded the railing, he tuned in enough to make out some of the conversation through the white noise.

      “I don’t give you room and board to spend your time shopping at the mall, Jackie.”

      “I was just picking up a gift for Nancy, Earl. With my money.”

      “You don’t got no money that’s yours. Everything you’ve got is mine.”

      “That’s not true.” She tried to yank her arm free. “I get twenty percent of what I earn.”

      “Your time is mine, and when you’re wasting it, I take more.”

      “Is there a problem?” Kane stepped up with a smile pasted on his face he was pretty sure wasn’t pleasant in the least.  “Jackie, you never came back.”

      Earl was a bulky man with questionable taste in aftershave. He also obviously thought an expensive brown suit with a red tie and a reindeer stick pin were all that was necessary to reflect good taste and the spirit of the season, respectively. He turned a narrowed gaze on Kane. His eyes were the gray of a cinder block, his face pitted like one. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “I’m the person who paid Jackie for her time tonight. Her entire evening. I don’t like to Christmas shop alone.”

      Earl scowled at Jackie. “You didn’t say nothing about hanging around with some rich guy. You trying to take my money, bitch?”

      “I told her one of my conditions was absolute discretion. You are not discreet.” Kane slid a gaze over him. A life-sized pus boil can’t be discreet. He pulled out his wallet. “I can pay her for the night thus far and call it done. However, if you’re willing to get lost and stop making it obvious what kind of relationship you have, she’ll get the balance of it and you’ll receive a greater benefit.”

      Jackie’s gaze was shifting between the two of them, but fortunately she held her tongue, not calling Kane out as a liar. Her pale green eyes were wary, though. She didn’t look like the type who trusted sudden turns of good fortune. That made him feel even less charitable toward Earl, not that he had any to begin with. He wondered if the red hair was hers or a wig, and had a feeling it was a wig. She was blond, wasn’t she? A dark blonde. He frowned, wondering where that thought had come from.

      “I’m her business manager,” Earl said, interrupting his thoughts. “Before you do anything else with her, we negotiate it out.”

      The man’s gaze was roving over Kane, sizing him up as a mark. Like Farida, Kane had downplayed his appearance. Male vampires were no less distracting on mortal senses. Farida had chosen dark glasses because her amber eyes were an unusual color. Not impossible in a day of colored contacts, but they drew attention. Kane had gone with brown tinted shades that muted the blue of his eyes. He didn’t care for hats, but he’d tied back the thick dark hair that fell to his shoulder blades in a glossy mane.

      He wore jeans, too, but according to Uncle Gideon, he’d inherited Daegan’s sense of style. Whatever that meant, Kane liked dressing well. The jeans were a designer brand, his tan belt revealed by the casual fall of a dark green turtleneck over them. He wore a cashmere top coat against Atlanta’s mild winter chill. To someone like Earl, he looked like money. He did have money, but that didn’t make Kane respond any better to the avaricious gaze. The man’s very scent offended him.

      He could handle all that. He was handling all this pretty well, despite Farida’s concerns about getting involved. Then Jackie opened her mouth to speak. Earl’s grip tightened and twisted, turning her elbow in toward her body as he stepped closer, screening the painful move. Her features whitened with pain.

      Heat swept up through Kane’s chest, a rumble like low level thunder happening in his mind. He made himself take a breath, center, but that filled his nose with that offending scent again. Scent could be a trigger.

      John stepped to his side.

      I’m fine, John.

      Yeah. I know. John still moved closer.

      Triggered bloodlust opened his mind to John, whether Kane wanted to do that or not. As irritating as that was, it was an obvious symptom, telling Kane he needed to focus, get his shit together.

      “Let her go.” Kane laid his hand on Earl’s wrist. With a simple squeeze, he forced the issue, shifting between him and Jackie and pushing Earl back a step. The movement was smooth, easy enough for Kane to accomplish, but touching the male took his reaction up another notch. Unfortunately, it did the same to Earl.

      “Just because you paid for pussy don’t mean you own it,” Earl said, showing teeth. “Get your fucking hands off me.”

      “Kane,” Farida said. She moved to his other side.

      “Step back, Farida,” John said urgently. She gave him a startled glance and then Earl’s gaze was on her.

      “Why you need to buy a used-up piece of ass when you got this top grade one? Or maybe she’s too expensive? You like pinching pennies, rich boy?”

      Earl was wheezing, Kane noted with interest. Maybe because his hand was wrapped around his throat and he had the man pinned against the wall. He leaned in, his fangs starting to extend. He could almost taste the blood pounding rapidly through Earl’s heart.

      “You don’t look at her,” he said. “You don’t think about her.”

      That aftershave smells like he milked a skunk and spiced it up with citrus, John said calmly in his mind. If you drain him, you’ll probably have that coming out your pores for a week. Your mother will make you sleep outside. Even the dogs won’t sleep with you.

      No matter the time lapse between visits, it was always that way with John. He just knew how to support Kane, how to anticipate his needs, an intuition that exceeded even the expectations of a second mark’s abilities. He heard Farida’s chuckle, slightly forced, but still it penetrated. It helped ease the roaring, enough Kane could do what he’d been taught to do to bring it all the way under control. Counting, focusing on an image that would help calm him.

      He imagined Farida ice skating, her smile as she found her footing. Even with vampire grace, she’d probably fall down a couple times while she learned, but she’d dust off her jeans and do it again until she figured it out.

      Kane’s grip eased enough that Earl could speak. “You want to be with Jackie, it’s five hundred for the night,” he rasped. “A thousand if you want her to stay over with you.”

      He had enough confidence in his public surroundings to still sound belligerent, but his rolling eyes and white face said he was also picking up on how little concern Kane had about that. “Cash,” he added hopefully.

      With effort, Kane let Earl go and drew out his wallet again. He put four hundred in Earl’s hand. The pimp looked at it. “Where’s the other hundred?”

      “Your split is 80-20. You probably didn’t pay close attention in math class, but that means the other hundred belongs to her.”

      “I hold her money for her.”

      “Not tonight.” Kane closed his hand over Earl’s fist, tightly clenched on the money, and jerked him closer. “You don’t have to live to see tomorrow. One more word, and I’ll make sure of it.”

      The man wasn’t smart enough to cast his gaze down, to submit, and nothing could get a vampire’s blood up like a direct challenge. He felt John’s tension flood back into him. But then he sensed his own response affecting Farida. Shit. She was having to fight back her own bloodlust. The two of them could rip apart this piece of shit faster than the blink of Christmas lights. He had a flash of Farida’s T-shirt stained with blood, those pretty fingernails. That wasn’t what she’d wanted tonight. She just wanted to pick up her parents’ gift, probably wanted a chance, just like he did, to do something unsupervised and not have it go bad.

      He grimly hung on to that, to her needs and desires, even as the other side of himself howled for blood. His grip tightened, and a bone broke. Earl let out a pained grunt, a strangled squeal of pain.

      Kane. Think of Farida. You have to protect her. We have to protect her.

      John closed his hand on his shoulder, not to restrain him, but to remind him he wasn’t alone. He had his back.

      “I have paid adequately for her time,” Kane said at last. Though a hiss tagged his syllables and Earl was still looking at him like he’d grown horns, he managed to sound civilized. “Your dislike of me or my abuse of your pride and person will not come back on her. Because if it does, I will give you reason to highly dislike me. For the short period in which your heart will still be beating while you beg for death.”

      Kane jerked him around, shoved him out of the hallway, forcefully enough that Earl stumbled about twenty feet into the crowd before he could regain his footing. The distance helped. Kane took a deep breath of clean air, took another one. Fortunately for all of them, Earl pocketed the money and kept moving, hurrying off into the crowd.

      Kane? Are you all right?

      He bit back a curse as his mother’s voice filled his head. He caught the faint sound of music, the orchestra at the symphony. Apparently they were on an overture, which went great with the boiling of his blood. Since she’d agreed to limit her infiltration into his mind to picking up on excess emotion, not specific eavesdropping on his thoughts, she wouldn’t know the situation he was facing. Unless his bloodlust escalated, and then he was sure she would toss any promises of respecting his privacy aside and scour his mind like a steel-toothed rake.

      I’m fine, my lady. He was a man, not a skulking boy, so he did what he should have done before he left. John and I are at the mall with Farida, picking up her parents’ gift. Just ran into an unpleasant human, being aggressive toward a woman. The situation is under control.

      Silence. He could almost feel the weight of her jade stare. She could use silences like intelligence agencies used far more aggressive interrogation tactics. But he was his mother’s son after all. He stubbornly stayed quiet himself until she spoke again.

      All right. Don’t linger long. We’ll discuss this when we get home.

      He bit back the retort that he didn’t feel there was anything further to discuss. A moment later, he was glad he had when she added, on a kinder note, Pick your father up some of those gingerbread Moravian cookies from the Christmas Mouse. I’ll add them to his stocking.

      Yes, Mother. She might be the oldest vampire alive, but she did understand his frustration. Sometimes.

      I also suggest you take some extra blood from John as soon as feasible to help calm you. It would probably do Farida good as well, because Jessica said she left half of her blood meal in the refrigerator.

      Kane frowned. He’d assumed Farida had fed as well as he had before she left. However, he had other more pressing matters to address right now. Jackie stood between John and Farida staring at him, a million thoughts obviously struggling in her mind.

      “See?” He nodded to Farida. “I’m fine. Not a problem. We’re all good here.”

      “You are so your mother’s son.” Farida sighed.

      John snorted. “I was going to say his father’s. Have you ever seen Jacob react when someone threatens Lyssa?”

      The newest addition to their party shot Kane an impatient look. “Don’t really need to be part of your little chitchat party. What do you and your fancy friends really want?” She flipped back a lock of the brassy red hair and eyed them with a blink of the lashes lacquered with mascara. “You want me and her to get it on while you two boys watch, and then I do both of you? You’ve paid enough to cover that.”

      Kane blinked as John coughed and Farida hid a smirk. “Uh, no.” Closing his hand gently over her wrist, Kane turned Jackie’s hand palm up and put the hundred dollar bill there. “We didn’t want anything. You just looked like you could use a break. Merry Christmas. You can buy Nancy a good gift with that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Rich people charity. Makes you feel better because you intervened, helped save the hooker at Christmas. When what you’ve really done is piss Earl off so he’ll beat the shit out of me if I don’t avoid him for the next several days. Merry fucking Christmas yourself.” Giving him a disgusted look, she stuffed the hundred in her bra and started to slide around him.

      Her derision took him aback, but as the light shifted over her face, Kane reached out without thinking, brought her to a halt with a hand resting on her shoulder.

      “Hey, what’re you doing?”

      He studied her, his eyes narrowing. Whatever he thought he’d seen, it was gone again, but he couldn’t let go of something…familiar. “Is your hair blonde under the wig?” he asked, wondering if he was losing his mind. “Dark blonde?”

      She tossed him a bored look. “So you like blondes. Big surprise. Most like the red this time of year. More Christmas festive. But yeah, I can be a blonde if you like.”

      He shook his head, sharpened his tone. “Is your hair dark blonde?”

      When he caught the amused expression on John’s face, the slightly unsettled one on Farida’s, he wasn’t sure how to interpret either. What? he asked John.

      You also sound like your mother sometime. The whole dominant vampire thing.

      Shut up. We’re freaking her out enough.

      “Yeah. Make up your mind, pretty boy.” Jackie stepped away from him, shaking him loose. “I’m bitchy, but I’m honest. You’ve paid. You want something for your money, you tell me and you’ll get what you paid for.”

      Kane straightened, considered. “Okay. I’d like to sit and talk with you a few minutes. Is that all right? The money’s yours even if you don’t want to sit with me. But if you’re okay with conversation, I can buy you a hot apple cider.”

      “A hot apple cider?”

      “You look cold.”

      Farida and John exchanged a glance. “We’ll just go over there and wait on you,” John said. He nodded to a bench close to the toy store.

      “Thanks.”

      Despite Farida’s thoughtful expression, she went with John without comment. As they withdrew, Kane gestured politely toward the kiosk for the hot apple cider. “If you want something to eat, we can get it as well. There’s a bench by the rail there. It has a nice view of the ice rink while you’re eating.”

      “Your dime, hon. I’ll look at whatever you want me to look at.”

      “It’s not like that.” He nodded at the oversized bag she clutched on her shoulder. “Are you carrying your regular clothes? Non-work clothes, I mean."

      She cast a caustic look over herself. “What, you don’t like the ‘twenty bucks and I’ll blow you in an alley’ look? Too much slumming for someone of your refined tastes?”

      “Since I hope I’ve covered the rest of your night, I thought you’d be more comfortable in your regular clothes,” Kane said evenly. “If you’ll tell me what you want food-wise, I’ll get it while you change in the bathroom.”

      She pursed her painted lips, shifted to a cocked hip. “What’s to stop me taking off with your money?”

      “You said you’re honest,” he responded simply. “I won’t keep you long. I just want to talk to you a bit. But…” He lifted a shoulder. “I’d like to see your real hair. That’s my one requirement.”

      She executed that cynical shrug again, shouldered the bag more securely. “I want a hot apple cider and one of those big Asiago cheese stuffed pretzels when I get back.”

      “You got it.”

      [image: ]

      Farida frowned as Kane moved to the wheeled cart to buy a hot cider and a large stuffed pretzel and the prostitute went down the hallway to the restroom. “What is he doing?”

      “Being Kane. People interest him. They always have. He gets in their heads, figures them out. He doesn’t like not knowing the answers.”

      “You know him so well.” She stayed silent a moment. “You did good back there. Kept us both okay.”

      “It’s not so hard. All I have to do is remind him he’s supposed to protect you. That always brings him right back on point.” John stretched an arm out behind her shoulders, an affectionate contact between friends. She drew her feet up on the bench, looped her arms around her knees and laid her head back on his arm. “Hey.” She rolled her head back and forth, testing the terrain. “You have biceps now. You must be working out.”

      “Some. Strength training helps mental focus, stamina, for long hours in the lab.”

      She chuckled. “I should have known it would have something to do with that. Not something like impressing a girl.”

      John snorted. “Like me impressing a girl has ever been possible when I’m with Kane.”

      “Well, you’re not around Kane as much anymore, are you?”

      As his expression shuttered, she gave him a shrewd look. He drew her attention to Jackie’s return. “Look at that. He got her to change clothes. She’s actually prettier that way, I think.”

      Jackie wore an old pair of jeans that fit her lower body well, but the long sleeved thin T-shirt and patched quilted vest for outerwear emphasized how thin she was, making Farida’s heart twist with pity despite her wariness of the woman. It wasn’t like she could do anything to hurt Kane, but even so, Farida knew John was right, that sometimes Kane seemed inordinately interested in the goings-on between humans, even unsavory ones. Still, Farida saw something in her face, maybe what Kane had seen. There was something more there than just a hardened streetwalker.

      The woman had removed her makeup. Though Farida could sense the age of a human and knew Jackie was no older than John, those years had taken a far greater toll on her. Farida watched the two settle on a bench, Jackie a little distrustful when Kane gestured her to sit first. Then he bemused her further by sitting down and leaving an appropriate amount of space between them. She offered him a sip of her cider a few moments later, hesitant, and he took one brief swallow, smiled. Kane’s smile could muck up a woman’s radar, even a pro’s. He knew it, but his use of it was never calculated, making it all the more appealing.

      Farida glanced at John, saw the brooding look in his eyes she’d seen on both his and Kane’s faces far-too-frequently during this particular visit. Especially when one was looking at the other and thinking the other didn’t notice. Girls didn’t have near as much drama as two men on the outs with one another did, she reflected darkly. Probably because girls believed in talking to deal with it, whereas boys... Boys liked to brood.

      “Okay, what’s bugging you?” she demanded.

      John glanced her way. “What do you mean?”

      “Something’s not right between you and Kane.”

      John curled a lip. “Talk to Kane about that. He’s been blowing hot and cold since I've been home. I shouldn't let him get to me.”

      “It’s probably just the age thing.” Farida pointed out the obvious. “You've gone off to school three times, first for your undergraduate and twice for your masters. You've traveled overseas by yourself to all sorts of places with that international study scholarship you won when you were twenty. You could be married and have kids by now, whereas Kane, only a few years younger than you, is so closely supervised we felt like we had to sneak out tonight like stupid human teenagers. Lord Brian is the only born vampire who’s ever been accelerated enough in impulse control to be on his own in his twenties and thirties, and he’s like this science genius. Like you," she added with a half-smile.

      “If I could be half as smart as him, that would be something.” John had tremendous respect and not a little awe for the vampire scientist. He shifted on the bench. “Kane told his mom where we are, by the way. I caught that before he shut me out again. She’s okay with it. Wants us to pick up cookies for his dad.”

