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      They say the best gifts are handmade. This year, I’d asked Sandy, Jaime and Kat for a list of the Femme Fatales as I’ve done in the past, to send each a personal gift and thank them all for their outstanding extra effort to promote my work. What I found was that the number of Femmes has grown exponentially – which I find amazing and humbling – but it also meant I had to come up with a different idea this year to say my thanks.

      Given how generous and wonderful the Femmes are, I hope that they don’t mind that I decided to simply share the gift I prepared with everyone on the forum. It’s a thank you for every offer, large and small, of support and kindness, as well as for the insights and wisdom, laughter and smiles, offered to me throughout the year. You all enrich my life greatly, and I thank you for that.

      I wish you all a very merry Christmas and happy holiday season, and many blessings in the new year. And though I didn’t do the personalized gift this year, I want to offer a huge round of thanks to the Femme Fatales and an extra special bow to the admins – Sandy, Kat, Jaime and Terry–for everything they do to spread the knowledge of my work. It has brought many wonderful new faces to the forum this year, and it’s been a delight to get to know all of you.

      Best wishes, everyone, and with no more fuss or fanfare, here’s a gift I hope you’ll enjoy. Last year I did a brief vignette about Jacob and Lyssa going to the mall at Christmastime. It was so well received, I decided to return to Lyssa’s Atlanta home and bring you all with me this year, to share their very special Christmas party with family and friends…

    

  

  
    
      Gideon studied the eight-foot fir tree that towered up to the vaulted ceiling of the sunken living room. Besides being wrapped in what he was sure was well over a thousand lights, it had been decorated with ribbon, popcorn strings, and numerous ornaments that had been collected by Lyssa over the past several hundred years. The older and more delicate ones were toward the top, whereas the lower branches had disproportionately thick clusters of more expendable wooden ornaments and balls, suggesting that was where Kane had focused his decorating efforts. Whiskers was in the process of batting at one of the balls, studying her reflection in the glossy crimson surface. A few moments ago, Bran had slunk off, threatened by Ingram with bodily harm if he or any of his canine siblings tried to eat the popcorn strands—again.

      The mantel glowed with candlelight set amid fresh garland.  All three of the entranceways to the room were likewise framed with lit greenery. The back wall displayed a cloth mural, reindeer bounding in a snowy field, snowflakes dancing across the dark blue sky above them. The air smelled of forest, cinnamon and sugar cookies, compliments of the fir tree, the red candles and Ingram’s efforts in the kitchen, respectively. Piano instrumentals of Christmas carol favorites filtered from the discreetly disguised speaker system.

      In short, the room was a holiday paradise. The outside of the house was festooned with a million more lights, and there was a life-sized nativity scene planted in the front yard. A full complement of glowing wire angels were hark-the-heralding in the air above them. Luminaries lined the quarter mile driveway.  He’d helped Jacob and Ingram light all 526 of them just before nightfall. That would teach him to get here a day early.

      When Jacob appeared at his elbow, Gideon glanced at him wryly. “Don’t take this the wrong way, because you obviously worked your ass off on all this, but given the guest list, it’s like I’m in the Twilight Zone.” He dropped his tone, offering a decent Rod Serling imitation. “We find ourselves in the midst of a peculiar amalgamation, where poignant Hallmark movie meets the Addams Family Christmas special. Very special guest stars Hannibal Lectre and Jeffrey Dahmer will demonstrate the proper way to marinate a turkey.”

      “It could be worse. It could be the Manson Family Christmas.”

      “Oh, you mean the Council Christmas party you had here last week? I was so disappointed to miss that one. Not.”

      Jacob grinned. “Tim Burton and Stephen King could have written the screenplay together. Lady Helga insisted all the servants band together and sing Christmas carols for the Council’s entertainment. Naked. Lord Stewart’s servant plays the piano, so there we were in the atrium, doing rounds of ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas’ and ‘Jingle Bells’. Belizar was acting like the grumpy uncle who’s always invited to the holiday festivities, though he’s a killjoy. But even he cracked a smile a time or two.”

      “Isn’t it enough they demand unnatural sex acts along with their meals? Singing Christmas carols is cruel and unusual punishment.”

      “Lady Carola’s servant has an excellent baritone. Mariela, Lord Uthe’s servant, is completely tone deaf, but she goes at it with charming enthusiasm.”

      “She’s a hot blond Amazon with a face like Grace Kelly.” Gideon snorted. “She could bray like a mule and no one with testicles would complain. Except maybe Lyssa.”

      “Careful.” Jacob shot him a warning look. “After that, they rated the best kiss under the mistletoe. Servants-only participating, of course.”

      Gideon turned a narrow eye on him. “If you tell me you got to kiss Mariela, I’ll have to regret not being invited.” When he winced, Jacob gave him a sympathetic look.

      “How long is it going to take you to remember Anwyn can hear all your thoughts?”

      “Apparently a little longer.” But a smile curved Gideon’s lips as he glanced across the room at his vampire mistress. Sitting on the staircase that led into the living area, she wore a gold dress of some glittery, clingy fabric. The gathered neckline showed a generous curve of breast, along with a gold pendant shaped like a delicate dragon, set with a dark green stone. With her sable hair down and curling around her face, she was breathtaking. Daegan was sitting a step above her, his bent thigh providing her a place to lean as he had his back against the wall. A drink dangled from his hand, the other laying lightly on her shoulder as they studied the tree.

      The number of packages under the fir suggested Santa’s sleigh had tipped over there. Gideon could see Anwyn was still worrying about that, thinking they hadn’t brought enough gifts for Jacob, Lyssa and Kane, but both he and Daegan had assured her they had.

      She’s a thousand years old and wealthier than most Middle Eastern oil countries, Gideon reminded his mistress now. You bought her some hair combs she liked when you two were shopping together. She won’t expect that, and she’ll find the fact you remembered charming. For Lyssa, it’s not just a bullshit saying – to her, the thought is what counts most.

      Fussing over these types of things must be a woman thing. Gideon was happy to get a new package of Hanes T-shirts and a six pack of beer for his Christmas gift and didn’t give it much thought beyond that.

      Now you tell me.  Daegan gave him an indifferent look over Anwyn’s head.  I got you Fruit of the Loom.

      Let me guess. The ones in girly pastel colors that the boy bands like to wear?

      You’ve spoiled the surprise.

      Gideon’s vampire master was as dark and debonair as usual, in a gray suit with black shirt open at the throat. His hair was long enough it teased the collar, strands of it scattered over his forehead, accentuating the glitter of his dark eyes. Looking at the two of them, Gideon found it was an effort to tear his gaze away. Sometimes he had a hard time believing that he belonged to them both.

      We’ll be happy to remind you as often as needed, Gideon. Anwyn’s brown eyes had a touch of gold in them, picked up by her dress, and her moist lips curved, showing the tip of a fang. Maybe more than that. So you’re not thinking of tall blonde women.

      “I really am going to pay for that one.” Gideon shook his head, then looked at his brother. When he shot a punch at Jacob’s abdomen, his brother fended him off, but Gideon still managed to knock him back a step. “Stop grinning like that. You never answered the question. Who did you get to kiss?”

      “They put all the names in a hat and drew two at a time.” Jacob turned toward the tree, studying it with excessive interest. Gideon lifted a brow.

      “If you tell me you had to kiss Torrence, I swear I will puke all over your shiny black shoes.”

      “Well, we did win the prize. The female Council members were quite taken by the way he groped my ass.”

      “Oh, fucking hell.”

      Jacob chuckled, gripped his shoulder. “I need to go check in with Lyssa. Keep an eye on things down here?”

      “Always. Do you want to take Kane with you?”

      Gideon nodded toward his nephew. Dev currently had the vampire child engaged with a toy the bushman had made for him. It was some kind of carved three-dimensional puzzle, an elephant whose trunk, legs and ears came apart from the torso. The joints had been brightly colored to match their corresponding pieces on the body, to help the child know what went where. As Dev comfortably squatted next to the boy, he guided Kane with a finger tap here and there. A light smile was on his lips, his serious sea-green eyes watching the boy figure it out.

      Danny sat nearby, talking to Anwyn. As usual, the blond-haired, blue-eyed vampire looked like something right out of a Disney tale, only tonight she’d gone more hot Barbie than innocent Sleeping Beauty with her wardrobe. The snug wraparound green velvet dress with a blue satin bow edging the low back and trailing down her hip emphasized every curve. She wore a topaz anklet with her black stilettos that drew the eye to her fuck-a-man-into-the-ground legs. Of course, next to Gideon’s Mistress, she might as well be one of Cinderella’s ugly stepsisters.

