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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Tess shouldered her heavy canvas backpack and shut the car door with a tight smile and a nod to the driver, a mustachioed gentleman who had been only too happy to air his grievances with the state of the current government for the past two hours on the way up from Brasov. (“At least in my day they knew how to keep the damn roads paved,” he’d muttered over the pop song on the Fiat’s tinny radio.) The winding, potholed roads had left her feeling worse for wear, and she stretched her shaky legs as the car pulled away with a crunch of protesting gravel. Before the drive, she’d taken the train directly after landing in Bucharest. It had been a long day, and night was coming on.  
 
      
 
    Dusk, the driver had warned, was short in the mountains. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the drive, the gates of the Lupescu estate loomed, wound with dark ivy. Twin family crests sat nestled in wrought iron, bronze reliefs of a woman crushing a snake under her heel. Tess ran her fingers over the polished metal and looked around for an intercom button to buzz in. She explained who she was over faint static and received no response but the sound of the latch snapping open.  
 
      
 
    A maid in a sensible gray uniform answered the ornate oak door after Tess clacked the heavy iron knocker, and she had to suppress a sleep-deprived giggle at how cool it was to actually use one of those things. 
 
      
 
    “The Countess is expecting you,” said the maid with a sharp nod. “I’ll show you to your room. Dinner will be served in the great hall in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good, thank you,” Tess murmured, craning her neck to get a better look at the dark wood-paneled halls with their soft gold lighting as she followed the maid up a staircase and around a bend. She wasn’t quite sure what constituted a “great hall,” but she figured she’d know it when she saw it. 
 
      
 
    The bedchamber was small, cozy, she’d call it, with pale blue walls the color of a robin’s egg and an attached bathroom that appeared to be the product of fairly recent renovations. The antique chairs and bedframe caught the light in shining facets of finely carved, polished wood. Tess caught her reflection in a full-length mirror and frowned at the state of her rumpled flannel shirt. She hadn’t exactly packed for dining with the aristocracy, but changing for dinner was the least she could do, so she stripped down and turned the shower on, careful to put up her hair to avoid dealing with the effects of moisture on the voluminous brown curls she’d just about gotten under control the night before.  
 
      
 
    After a bit of banging and sputtering, the pipes yielded plentiful hot water, and Tess relished the chance to wash away her long day of travel. A glass pump bottle of silky liquid soap had been provided, and it smelled pleasantly of sweet almonds. Other no doubt expensive toiletries in similar unmarked containers lined the bathroom counter, gemlike and glistening. This space had been well-appointed for guests, but she got the impression that visitors were few and far between. The tasteful floral bedlinens were brand new, and she could still smell the plastic sheeting that had no doubt covered the furniture until her arrival. 
 
      
 
    Tess wrapped an impossibly plush white towel around herself and swiped steam from a streak of mirror with her palm. She still looked tired, but it was nothing a little makeup wouldn’t fix. Besides, the Countess had to know what to expect when she’d opened her home to an academic researcher. Tess was here to raid the estate’s extensive library for a few days, not act out Downton Abbey cosplay in the former Soviet bloc. 
 
      
 
    She put on her dark-framed glasses and rummaged through her suitcase for one of her more presentable outfits, a black linen dress with an eyelet lace neckline and a soft gray cardigan, paired with low-heeled boots. A thick braid and a touch of pink lipstick helped to create the illusion of effort. By the time she was ready, it was almost time for dinner, and she laughed to herself at the thought of dramatically stalking down to the “great hall” with a lit candelabra. 
 
      
 
    Truth be told, she wasn’t exactly up for making sparkling conversation with the ruling class, not that being social was her forte at the best of times. But she was looking forward to a decent meal, and to tasting whatever wine was probably gathering dust in the cellar. Besides, Tess supposed it couldn’t hurt to show a little gratitude, especially when the Lupescu library was a treasure trove of historical sources that others in her field scarcely seemed to know about. Or maybe they stayed away because they really believed the stories that all those ancient books contained. 
 