      “Oh. Well that’s good. Think she told my father?” At John’s wry look she rolled her eyes. “Yeah, dumb question.”

      "I get what you mean about everyone being overprotective of him,” John said. “But you both understand why. If his bloodlust had gone full blown and pulled you in with it, that guy would be nothing more than a greasy spot, and your parents would have a mess to explain to Council."

      "Of course we get it,” she said impatiently. “We’re not idiots. It doesn't mean it's always easy to take." She sighed. "Kane told me once he understands why we’re not supposed to have fully marked servants until we’re past fifty and can go out more on our own. We'd off our servants out of pure resentment.”

      "He said that?"

      "He wasn’t talking about you. Well, yes, but not in that way. You’re not his fully marked servant." She put her hand on his arm. "Don’t worry about it. You know how we can be."

       “Yeah.” But in truth, John was a little hurt at how short Kane had been with him since he’d been home. He felt locked out. He’d never been jealous of Kane’s bond with Farida before, but until this visit he’d also never felt that detachment from Kane that John had felt from other vampires. That ‘Oh, a human. Just a human. Not really one of us.’ bullshit. He’d spent his entire growing up years around vampires. He was used to the attitude, had thought he’d accepted it long ago, but maybe that was because he’d never gotten it from Kane.

      “This year, he turned twenty-five,” Farida said quietly, watching his face. “My mother told me that’s a weird year for a vampire male. A lot of changes happen, emotionally, physically. I asked Lord Brian about it and he told me all this stuff you would understand more than I did, but it boils down to him being more unpredictable right now. He’s even more reserved with me, in some ways.”

      “In some ways. Not in others.” John glanced at her, his lips curving as her cheeks heated a little.

      “Yes. There’s that. That’s different too. More intense or something. Not sure how to deal with it yet.”

      “Yeah.” John lifted a shoulder. “Choices aren’t always what they seem. Never as straightforward as you think they’ll be.”

      “Stop hinting and just spit it out,” she said, giving him a narrow look. “Else I’ll pinch you like I did when I was little.”

      “When was that? A month ago?” He fended her off with a grin, then sobered. “Okay, fine. I’ve been offered a position at a research facility in Switzerland. It’s one of the most important think tanks in the world right now in terms of disease research. I’d be working with top researchers in the field. I wouldn’t be much more than a lab tech at first, but still…”

      “Wow. John, that’s amazing. Brilliant, in fact.” She gripped his arm, and John realized how much he’d hoped for this approbation from Kane, the light that sparkled in her eyes, her genuine pleasure at his accomplishment. “You must be over the moon. You’ve worked so hard for that kind of recognition, but I mean, this is even beyond that, isn’t it? This is like a step beyond what you even dreamed would happen.”

      “Yeah.”

      And leave it to Farida, so insightful, to understand the crux of it in almost the next breath. “What does Kane say?"

      “He doesn't,” John said darkly. “He said ‘congratulations’ in this absent way and then went on talking about something else.”

      “Oh, Kane. You ass.” Her voice softened over it, though, which actually helped some. It was as she’d said. Understanding something didn’t make it easier to take, necessarily, but if he stepped back from it, it did make sense. He had hoped to receive recognition from his closest friend, but he’d achieved an accomplishment he’d thought years away, while Kane… Kane was worried he’d get into trouble for going to the mall.

      She put her hand over his. “Once he pulls his head out of his own ass, he’ll tell you how very proud of you he is. As I am.”

      “Pull his head out of his ass? I think you’ve been spending more time around Gideon.”

      “No, that one comes from my mother. She’s said it about my father plenty of times.”

      “A singular honor only she and Lady Lyssa are granted. Anyone else who’s said it probably is no longer breathing.”

      She dimpled at him, but wouldn’t let him off the hook yet. “Is all this why you haven’t pursued marriage and children, John? Do you even date? Men? Women?”

      “Some. Both. And I do well enough with either.” John’s brow furrowed. “I guess I don’t really have to try to explain it to you, Rida. He and I, we’re not a relationship like humans being in love. It’s just I’ve always…belonged to him. So when I told him about the think tank, I was hoping for some indication from him, some signal.”

      “And he pretended you didn’t say anything significant.”

      “It’s more than that.” He struggled to find the right words. “It felt like he was saying, ‘Yeah, that's great, but you both know you'll be staying with me and becoming my full servant’. Unless I say otherwise. Which he assumes I won't, and I…don't know."

      Her brows lifted. “I guess most of us did. But Kane always said it was your choice.”

      “That’s what he’s always said. But lately it’s like he’s patronizing me. Assuming it’s idle talk, because it’s a done deal, no further discussion. ‘Shut up, human, and do what the vampire says.’”

      “Do you feel like that’s what you have to do?”

      John removed his arm from the bench, leaning forward to clasp his hands between his spread knees. “I don’t know.” His voice dropped several octaves, suddenly laden with misery.

      Farida’s gaze turned to Kane, still talking to Jackie. She seemed to be relaxing more, their conversation easier. She even smiled at something he said, looked down at her cider. As he reached out, touched her hair, her gaze lifted to his face, uncertain but no longer as wary. Kane was studying her so hard, as if trying to recall something.

      “Do you have any clue what Lady Lyssa thinks about it?” she asked John, keeping her eyes on them.

      “Well, that was the surprise.” John straightened. “Lady Lyssa hasn’t said it directly, but if I had to bet on it, I think she’s with my granddad on it. She supports me having a normal life, a family.”

      “Really? I mean, that’s good. If you want it to go that way, it’s important that you have her support.”

      “Yeah. I’ve been around her all my life it seems. Though I know nobody except Jacob probably gets everything about her, Kane says I sometimes read his mom even better than he does.” He uttered a half laugh. “Want to hear something weird? The other day she called me Thomas. I’m not even sure she realized she’d done it, but we were debating something I was researching. She likes to do that, challenge me on ideas, get me thinking about it in a new direction. When I came up with a point that surprised her, she smiled and said, ‘Thomas, you’re wise beyond your years.’”

      John sighed. “She loved him, too. Just not the same way she does Jacob. And when we’ve skirted around the edges of it in conversation, it’s like she knows whatever I’ll be to Kane, it won’t be like…what she has with Jacob. And I think she knows that’s not going to be enough for Kane. Or me.”

      “Is she right?”

      “I think it was enough for Thomas. Sometimes I’m pretty sure the same would be true for me. I don’t know.” John ran a hand over his face. “Damn it, Rida, Kane knows I'll deny him nothing. I’ve never resented that before, never been angry at him about it. I get that he’s going through shit right now, but I’m still a little ticked. You know?”

      She reached out, put her hand on his again. He looked down at that connection, turned his hand over and linked fingers with her. “I can’t imagine having any two friends closer to me than you both are,” he said slowly. “But it feels like there’s this crack that’s opened up in the earth between us, and I see Kane moving in one direction, above me, and me somehow descending so I’m staring up at him. I was in the kitchen the other day with the Council servants, and I felt a kinship with them that Kane couldn’t share when he came looking for me. I thought, ‘Good. You know how it feels to stand on the outside for no other reason than what you are.’” The bitterness fell from his expression and he shook his head. “Is it just jealousy? And can you even answer it? You’re standing on that side of the wall with him.”

      It took her aback, but she realized he said it without belligerence, an honest question. “There are always divisions, John,” she said, considering it. “I’m a female vampire, and there are differences between us and the males that make the females have our own little club mentality as well. But look at Mason and Jessica, or Lyssa and Jacob. The way they feel for each other bridges every gap.”

      “Yeah. Maybe I thought Kane and I had that in our friendship. But though I love him more than I think I could possibly love anyone, I’m not in love with him. Does that make sense?”

      “I think there are so many different types of love out there,” she said. “We usually screw up when we try to define one as better or more than another.”

      “Maybe so.” At a loss with what to do with the subject for now, he turned it back toward her. “You don’t seem to get as antsy as Kane does about the restrictions.”

      “It’s a little different for us female vampires, as sexist as it sounds. The protectiveness does get irritating, but it’s like it makes more sense to us, or we handle it better. Males, once they reach a certain age…they’re safer.”

      John looked at her quizzically and she offered a little smile. “It’s not a talk you guys would have gotten from Lyssa and Jacob, because Kane’s a male. There are other threats to a young female, especially a higher-ranking one. We’re still a prize to certain sorts.”

      “We shouldn’t be here.” John started to stand up, but she tightened her grip on his hand.

      “Nothing has changed. We’re still only a few minutes from home, we’re at a mall, it’s Christmas. And now Lady Lyssa knows we’re here. Right?”

      Somewhat mollified, John eased back down, but she suppressed her frustration as she saw him take an additional look around them, gauging risk. “Hey, look at me. You asked why we handle it better. That’s part of it. The rest of it is just Kane himself. I mean, look at him. He has an energy swathe of fifty feet out on all sides, the charisma of his father and mother combined.”

      John shook his head. “Which comes right back to the problem. How does anything compare to him, Rida? Anyone? He fills up all the space around my life when I’m with him. Until these past few years, I always figured I would be his first third mark when he makes that decision. So why should I slap at him for the same assumption? Maybe the one I’m really struggling with is myself.”

      “We’re young, John. No longer children, but still facing so many new choices. That’s what my mother says.” She drew herself up, glanced over at the male in question, at his noble, perfect profile, the easy way his energy surrounded and controlled the air around a woman, making her feel safe, overwhelmed, anxious and pleased at once to be in that unnerving center.

      “I see the way he looks at you,” John said, low. “He’s thought a lot about you, but I don’t know his mind on it.”

      She shrugged, feeling that heat tinge her cheeks again as John chuckled. “See?” he said. “It’s like we’re planets orbiting a sun. We can talk about choice all we want, but in the end our existence depends on his warmth. His light.”

      “Doesn’t mean I won’t slap his ear through his head if he needs it,” she said defensively, but then she cocked her head, considering. “He is important to me. But I don’t really know how it’s going to go between us. Am I in love with him? Or in love with him in this moment of time? Sometimes I think we’ll end up the way his mother and my father have. A relationship that evolves into this wonderful close bond, even as they give their souls fully to someone else entirely.”

      She smiled up at John, laid her head on his shoulder and slid her arms around him. “Then again, maybe we’re all just being too damn serious about it. What we should be doing is just enjoying whatever our relationship is right now, without trying to lay down the track and direction it will take in the future. For instance,” she scraped a fang along his neck, teased the pulse there with soft lips, “I’d like to share you with Kane, for a meal. I’d love to do that while you’re home. We’ve never done that. I think it would be wonderful. What do you think of that?”
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      A smile flirted around her sensuous lips. Even though he knew she was trying to ease the mood, he could tell she was actually serious. She slid a knuckle up his abdomen to his chest, played with his skin through the buttons of his shirt. John put his forehead against hers.

      “See? Sex is like breathing to vampires. It doesn’t mean the same thing to you two it would mean to me. It’s easy for you and him to overwhelm and then move on to the next meal. The next human chattel,” he muttered.

      She drew back, stung. “That was unkind, John.”

      He realized it almost at the same moment, cursed himself for the cruelty.  Sometimes over the past few days he’d wondered if he should have come home for Christmas at all. Then he thought of how Kane had hugged him when he arrived. A hard embrace that had been a little fiercer than John expected before the vampire had detached himself, emotionally and physically, as if he had revealed more than expected. He tuned back in to Rida, the hurt on her heartbreakingly beautiful face. He wasn’t the only one trying to figure out what the hell they were right now.

      “I’m sorry, Rida. So sorry.” He took her hand, pressed his lips to it. “You’re right. That was unforgivable. I’m just dealing with shit. You didn’t deserve that.”

      “No, I didn’t,” she said. “How could you say something like that, John? Kane and I aren’t like a lot of vampires. We know what a relationship between a vampire and human can be. I’ve grown up seeing how my father feels about my mother, and I know you know how Lyssa feels about Jacob. We would never see you as ‘chattel’. What a horrible word.”

      “I know that. But, no offense, it is different for you. You don’t feel for me the way your father and mother feel for each other.” He touched her face. “We’re a weird combination of friend, brother-sister, Master-Mistress-servant, and lingering childhood crush, because I’m the familiar and the unknown at once.”

      He dropped his gaze to her hand, opening it up in his to trace her palm with a finger, run his thumb over her pulse, a caress. “Sex is a choice for you, Rida. For a servant, it’s different, and even us second marks know that. Hell, I probably knew it way earlier than most.” He gave her a wry smile. “My granddad was so relieved that I could piggy back in on Kane’s sex talk with Lady Lyssa when I was a kid. He didn’t know I could have been dropped off in an Amsterdam sex district and not received as thorough an education on the birds and the bees as I did that evening.”

      At her quick grin, showing he was completely forgiven, he continued, a little more relaxed. “After her talk, there was a follow up with Jacob as well. It was about sex involving servants. Expectations, etiquette and all that, proper behavior for when Kane started having sexual designs on humans. Which, for male vampires, happens at about thirteen, whether or not he’s ready to handle it. Since that was around the age I started to be interested in seeing girls naked, male vampires and humans are about the same on that. The only difference is that safe sex for vampires isn’t condoms. It’s ‘don’t drain your partner of so much blood they die’.”

      He sobered. “I’m not making light of your feelings, Rida. But how long did it take Kane’s mother to find her soul mate? A thousand years? And your dad? Up until then, when vampires and humans get together… Vampires desire, they possess, they value, but they hold all the control. Am I ready for that? Do I want that? Can I go there with the two of you and come back from it?”

      He laid his head back against the cinderblock wall behind the bench, closed his eyes. “I’m giving myself a headache.”

      “Just because you’re trying to sound older and wiser than us.”

      “I am,” he said loftily, slanting her an amused look. “And I always will be older. Until I’m dead and you outlive me by about ten centuries, give or take one.”

      “You told me once a headache is a sign you’re working a problem too hard and you need to give it a rest.”

      She adjusted, curling up in her lithe, kitten-like way next to him on the narrow bench to put her head in his lap. When he looked down, she blinked her long lashed eyes. “So fine. I get all your moral fiber and noble principles stuff. But I don’t think we can return your Christmas gift. We planned to fuck your brains out, the two of us, and I’m not sure I kept the receipt.”

      Pretending she didn’t affect him was pointless, since a vampire could sense arousal across a football field. Confirming it, her lips curved. “Cat got your tongue, old guy?”

      John rolled his eyes and started tickling her. She giggled, squirmed off his lap and then squealed when he kept after her. She pushed him away so enthusiastically his head rapped against the cinderblock wall. “Ow.”

      “Oh, oh, I’m sorry.” She put her hand on the back of his head, stroking. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” He put his own hand in the offended area to make sure there was no blood. “It won’t be my first concussion. Actually, I think I may have hit the dozen mark a couple times. Puberty with Kane was a bitch.”

      She sat back. “Thank goodness for the second mark, right?” She didn’t turn, but she tilted her head. “Bet you a dollar he’s looking, checking on you.”

      John glanced over her shoulder to find Kane had broken off his conversation and was looking over at them to make sure the sudden short explosion of pain in his friend’s head hadn’t required him to come right away. John pointed accusingly at Farida. Kane gave her a narrow warning look and returned to his conversation with Jackie. Farida stuck her tongue out at his back, but then she met John’s gaze.

      “Whenever he makes you forget everything else, remember moments like this. Kane loves you and wants what’s best for you, John. When it really matters, he’ll come through. You know he will.”

      He went back to being pensive, but she was having no more of that. Hopping up, she tugged him off the bench with her. “Let’s go get my parents’ gift and then we’ll go into the toy store. I want one of those plastic guns that fires foam pucks out of it. Bet we could freeze them and give Kane a concussion. Revenge is best served cold.”
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      Jackie had looked surprised when Kane didn’t sit closer to her on the bench. She pulled out a cigarette, obviously remembered she was in the mall, put it away again.

      “Do you need to smoke?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Nothing attracts a mall guard like a lit cigarette. I just hold it. That seems to be enough.” She raised a brow. “Do you smoke?”

      “No. It’s never occurred to me. Wouldn’t hurt me any, I suppose, but I’ve never cared for the smell.”

      She gave him an odd look. “So let’s cut to it. What is this? Some Richard Gere, Julia Roberts fantasy?”

      “You’ve seen that?”

      “Still a classic, after all these years.”

      “Do I look like I need to pay for company?”