      Nice try. Anwyn sent him an unimpressed look, but he gave her back an image that softened it. Last night, while she and Lyssa had been talking, he’d dozed off on the floor next to where his Mistress had been sitting. When he woke later, Lyssa and Jacob had gone. Anwyn was lying next to Gideon on the floor, the two of them there by the Christmas tree. He’d put his hand on her hair, looked down at her gazing dreamily up at the tree, and seen real contentment and ease on her beautiful features. Glancing up, he’d seen Daegan stretched out on the couch, reading, watching over them both. In that moment, he knew he’d never want—or need—more than this.

      No matter how many hot blondes I see.

      Anwyn pressed her lips together, tossing her hair over her shoulder, but he saw the sparkle in her eyes and the approval in Daegan’s gaze. Gideon lifted a shoulder. It was only the truth.

      “He seems pretty occupied now,” Jacob said, drawing Gideon’s attention back to Kane.

      “Yeah, right now.” Gideon snorted. “He’ll be trying to snack on the breasts of any available female the moment he gets bored.”

      “I wonder where he got that genetic trait?”

      Gideon blinked at Jacob. “You really want to start throwing that rock, brother?”

      Jacob held up his hands in surrender. “He’s been better about it of late. Ever since Lyssa told him the next time he did it, she’d harpoon him like a baby seal.”

      “Her soft maternal side is really getting out of control. In case she meant it, you better take him with you. Mason and Jessica should be here soon, and you know my nephew thinks Jessica is his personal hot fudge sundae with a cherry on top.”

      “God help us when he’s a teenager.”

      “Don’t worry. If Kane holds onto his fixation on Jessica past puberty, Mason won’t let him live to see eighteen.”

      “Comforting.” This time, Jacob’s quick punch got under Gideon’s guard, made good contact with his kidney. Then he was gone before Gideon could retaliate. That was all right. Gideon knew how to bide his time, lay an ambush. First, he’d start by taking off all the tags on Jacob’s presents and putting his own name on them instead.

      “Ingram,” he caught the majordomo’s attention as the man brought in another tray of appetizers. “Do you have a Sharpie?”

      

      Lyssa finished adjusting the strand of rubies at her throat, smoothing the dark green velvet dress over her bosom and hips. Her shoes were a matching velvet green, sprinkled with diamond rhinestones. Perhaps the green and red combination was a little over the top, but she was feeling unusually…festive. Then she turned and saw two of the main reasons for her mood. Standing in the doorway were her boys. Kane stood at Jacob’s knee, one hand hooked onto his father’s jeans’ pocket, the other clasped around a poinsettia corsage.

      “Tell Mama your new word.” Jacob nudged him forward and Kane smiled at her, showing the tips of his fangs.

      “Bee…boo…Byeeootiful. Bootful. Mama.”

      “Yes, she is.” Jacob’s blue eyes glowed warmly at her. She gave him a smile, a shake of her head. How she could be the age she was, having seen the things she’d seen, and yet that particular look of his could weaken her knees and speed up her heart rate, just a little bit. She considered it her own closely guarded secret, but like most of her secrets, she suspected Jacob already knew it. He certainly used the look to good effect, with excellent timing.

      And your reaction never fails to amaze me, my lady. A simple drifter, lucky enough to fall into your good graces.

      “If you’re trying to soften me up, you are centuries too late.” But when Kane came to her, she knelt to take the corsage. It was affixed to a barrette, so once she thanked her son for it, putting an affectionate hand on his tousled hair, Jacob came to slip it into her tresses. After he did so, he caressed her face, dropping his hands to her hips to draw her close for a kiss. Then he stepped back, his gaze sweeping her.

      He straightened the necklace, adjusted the velvet scoop of the neckline, then turned her to retie the back laces of the dress more smoothly. Being mirror and helpmeet became second nature to any servant. With amusement, she remembered their family dinner last night. On the way to have coffee in the library, she’d seen Gideon stop Daegan. The cynical former vampire hunter had brushed a glittering cluster of sugar granules off his Master’s jaw. It had ended up there when the vampire assassin indulged Kane’s desire to offer him a bite of a cookie.

      Such moments were one of the few times a servant’s familiarity didn’t require permission. Not that she really held Jacob to that standard anyway, unless they were in formal circumstances…or she was trying to make a point with her stubborn, handsome servant.

      Kane had wandered to the window to look at the Christmas decorations they’d placed in the side courtyard, specifically for his benefit. Accordingly, they were mostly blow up caricatures of Santa, penguins, polar bears, elves and other common Christmas motifs. The train set, whose cars were big enough to allow a child his size to ride, wound in and out among them, since they’d bought more track to allow the train a greater range.

      “I still cannot believe I let the two of you talk me into all those tacky blow-up things.”

      “Yes, you can. Admit it, you love the one of Santa on a John Deere tractor with Rudolph.”

      “I didn’t even know what a John Deere tractor was.”

      “And now you do. The person that learns something new every day never grows old.”

      Seeing his son was distracted, Jacob bent to kiss her shoulder, fingers caressing her left breast, eyes lingering on the low scoop neckline the rubies only enhanced. “The most dangerous vampires in the world are assembling in your living room,” he said against her throat, “while my brother is probably shaking packages, trying to figure out what’s in them.”

      “There goes that crystal set I got for Danny.” She sighed. “But since it will give me the opportunity to beat him, I will consider it worth the money.”

      “Play nice. It’s Christmas.”

      “I prefer being naughty.” She turned in his arms, dusting some powdered sugar off his chest. “You’ve been in the gingerbread.”

      “Ingram took that cooking class with his new lady friend. He gets the whole puppy dog eyes thing going on if you don’t sample everything he makes.”

      “A poor excuse. If you get fat, I will get another servant.”

      He arched a brow, kissed her even more intently, hands dropping lower on her hips. She framed his face in her hands, long nails sliding into his hair as she leaned into him. She didn’t often do that, simply melt into his arms, but there was something about tonight that made her feel…soft. It had been a challenging year, but tonight felt like a small, precious reward for all of it.

      “It’s one you deserve, my lady,” he said against her lips. “When are our two special guests expected?”

      “They’ll be a little late, but I think it’s best that way. Once they arrive, they can meet everyone all at the same time.”

      “Like tossing a kid into cold water, rather than making him go in an inch at a time, having to readjust every few moments?”

      “Exactly.” Her gaze became somewhat unfocused, then she blinked. “Mason and Jessica have arrived.”

      A moment later they heard the dogs joyously barking. Kane ran over to the west window, where he had a better view of the front drive, and Jacob stepped up behind him. As Jacob put his hand on his son’s head, he was unaware of how Lyssa studied them both. Her handsome knight in profile, wearing a v-necked Henley sweater over jeans. The sweater showed the broad shoulders and well-developed biceps to good effect, and his copper-streaked hair was brushed to gleaming waves against his head, his blue eyes intent on what he was seeing outside. Her gaze slid down over the curve of buttock, the length of thigh. She had a sudden desire to be close to him again, run her hands over the body that was all hers.

      Then he chuckled. She saw what he was seeing through his mind, but she came to his side anyway. They’d put velvet collars with jingle bells on all the Irish wolfhounds tonight. Since they were bounding around and just ahead of Mason’s red Jaguar XJS, they only needed antlers to look like reindeer pulling a sleigh.

      “Jesca, Jesca, Jesca.” Kane flew out of the room, while Jacob cast Lyssa an amused look.

      “He’s not even four, and he knows their car. You know a boy’s first love is the hardest to get over.”

      “Hmm. I’m more worried about his reaction to little Farida. He may see her as competition and dump her in the potato bin.”

      Jacob shook his head. “Not a chance. He’ll take one look at those pretty amber eyes and be lost.”

      “That rule only applies when his genitalia gets bigger than his brain. I expect Kane will be as well-endowed as his father, but he has a few years to go before that balance shifts. Thank God.”

      “Your opinion of my gender never fails to overwhelm me, my lady.” He pinched her and earned a feline smile, a dangerous flash of her eyes that said she’d take her revenge for it later. But then he offered her his arm, requesting the honor of escorting her, and her lips softened along with her eyes.

      When you look at me like that, my lady, it never fails to make my knees weak.

      Charmer. Let’s go be with our guests.