      
 
    Tess made her way down the same staircase she’d been escorted up (she hoped), wandering the foyer for a moment. The walls vaulted up, hung with the debris of passing centuries that had lingered in the manor house like driftwood in a ship’s wake. Gilded portraits in the Byzantine style stared with wide, alien eyes. She saw crossed axes and swords, taxidermy heads of stags and boars, still lifes so real it seemed she could reach in and pluck out a grape or a ripe fig. 
 
      
 
    She passed into a sitting room where a huge stone hearth crackled with fire, surrounded by silken couches on delicate legs. Another archway led her to a music room, where a harp gleamed among potted ferns next to a grand piano. Finally, she passed into the great hall. Intricate tapestries lined the stone walls, and a long table sat laden with plates and glasses and a covered silver soup tureen at one end. Tess meandered over to the fireplace to examine one of the artifacts on the mantle, a flute carved from ivory. Or no, was it bone? 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Kalderash? I am Helena Lupescu.”  
 
      
 
    Tess turned from the fireplace to see a slender woman of elegant middle age with upswept blonde hair and an aristocratic nose and cheekbones—appropriate, Tess supposed, given that she was a literal aristocrat. Her sculpted lips were painted a deep, rich red. She wore a dark skirt suit of fine wool with a high-necked black blouse that fastened around her throat, the cuff of material stiff and shiny as leather. Maybe it was. Tess dropped her gaze, painfully aware she’d been staring.  
 
      
 
    “Not a doctor yet, at least not until I finish my dissertation.” She offered a brief smile and shook the woman’s offered hand. It was slim and cool, with an antique silver ring. “But maybe I should be calling you Countess.”  
 
      
 
    Helena Lupescu chuckled as if what Tess said had been hilariously droll instead of possibly the most awkward thing to ever come out of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t, I beg you,” she said, gesturing to the waiting table. “Helena will be quite sufficient.” She spoke with a soft accent and a faint, pleasant rasp.  
 
      
 
    “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Tess said in Romanian, hoping to make a recovery. “You can call me Tess.” Helena’s expression warmed at that, and she dipped her head. They took their chairs, monstrously heavy things, Helena at the head of the table with her back to the fire and Tess at her right in the place of an honored guest. The rest of the table stretched out, long and empty. Tess’s gaze settled on a glass decanter of red wine between them, and she was faintly relieved when Helena picked it up and poured a glass for them both and raised a silent toast. There were no servants in sight. 
 
      
 
    “Your accent is very good,” said Helena, idly nosing the wine in her glass. “Better than most Americans I’ve met.” 
 
      
 
    “My grandmother was from Romania,” Tess said. “I speak a few Slavic languages too, or read them reasonably well, at least,” she corrected with a self-effacing snort. 
 
      
 
    “From your academic work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I study the historical folk beliefs of eastern Europe. Witchcraft, the supernatural, healing magic, the Tàltos…” 
 
      
 
    “And vampires?” asked Helena with an arched eyebrow. Tess got the distinct impression there was a correct answer to this question. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, in theory, although magic practitioners are more my area of expertise.” Tess sipped her wine with a shrug. “I guess we can blame Bram Stoker for the whole vampire craze.” 
 
      
 
    Helena chuckled, and Tess got the feeling she was being indulged, and that that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re hungry,” said Helena, lifting the polished lid from the silver tureen that rested between them. It exhaled a rich breath of savory steam. “Cassoulet of venison sausage, from animals hunted on my own grounds. Assuming you have no objections.” 
 
      
 
    “No objections. It smells wonderful, and I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
    Helena ladled out servings for both of them. It was rich and filling, paired with a crisp green salad that Tess suspected had been sourced from the estate’s kitchen garden. She fell to eating for a time, unable to spare a thought for social niceties any longer. The velvety red wine complimented the stew perfectly, and she soon drifted on a haze of contentment. It was odd that she should feel so at ease in a strange place, sitting across from this woman and devouring food like an undergrad five minutes before the dining hall closed. When she pushed her shallow bowl away, it appeared that Helena (the Countess, her brain unhelpfully supplied) had barely touched her own food. Tess felt a blush rising in her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed, for the love of God,” laughed Helena. “Appetite is a sign of health, and you have your work cut out for you here, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “I must be pretty healthy then,” muttered Tess, discreetly dabbing her lips with a cloth napkin. “Sorry I haven’t been better company. I never thanked you properly for opening your estate to me. It really is gorgeous.” 
 