      “Everybody has something they need, and most of the times it costs money,” she said bluntly. “A rich guy has an easier time getting his main squeeze to agree to whatever fetish he’s got, because there’s compensation for her trouble. Fancy trips, nice house, whatever. But some guys, even if they got money, are all private about that kind of thing. He doesn’t want the trophy wife or show pony girlfriend to know he’s got those dirty urges. A working girl isn’t going to judge.”

      Kane watched the way she moved as she spoke, the practiced, precise gestures, the hard eyes, but asking her to change clothes, and her choice to remove the makeup, helped him see the difference between the mask and the woman beneath. But he could also tell her armor was important to her, vital. He shouldn’t screw with it for no better reason than he was curious about what lay beneath it. He had a feeling she’d be in the wind the second he tried it anyway.

      “No, I guess not. Well, don’t judge me, but I just want to talk. Ask some questions. Is that okay?”

      “As I said, your dime, and I’ve made my money far worse ways than this.” She started to lift the cigarette, remembered again and then shrugged, obviously irritable with herself for the vulnerable tell. To distract her, he gestured to her face.

      “I like you without all the makeup.”

      “Well, you’re in the minority. Shows my age, not wearing it. Most men like thinking they’re with Trixie Cheerleader. Makes them feel younger. Unless it’s a really young man. Then he likes the older woman thing.”

      “I’ll bet.” Kane was fascinated by the play of light on her face, the wealth of expression she revealed with the barest shift or spoken word. She was a whole storybook, a painful, tragic one, and he was trying to figure out why he was reading so intently, what he was seeking.

      “How long have you been doing this?” he ventured.

      “Longer than most. I’ve been cut a couple times, beaten up, but always seem to come back to it. Nothing else seems to stick.”

      He reached out, touching the light scar on her face. She started to draw back, but apparently reminding herself he’d paid for the privilege, she stayed still. Kane traced it with a gentle finger, then moved to her hair, stroking it back. It was reddish brown, not dark blonde, but looking at her eyebrows, the fine layer of hairs on her arms that blended with her pale skin, he realized it had likely been dyed different colors, cut different ways. Yet it seemed familiar, for all that. She seemed familiar.

      “Hey.” She shifted. “What are you doing?”

      Simple intimacy, gentleness, weren’t things she was comfortable with. It angered him that she’d been hurt enough, misled enough, that that would be the case. He reminded himself that he knew nothing about her, that he might be romanticizing her situation. She might have a drug habit or other character flaws, ones that had led to so many bad choices that this was the only one she had left. He wasn’t getting that impression, though. It seemed more likely that she’d been beaten down for so long she thought she had no options worth pursuing any more. This was what she knew, and the devil she knew was likely better than any other.

      “Sorry.” He glanced around at the mall, decorated in cheerful lights, glittering beauty, reds and greens. “You must hate Christmas.”

      “No. Not really.” Her gaze followed his. “The nicest thing I ever remember happening to me happened on Christmas. It was when I was a kid, but it stuck, so it’s the one time a year I always kind of hope something better will happen. And often it does. The johns usually tip bigger, for one thing.” She chuckled in a way that didn’t sound entirely bitter. “One of them gave me a box of Christmas candy last year. Kind of like you give your postal worker or your garbage people…someone who makes your life easier. That made me feel good, weird as it sounds.”

      “Sounds like someone who treated you with respect. The way you deserve.” He couldn’t help stroking her hair again, though this time he stopped before he did it, hand poised by her temple. “Do you mind very much?”

      “No. It’s just weird, the way you do it. It’s…nice.”

      He smiled, pleased to hear it, and stroked his fingers through her hair more deeply, giving it a little tug. It was soft. She took care of it. She bit her lip at the tug and he caught the hint of arousal, something she immediately shuttered, tensing.

      “Is it against the rules to enjoy someone’s touch?” he asked.

      “In a way. You have to stay detached to stay in control.”

      “I’d think it would be easier if you could lose yourself in it.”

      His father had told him it was that way for servants. Not only was that the reason why they could do things for their vampires they didn’t initially believe they were capable of doing, but they could even derive intense pleasure from it. Comparing servants to a prostitute was an uncomfortable reality, but he didn’t turn away from it, thinking it through.

      “If you could enjoy it, wouldn’t it be better?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “Because it doesn’t mean anything to the client, nothing permanent, and that would leave you with a hollow feeling. It’s better if you don’t feel anything. I mean, I have some regulars that I’m fond of, but I never forget they’re clients. It’s a business relationship. I don’t know why I’m telling you this stuff.” She lifted the cigarette, gave him that narrow eyed look again. “You’re not a reporter, right?”

      He shook his head. He thought about what it would be like to lean forward, taste her lips, her skin. Her reaction to his touch had sparked a response from him, but he ignored it. Arousal was easy for a vampire, and if he took this in that direction, she’d slip back behind that mask in a flash. “What was the good moment at Christmas? If you don’t mind telling me.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “Me and my brother were here, years ago before they renovated it. In front of that toy store, in fact. We’d been dragged along as the poster kids for a nonprofit collecting money and donations for a homeless shelter. We were staying there with our mom. She was sick, and I already knew she was going to die. My brother, he was younger, didn’t realize.” She put the cigarette to her lips, held it there, took it out, tapped it on her knee. Watched the skaters. “I was sitting there, hating being there, hating being on display like that, and then this couple came by with a kid in a stroller. He had the most amazing eyes…”

      He was still wearing the tinted glasses, but she glanced up into his eyes, obviously using them as a reference for her remembrance. She put the cigarette away, reached up, drew them off and gazed at them a long moment. “Whoever did those contacts for you did a bang up job. They’re like movie special effects.”

      You should see the fangs, he thought.

      “So what happened?”

      “Oh. The parents…the mother was so beautiful, and the man with her was so strong and handsome. It was like they came right out of a fairy tale. The little boy had this brand new stuffed bear in his arms.”

      Kane stilled, his gaze riveting on her face. She’d gotten caught up in the story now, didn’t notice the flash of memory that it sparked in him.

      “They were giving them away with makeup purchases over at one of the department stores. I’d touched it on the counter when we came through, just one fingertip on his soft little paw. The sales lady behind the counter had given me the look. You know, the one that said she was sure I’d steal it if she turned her back.” She looked him up and down. “No, you wouldn’t know about that look. But it made me feel grubby and even more out of place.”

      She took a breath. “Anyhow, the kid, he gave me the bear. Just handed it to me. He had a lisp or something, like it was hard for him to talk. And later that Christmas, one of those trains in the toy store and a bunch of other stuff came to us at the shelter, and I knew it was the beautiful lady, because of the way she looked at me. I heard the volunteers later wondering if she and her husband were movie stars, but I didn’t think that. I thought she was old as time, like some beautiful sorcerer or witch. Scary in some ways, yet she understood how I felt. I wanted to be as beautiful—and as scary—as her one day. Even thought it was possible when I looked at her.”

      She took the cigarette out again to twist it deftly over her fingers. “Dumb, right? But it was the way the kid gave me the bear. For one moment, I’d stepped out of my life and was part of something different and extraordinary. Look…”

      She put the cigarette in her mouth, held it there and bent to her bag, rummaging. “Fuck, this is crazy, me showing you this,” she muttered, “But what the hell.”

      She pulled out the bear. It was old and threadbare, patches of it shiny. As Kane looked at it, he realized the starting point of those patches would likely line up with the placement of her fingers when she’d been younger, and they’d expanded as her hand had grown but she’d still gripped the bear the same way. For comfort, maybe, after lonely nights, hard times.

      She held it on those bare spots now as Kane reached out, touched it. He noticed her fingers tightened on it, almost as if she expected him to take it away simply because it meant something to her. His heart tightened in his chest.

      He stroked it with one fingertip, lifted his gaze to hers. “I thought I recognized you,” he murmured.

      When her brow creased, he gestured to his face. “My eyes were blue then,” he said. “Sometimes they still are. They change. Sometimes green, sometimes blue. Sometimes one of each. Depends on the light, my mood. And scary and beautiful is a great way to describe my mother. It was a long time ago, wasn’t it?”

      She stared at him. In a blink, her face whitened in anger and she proved what he’d suspected about messing too much with her shields. “I didn’t tell you that for you to mock me, asshole. Fuck yourself and your money.”

      She yanked the bear away, stuffed it into the bag and started to rise. He expected in the next blink she’d shoulder it, stomp away and be gone. He understood her well enough already to know not to use a physical gesture to stop her, so he went with words instead.

      “When I gave it to you, I said ‘Yours’,” he said. “To make sure you knew I was giving it to you.”

      She stopped, uncertain, her hands clenched, spots of color in her cheek. He held her gaze, let a wry smile curl his lips. “Given how possessive I was of my toys then and now, my parents about died of shock.”

      She paled a little bit, and now he did gently clasp her wrist and tug her back into a seated position on the bench. “Here. Eat more of your pretzel. Drink some cider.”

      She’d been about to leave it right there next to her, and she’d eaten less than a third of it. She wrapped it up, put it in the bag, though, then clasped the bag against her protectively, studying him. “You have to be fucking with me, but you aren’t.”

      He shook his head. “I promise I’m not. I did have difficulty talking then, but I think you understood me. I remember your face.”

      He reached out, stroked it as she went still. “Like a toddler does, everything dreamlike and hazy, but when you turned your head toward me, back when we were talking to Earl, I knew you were familiar to me from somewhere. That’s why I asked you to spend some time with me. I wanted to figure it out.” He paused. “What happened to your brother?”

      Pain suffused her features. He was asking her to deal with too much, open up far more than she could probably afford. Yet he was reeling from knowing that his one simple choice, to give a child a bear, had kept a prostitute liking Christmas. A small gesture that had had a critical impact. The imbalance he’d felt of late suddenly took a back seat, steadying him so he could focus on this one moment rather than a million other things he couldn’t change or control.

      “Mom died, and he was placed with a different home. He was younger, cuter. I’ve never seen him again.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She pressed her lips together, looked away. “I kept a picture of him, but I’m not going to show you that. You’re too close already.”

      “Sometimes strangers can make it easier to deal with things than people who know us better. You just told me you’re in a profession that knows that better than anyone.” He touched her knee, a gentle tease. “Right?”

      “Yeah.” She brought her gaze back to him. “This is pretty unreal, you know that, right?”

      “In my world, the unusual can be pretty usual. Can I see the bear again? Please?”

      When she complied, he looked at it in her hands. “I really remember it as way bigger than that.” He spread out his hand, saw how it dwarfed the stuffed creature. “I guess I grew some since then.”

      “A bit.” She surveyed his six foot form, the breadth of his shoulders. “Got your daddy’s build.”

      “You remember that?”

      “I was ten. Old enough to notice that,” she said dryly. “And I noticed the way they were with each other.”

      “Yeah. They’re still that way.”

      “How long have they been married?”

      “They’re not,” Kane said. “It’s not that kind of relationship. But he is bound to her for his entire life.”

      He should have simply said how many years they’d been together, but he could already perceive how rare honesty was in her world. He didn’t want to lie to her about…anything.

      “You’re weird,” she said, but she smiled. It was strained but real. “Thanks for the pretzel and the cider.” She lifted the cup. “I was pretty hungry. Hadn’t eaten since breakfast.”

      “You didn’t finish it.”

      “No. I don’t eat a lot at one sitting. I’ll eat the rest of it later tonight.” She shifted. “Okay, well, I should go get Nancy’s gift now. I mean, you can go with me, you’ve paid for the time…or…” she took a breath, “we can do whatever else you’d like.”

      While he felt a vague disappointment she was cutting their conversation off so abruptly, he understood. She’d just said it. He was getting too close. Stranger or not, she couldn’t afford not to think of him as a client. He’d gained a small window of her trust, but she had to shut it to protect herself and was likely hoping he could get a hint and be from beginning and end what she needed him to be. Given she’d probably rarely or never had that, he could only oblige, much as he wanted to keep her right here for much longer.

      “No, I want you to have time to shop for your friend. But just one thing…”

      He sent John the thought and heard the response. Kane lifted his hand without turning as John came up behind him, put the pen and blank card into it. He nodded a vague thanks and then put the card on his knee, began to write. He felt John retreating, but realized he had never made eye contact with him as Jackie leaned out, watched John disappear back in the toy store. “Okay, that was weird, too.”

      “We’re a weird kind of group.” A good kind. He’d felt John’s touch in his mind, answered it with a reassurance of his own. No words, but still an instant understanding. There was a comfort to that he couldn’t possibly describe to anyone. Except maybe John. Or Farida. He wished Jackie could experience such a connection. Maybe she’d had it with her brother, and then had it taken away.

      Tucking the pen into his jacket, he handed her the card. “You have no reason to trust me. I get that. But the number on there, all you have to do is call it, tell them I recommended you. Kane, Lady Lyssa’s son. I wrote it down. They’ll call me to check it out, and then they’ll give you a place to stay, and tell you about several different options they have for lodging and board and job training. A way to get you away from your life. And, if you’re interested, to help you find your brother.”

      "No offense, but that sounds too much like the foster care system.” She eyed the card doubtfully. He thought about how pretty she’d be with good nutrition, more sleep and less uncertainty in her life. He’d like to visit her, see that happen. “My life sucks, but I control it."

      He doubted that, but he understood what she was saying. Even when you had few perceived choices, you tended to be pretty protective of them. "No one would control you. It's a safe place, that's all. You’d never have to see Earl again. If your friend Nancy needs the same kind of safe haven, she could come, too.”

      She took the card, ran her thumb over the writing. “I’ve been lied to a lot. Don’t really trust truth anymore.”

      He put his hand over hers. “But something good happened to you on Christmas once. I’m hoping you’ll believe the same person can do it for you again.”

      “People change from the time they were babies.”

      “I’m just as trustworthy now as I was then.”

      She laughed at that, and it was a nice sound, closer to the way he suspected she’d sound if she was able to laugh more freely and more often. “No offense, but you didn’t look too trustworthy then. You looked like you were pretty much a troublemaker.”

      “And now?”

      She drew back, perused him in mock appraisal. “Yep, pretty much the same. You can talk a girl into anything.”

      “Well, except that one.” He nodded in the general direction of Farida, in the toy store. “And my mother. They both know me too well.”

      “It’s good to keep those kind of people close. Best to always know who you really are.” A shadow crossed her face and her fingers tightened on the card. Since she looked on the verge of handing it back, to avoid the temptation of hope, he closed his hand over hers again, tightening her fingers over the card.

      “I bet who you really are was the person you were with your brother. Maybe he lucked out, found a really good family, and you could be part of that. Maybe he’s married and has kids. You’d be an aunt. I’ll bet he thinks of you and misses you, too. A lot.”

      “I’ve done a lot of things to survive. Makes me not really aunt material. He wouldn’t want someone like me around his kids.” Her brown eyes went soft though, a little tremor in her chapped lips.

      “Sounds like you’d be the toughest aunt at the PTA. Totally kick the asses of any of those soccer moms who get out of line.” He touched her face, drew her attention to him. “I think he’d understand that you did what you had to do to survive, and he would be pretty damn grateful that you came back to him when you could.”

      She dropped her gaze back to the card, to their clasped hands. “Okay, I’ll think about it. I…I really need to go.”

      He rose as she did. After a moment’s hesitation, she held out her hand, an oddly formal gesture. Rather than shaking it, he just closed his fingers over hers again, ran a thumb over her pulse. It was automatic for him, the sensual testing gesture when touching a woman, and he didn’t think to restrain it until it was too late. Fortunately, she didn’t react with offense. Instead he saw her lips part, and her eyes light with curiosity at her own conflicted response to him. How often did a prostitute let herself feel desire, let herself yearn for anything related to a man’s touch?

      He thought about drawing her into a quiet corner of the mall, sweeping her hair back from her throat, taking that draught from her that his mother had suggested, but then he dismissed the idea. He’d have to cloud her memory to do that, and it was important that she remember their discussion here. Important to him as well.

      She smiled thinly, an apparent self-deprecation at her reaction to a handsome man, then she tucked the card and her hand back in the pocket of her quilted vest, holding the strap of her bag with the other one. For all that it was intended as outerwear, the vest didn’t look like it provided much warmth over her jeans and T-shirt. While Atlanta wasn’t Minnesota, it was December, and they were having a cold snap. He shrugged out of his cashmere overcoat and held it out to her. “Take this and put it over your clothes. It will work better than what you have.”

      She shook her head, took a step back. “No. It’s not my size.”

      “It’s warm.” And if she didn’t call that number, she could likely sell it and make rent for a couple months.

      “I told you I didn’t want your charity.” Her chin set in that stubborn jut again.

      “I get that, too.” He closed that step, leaned in, met her gaze. “Put on the damn coat, so if this is the last time I ever see you, I don’t remember you cold.”