      They moved down the staircase to the wide main hall. As they moved along it toward the wing of the house where the festivities were happening, she took her time. Jacob, Ingram, John and Kane had put a lit Christmas tree in between every suit of armor that lined the corridor, with bunches of mistletoe hanging from the light fixtures. Jacob had kissed her beneath every one of them, and then Kane had wanted his mother to kiss him as well. John had merely made a face, but of course he was at the age he was supposed to think kissing girls was gross.

      Ingram had watched them with that bemused look she sometimes caught on Gideon’s face. She’d heard his Twilight Zone comment to Jacob, and though his sardonic wit amused her as always, she understood the faint unease behind it. As Jacob had said, her house was filled with dangerous vampires. But even dangerous vampires could love Christmas.

      She strolled along the passageway, enjoying the Christmas decorations around her and Jacob’s strong biceps beneath her hand. The delightful anticipation she was feeling was something she’d experienced for the first time last year, when they’d managed a smaller version of this gathering with Gideon, Anwyn and Daegan, but things had been a little different then. Now, matters were more settled. For the first time in many years, she hoped to establish traditions. Not just in terms of Council rituals, but her own personal rituals.

      She and Rex had captured it briefly, in their early years together, but it was a shadow of what she was experiencing with Jacob, with Kane, with those now in her large living room. These were people she considered her extended family, in every sense of the word. The other Christmas festivities she’d offered these past couple weeks, to the Council, to the overlords in her Region, those had been more formal affairs, though enjoyable in their own way. Tonight was different. No politics, no games. Simple fellowship, friendship and family ties. These vampires knew more about her true self, the meshing of Fae and vampire blood, as well as her feelings for Jacob, and accepted all of it.

      Ingram hadn’t been sure about John being here when other vampires were. For the formal vampire events, she’d agreed, making sure he had his grandson at sleepovers during those times. But Kane and John were almost inseparable now, and given the fact Ingram had met most of those who’d be here tonight, he’d tentatively given in to his grandson’s plea to be his “assistant”, a job John took very seriously. He’d made lists to help his grandfather with the catering arrangements, carted clean linens to the guestrooms and done a variety of tasks. She’d been amused to see Kane doggedly following John around earlier in the week while the older boy informed him of all the things that had to be done, emulating his grandfather’s grave mannerisms.

      She’d given Ingram her personal pledge that John would come to no harm. It was evidence of how far their relationship had come that Ingram had believed her, for once without looking toward Jacob for reinforcement.

      As they reached the end of the hall, the subject of her thoughts came through, rolling what she assumed was Mason and Jessica’s luggage. “They’re freshening up in the blue bedroom, my lady,” John assured Lyssa. “Lord Mason said they’d be down directly. I’m taking their luggage up to them now. Grandda’s keeping Kane occupied in the kitchen until they get back.”

      John was a handsome boy, going through a growth spurt that made him tall and thin, even though he hadn’t hit double digits in age yet. The smooth brown skin and long lashed dark eyes reminded her of a young African prince she’d once known, back in the sixteen hundreds. Or was it fifteen hundreds?

      As he continued up the corridor, intent on his mission, Lyssa glanced after him. “What is it he wants to be now?”

      “Last week it was a wizard like Dumbledore,” Jacob said. “This week I think he’s investigating nuclear physics.”

      “Closely related professions.”

      Jacob smiled, squeezing her hand.  As they emerged into the large living area, Daegan and Anwyn were already rising from their spot on the stairs, moving back to give way to her. Jacob noted the cordial bows in her direction from the two of them, as well as Danny, across the room. Since this was an informal event, such courtesies weren’t necessary, which made them a deliberate decision to demonstrate to his lady their earned loyalty and respect. It increased Jacob’s already substantial regard for all of them. Lyssa noted the gesture as well, her jaw tightening a fraction, showing she was moved by it as well. Enough that she rewarded their unexpected formality with unexpected warmth, touching Daegan’s face and giving Anwyn a warm smile. Well, warm for her.

      Jacob’s fingertips slid along her lower back. Well done, my lady. I’m sure Anwyn is now convinced you won’t eviscerate her until after wine is served.

      Smart ass. But she stepped up to Anwyn, brushing her cheek in a light kiss. His lady gave Gideon her usual censorious glance, conveying her expectation that he would misbehave. He responded with a glint in his eye that said whatever she had in mind in retaliation, she could bring it. Then he winked at her.

      He will not make it to a hundred years old.

      He will, with Daegan and Anwyn to protect him.

      They are the ones most likely to dispatch him for his constant impertinence.

      Jacob hid his grin at that. He knew—as well as his lady did—how Daegan and Anwyn felt about Gideon. He personally still found it somewhat surreal, seeing his brother, a former hardcore vampire hunter, so firmly bound to both a male and female vampire. But in their company, his brother looked the most at peace Jacob had seen him in over a decade.

      Lyssa, hearing Jacob’s thoughts, agreed. Despite her stern attitude toward Gideon, she cared a great deal about the surly vampire hunter. It was probably best not to let him know that, however.

      Dev and Danny were her next stop. When they’d visited Danny in Australia back in the summer, Dev had looked sexy as sin in his regular sheep station garb of trousers and sweat-dampened cotton shirts that clung to his powerful upper body. However, she found him quite arresting in slacks and a dinner jacket, polished boots. The strands of silver threaded through his russet hair were highlighted by the Christmas lights. The rugged lines of his face creased at the sight of them both.

      “G’day, Dev,” she said, letting him take her hand and bend over it. He didn’t brush his lips over her knuckles, but she felt the warmth of his breath across her skin, a pleasant sensation, along with the strength of his fingers, the gentle way he held her.

      As he straightened, he gave her a deferential nod. “My lady. Delighted to be here. I guess you saw Mason and Jessica rocked up. Or felt them, rather.”

      She nodded. He squeezed her hand, a familiarity he wouldn’t normally take at a more formal affair, underscoring it by adding, “This is a bonza thing here, tonight. A gift to all of us. Thank you, my lady.”

      “I’ve never seen you quite so polished, Dev. Not getting too fancy, are you?”

      He gave her a cheeky grin. “Danny just likes to dress me up a bit, make me smell less like sheep on occasion.”

      “Well she did a very good job.” Her gaze swept him. “You look very appetizing.”

      Regretting your decision already, not to go the usual route tonight, my lady? Jacob’s fingers whispered lower on the back of her dress, the upper rise of her buttock, a blatantly possessive touch he knew he could push in this company. Not that she thought he’d rein himself in too much regardless.

      I enjoyed my night with you and Gideon enormously. I haven’t had that distinct pleasure with you and Devlin. I might have to give it some thought. Perhaps after Christmas, you, me, Dev and Danny will curl up in that very large bed together. There are endless ways for four to pleasure one another. She gave him an image of her and Danny twined in an embrace, Jacob behind her, Dev behind his lady, teasing female flesh with mouth and fingers, cocks thrusting into the women they loved as those women added to the pleasure with one another.

      Santa is definitely putting you on the naughty list. His reaction told her the idea had engaged his interest though, on several levels. She slid her hand back to tangle with his and then applied enough pressure, at the right angle, to have him stifling an oath at the wrench to his wrist.

      Only if you behave, Sir Vagabond.

      His sensuous chuckle in her mind was enough to have a tingle sliding up her spine, the same path his fingers had followed.

      She knew what Dev had been implying, however. It was a different environment tonight. For one thing, the children—Kane, Farida and yes, John—were a big part of the evening, because Christmas, like a trip to Disney, required their special energy to make it that much more magical.

      That last part was according to Jacob. Lyssa had of course never been to Disney, but if she capitulated to one of her servant’s entirely insane ideas, that would be rectified in January. He’d proposed they take a short flight down and go to the park during the nighttime hours. Given that it would get dark after five-thirty at that time of year, and Kane was able to go outside within an hour after dark now, they could go for several hours before the park closed. That was likely the maximum amount of time her senses—or Kane’s—could handle such close proximity to large groups of people. But Jacob said when she saw Kane staring in dazzled disbelief at the sight of Mickey fighting a dragon in an epic light show over the water, or viewing the fireworks over the castle, it would all be worth it. Jacob also wanted to get her on a couple roller coasters—something called Space Mountain—which meant she was intending to take Danny and Dev with them, so the two couples could switch off Kane when needed.

      Danny pressed a kiss to Lyssa’s cheek. Her blue eyes were dancing, and her next words picked up on Lyssa’s line of thinking. “I can’t tell you how…intrigued I am by our new year’s trip with you. It was so difficult not to tell Lord Belizar our plans. I would have loved to see his eyes pop out of his head.”