      
 
    Helena inclined her head with a slight smile. “It is fortunate you came in summer. I’m afraid the library is in a part of the castle with no central heating.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m between semesters. Seemed like a good time to read some historical sources. I’m writing about the historical migration of magical beliefs. This region is so remote that a lot of its folklore is totally unique…as, ah, I’m sure you know. I thought it would be interesting to see if there’s any cross-pollination.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, we have always been quite alone here,” said Helena. “I suppose isolation makes people apt to imagine all sorts of things.” She gestured down the table. “There’s dessert, if you like. Savarină cake.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, wow, my grandmother used to make that on Christmas Eve.” Tess grinned. “Soaked in enough rum to knock out a sailor.” 
 
      
 
    “As it should be. We do aim for authenticity.” Helena rose and retrieved two dainty plates from further down the table, the golden cakes served with whipped cream and sour cherries. Tart fruit and the bite of rum brought Tess careening back to childhood, to the off-yellow glow of electric Christmas lights and the crisp scent of incipient snow.  
 
      
 
    “It’s just like I remember it,” said Tess with a slightly bashful glance at Helena, who was poised with a silver fork perched in her fine-boned hand. Her eyes were very dark against her pale, fire-lit hair. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t lay claim to any expertise in the kitchen, but the chef will be pleased to hear it.” Helena brought the wine to her lips. “I have something for you,” she murmured, setting the glass down. She rose and went to the mantle, unhurried in her delicately pointed pumps. She opened a carved wooden box next to the bone flute Tess had admired and returned with an antique iron key. 
 
    “The key to the library,” she explained. “You’ll find it on the second floor, at the end of the hall to the left of the staircase. You can ask Maria if you have any trouble finding it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you’d like to join me after dinner tomorrow. I can show you some tapestries that would be of great historical interest to a scholar like yourself.”  
 
      
 
    Tess wasn’t sure how she knew, but she could tell this wasn’t an invitation that would be extended to just any visitor. She felt warmth blooming in her chest that was more than just the sugary heat of rum. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like that,” she said, and took another bite. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Tess’s first day in the Lupescu library passed in a blur of parchment and vellum manuscripts and notes tapped into her laptop, as she first categorized the sources by type, then date. Over three hundred years of records resided here, spanning the sixteenth to the nineteenth century. While the rest of the continent had been busy burning witches, overthrowing gods and kings, and colonizing other lands at the point of a sword, life in this remote corner of the Carpathian Mountains had gone on largely untroubled, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    A churning sea of birth and death recorded in careful writing greeted her inside church ledgers. Marriages, annulments, christenings, public penances for ostentatious sins. In addition to these records, a number of diaries of learned men seemed promising, especially that of Count Josef Lupescu IV, the lord of the manor in the late 1700s, who had fancied himself something of an amateur folklorist. Tess scanned the first volume of his book for mentions of common folk traditions such as blessing new houses and warding off the Evil Eye, but the library had never been digitized and it was slow going. 
 
      
 
    After taking dinner in her room, Tess got ready and changed into jeans and a plaid button-down, work clothes for a working visit. This was, she reminded herself, very much not a date. This wasn’t dinner, or drinks. This was looking at old tapestries. No matter how abruptly her stomach had flipped when she’d looked over to see Helena watching her the night before. No matter how much she blushed at the thought of what was under that damn leather collar...  
 
      
 
    Tess barely knew Helena Lupescu, but she was pretty sure an actual, honest-to-God Countess didn’t want to fend off advances from a jetlagged grad student. And wasn’t it just like her to fixate on the most unattainable woman she’d probably ever met?  
 