      Despite John and Farida’s teasing, he knew he did occasionally channel his mother, as well as his father’s more authoritative side, but the tendency toward dominance, a compelling desire to overwhelm, to take over and claim surrender from a human, particularly one that attracted and intrigued him, was an unavoidable vampire trait. Even Farida had her fair share of it. Yet Kane had far more, and it seemed to grow stronger with every sunset.

      In his flirtations with Rida, when he was hovering a breath from kissing her, he’d see her eyes soften and her lips part, telling them both which one held the upper hand. Registering that awareness in her eyes could raise his blood temperature exponentially. Still, for all that it was an expected vampire trait, and one he was starting to experience quite regularly, seeing that click happen in a woman’s eyes was always like tasting blood for the first time, the rush of energy and wanting more.

      The satisfaction he felt at the shift in Jackie’s gaze, telling him she’d capitulate to his will, at least in this, turned to amusement as she slipped off the vest and extended it with a defiant look. “A trade, then.”

      He accepted it, noticing it had been sewn a couple times to keep the filler in the puffed square pattern. The zipper was broken. But she’d patched it with some pretty floral pieces and a couple glittery stars, which actually made it look pretty trendy, at least based on what he’d noticed other females in the mall wearing. “It’s lovely. The color will match my eyes.”

      She snorted at that, pulled on the coat. Despite her best efforts, her expression altered at the feel of the cashmere. “Oh…wow.”

      “Yeah, it’s soft.” He turned her toward him, buttoned it up the front. “Better?”

      She looked up at him. He saw it, a flicker of hope, the same look he remembered when she took the bear. His grip tightened on the lapels. He wanted to take her home. He wanted to make sure she would be safe. That she would find her brother. Giving her that bear and the remarkable coincidence that had brought their paths back together tonight made her his responsibility.

      Yet the coat and the card would have to be enough. She put her hand over his, unlocked his fingers, that wary look back in her eyes, and he forced himself to let her go, let her step back.

      “At least call them to talk,” he said. “Promise me.”

      She pressed her lips together. “Maybe. Thanks, Kane. I hope…well, best to you. Thanks for this, no matter what.”

      She shouldered her purse once more. She hadn’t noticed him slipping some more money in there. She’d be smart enough to hide it when she discovered it, though, because if Earl totaled up his take against hers, she was the one who’d gotten the eighty percent, which she deserved far more than that piece of shit did. A dollar was more than Earl deserved. As he envisioned what the man actually deserved, another little spike of bloodlust shot through his gut.

      Kane made himself stay still, managing it, as he watched Jackie move away into the crowd. He kept watching her, and she looked back several times to see him still doing so. Finally, she reached an intersection of hallways, lifted her hand and was gone, slipping through people like the shadow she was in their world, a creature that lived on the fringes. She was right. The coat was oversized, down nearly to her ankles, but that was okay. It would keep her warm.

      He should have at least tried to get her address, find out more about her. And he could have pushed too hard and she would have disappeared before he gave her the card. He had to hope the choice she made was the best one for her. She wasn’t part of his world. He couldn’t make her choices for her. He didn’t have that right, no matter that the vampire in him pretty much said he should because, well…he was a vampire and she was a human.

      If he’d handled things better, maybe she would have let him call the number for her, stay with her until the contact from Mason’s safe house came and took her under their protection. Then he’d know for sure she’d be fine, safe, and no one like Earl would be in her face again. He thought of her as a little girl, homeless. He thought of all the luxury in his life, the love of his parents, and he was angry, dissatisfied, with no particular target for it.

      He was useless, had no power. It didn’t matter if he could dominate a woman sexually. What did that mean? No better than kids playing king of the castle on a playground.

      He moved toward the toy store as John and Farida were coming out. Farida had on a head band mounted with coiled springs tipped by colorful felt Santa Claus faces, a pair of festive antenna. She was trying to get John to wear one with reindeer and he was dodging her. When Farida turned her attention to Kane, she read his face and sobered. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Fine. I gave her the number of one of Mason’s safe houses. She might call it.”

      “What? You didn’t overwhelm her with your masculine charm and make it happen?” she teased.

      When he curled a lip at her and turned away, Farida reached out, touched his arm. “Hey, I was only kidding. I’m sure it will turn out all right.”

      John was watching him, too closely. “Hey, you think it might be time for some blood? If you want, I can grab a cup of the cider and give you guys a shot the discreet way.”

      “I don’t need anything right now. Particularly a human telling me when it’s my feeding time.”

      “Kane.” Farida looked at him sharply, but he made a dismissive gesture, thrust Jackie’s vest at her and stalked away. Yeah, he was being a jerk. He’d seen the hurt look on John’s face before he’d quickly masked it. Stick a pin in and pull it back out, then pretend because the wound closed it didn’t matter.

      He left them behind, striding through the mall until he reached an open area with a fountain. There was a statue of a frost fairy on top, surrounded by a mobile of hanging snowflakes that sparkled. The fountain was edged in rope lights in ice blue and white colors that sparkled like water bugs skittering across water. Teenagers were throwing coins into the pool and making wishes. He wondered what simple things they were wishing for. A car from their parents when they got their driver’s license. A girlfriend or boyfriend. To be popular, to be pretty. To be older.

      Yeah. He could get behind that one. Kane tossed a coin in, but he didn’t wish for that. He wished for Jackie to call that number. Then he took out another coin and wished to be older. Sitting down on the wall, he trailed his finger in the water, swirled it so the water over the array of shiny coins at the bottom wavered. He made a figure eight. A circle. A heart. Closing his eyes, he took a breath, then another. He needed to center, to make it all make sense.

      To keep from ripping out Earl’s spine, he’d grounded himself in the ways he’d been taught. But there were other methods he used to calm himself, things he could do when it was just about the struggle between him and his wildly vacillating moods, his penchant for sticking his foot in his mouth or saying thoughtlessly cruel things just because he wanted to lash out. Maybe a twenty-five year old vampire should be stuck off in a cave somewhere for about a decade. He expected most parents had the same thoughts about their teenagers, but the constant comparisons to humans almost half his age, even from himself, really wasn’t that fucking helpful. Especially not at this moment.

      So he shut his eyes again, breathed, and decided to risk a method he hadn’t shared with anyone. So far, he’d done it only by himself, but he wanted to do something, anything, that broke him out of this mode. He wanted to feel like a bird finally coming out of a cage, stretching his wings and proving that yes, he could fly without crashing.

      Opening his eyes to mere slits, he watched the ripples he’d started with the movement of his fingers start to expand, creating more ripples. The figure eights became other figure eights, other circles. It was as if there were a drawing pen moving over the water, making swirls and shapes, zigzags, heart shapes, cutting back across itself. He had the pleasure of seeing the teenagers start to notice it. They pointed and grinned, began looking for whatever device or contraption was causing the effect. All he had to do was keep his hand in the water. Feeling the energy and movement of the water, it was so effortless to call to it. Like children on a playground in truth.

      The water began to jump up in small plumes, picking up on the Christmas music beat filtering through the mall. “Joy to the World” couldn’t be a more perfect choice. At the crescendo he took a deep breath, and grinned at the wave of oohs and aahs from the gathering crowd as a wall of water lifted, like the legs of a chorus line. The jets of water crashed back in to the pool in a sparkling display.

      He could make water change its nature, use its energy and power. He didn’t understand how he did it, just that he did. The ability had started around his twenty-fifth birthday as well, and he hadn’t really talked to his parents about it yet. Because he’d wanted it to be his for a while longer, something that didn’t have to be discussed and regulated.

      It felt good to see the faces of the kids. He looked up to the second level just in time to see Jackie leaning on the rail, watching with everyone else. Only instead of looking at the water or commenting to the people around her as others were doing, her attention rested on him, her gaze shifting to his dripping hand as he rose and turned to face her fully. He slid his hands into his jeans pockets but when he looked up again, she was gone.
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      “There he is,” Farida murmured, unnecessarily. John could still track Kane anywhere because, well, Kane couldn’t ever really lose him. It was one of the reasons second marks for young vampires had to be well-trusted members of the household, because the vampire didn’t have the mind control to completely block his location from that second mark servant until the vampire reached his forties, generally. Something John wisely didn’t point out to Kane too often, though he was sure his friend was well aware. And ignored it like everything else John could do.

      Well, fuck him, damn it. John was getting a little sick of it, the walking-on-eggshells and worrying about the big bad vampire’s feelings. So Kane couldn’t get out in the world just yet and do everything he wanted to do. Boohoo. Welcome to the human world, asshole. Only once you are able to get out, you’ll be able to rule the damn world for a jillion years. I only have a certain amount of time to learn and grow and be out there. Or I can be your servant and it will be all about you for the rest of my three-hundred-year life.

      Showing that she’d probably picked up on his agitation, Farida touched his arm. “Let me go be with him on my own a second.”

      “Fine.”

      She gave him a glance but left his side to go to Kane. Kane had been standing at the fountain watching some kind of water show they must put on for the holiday season, but he’d now moved to one of the store display windows so he could study a selection of men’s coats. Farida pressed up against him, slid her hands around his waist and under his shirt to caress him. Kane tilted his head, speaking to her, then he latched onto her wrist and brought her in front of him, leaning down to kiss her. It was a deeper, more intent kiss than John had seen him give her before. Watching two exceptionally beautiful people get one another hot and bothered, while the display behind them twinkled and turned with festive Christmas lights, was like seeing a Hallmark Christmas movie marathon meet an erotica film fest.

      Being in a semi-state of arousal around vampires was something every servant at any mark level had to manage. But these were his childhood friends, and he’d been away from home awhile, so it was still a bit shocking to feel his hormones react as strongly as they did to them. Farida had gotten it started with her little tease back there on the bench, but John reminded himself it just emphasized what he’d said to her. Sex with them would mean something far different to him. Or would it? Was it better for him to think they would be more detached, because if they weren’t, if they felt the way he did, how could he ever walk away?

      Sometimes it was all so much, he felt like he couldn’t breathe. How could he want two different things so much and choose between them?

      Kane lifted his head, pinned him with a look. This time, the look was what John often saw on Lyssa’s face when she looked toward Jacob.

      I think I’ll take you up on that drink now. Only I don’t want it in a cup of cider. I want to go somewhere private, here in the mall. Suggestions?

      When in public, all servants scoped out places a vampire could seek out privacy for a variety of reasons. Whether or not they were on the outs with one another, Kane had relied on John to do that. Which, being an idiot, John had.

      He pivoted and began to walk, aware of the two of them falling in behind him. They were probably casually ambling, Kane’s arm slung around Farida’s shoulders, hers around his waist. They looked like a young, extraordinarily beautiful couple shopping at the mall. While it appeared like they were aimlessly wandering, John could feel Kane’s gaze on his back like a laser target.

      He took them to a narrow hallway with no restrooms or other public facilities on it, just a passage leading to the mall offices that were closed this time of night. A maintenance closet was nestled back in an alcove about ten feet deep, shadowed and removed from view.

      Fine. He’d give Kane a drink. Farida, too, if she wanted or needed one. That would restore equilibrium. John stepped into the shadows, leaned against the wall and waited, not sure why his heart was pounding or his palms were damp. Farida slipped in ahead of Kane, giving John an unfathomable look, one that made her look far more exotic and mysterious. Then Kane was there and it was like the contrast between a dainty, sleek cougar and a saber tooth tiger. Putting his hands on the collar of John’s sweater, he curled his fingers into it, his knuckles against John’s collar bone as he leaned in. John tilted his head away, exposing the vein. He was hard and getting harder, and when Kane pressed his thigh against him, he bit back a groan.

      “I didn’t say I wanted a vein first, human.”

      John snapped startled eyes to Kane, saw the crimson licks of flame there. Kane grasped his jaw in a powerful hand and took his mouth, cupping the back of his head as he delved in, kissed John with heat, pinning his body against the wall, his arousal grinding against his own. Kane was an impressive thickness and length, almost driving thought from John’s head.

      Kane, fuck, what are you…

      It was hot, overwhelming, and then Kane broke the kiss, cruised down John’s throat. John drew a shaky breath. Okay, now on with the feeding. Sure, just a little different approach from the usual… John had thought about Kane’s mouth on him, but to have it suddenly happening and all too real was unexpected. Unbalancing.

      Farida slipped in under Kane’s arm, wedged herself into the space Kane left when he shifted. Now they were both pressed against him, her breasts rubbing against John’s chest. Her slim hands slipped under John’s shirt as they had Kane’s, her palms likely still heated by Kane’s flesh. Her mouth was on the other side of his neck, nibbling, tiny kisses. Then Kane gripped one of John’s wrists, pulled it out to the side, holding it fast. Farida did the same to the other, the two of them pinning him, holding him helpless. She was feeding off Kane’s mastery, John could sense it, and the two of them were pulling him under, a sensual assault where it was like he was drowning and never wanted to breathe.

      Kane bit into his throat, and Farida went for his wrist. Kane’s larger fangs were a deeper invasion, but the contrast of male conqueror versus female seduction was overwhelming. John’s cock was iron against his jeans, and when Kane’s hand covered it, started to rub, and Farida straddled John’s thigh, he couldn’t control himself.

      Don’t. Not here. Christ, Kane…

      Kane pulled his touch back a second before it would have been over, met John’s gaze. “You don’t tell me when I need blood, John.”

      John blinked. Swallowed. “Yeah. Got it.”

      Leaning down then, Kane kissed Farida with John’s blood on his mouth. She put her fingers between them, stroking Kane’s lips. When they drew back from one another, she licked her fingertips with feminine delicacy. Then she lifted on her toes and touched her mouth to John’s, let him taste himself.

      Her mouth was sweet, the tips of her fangs a prick against his lips, and he inhaled her scent, falling forever under her spell. No wonder Kane couldn’t resist her. John didn’t think anyone could, as much as he knew he and Kane would do anything to keep her safe.

      Kane drew her back then, breaking the embrace. As John watched, Kane took the decorative scarf she’d draped over her T-shirt up around her throat, a double loop he tightened in both hands as he leaned against John, pressing the point of his shoulder into one side of his chest while Farida leaned against the other. John watched her lips part, the tilt of her chin, how Kane used that restrictive hold to bring her up to his mouth for another brief kiss before he loosened it.

      Then he blinked, startled as Kane covered his eyes with it, tied it behind his head. He spoke in John’s ear, a sensual rasp. “You know I’m very particular about who looks at her, John. Usually it doesn’t bother me if it’s you, but right now, I’m feeling particularly possessive.”

      Pulling John’s arms up behind him, Kane boxed them and bound his wrists with the excess from the scarf. “Now she can do whatever she likes to you, and I don’t have to break all your fingers for having them on her. A win-win.”

      Kane had definitely never moved into this territory before, but hell, being around vampires and their propensity for bondage games, it wasn’t a total surprise. What was a surprise was the leap in his own arousal as Kane increased the sense of restraint by closing his hand over John’s overlapped forearms and bit his neck again. He pressed against the vampire’s hold, more aware of his second mark strength than he’d ever been. Kane gave a half chuckle and responded by shoving John harder against the wall, increasing that grip on his arms and deepening the bite. John fought not to spew inside his pants like a kid, but he was fast losing the battle.

      Especially since Farida had her lips on his neck, her thigh wrapped around his hip, rubbing her core against him. “I want one of his hands, Kane.”

      The vampire obliged her, freeing one from the scarf, and she captured it, bringing it back down and then between her thighs. The denim was thin, barely thick enough to be considered leggings. He could feel the satiny give of her panties beneath as she rubbed his fingertips over herself.  Her breath came out in a short gasp that tightened his balls.

      Bring her to climax, John, Kane ordered. Satisfy her.

      He didn’t have to do much of anything, the two of them pretty much in control of all of it, but he mustered enough brain cells to massage her, learning the shape of her beneath her clothes, sensing the damp heat there, for him and Kane. Or just for Kane. He was the intermediary.

      No. She’s wanted you to touch her too. It’s both of us, John.

      Yes and no. He knew how it was with vampires and servants. In Farida’s mind, whether or not it was true, she saw John as Kane’s servant, an extension of him. The obvious inevitability of his fate sent a shot of despair through him. He couldn’t resist it, or them.

      Her breath was on his neck as she drew closer. “You were wrong,” she murmured in his other ear. “Sex isn’t like breathing for us. It’s like blood. It’s drawing in life, and everything about it. It nourishes us, body, heart and soul.”