      Jacob grinned at her. “If we put you in the right dress, think how many people will be asking how you felt when the prince put the glass slipper on your foot.”

      “Or kissed you awake,” Dev put in. “They’ll also be wondering where all the little bluebirds are that are supposed to be flittering around your head.”

      Danny smiled sweetly, showing her fangs. “I’m not sure tonight was such a good idea, Lyssa,” she remarked. “Servants do tend to forget their place when they’re encouraged to be too familiar with their Mistresses.”

      “Think of the pleasure you’ll have, reminding him of his place later,” Lyssa said. “Let me know if you need help with that.” Her jade gaze skimmed over Dev, no hint of a smile on her face, though her eyes glittered dangerously.

      Danny nodded, linking arms with her. “Count on it. But first, let me give you a quick peek at the shoes I bought Anwyn in LA. You can tell me if you think she’ll like them.”

      As they moved off to the tree and its stack of gifts, Dev glanced at Jacob. “You know they mean every word of that. Shows how wobbly we are, stirring them up, knowing there’ll be hell to pay later.”

      “No. The wobbly part is that we’ve started looking forward to whatever they devise.” Jacob chuckled. “Gideon used to call me brain-damaged. I told him now that he’s become a member of the club, he gets to be the lead poster child for us. He’d argue the point, but…”

      “Be a bit difficult, wouldn’t it?” Dev glanced across at Jacob’s brother, currently using his height advantage to stretch up and take an ornament off the tree, so Anwyn could take a closer look at it. As she bent her head over the item, Daegan was behind her, studying the detail on the blown glass star. Gideon had his hand on Anwyn’s hip, and Daegan’s overlapped it, an entirely unconscious affection between the three of them. “If ever there was such a thing as a Christmas miracle, that one might be it,” the bushman added.

      “Yeah.” Jacob sobered, thinking of where Gideon had been, how close he’d come to not being part of Jacob’s future, or of any future at all. The hatred and violence had nearly eaten his brother’s soul. “Truer words.”

      Dev squeezed his shoulder.  “I think every pairing in this room is a bloody miracle.” His gaze moved to Danny’s trim form, the golden waves of her hair falling over her pale shoulders, her china blue eyes that focused on him as she saw his attention. Her lips curved softly, then she turned her attention to Lyssa again. Jacob knew she might put Dev under the lash of a single tail later for teasing her, but then she’d soothe every hurt with her lips, her hands. Female vampires had that particular propensity. They were like terrible, beautiful goddesses who gave pain and pleasure both. The man who worshipped and cared for her came to crave both as symbols of her love. It all worked out to the same, when it came to a vampire’s servant. It might be crazy, but it was also happiness…and love.

      

      Lyssa heard his thoughts, which returned her thoughts to the other reasons tonight would be different. Not just because of the children’s presence. Every vampire here had a different relationship with their servant, closer, more intimate, and in this company they could feel at ease showing it. Sexual games wouldn’t dominate this evening’s entertainment. Gideon and Jacob were brothers, and Mason had made it clear that, since in this environment there was no stigma attached to it, he had no desire to share Jessica with anyone. The two surprise guests she was expecting would make that a full circle, since she knew for certain the vampire attending was not yet in a position to understand that aspect of vampire society.

      She had to admit, as much as she enjoyed the carnal nature of her kind, it was nice to have a night that was simply about this. It was going to be an evening of Christmas carols, opening gifts, maybe even a game of the Minister’s Cat. Nothing flustered vampires like quick thinking games outside their usual milieu. She was interested to see if she could stump Daegan. In short, tonight was a family gathering.

      You’re dedicated to a common theme tonight, my lady. I like it.

      She let Jacob into her mind so easily now, there were times she didn’t even make a conscious choice about it any longer. Their minds were just…together.

      Danny had returned to Dev after their little tete-a-tete. Lyssa had assured Danny the shoes she’d picked out for Anwyn, a pair of black and white stilettos with six inches of ankle straps and intricate beadwork on every other strap, were erotic works of art. The young female vampire, a Mistress who ran her own BDSM club, would love them. And if not, Lyssa would take them away from her in a heartbeat.

      Jacob came to her now with an amused twinkle in his eye. A potential cat fight. The night gets better and better.

      She rolled her eyes. Sure you won’t miss the possibility of getting to share Jessica with Dev and Gideon for our viewing pleasure?

      He snorted. I prefer this not to be my last Christmas. Plus, I have no desires for anything but you, my lady. You and your happiness.

      Jingle bells and toenails clattering down the hallway from the kitchen heralded Bran trotting into the main room with Fionn. They went right to Dev, recognizing the top dog person in the room. Dev obliged them both with a hearty tousling of ears and remarking on their Christmas finery. Then the bushman was straightening, turning with the rest of the room to greet Mason and Jessica, coming down from the upper guestrooms.

      Mason looked as devastating as always. Like Daegan, he tended to go with more formal wear choices for such events, so he wore dark slacks and a shirt tailored of silk and linen which lay soft and inviting against his powerful upper body. His copper-colored hair was queued back to emphasize the aristocratic planes of his face, the thick tail of it falling down between his shoulder blades.  Jessica’s party outfit was a shining concoction of silver and white, the glitter sparkling over the form-fitting dress that matched her stockings and heels. Her hair was artfully arranged around her face, Amara’s doing no doubt. She and her husband, Enrique, Mason’s other two servants, had flown with him and Jessica as far as Atlanta, but would now be going on to the Bahamas, Mason’s Christmas gift to them both. Amara and Enrique still served him in a variety of ways, including some sensual diversions with Jessica, but there was now only one servant that filled him heart, soul and body.

      Each time Lyssa saw Mason, the bond between him and his servant had become even more obvious, telling Lyssa that every day was taking the two deeper in love. It was good Mason was as intimidating as he was, because whereas Lyssa had flatly declared her love for Jacob before Council, she had a certain public reserve to her manner with Jacob. It helped the Council be more comfortable with the scenario. Mason’s feelings for Jessica emanated off of him without word or thought. And Jessica glowed in the bonds of that love like an eternal flame, becoming brighter and more confident by day. Though that confidence had not required it, the bearing of his child had certainly underlined it.

      As the vampires in the room pressed forward, Lyssa could see the humor in Mason’s eyes. It was an acknowledgement that, as welcome as he and Jessica were in this company, the vampires were most interested in the newest arrival. A vampire child’s birth was such a rare occasion, it was as much a cause for celebration as Christmas itself.

      “Mama.” Kane was at her knee. He wanted a closer look at what Jessica was holding. Obliging him, Jacob picked up their son.

      Kane stared at the baby in Jessica’s arms. Farida stared back at him with calm amber eyes. When she reached out, waved a tiny fist at him, he touched it with a finger. She cooed in approval. “She’s not a toy,” Jacob mentioned helpfully to his son. “Very fragile, like your mother’s porcelain rose collection. What did I tell you about that?”

      “Look. Don’t pick up,” Kane remembered dutifully. “One finger touch.”

      “Exactly.” Jacob bit back a smile when Kane pushed a finger against the baby’s forehead. Farida tried her best to look at it, eyes crossing.

      Farida was a beautiful vampire child, her delicate features reflecting Jessica’s beauty. She had her human mother’s chestnut brown hair but a vampire’s stillness to her steady gaze. There were the usual cuts on her lips from scores by the tiny fangs. They learned to retract them as they grew older, but in the beginning they needed them to feed, so their biology kept them at a constant length.

      The baby was dressed in her Christmas finery, a miniature dress with a velvet red bodice, the skirt a fluffy white net over satin. The net had a mistletoe pattern embroidered across it. She wore red socks with white pompoms securely sewn to them.

      “She’s a little human kitten,” Danny marveled, touching the little pink fist. “Yes, you are, you beautiful thing.”

      “Kitten,” Kane said, brow creasing. “Whiskers.” He touched his own ears, obviously trying to understand how Farida compared to the furred and pointy-eared cat who’d disappeared at the arrival of too many new people.

      “He’s talking,” Mason marveled. He touched Kane’s head, a quick, affectionate stroke that made the little boy smile, even though his gaze was still fastened on Farida in puzzled wonder.

      He’s trying to determine if she’s friend or foe. Typical vampire. Jacob winked at her, then responded to Mason. “He started, the way they do, out of the blue.”

      “She is utterly lovely, Mason,” Lyssa said softly. She put her hand over his, large enough that it rested partly on Farida’s small feet and Jessica’s arm. As she did, Jessica looked up into her Master’s face. The reassuring gaze Mason gave her told Lyssa all she needed to know. Though she’d seen it growing there ever since he’d taken Jessica as his servant, Lyssa knew she’d never seen the emotions so full blown in Mason’s expression as they were tonight. Happiness. Contentment.

      Dev was right. Tonight was a gift for all of them. There needed to be times and places they could celebrate things like this with other like-minded vampires. She would make it an annual tradition, even if she had to kill every bigoted, narrow-minded vampire to make it happen.

      Good strategy, my lady. I’m not sure you want to share that plan with Gideon, however. He might take it as your personal Christmas gift to him.

      “I heard a rumor that you have a special gift for us tonight.” Mason gave Lyssa a warm look. “As if sharing your home with us on Christmas wasn’t enough. So what is it?”

      “You were always impatient to unwrap your gifts early. You’ll just have to wait.”

      Jessica didn’t succeed in keeping her expression neutral at that, and Lyssa gave her a quizzical look. Mason closed a hand on his servant’s hair, about to give her a warning tug, but Lyssa slapped his hand away. The gesture almost startled a giggle out of the normally reserved Jessica. “You were about to say?” Lyssa said pleasantly.

      Jessica cleared her throat, her lips quivering against the smile. “I had to sing Falalalala nonstop in my head to keep him from trying to guess what I got him. You’re absolutely right, my lady. He’s as bad as a child.”

      “What did you get him?” Jacob asked.

      At Jessica’s flush, her glance at Kane, Lyssa quickly guessed it wasn’t suitable for sharing, but then Mason showed her a glimpse of Jessica’s mind through his own. Jessica had learned a new dance from Amara, something involving a pole, candlelight…  A provocative image came through, of Jessica spilling candlewax on Mason’s bare chest, his muscular arms loosely tied above his head with a pair of scarves from her dance. Then the image was abruptly cut off. Mason gave his servant a mock severe look.

      “I was letting you share an edited version with her, habiba. Not the whole thing.”

      “It’s all right.” Lyssa gave Jessica a rare conspiratorial look that seemed to both terrify and bolster the young woman. “Later, you can tell me all of it. In detail.”

      Before Mason could threaten or object, she turned to all of them. “I have arranged a very special surprise for all of you tonight,” she said. “Something even little Farida might appreciate.” She bestowed her godchild with a warm look.  She opened her mouth to say more, but then paused, feeling the slight frisson along her nerves. Since she’d taken the blood of the vampire she was expecting, it gave her a few moments lead on the other vampires in sensing his arrival, with the possible exception of Daegan. Glancing at him, she saw he’d just gone on alert, turning his dark gaze to her in question.

      “It’s fine,” she reassured him. Then she nodded to Mason and Danny.  “In a moment or two, you’re going to sense another vampire. He’s somewhat unusual, and new to our kind.”

      “He’s a made vampire?” Danny asked.

      “No. Born. But new to our world. He’s partly from another race and, as such, he has been staying…below ground, for most of the past year. In a few months, he’ll be coming to stay with me for awhile, to learn more of our world. Your child is in no danger from him,” she added, giving Mason a mildly reproving look at the concern she felt radiating from him. If he’d been Bran, he’d have been bristling and showing his teeth. “You think I would invite anyone to my home that would pose a risk to your child or mine?”

      At her cool tone, his expression eased. Mason had never backed down from her, but he also trusted her. Except when he became overtestosteroned.

      “That’s not even a word,” he told her, since she’d let him hear the thought.

      “It is if it applies to the situation.” Since Ingram was secondmarked now, she’d telegraphed to him they had guests coming to the front door, so the bell never rang, but it didn’t matter. Bran and Fionn wheeled at the sound of new voices and bolted out of the room, barking as if they fully intended to eat whoever was entering the house. She heard Ingram issuing his usual dire threats to them, calming them down.

      Dante, do not decapitate my dogs. It would start the evening off badly, and I will take back your gifts.

      She sent the thought with a sharp push to it, to be sure it got through, and received a ripple of crimson heat in return. Reassuring enough, even though there was no form to it. He still wasn’t quite accepting of her ability to speak in his head.

      She actually wasn’t concerned about this going badly, and not just because she had firm control over her household. It was because of what she expected from the servant who accompanied Dante. She could feel her as they approached from the front foyer, but it was a unique experience to watch it affect the others in the room like a calming mist. Mason’s brow raised, his gaze sliding to her. “What…”

      Lyssa smiled faintly, shook her head. The feeling of wellbeing expanded, though, making Farida pump her fists and small feet in a sudden explosion of baby laughter. Kane asked to be put down and moved toward the doorway, his eyes bright with curiosity.

      Jacob shifted, but Lyssa put out her hand, giving him a reassuring glance. He’s fine, Sir Vagabond. I promise. Our son is safe with him. You’ve been around him before.

      Yes. Which is why he still concerns me. I don’t doubt your intuition, my lady, but there’s never any harm in being prepared, no matter how absent a threat seems to be.

      She couldn’t argue with that, but she gave him a push of emotion that told Jacob she wanted him to keep his watchfulness lowkey. Let Dante have a sense of what a gathering like this can be.

      Understood, my lady. I’m simply prepared to help him understand how to behave at such a gathering so he can get the full benefit of it.

      “Hmm.” She shook her head at the glint in his blue eyes, then turned as Dante and Alexis entered the main room.

      Fortunately, her other guests were wise enough to let her take the lead, not descending on the two new arrivals like they had upon Mason and Jessica with their new baby. She approached Dante and Alexis, studying their appearance. Dante wore a charcoal suit with a white shirt, his long black hair pulled back from his sculpted, Native American features and held at his nape. His eyes had large black pupils, surrounded by irises of an unworldly flame color, evidence of his half-Dark One parentage. They swept the room, his lips firm and unsmiling. He had a remarkably constant dispassionate expression, a charismatic statue that emanated an overwhelming dark magical energy and more than his fair share of aggressive testosterone, which was why she’d issued the warning to her guests.

      His servant and guide in this world was a yin to his yang. Alexis’s brown hair swirled around her gentle, beautiful features, her blue eyes filled with open warmth. Lyssa had purposefully instructed her to amp up the effect she emanated. The vampire queen knew it would help Dante with this transition, keeping the dangerous predators in her living room calm as well. That wave of good feeling was something that projected unconsciously from Alexis all the time. Even at low volume, it made people gravitate toward her, lose aggression and embrace the better sides of themselves.

      It was a talent all those who carried angel blood possessed. And what better place for an angel than a Christmas party of vampires?

      

      “Have you ever seen so many alpha males with their hackles raised?” Danny murmured to Lyssa. Kane was standing before the Christmas tree, explaining the variety of ornaments to Dante in his limited but enthusiastic vocabulary. Dante’s attention upon the child seemed absolute, though Lyssa had no doubt the Dark Spawn vampire was completely aware of the keen regard of the referenced alpha males. Though they were arranged in casual stances around the room, every one of them had their gazes trained on him, and were staying close to those they felt were their personal charge to protect. Dev leaning on the doorway behind Danny, Jacob holding a position between Lyssa and Kane, Mason sitting on the arm of the wingbacked chair where Jessica held Farida. Daegan and Gideon lounged at strategic points that would make it impossible to approach Anwyn without being intercepted by one of them.

      “He has a very odd effect on children,” Alexis said, appearing at Lyssa’s side with a heaping plate of treats from the bounty spread over the dining room table. The visible pleasure she took in all the Christmas decorations shone like the lights on the tree. “It’s funny that children immediately sense from Dante what it’s so hard for adults to see. But I think that’s why the young connect to him. He still understands things much like they do. And the direct honest way they communicate is easier for Dante to understand. Or rather…”

      “He trusts what they say. There’s no duplicity to it. Not like adults.”

      “Yes.” Alexis lifted the plate. “The cookies are excellent, Lady Lyssa. I don’t think I’ll be able to stop eating them all night. Your majordomo is an excellent cook.”

      “Actually, his grandson John made those, under his instruction. He has the makings of a great chef.”

      “I met him. He’s a wonderful child. Actually, he’s quite the young man already. Very mature for his age. And the aura between him and Kane when they’re close to one another is spectacular. That friendship will be very important to them as they grow up. I’d like to have Dante try one of these cookies. With your permission…?”

      Lyssa gave her a nod and the young woman wandered off toward the Christmas tree.