      The climax took her then, an orgasm much like Farida herself. Soft and feminine, overwhelming and intense. She caressed John’s cock, which was as hard as what Kane had pressed against him. He wanted to come, Christ he did, but in some ways this stasis was even more pleasurably excruciating. It didn’t matter, anyway. They were in control of all of it.
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      “Fuck this.” Kane slid his hand around Farida’s waist and clamped his other hand over John’s nape. “I want you both. Now. Let’s go home and whatever the hell happens tomorrow happens.”

      At least he’d have this done and over with, this confusion of want and need. He didn’t think there was such a thing as erectile dysfunction for vampires, but he wasn’t going to wait to see if the general impotence he was feeling in all other aspects of his life would infect his dick as well.

      He saw that flash of shadows in John’s eyes, but knew his second mark wouldn’t deny him. John wouldn’t ever deny him. The thought came with a hard twist of guilt, but before he could silence it with an inward snarl, something far more critical interrupted him.

      His head snapped up and he pivoted, releasing his hold. In the time he’d assumed a protective stance before them, Farida had detected the same threat and moved shoulder to shoulder with him. When he opened his mouth to demand that she step back, she set her chin, her eyes shooting sparks that said she’d protect him just as readily as he would do the same for her and John.

      He’d opened his mind to John automatically, so John already knew what they were facing. The human male vibrated with the desire to step into line with the two of them, like they were the Three Musketeers, but Kane felt his second mark suppress the urge. Unlike Kane, John always thought through his emotions before acting, and from a lifetime in Lady Lyssa’s household, the young man knew there was nothing a servant could do to endanger and undermine his vampire master worse than trying to appear as his equal. Especially in front of another vampire.

      “What a delightful surprise.”

      The vampire’s voice was faintly accented, but Kane couldn’t place his origins. From the scent that had preceded him, Kane already knew he wasn’t someone familiar. As the vampire turned the corner, came into view, Kane saw the male was wiry, knotted, giving the appearance of salted rope, unbreakable. He wore jeans and T-shirt, not much different from many of the other twenty-somethings in the mall, but Kane guessed he’d stuck to the shadows, because humans would have instinctively shied from him, or turned around and stared, as if he was a homeless person who’d wandered in. There was something off about him, different from other vampires he’d met.

      A feral quality. Kane inhaled again and noticed his scent was wild like forest, pure nature, untouched by the world of humans. Kane had been around the Fae, and they could be like that, but this vampire was no Fae.

      Could he be a Trad? One of those vampires who eschewed Vampire Council, human servants and the comforts of industrial society, living on the fringes of human and vampire existence? He’d never met one, but in the tales he had heard, they were always far more unkempt and unpleasantly pungent than this.

      This male seemed clean, and his dark brown hair was in a smooth, thick braid to his waist. His face was unrelenting stone, his flat eyes chilling Kane. Then they sent his blood boiling, because they turned quite deliberately toward Farida, and coursed over her with obvious, covetous intent.

      Kane shifted to block his view, bumping Farida back behind him with his shoulder. He’d usually act toward her with a sense of fairness, but not in a situation like this. He curled his lip back in a warning growl at the vampire. The male leveled that dead gaze back on him, and his lip peeled back as well, only in a smile as real as plastic flowers stuck into the mound of a fresh grave.

      “A lovely girl-child. With the lineage of a born vampire, and a born vampire herself. Quite a prize. All alone.”

      “Not alone.” Kane held his position, thankful that Farida didn’t fight him on this, though her breath skittered along the outside of his arm, her fingers brushing his back, then curling into his shirt. She was scared. Fuck, so was he, but feeling her fear stomped his into dust, replacing it with other, far more aggressive feelings.

      Kane. John’s warning. He’s trying to—

      “It takes so little to push a young vampire to mindless bloodlust. You can actually see it start to boil up, like blood out of a fresh kill. I like young males. It’s a pleasure to see the savagery you should embrace as your birthright still so blatant in you. Unlike your older counterparts, who neuter themselves with the illusion of impulse control.”

      He cocked his head, studying Kane. “You’re old enough to have taken an annual kill, youngling. You know what it’s really supposed to be like. Not feeding yourself from nice, tidy little servants like this one.” He nodded toward John. “We could kill him together, and while part of you would be horrified, another part of you would revel in it. Finally off the leash, the yoke forever gone. We could paint this pretty girl child in his blood, take her together, and she would let her own bloodlust take over. You would see me as no threat then, but as destiny.”

      Curling his lip back, he showed fully elongated fangs. Farida’s hand spasmed on Kane’s shirt as his own curled into fists. The Trad’s attention never left Kane, measuring, waiting. Knowing. A smile played on his lips. He knew all he had to do was shift that avaricious gaze back to Farida, who was standing too far outside the shield of Kane’s body…

      His response to Earl hadn’t been even close to this. John reached into him, lent him the energy he could, and Kane took it, no room for pride or argument. Christ, he wished John was his third mark, to give him even more stability. As it was, John’s cool rational mind in his own, as well as his own logic, distant though it was behind that rising, roaring wall, told him the Trad could play him too easily. The only thing in their favor was the Trad’s desire to toy with them.

      I can control this. I can.

      No, he couldn’t. He needed to reach out to his mother, call for help.

      Every ounce of pride rejected the idea, but Kane yanked his pride out of the way with the same violent force he’d pull out one of his own teeth with a pair of pliers. Fast, to get the agony of it out of the way.

      My lady, I have a problem.

      He felt her presence in his mind instantly, and didn’t waste any time, showing her the situation. Her flood of annoyance—not at him—brought a surge of relief. It was what he expected of his mother when she had things well in hand. Though she might be covering her real feelings to help steady him, he’d take the mummery, because it infused his bloodlust with a shot of calm, temporary though it might be.

      Help is on its way. Do not leave that spot, no matter what threat he issues. Do not let Farida leave your side. Hold onto her. Both of you.

      Reaching back, he caught one of Farida’s wrists as John closed ranks behind him and grasped her other one, both of them shielded by him. Yeah, he might lose control, but he would channel the bloodlust, use it to fight this bastard back with whatever he could. Like the sharp wit he’d inherited from his mother. No. On second thought, he’d channel his uncle.

      “Kind of surprised you Trads are after some of us civilized vampires.” He eyed the other male. “What? You need someone to teach you how to brush your teeth? Wipe your ass with something other than poison ivy leaves? Is that why you’re skulking around a mall rather than coming out in the open where the Council can catch you?”

      The Trad met his gaze and Kane was gratified to see a flash of surprise before it was quickly masked. I can think past my rage, asshole. Maybe not for long. Just long enough.

      Farida jumped in then, her expression cool. “Maybe instead of talking about blood and death like a cheesy horror movie, you could go get a frozen yogurt and chill out. Leave us the hell alone.”

      “Or what?” The vampire looked around himself, emphasizing the seclusion of their surroundings. “What would you do, cry rape? Attract police attention? Would you like to see what would happen if they tried to put cuffs on me? Or him?” The Trad nodded to Kane. “He would slaughter as many as I did. You don’t restrain a young vampire, unless you know what you’re doing. And the police won’t.” The vampire’s eyes were mocking. “But I would. I could take him to the floor and stake him in an instant.”

      “Lady Lyssa’s son?” She tossed her hair back, leveled a contemptuous gaze on him. Suddenly she was every inch the aristocrat her father was. Kane could still feel her fear, held below the surface, but her amber eyes were filled with fire, her chin up as she didn’t flinch from the vampire’s gaze. While a part of him wanted to admonish her to stay quiet, not attract attention, another part of him was fiercely proud of her. She wouldn’t cower. Not in this lifetime. “There’d be nowhere in our world you could hide,” she added firmly.

      “Your world, perhaps not. But we Trads inhabit a wholly different world from you ‘civilized’ vampire folk.” His dark gaze glittered again. “We need females with pureblood breeding potential to increase our ranks. We will take you into shadows so deep, little girl, you will never be found. And if your parents ever catch up to you, by the time you’re found, you will no longer embrace these ways.” His gaze shifted to Kane, pinned him. “She will carry my scent, not yours. I will make sure of it. Personally. Every night.”

      Kane, steady, steady.

      John’s thought was almost a shout in his mind. Kane felt his other hand latch into his shirt next to Farida’s, forming a triangle of contact between them.

      Though they were both behind him, he knew every detail of Farida’s face without looking at it. Her scent was in his nose, her touch upon him. And John. He knew the sculpted lines of John’s graceful body, the exceptional intellect, the smooth way he had of talking, the troubled look in his eyes as he fought with himself over where he and Kane were now. They were two friends at a cross roads. Yet he wanted him to have time to figure out things, both of them to figure out things. He wanted to go home with them tonight, be with both of them.

      Yet ironically, the same thing that could steady him was starting to turn against him, because he couldn’t stop himself from imagining this Trad harming either one of them.

      “Yes. It’s starting to boil up in you even now, isn’t it?” The Trad’s expression became colder. “It makes it so easy for a vampire my age to overpower you. Like taking candy from a baby.”

      “You never had to take candy from him as a baby,” John muttered.

      John, shut up. He thought if he drew the vampire’s wrath, he might give Kane an opening. It might, but Kane didn’t want him risking himself like that. “‘We need females’?” Kane gritted, bringing the Trad’s attention back to him. “What is that? Delusions of grandeur, the royal ‘we’ shit?”

      “No.” The Trad was done waiting. Kane could see him gathering himself, measuring the distance to Farida, and Kane tensed, getting ready. “I am not alone.”

      “Neither are they.”

      The Trad let out a startled half snarl and pivoted. In his frustrated expression, Kane saw a flash of the same violence that had been boiling up inside of him. That part the Trad had praised, even as he threatened to use it against Kane.

      He wanted to leap forward onto the Trad’s back, take advantage of the moment. Control was a thin thread, but the conflict had moved to a different playing field and he knew his best move was remaining motionless, fighting to maintain control. You never attack when you are not in control of yourself. His mother and Daegan had both taught him that. They’d hammered such lessons into him to the point he’d wondered a couple times if the two of them had thought he was mentally defective. But that repetition helped him hold his ground now, focus on finding that balance as the Trad faced the newest arrival.

      They teased Farida about her father, but the truth of the matter was no joke. Lord Mason was the second oldest vampire in the world, a member of the Vampire Council and about as civilized as a bear coming out of hibernation on an empty stomach. And that was a normal day. When someone was threatening his daughter? The bear would seem like a fluffy bunny in comparison.

      While Kane was staying at Farida’s home, he’d heard a tale whispered among the staff. The infamous “Djinn” or “Demon of the Sahara”, was the legend of a monster who’d cut a bloody swathe through the desert tribes several hundred years ago. Yet somehow that legend was connected to Farida’s father. Looking at him now, Kane well believed it.

      It wasn’t the way he was dressed that gave it away. His copper-colored hair was pulled back from his sculpted aristocratic features, a sleek look for his formal dress for the symphony, black slacks and jacket, white shirt open at the throat. But the formal dress only framed what lay in his eyes, the set of the mouth. The amber eyes narrowed on the Trad were as primal as the Trad considered himself, though in truth, the Trad didn’t know what savage was. The surge of petty satisfaction almost pushed Kane over that edge, but John’s continued steady presence in his mind and through his touch helped. That, and the deflating relief, knowing he was no longer the only thing standing between Farida and this bastard.

      “Die here,” Mason said. “Or leave and I hunt you another day. Your choice.”

      The Trad was in profile to Kane, and he saw the smooth veneer disrupted by a frisson of uncertainty. Mason, on the other hand, didn’t move. Not even a twitch of muscles in his face. Older vampires could do that, the “statue thing” John called it. It was almost like they were dead, but in a come-back-to-eat-your-heart-out way that scared anything with half a grain of sense boneless. If anything, it was as if where Mason stood was becoming a black hole, capable of sucking everything else in around it.

      “I am not alone,” the Trad repeated. “In case you didn’t hear.”

      “My hearing is acute.” Mason’s gaze glittered. “Your two companions are dead.”

      The Trad stared at Mason. “You bluff.”

      Farida drew in a breath. Kane remained still. Mason wouldn’t bluff. No matter that not a copper strand of hair was out of place or a smudge of blood marred his shirt, he’d dispatched the Trad’s backup, and was fully prepared to do the same to the Trad. Likely the only thing holding him back was distaste about killing him in front of his daughter and the headache of concealing the bodies from their human surroundings. But it wouldn’t stop him.

      “I’m done speaking. Decide.” Mason’s gaze locked with the Trad’s. Pending violence vibrated through the hallway like a tuning fork struck against a steel beam. For an instant, it was as if Kane’s hearing was filled with that humming heat, a promise of blood and death.

      Then, with a hiss, the Trad was gone, using vampire speed to vacate the hallway.

      Mason turned back toward the main corridor, stayed that way. No one spoke, knowing he was tracking, making sure the Trad was not doubling back. When he at last glanced over his shoulder, Kane felt all three of them let out a sigh of relief, though he tried to mask his as much as he could. It didn’t matter, though. Mason’s attention wasn’t on him, a cut as sharp as a knife. He extended his hand. “Farida.”

      Her fingers tightened on Kane, a brief reassurance, and then she obeyed, leaving Kane’s side to place her hand in her father’s. Her expression was neutral, but when he briefly touched her face, giving her a stern look, she offered an uncertain smile and put her hand on him, as if reassuring herself he was who she thought he was. When her fingers gripped his shirt, she briefly betrayed the fear Kane had sensed below the surface, but then she straightened her shoulders, lifted her red bag in the other hand. “I have the Christmas gift I picked up for you and Mama.”

      Her eyes remained serious. She wasn’t patronizing him, but Kane wondered what thoughts were passing between father and daughter. He cupped her face a little more firmly, then he shook his head, turned his attention back to Kane.

      It took a huge effort, but Kane wouldn’t look away from those cold eyes. He could still see the death that awaited the Trad there. If it had come to it, Lord Mason would have killed everything within the mall walls, including him and John, to keep his daughter safe. Kane couldn’t argue with that. He felt the same about Farida. But he couldn’t do the same for her. He wasn’t old or strong enough.

      “I have a car waiting,” Mason said at last. “I am taking Farida home. You two may accompany us if you wish.”

      Kane cleared his throat. “We brought my car. We’ll head that way.”

      Thank God. I’d rather ride home in a car full of angry snakes. That from John, and he couldn’t argue that, either.

      “As you like.” Mason tucked Farida’s hand in the crook of his elbow and turned to leave the hallway. He tossed one last terse comment over his shoulder. “Your mother wants you home now.”

      Great. Just cut off my balls and stuff them in your pocket, why don’t you?

      “Jesus, Kane,” John muttered. “Don’t tempt him.”
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      When they arrived back at the Atlanta estate, Kane knew without being told his mother would wish to see him right away. Before John could ask the inevitable, Kane shook his head. “I’ll take this one alone.”

      He spoke more brusquely than intended, but he’d had too much time to think. They hadn’t spoken much in the car. John had driven because Kane was still wrestling with those unsettled emotions, sparks of bloodlust that might transform a simple traffic snarl into an incident of vampire road rage if Kane was at the wheel of the BMW. Even now, because he had no outlet, no way to calm it, too many things unresolved, he couldn’t seem to settle or center himself. He picked up some second mark banked blood from the refrigerator and downed it like medicine, which the cold stuff usually was. Unbidden, he thought of what the Trad had said about hot blood pumping from a heart. He forced that out of his mind, made himself finish the blood, did a few more centering exercises.

      It didn’t help a lot. He should go to the workout room, try to burn it all off before he did something unforgivable. He wished the bloodlust had blocked his mind enough that he hadn’t realized a couple things that just pissed him off worse. Which was why he’d been too short with John and John had left him in the foyer, his expression impassive. Things were just as fucked up between them as they’d been since he’d gotten home. Damn it, fuck it all.

      Kane, I am in my study. I am waiting.

      With a sigh, he headed that way, though he wondered if they might all be better off if she let him blow off steam first.

      It was no surprise to find his father there, sitting on the platform steps used to draw books from the higher shelves. What his mother called her study was a library with walls and walls of books, well over ten thousand volumes. When Kane was a child, Jacob had held him on his hip and they’d pulled slim graphic novels out from between classic volumes and historical tomes. They’d stretched out on the rug together, reading about superheroes. Wrestling, talking about whatever came into Kane’s head, all the questions he had about everything. It had been so easy to ask then, because he hadn’t feared any of the answers.

      His father was now in his habitual jeans and a Henley pullover in a dark blue color that reflected his midnight blue eyes. He glanced up and met Kane’s gaze as he entered. He couldn’t tell anything from his father’s expression, but that wasn’t unusual. The only one more circumspect about revealing emotions than a thousand-year-old vampire was her servant.