      “She has a point,” Danny observed. “I’ve never seen such a strong friendship develop so young between a vampire and a human child. Of course, most of the time such bonds are discouraged.”

      “Children need other children. They’re part of growing up, and there are two few vampire children to help with that. But John has been fond of Kane since they met. In some ways, John is the older mentor, teaching Kane certain things. In others, it’s as if Kane understands his strength and other qualities will surpass John’s in time, so on his side of things, there’s a certain…”

      “Imperious quality.” Jacob put in, with a wink. He’d shifted to a closer chair now. “The bond between the two of them often reminds me of you and Thomas, my lady.”

      She hadn’t thought of that, and pursed her lips now, considering it. Her gaze returned to Alexis. The subtle shift of the people in the room as she passed them was an intriguing contrast to their reaction to her vampire master. Broad shoulders eased, and she received warm glances and nods in response to her own. She stopped and spoke to Anwyn a moment, bending down to where the vampire sat on the steps. Alexis was obviously complimenting Anwyn on her shoes, since they’d agreed everyone could open one gift tonight, and Anwyn had picked Danny’s shoes off the top of the pile.

      Gideon had put them on her feet, buckling each strap, his hands caressing her calves, both he and Daegan intrigued by the provocative effect the stilettos created on Anwyn’s attractive legs. Like the image of Jessica’s gift to Mason, Lyssa expected the thoughts that had passed between the three of them were not meant for young ears. It was a good thing that vampires could do that in their heads, since John regularly circled through to check drinks and appetizers, as well as to eavesdrop and participate in the way a child gravitated toward glittering adult gatherings. Though he was a mature boy, there were some things John didn’t yet need to hear. Lyssa remembered Ingram commenting once that he was too young to hear some of the things he’d overheard at vampire gatherings.

      Dante’s attention immediately locked onto Alexis as she came to him. She started telling him about the cookies in animated fashion, gesturing widely, probably an indication of how loaded down the dining room table was, and then a kneading motion with her fingers, explaining John’s cooking skills. Dante watched her with that expressionless face, but Alexis had a gift for empathy. Lyssa was sure the girl knew everything the half breed vampire was feeling, and her emotions were responding to that with warmth and encouragement. He’d learned to show nothing on his face and, though Lyssa knew he was making progress, unbending a little bit in Alexis’s company and a few others, he didn’t know most of this group. As such, he would revert to his careful wariness.

      Alexis didn’t show any concern about that, though, offering him a bite of the cookie from her fingers. Lyssa heard her tell him what it was, watched his brows lift as he repeated the word. Snickerdoodle.

      John sidled up to Alexis, staying there as she engaged him in conversation, laying a hand lightly on this thin shoulder. Apparently she’d made a good impression on him in the dining room.

      Kane waved at Dante impatiently, then tattooed his thigh with a cloth angel Whiskers had probably knocked off the lower branches. Kane, however, wanted it out of danger. “Lift,” he ordered. “Put him on tree.”

      ‘Lift’ was one of the earliest words he’d learned to say, with haughty distinction. Lyssa saw Jacob’s ironic glance toward her at the thought. She crossed her eyes at him, making him chuckle.

      Without fanfare, Dante lifted Kane so he could place the angel on the tree. Lyssa saw Jacob shift closer in a subtle way, the flicker of Dante’s lashes registering it. Alexis laid her hand on his arm, likely reassuring him of Jacob’s intent. Dante held Kane until he was done, then lowered him back to his feet. He turned then, glancing at Jacob. Her servant met the crimson gaze. When Dante inclined his head, Jacob returned the wary gesture. Progress, on both sides.

      “It’s a girl angel,” John informed Kane. “Angels are all girls, because they all wear dresses.”

      “Actually, it’s just the opposite. All full-blooded angels are male.” Alexis gave John a beatific smile and the boy fell in love in a heartbeat, swaying toward her.

      What were you saying about that ratio of brain to…other male parts, my lady?

      Well, we did say John was mature for his age.

      Alexis put her hand on his shoulder and John blinked, somewhat recovering his wits. “So guy angels wear dresses?” he asked dubiously. It was a measure of his dazed state that he didn’t question how Alexis knew such a thing.

      “Not exactly. Many of them wear a half-tunic. Very masculine, like a Roman soldier.”

      “It’s still a skirt,” Gideon said. He’d shifted to the foot rest near them to examine packages more closely. He had a marker in one hand, making Lyssa’s eyes narrow suspiciously. “But more like a mini-skirt.”

      “Do you really think it’s a good idea to piss off angels?” Jacob asked his brother. “I’m sure more than one guardian angel has saved your ass.”

      “No doubt. But still in a mini-skirt,” Gideon said. Anwyn was standing behind him, sipping wine and talking to Danny. At that comment, however, she reached down to swat at him. Gideon ducked under the blow and turned to catch her wrist before she made contact. Rising from the footrest, he smoothly swirled her into a turn, doing a passable waltz step. “She’s been teaching me,” he informed his astounded brother.

      Alexis put her hand to her mouth, smiling as Anwyn gave her an upside down wink. Gideon had eased his Mistress into a dip, her sable hair brushing the carpet. Sitting on the steps, Daegan caught Anwyn’s outstretched ankle, giving it a lingering kiss before Gideon brought her back up, holding onto her thigh so the leg bent around his hip. He swirled her around in another turn, throwing his brother a triumphant look. “See, an old dog can learn new tricks.”

      “Ass.” Jacob offered the insult with affection, but pointed to the box on the steps with Daegan.

      “Stop switching tags and open your gift from us.”

      “Typical brother. Interrupts me when I’m trying to make time with my girl.” Gideon gave Anwyn a wink, dropped a quick kiss on her throat, then turned to take the box. When he opened it up, he blinked. “Wow. Hey, this is nice.”

      It was a bomber style jacket, but one that fell to thigh length, with a multitude of pockets and inserts inside, as well as a warm liner so it could convert to various weather types. He shrugged into it. “Hell, it’s like it was made for me.”

      “That’s because it was,” Daegan said. Lyssa nodded, examining Gideon with full female approval, appreciating the line across his broad shoulders. The coat fit close to his body, not obscuring his lean, powerful form.

      “We thought we’d remind you that you don’t have to dress like you’re living out of goodwill bag anymore,” Jacob said. Gideon shot him a rude gesture, and Anwyn smacked him in the back of his head, right after Daegan did.  His brother gave them both a threatening look. “You’ve done that twice each, tonight.”

      “You’ve deserved it far more often,” Anwyn said.

      His midnight blue eyes flashed. “Even so, next one of you that does it, I’m going to smack back, and I’m going to choose the preferred body part.”

      At Lyssa’s side now, Danny let out a whispered half-laugh, nodding discreetly toward Daegan. “If he tries to smack him in any choice places, I want a front row seat for that.”

      Ignoring Gideon’s comment, Daegan had risen, shifting behind his servant to smooth his hands over his shoulders. “Perfect.”

      “How did you have it made without having me measured?” Gideon asked Jacob.

      “Daegan and Anwyn provided the measurements.”

      At Gideon’s curious look, Daegan lifted a brow. Anwyn stroked a hand down Gideon’s arm. “We’d know every inch of your body in our sleep, Gideon. Perhaps particularly in our sleep.”

      “Well.” Gideon cleared his throat at that, a faint flush in his cheeks that Lyssa found charming enough to shoot Jacob a warning not to tease his brother. Jacob abstained but the effort obviously cost him. He tucked his tongue in his cheek, his eyes dancing.  Anwyn gestured to Gideon to turn, obviously  wanting to see him from all sides.

      “Not half bad,” Jacob wolf-whistled. Gideon curled his lip at him in a snarl, but seemed pleased.

      Daegan straightened the lapels. “They did a fine job, vampire hunter. There are places inside to put your weapons.”

      As he proceeded to show him that, Jacob and Dev’s amusement turned to male interest. As they came closer to see, Alexis returned to Lyssa’s side. Her plate was empty. For such a small thing, she had a healthy appetite. “I’m ready any time you wish, my lady,” she murmured.

      “Now would be good,” Lyssa said. When she’d had the idea for the gift, Kane had been the main reason for it, and she wanted him to enjoy it while he was still fresh and awake, not cranky. “I’ll bring everyone out in about ten minutes.”

      Alexis smiled. “I’m so pleased to help you give your son his Christmas gift. I’ll meet you in the pool house.”

      As she moved away, Danny gave her a curious look. “What is she giving him?”

      “It’s a surprise for all of you, not just Kane,” Lyssa said.