      Lady Lyssa hadn’t changed since she arrived home, still wearing a black velvet gown with a jade clasp at the one shoulder, the other shoulder bare, the whole thing following the lines of her slim figure as lovingly as his father’s hands would, and did, quite often. She’d piled her hair up in some elaborate style before she left, but now it was loose, the shining straight wall of it down to her hips, strands caressing her arms. All vampires were beautiful, handsome, off the charts. But Lady Lyssa was something beyond that, too beautiful to ever be mistaken for human, her Fae and vampire blood mixing to scramble the brain of any male alive.  Add the queen element to it, her natural air of authority and dangerous power, and if her beauty didn’t scramble a man’s brain, her ability to make his testicles shrivel up into his body, a pure survival instinct, would. But he was her son. It was different for him.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      She cocked her head. “I’m glad to see you are safe and home.”

      He wasn’t in the mood to play games. “Mother, how was it Mason was already so close?”

      “I could not stop him from coming to you, once he knew you were at the mall.”

      It was odd, to feel that residual tingle of bloodlust spurt at her words, like a lie detector. “When did you second mark John?” he asked.

      At the flicker of her gaze, his mouth tightened, his fingers curling. “You promised you would never lie to me.” He took a step forward. “I don’t believe you’d break that promise, unless you perceived you were protecting my wellbeing, preserving my friendship with John. Do you think I value that friendship so cheaply I would turn on him for alerting my mother to a threat?”

      “I don’t know, Kane.” Her expression cooled. “You are ignoring his heart of late. It would not be a far leap to think you might accuse him of betrayal. Even though he knew he was risking his friendship with you, the thing he values most in the world, to protect you and Farida.”

      Did everything come back to that? John’s feelings, John’s struggle. He remembered John’s gaze when he kissed him, the surprise, the heat, the helpless pain as if he were being torn in two…

      “Kane,” Jacob began quietly. “You need to listen to your mother.”

      Kane turned away with a head shake, a sharp movement of his hand. A surge of anger, surprising in its force, made him want to snap at Jacob, tell him this was between vampires. It doesn’t concern a servant, damn it.

      The thought startled him as badly as an attack of bloodlust might have done, to the point it took him a heart-stopping moment to assure himself he hadn’t said such a horrible thing aloud. He wondered if it was as good as said, though, because his mother had gone very still. He had a bellyful of resentment about a lot of things tonight, violence and anger roiling through him at what he'd fallen short of achieving, but nothing made him feel as much shame or piercing regret those words made him feel.

      He expected he’d turned paler and so he set his jaw, trying to re-marshal his defenses. Lyssa spoke, her jade eyes on his face. “Jacob, I’d like a moment with Kane.”

      Jacob nodded, sent Kane a look that contained compassion as well as wisdom, the things he’d come to expect from his father. Everyone knew more than him about everything, it seemed.

      When the door closed behind Jacob, Lyssa moved back to her desk. “So let us talk, ‘vampire to vampire’.”

      “My lady, I apologize. I—” He spread his hands out and shook his head. “Damn it all.”

      “It is not to me you owe an apology. But we’ll deal with that later. I think you now understand why vampire parents are more protective of female children. That was my oversight. I thought only of you and your protection when teaching you. But Farida herself was well aware and took the risk.”

      “Didn’t matter. I should have known.” He wouldn’t put that on Farida. He thought again of how the Trad’s gaze had clung to her. What would he have done to her in the shadows to force her to embrace their ways? He thought of Jackie, the things she’d done simply to survive. Beautiful, strong, amazing, delicate, fragile Farida. He loved her, he knew he did, but their feelings for one another were so new in a sense. Whereas her father or mother’s love had been a bond they’d shared with her since her birth. Very little was as precious in the vampire world than a born vampire’s birth.

      He was so tired of the guilt he felt for every action and misstep he took, but he knew no one was to blame for any of that but himself.

      “It’s simply growing up, son,” his mother said, uncharacteristically gentle.

      “You’re not supposed to listen to my mind.”

      “Mother’s prerogative.” She came around the desk and put her hand on his shoulder as he stared out the window. The estate staff had put a long line of spiral Christmas trees along the drive, their light reflecting against the lawn.

      “I’m proud of you for calling for my help,” she said firmly. “It was the act of a man, not a child. Even Mason knows this. Bloodlust at your age is nothing you can help, Kane. Even for all that, you controlled it far better than most your age would have.”

      “I think Mason wanted to stake me, then and there. Still does, probably.”

      “No. Your godfather loves you, Kane. Almost as much as he loves Farida.” She touched his face, drew his gaze. It still sometimes surprised him when they stood together like this, how petite she actually was. He was an inch taller than Jacob now, so his mother’s head barely reached the top of his shoulder. And her face was as deceptively fragile as Farida’s.

      She sighed. “But Mason has known terrible loss in his life. I do not think he could bear losing his daughter or Jessica. Most times he’s able to keep those feelings in perspective, but when either of them is threatened, he becomes a little less rational.”

      Which told Kane the Trad’s days were numbered. He wouldn’t mourn him.

      Lyssa put a hand on his shoulder, eased him into the window seat and tucked herself into the space across from him. She left her high heels on the floor and propped stockinged feet on his thigh as he covered one with a hand. They always had casual affection between them in a moment like this, another touchstone. She was helping to ground him. “It’s more than the usual frustration tonight,” she said calmly. “Did something happen to make it worse?”

      “No. It’s not that. Yes and no. Do you remember years ago, me giving a bear to a homeless girl, at the mall?”

      “Yes. I’m surprised you do.”

      “I didn’t really. Until I met her tonight.” He told her briefly of his interaction with Jackie. As he spoke, her jade gaze never left him. His mother never failed to listen. She listened so well it tended to be unsettling, because she heard things beyond the words that were said. At a time like this, though, it eased of the turmoil in him to tell her about it, to see her faint smile of surprise at how they had connected, and the approval in her eyes that he’d given Jackie the opportunity to reach out to one of Mason’s safe houses.

      “It doesn’t feel like enough, though.” He spread his hands out. “I wanted to help her so much more.”

      “I knew I shouldn’t have let your father read all those superhero comics to you.”

      And the surge of resentment was back. Rising, he moved away from her to stare out another window. Several of the Irish wolfhounds, descendants of Bran, Maggie and Fionn, the original pack members he remembered from childhood, were sniffing around the lit trees, deciding if they needed to be marked.

      He remembered when Bran had died of a grand old age, at their Savannah estate. Kane had rarely seen his mother cry, but that had been one of those times. The landscapers had found the dog in the garden mid-afternoon. At Jacob’s direction, Bran had been left “sleeping” there. John’s grandfather had sat with the dog to be sure no scavengers or anyone else molested him until Lyssa woke. When she did, she immediately came out to the garden, taking only the necessary time to wrap a robe around herself. She’d knelt over the giant hound’s body, laid her cheek on his great head and wept while Jacob knelt over her, held her.

      Kane remembered it because it was the one time she hadn’t seemed conscious of anything else. She didn’t care that the other servants in the house or visitors there on Council business saw her grief. When he’d come and put his hand on the dog’s side, unsure if he was welcome, worried by her tears, his mother had put her hand on him, drew him close to her side and let him help hold her while she cried, connecting the three of them, their family.

      Loss bound as well as divided people, didn’t it?

      “Do you really think this is about some childish desire to change the world, Mother?” he asked quietly. “Do you view me as a child still? I don’t think I could bear it if you did.”

      When he turned to face her, Lyssa’s gaze was on him. Her voice was neutral. “Perhaps I’m reminding you that selflessness starts with self. It’s not what you can convince or coerce others to give up that matters, but what you yourself are willing to do to make the world a better place.”

      “Is this what you expect of me?” He waved to her desk where stacks of paperwork spoke of the Council matters pending. “To lead vampires as you have done, for whatever ultimate goal they have?”

      “Our goal is no different from the human one, my son. To exist. And do more than exist. To live without fear, without threat of extinction, fully embracing who and what we are. And like the human species, our threat of extinction most often comes from our own actions. But to answer your question, no.”

      A frisson of amusement flirted over her lips. That was the other thing about thousand year old vampires. Things amused them that didn’t always make sense to those with far less years. He tried not to let himself be annoyed by it. “I have many expectations of you,” she continued, “but serving on the Council is not one of them.”

      “You want me to be happy.”

      “If your actions deserve that, yes.” Now she gave him an even look, a cool one. “Unhappiness often guides us to better decisions for ourselves than unearned bliss. I expect you to live up to your potential. To be a credit to your raising, to the things we have taught you, as a springboard to learn more, and take our knowledge to a higher level for yourself and others. But I have hopes for you. Hopes for love, for happiness. For joy in the simple things that we so often overlook.”

      She rose now, came to him, took his hand. Without the shoes, she’d lost several inches, but it didn’t diminish her. If anything, the energy pulsing around her surrounded him, held his attention. “Sometimes I think that is the greatest gift Christmas brings us, my son,” she said. “A slowing of time, an awareness of the value of simple things. Like being able to touch my son’s face, see his father’s handsomeness, his determination and generous heart there. As well as the regret when he knows he’s let his temper get the best of him. When he doesn’t know how to fix things with his friends, his family, those he loves.”

      He bowed his head, pressed his face into her palm when she put it there. “Any advice?” he said glumly. “I don’t have much pride left tonight. Might as well give asking advice a try.”

      “A true last resort for a vampire,” she said, with a half smile. “I think you already know the answer. It’s easy to talk about how the world should change, but how can you change, Kane? How can you give and sacrifice to make the world a better place?”

      “Vampires don’t give and sacrifice. We demand and take.”

      Lyssa chuckled. “We are arrogant, selfish, powerful. But those are also strengths when it comes to making things better. We demand justice. We take away power from those who don’t deserve it. And we are more than that, more than one thing. You can be selfless, kind. You wouldn’t be angry tonight if that wasn’t as much a part of you as all the rest.”

      Her gaze softened upon him. “Look into your heart. Change starts there, with your own actions.”

      He wanted to argue with her some more. It would be easier than taking the mirror she’d just handed him and looking at the image he knew she was referencing. “You’re talking about John.”

      “Ignoring and pretending a choice isn’t there can be just as bad as forbidding that course of action outright, especially when the heart you’re ignoring belongs to someone who loves you. Do you think letting him go halfway across the world will be easy for his grandfather? Ingram is getting close to eighty now. John will come home periodically, but it is likely Elijah will pass from this world when John is far away.”

      “If he’d just let you mark him, he could prolong his life.”

      “Yes, he could. But that was not his choice. Elijah misses his wife too much. The last time I offered him the choice of third mark, he told me his wife would be expecting him in a certain amount of time, and he couldn’t let her down. He wouldn’t keep her waiting longer than that.” She returned to the window seat, crossed her legs. “He also told me that John was on a good path, and his job there was done. He’d done what a grandfather, parent or guardian was supposed to do. Make sure John is a responsible, good man who can take care of himself and will have plenty of love and gifts to give to others. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yes, I would. He’s…” Kane grimaced, his chest tight all of a sudden. “He’s a better man than I am.”

      “No.” She shook her head, her jade eyes warm on him. “He’s a very good man, but so is my son. John wouldn’t be so devoted to you otherwise. Do you know what Elijah said about his wife? It touched me deeply, so I remembered it exactly. ‘I want my wife’s arms around me once more. We had to walk our separate ways awhile, while I did the things I’m supposed to do. That’s what life’s about, doing what you need to do, so when you come together again, the time is right. No regrets and you’ve earned the rest.”

      She shifted, crossed her legs. “He said he had to be sure he’d earned having her arms around him. Anything else and he said she’d give him hell right there on Heaven’s gate. Probably send him right back down to finish things, even if he had to do it as a damn zombie.”

      Kane gave a half chuckle. “Sounds like him. Sounds a lot like his son, too.”

      She nodded. “But it’s that way, with those we love. Do you understand?”

      “Yes. But understanding and wanting to act on that understanding are two different things.”

      Her lips curved. “You are always honest, my son. But like Ingram, I know that your father and I have done what we are supposed to do. You are a good man.”

      “But not yet one who can take care of himself.”

      She shrugged. “There are times in our lives when none of us can care for ourselves alone. We need the guidance, love, support and yes, sometimes the rescue, of those who care about us. That is a gift, my son, not a burden. And yes, a young vampire has to endure that care for longer than a human male, but your compensation is a much longer life span. You understand that, but resist its yoke. Every born vampire has been where you are. You think I did not chafe at restrictions in my twenties?”

      “Or Mason?”

      Her gaze darkened. “Mason lost his parents young and fell into the wrong hands, my son. He understands firsthand what happens to a young male vampire without the proper guidance.”

      She beckoned him to her, more imperious now. When he came to her, she rose, put her hand back on his face. “Patience is a great sacrifice to ask of a young vampire male, but it is patience I require of you. You have always understood that, but perhaps after tonight you understand better?”

      “Yes.” He nodded, and meant it. “I understand.”

      “I know you do.”

      He took her hand, kissed it, felt her touch his head, a mother’s benediction, forgiveness and wisdom both. “How was the symphony?”

      “Lovely. But not as good as the orchestra I heard play the same repertoire in the eighteen hundreds. Older is not always better.”

      He smiled. “But most the time it is.”

      She snorted at him, gave him a push. “Impatient boy. Begone. I want to replay a few of the pieces in my head.”

      She curled back into the window seat, this time where she could gaze out the window, watch the dogs and the Christmas lights. It was a gentle dismissal, so he touched her shoulder and moved to the door. He didn’t expect her to speak again, so was surprised when she did, just as he was reaching for the door latch to the study.

      “Son?”

      “Yes, mother?”

      "I love you more than the sun and the moon. You know this?”

      “Yes, I do.” He knew it for a fact, was glad for it. She nodded, her gaze still trained on something outside, though her next words told him her attention was fully upon him. Like a spear through the heart.

      “Do not ever let me see disrespect for your father in your thoughts again. If you’d spoken those words aloud, I would have put an unfinished stake up your backside and yanked it out. You could have spent the next few days trying to figure out how to remove the splinters."

      Now she turned her head toward him, and he saw something different in her eyes. Her expression spawned more than a dozen memories of his father through his mind. The things Jacob had been and done for both of them. Kane realized he’d disappointed her and, even worse, he’d hurt her. Crossing the room to come back to her, he did something he’d never done before. He dropped to a knee, bent and lifted the hem of her skirt, pressing his lips to it. “My lady," he said, "I have done something unforgivable, to you both. How do I make it right?"

      Her green gaze was timeless, and he saw a glimpse of many things. Fierce love, which he knew was for both him and his father, as well as the shadows of wisdom and pain. But her expression eased enough that the barbs coiled tight in his gut loosened. "Go to him and tell him you love him,” she said quietly. “And that you're sorry. We know you, Kane. One thoughtless moment cannot erase all the good we know is in your heart. And your father has always been far more forgiving than I am.”

      “You’re telling me.” He let humor come back to the surface, held his breath until she flicked his ear.

      “Impudent rascal. Now I do want you to go. Send your father back to me when you’re done.”

      He rose to his feet, cleared his throat. “I feel I should also ask Lord Mason’s pardon. Would now be a good time?”

      “Hmm.” She sobered. “He understands his daughter is an adult, Kane. She chose to go with you. She is likely even now berating him for being too heavy-handed toward you and John. But vampire males have their own code, as your desire to seek his absolution shows. He will appreciate it, but I believe he will appreciate it more tomorrow night.”

      “As always, I defer to your wisdom, my lady.”

      She snorted at that, flicked his ear again, and sent him on his way.
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      Farida had chided her father for his coolness toward Kane, but after the brush with the Trad, she couldn’t push the suit too hard. Her mother’s counsel, not so much spoken as indicated with a discreet nod toward the door, had said her father would need some time to settle from the events of the evening. Older vampires tended to need their long silences, their minds traveling places probably unfathomable to those who were centuries younger, but she and her mother both understood those silences. Many times growing up, Farida had curled up in his lap, reading or dozing, not needing him to say anything, just cognizant of his arm loosely around her, the strength of him surrounding her. She thought with particular fondness on the times he’d held both her and her mother in his lap, the two of them talking about anything…the horses, a pending trip, the color Farida was going to paint her nails. He listened, smiled occasionally, said little, but she never felt ignored. If anything, sitting in his lap, she’d always been certain she was the center of his universe, her and Jessica.

      Sometimes, that could be a pain in the ass, but it was one she never took for granted. So, heeding her mother’s advice, she’d given him a hug, told him she loved him and then slipped away.

      She hadn’t been sure of her destination until she found herself standing outside the door to Kane’s suite of rooms. When she knocked and heard him grunt in acknowledgment, she smiled and slipped inside.

      He was sprawled out in an occasional chair before a lit fire place, staring at the flames. Though he seemed to be brooding, his gaze cut to her immediately, making her heart trip. Yes, vampires were all dominant, but when she was with him, alone like this, it was always clear there were some more dominant than others. For all that she held her own with him, there were times that hold was merely fingertips on the edge of a cliff. The look in his eyes right now added to that trepidation, so she responded as she always did to uncertainty. By straightening her back, lifting her chin and giving him a faintly amused, “what the hell do you think you’re looking at?” expression.

      He extended a hand, palm up, and she came to him. When she did, he closed his hand over hers, drew her forward until she realized his intent was to pull her into his lap. She would have tumbled over the chair arm, but he controlled the movement, turning her with a smooth flow like water.  She curled up there, nestling her backside into the nice firmness of his groin, and braced her feet on the chair arm, curled her arms around his neck.

      She wanted to ask if things had gone badly with his mother, but that sounded like a child’s question to another child. Did you get in trouble? And something about his pensive expression, the way he looked at her now, made her feel quiet, as if she were dealing with a different person than she had earlier in the night.

      “I have to let him go. Don’t I, Rida?”

      She noticed his eyes had transformed to the one green, one blue. She’d noticed that early on in their relationship, the way the hues would change. Sometimes all blue, sometimes all green, sometimes a wild mix. It had been like this earlier in the night, she remembered, when he’d been watching the water display.

      “Yes.” A simple answer seemed best. She knew he was talking about John.

      He nodded. His gaze roved over her face in that way that made everything inside go still. He wound his fingers in her hair, slowly pulled on it until she dropped her head back, shuddered as he brought his lips to her throat, teased her with a puncture, a slow draw of her blood. Then his mouth found hers, her lips parting as he drew the kiss out, stroking her cheek with his long, clever fingers. She let out a low growl-purr when his fingers closed over her throat.

      “You’ve never had a man, have you, Rida?”

      She raised a brow, tried to hide the tremor in her fingers. “You’ve never asked that before.”

      “I didn’t want to know the answer.”

      “Kane.” She reached up, touched his face. He turned his into it, bit the heel of her hand, then those brilliant eyes were on her face.

      “Want to see what I can do?”

      She nodded. “Always.”

      He gave her a slow smile at that, nodded toward the flame. When she looked over her shoulder at the fire, he started tapping a slow pattern on her thigh like piano keys. The touch was distracting, but she caught the motion in the fire. A key pressed down, a flame leaped up. Then a hard tap, a higher leap. She narrowed her gaze. “Kane…”

      She drew in a breath as the fire stretched up higher, spilled out of the grate and spread out over the floor in thin rivulets without burning it, leaping up like dancing snakes as he raised his hand. As he rotated his fingers, they twisted into one funnel, became a burning rope that reached for her. He clasped her wrist, extending her arm toward it. She watched in amazement and no fear as the rope twined around her wrist, replacing his hand. There was heat and weight, but no burn. Then it slipped away, melting back into the fireplace. And his hand gripped her wrist once more, tightening.

      “I want to be the first inside of you, Rida.”

      She turned her attention back to him, looked up to find his face very close, his other hand cupping her jaw. As her lips parted and now she let him feel the tremor that captured her, he brought her closer, spoke against her mouth. “I will be the first inside you. Say it.”

      She nipped at his lip, drawing some blood, and earned his growl as his hand tightened in her hair. Yes, bloodlust could be provoked, but it could also become something else.

      “Yes. You will,” she murmured. “But why now? I thought you always wanted to wait until…”

      “Until I didn’t feel like I had a babysitter. I realized tonight a lot of that is my own hang up. I don’t want to wait anymore. Too much is changing. I look at John, and he’s the other half of my brain, my courage, my sense of honor. I look at you and see the reasons I want to be smart, brave and honorable.”

      He took a breath, met her gaze. “Which means I have to let you both go for awhile, to figure out if I can stand without you. And to make sure I’m not standing in the way of who both of you want to be. How you want to love and live.”

      She felt a frisson of panic, of worry, tried to give him a haughty look. “You don’t have to let me go to do that. Get over yourself.”

      “I think there’s something in you that…waits for my permission.” His hand tightened on her when she started to be affronted. “I don’t mean that with any arrogance, Rida. I mean it. It’s something inside us, between us. And when you do it, Christ…” His eyes heated with a flame that took her breath. “I never want to let you go. But tonight, I realized just how incredibly precious you are to me.”

      Her heart softened, lurched. “Kane…”

      He shook his head. “If there comes a time you give me the precious gift of yourself, on every level, I want it to be because you know that’s the decision you wanted to make, not because we were caught up in some transition, growing-up type of feelings. I’m not sure of anything else in the world, but I’m absolutely sure you’re worth waiting for. You are, forever, my first love. You’ll probably be my last, when we’re coming down to the end of things, but we have a ways to go between then and now to figure everything out, right?”

      “All right, what have you done with Kane? The insensitive jerk, my impatient best friend?” A bit overwhelmed despite her attempt at humor, she touched his face again. He recaptured her hand, held it between them.

      “He’s still here. I’m a vampire, after all. I’m not going to let you go without taking something for myself. Which is why I’m going to be the first.”

      That blue and green color deepened, his lips curving in a smile that only heated them, showed her his intent. She swallowed, lifted her chin again. She knew she couldn’t mask her nervousness, and usually he’d look amused by it. She’d smack him for it, they’d wrestle, the moment would pass. But not this time. What was happening right now wasn’t childhood play.

      She wasn’t a child. She wanted him to be first, the choice just as much hers as his. So she lifted her arms to him, her eyes luminous, her mouth soft. With a surge of heat and strength, he rose from the seat, holding her in his arms, carrying her. He’d hauled her over his shoulder before, more childhood wrestling, but this was the first time she remembered him carrying her the way a lover would. He brought her in front of the fire, held her there, looking at her a long moment before he stretched her out on the rug, putting her beneath him. As he lowered himself onto her body, she shuddered at the new feeling. They were both still clothed, but it was also the first time she’d felt the full length of him like this.

      She knew they were young for vampires, that they could live for centuries, but still, the surge of feeling she felt now made her wonder if anything could feel as amazing as this. If anything would ever immerse her the way his touch, the weight of him, the hunger in his eyes, did.

      He’d just made clear that he understood all that they would be, where they might go, how their paths might split, but he’d finally – finally – decided to claim this marker, the one no other would possess, to connect them. Whatever had changed tonight, shifted in his mind, she thanked all the divine powers for it.

      She was still wearing the T-shirt and jeans she’d worn to the mall, but she’d removed the cap and loosened her hair so it flowed over her shoulders. He lifted her up enough to remove the shirt and then lowered her back to the rug, staring with heated eyes at her quivering breasts, cradled in black lace. Then his mouth was on them, his hands drifting through her hair, stroking it, bringing it tumbling against her shoulders, her upper arms. As he kissed his way in a leisurely track over her breasts, she stretched out her arms, one hand moving toward the flames again.

      “Do it again,” she whispered.

      He lifted his head a few inches, those eyes glowing. Clasping her hand, he tangled their fingers before he guided them into the dancing flames. She watched in fascination as it played over their flesh, slid up her forearm, a tongue of heat. A different kind of heat spread over her flesh as he turned his attention back to her, to his exploration of her with his own tongue and lips. She arched with a sigh as he pushed the lace back enough to find her nipple, tease and taste it, give it a gentle suckle, a less gentle score with his fangs.

      “You did the water at the mall, didn’t you? Splashed those people watching, made them wet.”

      “Mm-hmm.” He opened her jeans, slid them off, leaving her only in a couple scraps of underwear. Then he slid down between her legs, heated breath coming through her panties. “Now I’m going to make you wet.”

      She was already there. She shivered anew and then writhed under his touch as his mouth closed over her, teasing and stroking through silk. Kane might lack confidence in other areas, but not in what he wanted from her. A climax built quickly, brought to intense life from every tease and flirtation they’d shared since she’d gotten out of the car a few days ago. His strong hands held her as she bucked, a pale leaping flame herself.

      He slid the panties down her legs, on his knees between them as he gazed down at her bare cunt, stroked it with his fingers. He eased a couple into her, testing. She wouldn’t have a virginal barrier anymore, as much as she’d played with toys and female servants, but it still felt like an offering only to him.

      She reached for his belt, fingers sliding along the head of his cock, pressing hard against the denim. She hadn’t touched him so blatantly before. She took her time with it, learning the feel of him, sliding up and down, wanting more, wanting him hard in her hand, inside of her.

      He obliged her on one count, standing to remove his clothes. He was as finely made as she expected. The last time she’d seen him fully naked was when he was eleven. They’d dared one another to wade in the pond on the property. He’d stepped in a nest of copperheads and they’d bitten one of his legs six times, potentially fatal to a human. Not to a vampire, but the pain, temporary though it was, had been brutal. When Kane had been rolling around on the bank, gnashing his teeth and cursing, she’d told him to hold still. Blown cool breaths on the angry flesh, then sung him a song to calm him down, help him until the pain faded away and the wounds healed. It was probably then that she’d fallen in love with him and he with her, his head in her bare lap, his fingers curled in her long hair as she leaned over him and softly hummed the words of the lullaby her mother still sometimes sang to her.

      She pushed herself up on one hand, ran her hand down his thigh, though her gaze couldn’t help but go to his erect cock. It had grown quite a bit since he was eleven.

      “I want you in my mind, Kane. I want us to mark one another.”

      His gaze flicked to her face, surprised. It was possible for vampires to do that. The second mark serum used on a servant would allow them to talk in one another’s minds, though they retained the ability to block one another if they wished, as long as their strength remained on par. He would grow far stronger than her, she knew. He already was stronger, but she trusted him. That was the gift she was giving him. Her eternal trust, no matter where their paths forked or crossed.

      Their parents, with centuries of friendships, betrayals, loss and gain behind them, would have likely forbidden it, warned them that it wasn’t wise. But that was why she wanted to do it. Before life and experiences changed them. Maybe the act itself would keep them from ever breaking each other’s heart.

      He understood the momentous nature of what she was asking, what she was giving him. He dropped to one knee, cradled her face in both hands. “Rida, are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been so sure about anything.”

      She rolled to her knees, nudged him back into a standing position. Her on her knees added intriguing flame to his gaze. She was sure to keep her eyes on his, showing him she meant every moment as she put her mouth high on his thigh. His arousal was a strong scent. She laid her other hand on his opposite thigh, thumb caressing the base of his testicles. Then she bit, feeling the shudder that went through him, her eyes closing as his hand closed on her hair. She released the serum, and felt him twitch again, because it had a burn to it. But then it was done.

      You have a far sweeter bite than the snakes did, Rida.

      She smiled at the sound of his voice in her head and nuzzled his thigh. She wanted to turn her head, close her mouth on him, but she felt uncharacteristically shy about that. This moment was different between them. When she tried to make herself overcome the feeling, do it anyway, he stopped her, showing he understood.

      “No,” he said. “Not tonight. I like you on your knees, Rida, but not because…of that. It makes me feel overwhelmed. I want to protect you, hold you, and yet keep you there on your knees, your mouth…” He stopped, his eyes blue flame, her breath short.

      “Dominant vampires,” she murmured. “Maybe I’ll have you on your knees one day.”

      “You already have had me there,” he said with a serious smile. “Plenty of times.”

      Laying her back into the nest of the rug, he knelt between her legs again. He retained one of her hands, their gazes not breaking from one another as he guided himself between her legs. The contact between sexes was an excruciating pleasure, and she closed her eyes, savoring it, the way he fitted himself to her, figuring out her shape, the right angle to pleasure and care for her, the way he started to press inside her, stretch her with his size.

      When he lowered himself onto her, she lifted her hips to meet him, her lips parting as he pressed inside a lovely inch at a time, taking his time, letting her feel every explosion of sensation that each forward movement created. When he was seated, she was trembling again. She put her hands on his shoulders, dug in. Then tilted her head to the side. “Please,” she whispered.

      He lowered himself onto her, thrusting deeper, and earned a moan from her, her nails biting into his flesh. His mouth was on her throat, nuzzling. His fangs slid over her flesh, teasing. She lifted up against him restlessly. “Kane.”

      “I like that begging note.”

      “Shut up and do it.”

      “Yes, Lady Farida.” But the glimpse of his eyes was not teasing at all, and she was speared through the heart by the sheer heat and possessiveness she saw there, like a blanket of fire covering her. He could do that, she bet he could, and the only thing that would burn would be what was inside her, wanting this, wanting him.

      He bit. He had powerful fangs that struck deep, and he didn’t spare her, as if knowing she’d relish the pain with the pleasure, her legs locking over his hips as he drove his cock in deeper as well. The sting of the serum made her gasp, but he stroked her, kept his hips lifting and falling beneath the lock of her legs, her body rising to his, making pain part of the ecstasy.

      Don’t ever leave my mind, Kane. Always be my friend. Always be this for me…

      Something that was more than friends, more than lovers. A bond shared between two vampires in a world where they could trust very few of their own kind. As young as they were, they already knew that, and she felt it in his mind as if in her own. There were as twined together as their bodies as she locked her arms around his back and shoulders. He held her just as close in strong arms, thrusting until they were both on that pinnacle together.

      Vampires didn’t often swim, knowing that body density would make them sink to the bottom, requiring that they fight their way back to the top. But that day at the pond, they had embraced it, knowing hand in hand they could make that journey together.

      Now as then, they clasped hearts and hands and made the leap.
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      For awhile they stay coiled by the fire, not saying much, just stroking bare skin, speaking in whispers, where the meaning, not the words, was what mattered, lips touching often.

      “How long have you been able to do the thing…with the fire and water?” she asked.

      “For these past few months, since I turned twenty-five.”

      As she stroked his dark hair back from his brow, she saw the shadows in his face. “I can do it to air and earth as well,” he said. “I haven’t told anyone yet. Though John would have noticed, because he doesn’t miss anything. But he hasn’t been around.”

      “You can’t blame him for that, Kane.”

      “I don’t,” he said simply, and she could hear that he meant it, where earlier she would have heard the resentment that John had noted himself. “But I wanted the two of you to be the first to know, before I tell my parents. Though hell, my mother probably already knows. She knows everything.”

      “When you’ve lived a thousand years, it’s kind of hard not to know everything.”

      “Yeah.” He rolled them so she was sprawled over his chest, and he played with her hair, an easier smile on his handsome features. “You’re such a fierce little thing.”

      “Don’t be patronizing.”

      “I’m not.” He held up both hands in sincerity. “You’re strong and mean. I’ve seen it first hand. But you’re also this. Extraordinary. Beautiful. Breathtaking. When we were facing that Trad, I wanted to kill him for even looking at you like that. But somehow I know, if the worst had happened, you would have survived. You would have held on until we got you back. Because you’re strong as hell. I don’t think anything could break you. And that gave me courage.”

      “Kane,” she said, moved. That shadow came back to his gaze as he touched her face.

      “When I realized he could overpower me, that he could take you from me, it was the worst feeling ever. I hated feeling helpless, knowing I couldn’t protect you myself. But I also realized that what was more important than my pride was protecting you in whatever way I could. Protecting you and John.”

      Her gaze softened on him. “You did protect me. You kept him talking, you reached out for help.”

      “Not soon enough. If John hadn’t done it first, it might have turned out just as he said. You could have been in that Trad’s hands tonight.”

      “No. I don’t believe that. The three of us together, we can figure out anything.”

      He wrapped her hair around his hand, unwound it. “But it won’t be the three of us anymore. We both know it. John’s going to go do his think tank. Before long, you’ll be back in your corner of the world, and me in mine, all pursuing our lives.”

      “True. But that doesn’t make the connection any less strong. I’m here.” Farida laid a hand on his chest. “Inside. The way you’re inside me. Even before we marked one another tonight, I think that was true. And John loves you so much. Loves us both.”

      He pressed his lips together. “He’s on his way here now. I told him I wanted to talk to him. Will you stay?”

      “Of course.” When he showed her his intentions in his mind, she loved having that connection, but she nodded, telling him she agreed. That she believed he was doing the right thing. She was pleased to see the glow of warmth in his gaze as a result.

      Rising, he lifted her again. She slid her arms around his shoulders, holding him close. When he bent to put her on his wide couch, she kept him over her an extra moment, sliding her lips along his throat. He ran his hands over her, reluctantly wrapped a fleece blanket around her. When she adjusted so she could fold her slim legs beneath her, she looked up to see him watching her, his gaze coursing over the one shoulder that the fleece wasn’t covering.

      “Warm enough?”