      Danny nodded, accepting that, but studied Alexis. John met her at the doorway, and she took his hand, asking him to guide her to the pool house. “I think she’s the sweetest, most innocent thing here. And I’m including Farida in that count. What is she? She’s not human. It’s hard to classify, but she feels like sugar cookies, warm blankets and sunshine, all rolled into one.”

      “That’s close enough to the truth of it.” Lyssa turned her attention to Dev. He’d set his one gift aside while everyone else was opening theirs, but had now returned to his spot to slit open the wrapping with his knife. He folded it, prudently putting it back in his pocket before he worked the top off the box. Then he gave a pleased exclamation, seeing the cable-knit fisherman’s sweater. The yarn was a sea-green color. Lyssa anticipated Danny would enjoy the way it enhanced that vibrant color in her bushman’s eyes.

      Dev fingered the heavy cotton. “This will be fine on cold nights. This is aces, my lady.” He adjusted the collar, and his gaze fell on the label. Pure shock crossed his features. “Er…I didn’t know you’d taken up knitting, my lady.”

      “I’ve known how to knit for quite a few centuries,” Lyssa said, unruffled when Danny turned a surprised look upon her. “A lady knows her needle craft. I can sew, knit, embroider. For a time, I enjoyed weaving tapestries. The one hanging in the main hall leading to the rest of the house—the one depicting my first wolfhounds, Bran’s ancestors—is my work. I did it around the fourteen hundreds originally, though I’ve had to remake it. The fibers didn’t hold up well through my travels, but the pattern is the same as the original.”

      “Of course.” Dev exchanged an amused look with Jacob and Gideon, then tilted the box to show Danny the label. The embroidered cloth tab showed a single rose intertwined with an L. “I’m beyond humbled, my lady,” he said seriously, standing to execute a formal bow to her. “You taking time to do such a thing for a daft old bushman means more than I can express.”

      “A daft old bushman who has cared well for my son, and who brings happiness to a lady I consider a dear friend.”

      Danny flushed at that. She’d gone to sit on the ottoman Dev had occupied and was running her hand over the sweater. Dev nodded to Lyssa. “I’ll endeavor to keep doing so,” he promised.

      “I hope so,” Lyssa observed. “Else I’ll take the sweater off your corpse.”

      “And there she is,” Jacob murmured, with a wink at Dev that he returned with a grin.

      “Lady Lyssa?” Dante approached her now. As he did, he glanced left at Mason, sitting on the arm of the nearby wing-backed chair, and right, toward Jacob. Both men turned their attention immediately upon him when he moved her way, but the sparks in Dante’s eyes showed no fear, just a simple expectation of countering violence.

      If either of you so much as twitches, I shall castrate you. Lyssa sent the fierce thought to both males, even as she gave Dante a neutral nod. “You’ve not yet opened your one gift,” the Dark Spawn vampire said. “Lucifer sent this to you. Should I put it under the tree, or would you like to open it now?”

      Gideon met Jacob’s gaze behind Dante. Lucifer? The Lucifer? He mouthed. At Jacob’s nod, Gideon rolled his eyes. “Of course he did,” he muttered to Daegan. “It’s a shame the Lord of the Underworld couldn’t make the party.”

      “Do you think it’s a good idea for him to get acquainted with you any sooner than necessary?”

      Daegan asked.

      Gideon bared his teeth at the vampire, but then shrugged, acknowledging the point.

      Dante had turned slightly at Gideon’s comment, his hearing obviously able to pick up every conversation in the room. The banter between the men was useful though. Lyssa could chastise the males in the room for being overprotective, but every one of them was exceptionally intelligent, even Gideon with his rough manners, and they were watching Dante follow their conversation like a pingpong match. As such, they were starting to pick up what Alexis had noted. They could see he was making an effort to understand, that there was a…youthfulness to Dante that belied his power and actual age. Of course, in vampire terms, he was still very young, not much more than sixty by their estimate.

      Lucifer’s gift was in a small wooden black box, shiny and faintly smoke-scented. When Lyssa opened the catch at the top, it was her turn to look surprised—and enchanted. It was a multi-hued crystal, shaped like a rose. The crystal was touched with colors of pink, crimson and every shade in between, such that it looked like a glowing flame in her hand.

      “And just what did you do to garner the good graces of the Lord of the Underworld, my lady?” Mason asked, his brow raised. Jessica was pointing to the crystal, drawing Farida’s bright eyes to it. Lyssa raised the crystal, turned it to make it sparkle. Farida’s smile inspired the queen to give the baby a smile in return. Then she responded to Mason’s question.

      “I visited with him several months ago to discuss Dante’s transition to our world. Perhaps he merely wished to thank me for my cooperation.”

      “Or like every bloke she meets, she scared the piss out of him, and he wants to stay in her good graces,” Dev murmured to Jacob. He hid his smile as Lyssa gave them both an arch look, that sensual promise of retribution again. Yet she didn’t disagree with the assessment.

      “Thank you for bringing the gift, Dante. Please convey my pleasure with it to Lord Lucifer.” Then she stepped forward, laying her hand on the young vampire’s arm as she commanded the attention of the rest of the room. “I’d like to invite you all to the pool house now. The gift we have planned is ready.”

      As the vampires and servants prepared to head in the direction of the pool house, Lyssa glanced at Jacob. I’ve told Mr. Ingram to join us as well.

      A good decision, my lady. He will love it. Everyone will. And this was a good decision as well, despite my misgivings. His gaze strayed to Dante. Your heart and intelligence never outdistance one another, and both are far greater than most realize.

      I believe my heart has grown quite a bit, thanks to some very special influences in my life. One of which I won’t name, because he tends to get a little too full of himself.

      With a smile, Jacob offered her his other arm, magnanimously cooperating with her plan to allow both Dante and him to provide her escort to the pool house.

      

      As they assembled in the spacious indoor pool area, the indoor exotic plants lit with Christmas lights gave a dim glow to the room, a flicker of diamonds across the water. Jacob looked around the perimeter of the pool house, taking in the various expressions of those anticipating the surprise.

      Lyssa knelt at Kane’s side. “Do you remember a few weeks ago, when we were decorating the tree and you said you wanted to meet an angel?”

      Her son nodded, his blue eyes lighting up with anticipation. Lyssa put a hand on his shoulder and pointed toward the pool. “Then watch very closely.”

      Across the pool from all of them, Alexis presented her back to Dante. He slid the zipper down on her dress, untied her sash, holding the cloth in place an extra moment to dip his head, kiss her throat, murmur to her before he let it whisper off her naked body. While nudity was not an issue for vampires or angels, there was a pristine beauty to her, to the moment, that made it more like unveiling a breathtaking creation than a sexual experience. Still, Jacob saw Ingram holding his hands over John’s eyes until she entered the water. But he took them away as he realized John might miss her startling transformation.

      As she stepped gracefully into the water, golden patterns began to appear on her skin, an intricate tattoo scrolling over the flesh of her upper arms and back, her breasts and abdomen. They gleamed, reflecting the Christmas lights.

      Her body shifted, shimmered. Kane drew in a breath—actually most of the adults did as well— as her wings emerged from her back. The feathers were a pale gold color, ruffling a little from the transition. As the wings arched over her shoulders, she extended them fully. She was still moving into the water, had reached the bottom of the steps. When she made a lithe, twisting movement, it was obvious she was no longer being supported by her legs. A moment later, there were gasps as her tail, the red and gold scales gleaming, undulated in a graceful arc.

      “She’s a merangel,” Lyssa said to her son, though of course in this echoing room, every vampire and servant heard her. “Half mermaid and half angel. She can soar in the sky or swim in the deepest part of the ocean.”

      Kane was mesmerized, but again, Jacob couldn’t say the adults were much different. Alexis used the propulsion of her tail and the extension of her wings to lift her body out of the water, drops sluicing off her skin and scales in a glittering display. Kane clung to Jacob’s hand and Lyssa’s skirt.

      As amazing a display as it was, it was Gideon who caught Jacob’s eye. Perhaps because of his earlier thoughts, his worries of what might have happened to Gideon, how close he’d come to losing him, seeing him this year had special meaning to Jacob. Sharing this moment made him want to look toward his brother, see how he was reacting to it. He wasn’t disappointed.

      Due to the possibility of Anwyn having violent seizures in moments of uncertainty, emotional excitement or transition, Daegan and Gideon would often flank her in obvious reassurance. Jacob had noted it in the way Daegan had stood behind her chair in the living room as they opened gifts, Gideon lounging against the side of her chair on the floor, his hand on her knee. But other times, like with the jacket, there was a different dynamic. Jacob saw that adjustment now.