      “Until you warm me further.” Her amber eyes glowed, making him bare his fangs in answering promise. He pulled on his jeans, leaving his shirt off and feet bare, a look she appreciated as he leaned over to stoke the fire, his thick hair falling over his shoulder and framing the noble brow and profile of his sharply sculpted face.

      “I love you, you know.”

      He looked toward her, his mouth and eyes serious. “I love you, too, Rida. Always.”

      “Good.” She tossed her hair back, tried a smile. “But don’t expect me to say it too often to you. You’re a pain in the ass.”

      “Like you’re not?”

      John’s knock came then, covering her rude answer, though the twitch of his lips told her he’d heard her loud and clear in his mind. “Come on in, John.”

      When he entered, John found her immediately, of course. His gaze coursed over her hair, in riotous waves around her face, and she saw the subtle flare of his nostrils flared, taking in the scent of what had been done here. She forced herself not to blush, knowing Kane wouldn’t let her live it down. Then she’d just have to kill him.

      He shot her an amused look and she stuck her tongue out at him.

      “Well, then.” John cleared his throat. “About time.”

      Kane shrugged. “Timing is everything with girls. You told me that when you were fifteen and kissed Darcy Larson on the school bus. Since she didn’t punch you, you assumed that made you an expert on sex.”

      “Well, so did you. For at least a year or two.”

      “He likes being older and wiser than us,” Farida said, her amber eyes twinkling.

      John sank into a chair. “Not a matter of like or dislike. Just the truth. Er…so, since I don’t see any pools of blood or missing limbs, I assume all the parental units are on simmer instead of full boil?”

      “Yeah.” Kane straightened, turned and faced him. “But that’s not why I called you here, John. You need to take the job.”

      John glanced at Farida, then back at Kane. As if he felt himself at a disadvantage, he rose, faced him. “If I do that, it’s a ten year commitment, at least. Maybe more. Makes it hard to commit to…other things.”

      “You’re not going to be my servant, John.” Though the words sounded strained, Kane held John’s gaze, put the words out there John seemed reluctant to say. “You’re going to be my best friend. A best friend who will accomplish untold miracles with that amazing brain of yours.”

      John shifted. “Lord Brian and Debra are Master and servant, and she’s still able to pursue science.”

      “Because they’re both scientists. They pursue it together. I don’t yet know what I’m going to be, but I know I’m never going to be a nuclear physicist, doctor or mathematician. Or a chef, fireman, plumber or Dumbledore.”

      He grinned, glanced at Farida. “Those were all the different things John told me he was going to be when we were growing up together.”

      “He told me he was going to be a police man. Or a Navy SEAL. Though I think that was when he was trying to impress that skank Darcy.” Farida gave John an impish look as he rolled his eyes. But then he brought his attention to Kane. “Kane…we don’t have to make any decisions now. I mean, yeah, the think tank’s important…”

      “The think tank is more than important. It’s the fucking accomplishment that anyone like you would give your right nut to join. It’s incredible, John. Me standing in the way of that, binding you to my side? Who does that serve, except my own selfishness? If there is one thing I’ve learned from watching Brian and Debra, it’s that knowledge can benefit all our races, the world itself. But it’s more than that.” Kane met his gaze. “This is what you want. More than anything.”

      A muscle ticked in John’s jaw. “We made a deal when you were fifteen that you wouldn’t go into my mind without my permission.”

      “What can I say? Vampires are assholes.”

      John studied him. “No, you can be, but not in this you aren’t. And you never have been able to lie to me.”

      “Careful, human.” But Kane tempered it with a wry smile. “I know this is what you want because I’m not as clueless and self-absorbed as I’ve been acting. I chose to ignore your heart, and that was wrong of me.” He put his hand on the other man’s shoulder, was gratified to see the struggle in John’s face that confirmed what Farida said. John did love him. And a part of him didn’t want to leave Kane’s side either. Knowing that would help him to let him go, even as he wouldn’t shy from giving John the same gift, making him just as vulnerable in this moment.

      “You are so much a part of me, John, that I don’t remember a time you weren’t. We could have shared the womb together. And that’s why I want you to do this.”

      John gripped his forearm. “Damn,” he muttered. “I wanted to be pissed at you.”

      “I’m sure I’ll give you cause before you take off. I’m pretty consistent that way.”

      John allowed himself a smile, but then looked between him and Farida. “What about you two?”

      “She’s another part of me.” Kane shifted his gaze to Farida. “She’s a light in my heart that won’t ever go out. But it’s like you and me, John. Our hearts are together, but our paths may need to go elsewhere.”

      Kane thought of what Lyssa had said about Ingram. “Maybe you’ll meet someone along the way and fall in love, want kids. If I third marked you John, I’d have denied you the ability to be with her, grow old together. That’s the one gift a vampire can’t give a human, and I understand it’s a particularly powerful one.”

      John pressed his lips together, and now his eyes got suspiciously bright. “Damn it, Kane…”

      Kane shook his head, put his arms around him, pulled him close. After a moment, John’s arms wrapped around him, held on. As Kane stroked his neck and narrow shoulders, he thought of John out in the world, not having him by his side. “You promise me one thing, though. You ever need me for anything, even if you’re out of range of my mind, you damn well better call me. You have to take care of your ass.”

      “It’s usually only in danger when I’m watching yours.” John snuffled a chuckle against his neck, fended off the side punch and returned one of the same. Kane sobered, looking at John’s face. His handsome, kind, intelligent face. He found himself at a loss, staring at it.

      “Hey, show him the fire and water stuff.”

      Bless Farida for always knowing how to make a bridge. At John’s quizzical look, he made himself smile, despite the heaviness of his heart. Since he was showing another male the gift, he decided to make it far more dramatic.

      John jumped back as the fire roared out of the grate at a flick of Kane’s hand. Then they were both cursing and stomping on the all too flammable rug, because he’d overdone it, lost control and allowed the flame to make actual contact with the fibers. Farida was giggling on the sofa when they got the fire out, on her side with her feet curled up and exposed by the bottom of the blanket. Kane snaked a hand beneath and she kicked out at him with a yelp when he gave her delectable ass a pinch.

      “Jerk.” She punched at him, landed a nice solid thunk on his chest, then settled herself back on the couch, pulling the blanket around her. Raising her head, she sniffed at him, a miffed queen.

      “Show me what you can do with the water,” John said, his eyes alight with fascination.

      “He did the mall stuff, too,” Farida chimed in.

      That was easier. Kane poured himself a glass of water, closed his hand around the cup, then he turned it over onto the side table. As he lifted the cup, John watched as the water was left in place, a perfect mold. Farida shifted, gathering the blanket around her, and touched it with a fingertip. “Wow,” she said, on a breath.

      “Do you change the nature of it? What do you do?” John demanded.

      “Nothing really. It’s like clay. I can feel it, and I just mold it, in my mind.”

      John muttered a few thoughts to himself, most of it an incoherent string of words that Kane was sure Lord Brian would completely understand. To him, it might as well be ancient Sanskrit. He shot Farida an amused look and found her eyes dancing as well. He waited until John bent close enough that he nearly had his nose against the cone of water and then doused him in one shot.

      “Christ, Kane.” John snapped back up, swiping at his face, and then snorted when Kane tossed a towel at him. “We should really show that to Lord Brian. Or… wait. Does anyone else know?”

      “Just you two. I wanted you to be the first ones to know. I’ll tell my mother, don’t worry. Relations with the Fae are better than they’ve ever been. I don’t think it will be as big a deal now as it was when they found out my mother was half-Fae all those years ago.”

      “True.” Accepting the logic of that, John finished wiping off the water on his face and then hesitated. He glanced toward Kane’s computer, currently dark. “We don’t have to do it now, if you don’t want to, but a little later, you two want to see more about what I’ll be doing? I can log on to the think tank’s private site and show you some of the cool stuff that’s happening there.”

      Up until now, he hadn’t even let John talk about it, Kane realized with a shot of guilt. One of the most important decisions of his life. “You bet I do. I want to know all about it, though you know you’ll have to dumb it down for us.

      “Well that’s a given. You’re vampires, after all.”

      “Oh…” Farida was off the couch in a flash and Kane joined her, tumbling John to the carpet as she did her best to pinch and tickle and Kane gave him a mild pummeling.

      “Time. Time out. I surrender…” John was laughing when Kane sat back on his heels. Farida stayed sprawled over his second mark, keeping him pinned. Kane looked at the two of them there, together, the blanket barely covering Farida’s lovely skin, John’s brown-skinned hand resting near the edge of the fleece, his long legs stretched out, Kane still sitting on one of them.

      As the man looked up at him, met Kane’s eyes, his own narrowed. “I bet they change color when you do the magic.”

      “They change when I do lots of things. How strongly I feel about something or someone changes them as well.”

      The smile died from John’s face as Kane laid a hand over his thigh, reached down and curled a hand in his shirt. Farida slid out of the way, eased back to the couch, watching them. Since Kane could feel the turmoil of emotions in John as he struggled to deal with what all this meant, he knew John needed something else from him. Maybe they needed it from each other.

      “Come here.” He was already pulling him to sit up, bring him back to his feet so they could face one another.

      Always a command with you, John hedged, with a slight smile that had jagged edges. But he didn’t pull away. Kane left his fingers curled in his collar, a fingertip sliding over the small silver cross that John always wore, a gift from his grandfather.

      “I want something from you, John. The same thing I wanted from Farida.” He leaned in, spoke with his gaze roving over John’s face, the sensitive, clever mouth. “I want to be the first man inside of you.”

      He knew John had played on the edges of it with men, but like Farida, sex had been mostly with women. Though Kane could nurse the idea that the reason might be himself, he knew John was mostly hetero, anyway, which meant Kane might be the only male ever. He liked the idea of that.

      “Oh yeah?” John’s eyes went more opaque and he licked his lips, an unconscious response. Heat leaped back into Kane’s chest, his cock tightening. “Think it’s that easy?”

      “Yeah, I do.” Kane sidled closer, bumped his body against him as his hand slid around his nape, held them eye to eye. “I want you to kneel by the couch, put your head in Farida’s lap. I want her to be able to touch you, hold you, while I fuck you. And if you want to put your mouth to good use on her, give her pleasure, that will please me, John. I want to give my serv…you both pleasure.”

      John swallowed. “You almost called me your servant.”

      “I’ve thought of you that way a long time.”

      “I don’t mind if you always think of me that way.” Kane stilled as the man put his hand on Kane’s hip, dug in hard. “Because I know what it means to a vampire,” John said. “When it’s meant the right way. Something deeper than blood or love, something that never goes away. I like the idea of that with you. With both of you.”

      Kane swallowed. “Then let Farida second mark you, too. So we’ll always be able to talk to one another, connect with one another. So nothing and no one can break the bond between the three of us. Even us.”

      John looked at Farida. At her nod, he brought his attention back to Kane. A pounding, weighted moment passed, and then, even though Kane could have been in his mind to anticipate it, for once he was glad he didn’t, because it meant everything, the fact John reached for him first. Putting both hands on Kane’s shoulders, his grip strong, hard, he yanked them together so he could clash lips, tongue and teeth. The uncontrolled passion of it spilled all over Kane, John’s mind opening to him like the earth itself, taking him deep into heat, past mystery so he could feel and see just how much John had wanted to do this. He scored his lips on Kane’s fangs deliberately, bringing him the faint, sweet smell of his servant’s blood. John knew how to rouse a vampire. This particular vampire.

      Kane took control, breaking the kiss. “Take off your clothes,” he ordered low, his eyes blue and green flame. “Do it, now.”

      John stripped, his eyes never leaving him. He did have a slim, strong build, his mocha-colored skin paler beneath his clothes. His muscles were lean and smooth, his skin firm and warm. Kane wanted to lay claim to every inch. He would tonight. That was what he was being given, what he would take.

      John backed up a step, another one. Then he turned toward Farida, meeting her gaze, and sank to his knees as Kane had ordered him to do. She opened the fleece blanket, showing him her naked body, and beckoned him forward. First he laid his head in her lap as Kane had directed, his mouth brushing her thighs.

      I can smell you on her. I can smell her as well.

      Kane could scent the arousal from all three of them, a heady aphrodisiac weaving them together as he took off his jeans. Lubricant was no more than a desk drawer away. Coming up behind John, he began to rub it on himself as he watched John’s mouth tease Farida’s thighs. Her amber gaze had gone the color of deep, rich gold as she lifted it to Kane. He saw her breasts quiver, lift as John lifted his head to nuzzle them. He moved over one firm nipple, began to suckle it. Her legs parted to let him get closer and John’s thighs shifted, his buttocks flexing in subtle invitation.

      Kane dropped to one knee behind the other male, put his hands on his hips. “I love tasting her breasts, too,” he said on a quiet growl. “Maybe later, we’ll both suck her to climax. But right now, I want your head in her lap. I don’t want you to do anything but feel her holding you as I push inside you.”

      John did, a quiver going through him as Farida wound her arms over his shoulders, bent to press a kiss between them as he complied. Then she looked up and caught Kane’s mouth in her own, her fingers gripping his neck, tongue stroking his. Kane made a murmur of desire against her lips, then a grunt of pure satisfaction as he found John more than ready for him, pushing out as Kane sunk deep into his tight channel. He wondered how often John had played with this idea, maybe used toys like Farida did. He’d fantasized about Kane doing this to him, hadn’t he? He wanted to see, to find out, but he didn’t want to disrespect the pact they’d made.

      Fuck, yes, I’ve fantasized about it. And I want you in here, Kane. Christ, I’d give you the third mark if you want it. Always.

      It was a temptation almost too strong to resist, but thinking of his earlier words, Kane knew he would resist it. Maybe he couldn’t control bloodlust, but he wouldn’t be driven by emotional impulses to the point he denied either of his friends the lives they were meant to live. But a vampire wasn’t a selfless creature. As he’d told Farida, he had to take something for his selflessness, and this was the tithe he was demanding. John’s tight, blissful ass, which gripped him as he stroked in and out. Through Farida’s mind, he knew John had his hard cock pressed against her shins, his thrusting bumping it there in a rhythm that had John grinding against her. She lowered her head over him again, arms tightening over his shoulders, whispering encouragement to him. Kane inserted a hand between them, dug his fingers into John’s hair and turned his head back to the juncture between her legs.

      “Taste, John. Give her pleasure.”

      Farida’s head dropped back on the edge of the sofa as John complied immediately. Kane’s own cock jumped at the sound of John’s mouth teasing, licking and sucking her cunt. Her gaze glazed even as she held Kane’s eyes. Her lips parted, incoherent words coming from her, soft gasps and moans that made him harder, thicker, drive deeper into John’s ass.

      She caught one of John’s hands, brought it to her mouth and then she bit. Once a long time ago, John had allowed her to give him the geographical marker, so she’d always know where to find him if she needed him. He’d watched over both of them that way. So giving him the second mark now wouldn’t burn as much with that first one already in place. Kane closed his eyes, enjoyed the bliss of it when their three minds twined together, as in sync inside as they now were without.

      Fuck…love the way you both feel…

      Coming…coming soon…oh God…don’t want it to end.

      He was sure some of the same involuntary words were rolling through his mind, because there was no rational thought, just pleasure. Yearning, desire and regret, that this moment would have to be enough to hold all of them, no matter how far away they went from each other.

      Farida started to come, and now he changed his angle, reached down beneath John and gripped him, started to stroke. “Now John. Come.”

      They came together, the three of them straining and releasing, and now Kane knew it wasn’t just him and Farida. All three of them were willing to fall, as long as they fell together.

      [image: ]

      They slept in Kane’s bed, all twined together until the early dawn hours approached. Sleep would claim him and Farida soon. She was already in that hazy dozing state and Kane was close on her heels. Yet he felt John stroke his hair, touch his shoulder before he left the bed. Through half closed eyes, he watched him bend and press a kiss to Farida’s temple. When John checked his phone, he smiled, leaned over Kane.

      Jackie called the safe house, Kane. She’s with them now.

      Kane nodded, warmth filling him. Her willingness to trust him was an excellent Christmas gift. He caught John’s collar, brushed his lips over his cheekbone, his mouth.

      When I get up, I want to see what all you’re going to be doing. Don’t go too far. At least for now.

      Count on it.

      As John slipped from the room, Kane pulled Farida closer, put his head down over hers and pulled the blanket more securely over them both. He’d received a lot of Christmas gifts tonight. Maybe it really was better to give than receive, though he figured it was pretty circular, all in all. By letting John go, by finally realizing it was more important to express his love for Farida than to hold it out of reach because of his pride, he was pretty sure he’d just received one of the best Christmas gifts he’d ever be given.

      The kind that was way too big to fit under a tree.
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