      Christmas held a lot of not-so-pleasant memories for Gideon. He’d spent plenty of them, in places far from the Christmas spirit. As his brother watched the merangel swim, Jacob saw quiet pain war with amazement on his face. Perhaps how wonderful this moment was contrasted too sharply with the desolate past. But Daegan stood at his back, hand on his shoulder, body pressed up against Gideon’s, while Anwyn stood in front, her hands clasped over Gideon’s on her waist, her head back against his shoulder. As Jacob watched, she turned her lips to his throat. Comforting him, reminding him he was here with them now, belonging to them. Daegan’s head bent, lips nuzzling the other side of Gideon’s neck while Anwyn reached up to caress their servant’s jaw, linking them.

      Looking over, Jacob saw Mason had Farida in one arm, Jessica inside the circle of his other one as she pressed against his side. Her lovely gray eyes were delighted and awestruck, an almost matching expression on their daughter’s face. Even Mason looked more relaxed than Jacob had seen him since Dante had arrived, but perhaps it was because in this moment, Dante was in the field of their vision as much as Alexis. From the expression on his face, the unpredictable Dark Spawn vampire was absorbed in Alexis in a way every male in the room understood. She was everything to him, and he was enthralled, possessive and possessed, all at once. The same way Mason, Dev, Jacob, Gideon and Daegan felt about their females.

      Your female, Jacob?

      He gazed down into his lady’s beloved face with warmth. I could lie and pretend I didn’t feel such a sense of possession toward you, my lady, but it’s too blatantly written all over me. Possess, cherish, worship, adore…love. He loves her. He may not even understand fully what that is yet, but it’s clear to all of us that’s what he feels. The right woman tends to bring that out in us.

      “So does Christmas,” she whispered.

      Kane moved toward the pool now, though he brought his parents with him, as if they were his security blanket before this exotic creature. “Lift,” he told Alexis. The word was a timid request this time, not an imperious order.

      When Alexis moved toward the pool edge, reaching for him, her smile dispelled any trepidation he might have.  It spread an angel’s warmth and magic to every corner of the room, her special gift of empathy easing every heart. Ingram crossed himself, a look of reverence on his face. Kane stepped forward, letting go of his parents. Lyssa let her hand linger on his head a moment before Alexis lifted him, settled him on her hip.

      It was a warmish night in Atlanta, so the roof of the pool house had been opened. It would allow Alexis to float into the sky above the building. But Kane wanted something else. As she began to ascend, he pointed at Farida, who’d become very animated, waving her arms fiercely.

      “Lift her,” he instructed.

      As Alexis moved to comply, her golden wings lifting her above the waterline, Mason met the merangel’s gaze. Jessica put her hand protectively on the baby. Lyssa spoke in his mind.

      No harm will come to her Mason. Farida is safer with her than the most powerful vampire in the room. I promise.

      Mason must have given the thought to Jessica, because he brushed a kiss over her brown hair before lifting the baby toward Alexis, using his greater height so the merangel didn’t have to let her curved tail touch the concrete. Despite his reassurance, Jessica held onto the little booted feet an extra moment, a touch much like Lyssa’s lingering hold on Kane, then she let her go. Alexis gave the concerned parents a smile, an extra push of that warmth to ease their worries, before she straightened.

      Her wings rippled, flexing as she rose, taking the children up above the roof line. From that vantage point, Kane would see the Christmas decorations illuminating the yard all around the house. Farida didn’t cry or fuss, but cooed in delight. Kane’s hand latched onto Alexis’s long hair with one hand, Farida’s fingers in the others.

      Lyssa reached into the bodice of her green dress, pulling out a small vial of silver liquid she’d stored there. Her half-sister’s gift, a wary token of affection and Christmas wishes from the Fae Queen. Now Lyssa opened the vial, pouring the precious several silver drops in her hand. As they fused to her palm, she lifted it to the sky, calling up her own Fae blood to merge with her sister’s magic to achieve the results she desired.

      The assembled had their eyes on the merangel and the children, so the next moment came as a complete surprise. They let out a collective sound of delight as snow began to fall from the sky around Alexis. The snowflakes glittered like diamonds, the blue and silver arcs around the large flakes making them look like thousands of tiny ice fairies.

      John, standing next to Ingram, had eyes the size of saucers. Alexis would undoubtedly take him up next, for Kane would command it so. He included the other boy in everything.

      The exercise of the Fae magic took very little effort on Lyssa’s part, enough that she heard Jacob’s response to her thought. That might be so, but tonight Kane offered the gift to Farida first, my lady. Your son already recognizes the benefits of impressing a female.

      So it would seem. We will have to remind Kane to be as understanding of that when John gets his first girlfriend.

      At length, before Mason and Jessica could get too anxious, Alexis slowly floated back down. She immersed her tail in the pool up to where her upper thighs would be, so she was high enough to keep the children from getting wet. As she brought them to the edge, Kane wouldn’t let go. He was stating his second favorite word in his repertoire.

      “Keep.” He was still holding fast to Alexis’s hair and Farida’s hand, and showed no inclination to release them.

      Usually Jacob handled any pending tantrums, but this time Lyssa moved forward. Kneeling at the pool edge, she took her son’s hands away from both females, squeezing them gently. “No,” she said, meeting his stubborn gaze. “That’s what’s so special about Christmas. We have to let it go. So it can come back again.”

      Kane considered this. Full understanding wasn’t there, but he rarely disobeyed either his mother or father when he recognized the tone that said he needed to comply. He left his mother lift him out of Alexis’s arms and then, with a quiet noise, he switched his grip to Lyssa’s dark tresses, burying his face in her neck. Lyssa tightened her grip on him, holding him close as Mason came forward to take Farida. Alexis caressed both children, nodding to Mason and Lyssa. “Blessings on them, now and always,” she said. “And on all those who care for and protect them.”

      She took John next, just as Lyssa had anticipated, yet before Kane had to tell the merangel to do so. When Alexis brought the older boy back down, dazzled and blushing, she kissed him on the forehead, gave him a blessing as well. She included his grandfather in that, reaching out to grip Ingram’s hand. The majordomo held it briefly in both of his, dipping his head to her.

      Nodding to Lyssa, confirming she’d fulfilled the queen’s wish, Alexis turned. She slowly descended into the water until it was obvious her tail had vanished and she was walking on human legs. As she moved across the pool, Dante was ready with a towel for her. When she came back up the steps to him, her wings vanished, leaving a brief scattering of feathers that disappeared in a sparkle of dust. Dante wrapped the towel around her. Lyssa saw that dispassionate expression slip as Alexis put a hand on his face, lifted up on her toes to kiss him. Her soft, “I love you,” only enhanced the warm energy encompassing all of them.

      At Lyssa’s gentle prodding, Ingram recovered enough to go to the wet bar, break out the champagne she’d directed him to have there. As he and John distributed the glasses, Lyssa made sure he took one for himself. The majordomo looked surprised, but she reinforced it in his mind.

      You are a valued part of this family too, Mr. Ingram. Please join us in this.

      The man nodded, putting his hand on John’s shoulder as they all turned attentively to her.

      Lyssa raised her glass, still holding Kane on her hip. Jacob saw the boy was starting to look sleepy, so many things happening in one night. Sliding his arm around Lyssa’s waist, he bent over her to kiss his son. As he did, he felt Lyssa’s fingers stroke through his hair. Then he straightened at her side.

      “I told Kane we always have to let go of Christmas, so it will come again,” she addressed the group. “But what we never have to relinquish is the love we feel for one another. The bonds of our family, which Christmas highlights for us and yet exists year round, a fixed star in the sky.”

      Jacob saw his lady’s gaze touch every face present before she spoke again. “Thank you for sharing this night with us, and for giving me the gift of your presence here tonight. Merry Christmas to you all, and may the blessings of this year follow us throughout the new year.”

      Here, here. Jacob’s thought was echoed by the spoken responses of those present. Even Dante lifted his glass, emulating the others and Alexis, but it was to his merangel he turned when Lyssa spoke of blessings.

      Jacob knew how the Dark Spawn felt. He bent his head again, meeting Lyssa’s lips with his own. Their son’s scent and heat pressed against them both, and he knew he could ask for no more than this moment. Love and family, however and wherever those bonds were formed.

      It was the true magic of Christmas, and of every day he spent in the company of his vampire queen.
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