      
 
    Jesus Christ, Tess, she admonished herself, clicking her tongue. Mommy kink much? 
 
      
 
    Tess smoothed her shirt and headed down to the great hall, buzzing with anticipation in spite of herself. She found Helena seated in one of the twin leather armchairs by the fireplace and she took the opposite one, greeting her with a nod.  
 
      
 
    “My library agrees with you,” said Helena, sitting up with her hands wrapped around the carved armrests. Tonight she was dressed simply in a floor-length dress of pale, soft cotton and leather sandals, an evergreen shawl around her shoulders throwing her white-blonde hair into sharp relief. She gave off a carefree air that made something in Tess’s chest vibrate in sympathy. 
 
      
 
    “It’s wonderful, but a little overwhelming. I only just started categorizing the sources.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. I imagine you’ll be with us for some time then.” Helena peered at her with a neutral expression, her lips curled in a faint smile. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say a week or so should do it. Or until you kick me out.” Helena’s smile widened at that. 
 
      
 
    “We had another researcher visit a few years ago. He gave up in less than two days, said nothing could be done with that random pile of baptism records and old wives’ tales. But then, he was using a translator.”  
 
      
 
    Helena gestured to the crystal decanter of whiskey at her side, and Tess accepted a tumbler with a grateful nod. It was single malt scotch, very good, with a strong note of spicy honey.  
 
      
 
    “Old wives usually know where the bodies are buried,” Tess murmured, and Helena’s eyes on her face grew keen. “Metaphorically speaking.” 
 
      
 
    “So they do.” Helena gripped the armrests and sprang up, trailing a sweet, powdery scent of iris root perfume in her wake. “Come, I will show you our collection of tapestries. There is one that might be of interest to someone in your field.”  
 
      
 
    Tess trailed slightly behind her hostess, clutching her crystal tumbler like a shield. She had to suppress an audible gulp at being told to come in Helena’s brusque accent, and she wondered if it were possible to literally die from the effects of an embarrassing schoolgirl crush.  
 
      
 
    Helena led her down the length of the great hall, where she explained the origins of woven depictions of stag hunts and noble ladies crowned with diadems of real spun gold. Some of the tapestries had been made in the local folk style, all bright colors and patterns, and Tess made a mental note to revisit them and take pictures for a colleague who specialized in textiles. 
 
      
 
    The last tapestry hung at the opposite end of the great hall, shrouded in shadow where the light from the wall sconces didn’t quite reach its edges. It was perhaps ten feet by ten, with a black background and borders that had gone threadbare with the centuries. Tiny human figures danced in a ring, rendered in the medieval style. Men and women from all walks of life spun with joined hands, priests, nuns, nobles, and peasants. Inside the ring of dancers, pale threads glistened. Tess stepped back to observe the full design, and understood. The once-white thread depicted three skeletons caught in a lively dance, one of them playing a fiddle. The smiling faces of the living reflected their death’s head grins. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a danse macabre,” Tess murmured, resisting a powerful urge to touch the ancient cloth. “Not many of them survive these days, no tapestries that I’ve ever heard of.” She took in the whole image, with its border of intricately woven bones and roses. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it’s true,” said Helena with a wry smile. “After the Plague most people didn’t want to be reminded of death’s constant presence in their lives. Images of the dance of death were erased, and so he went from a beloved friend to a stranger once again. Luckily for us, one of my ancestors was a morbid sort.”  
 
      
 
    “May I?” Tess asked. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, intending to take a picture. “This tapestry alone would make for a valuable study. I’d love to write about it, if that’s all right.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, but you might want to wait until daylight to take a picture. This castle was not built for displaying art, unfortunately.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you thought of giving it to a museum?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, many times. But I find myself unable to part with it for some reason. Perhaps I’ve grown sentimental over the years.” 
 
      
 
    Tess put back her phone and sipped her scotch. She leaned closer to the tapestry, finding more figures depicted horizontally in the foreground in boxes. No, not boxes—coffins.  
 
      
 
    “What are they?” she asked, pointing. 
 
      
 
    “They are the strigoi, the unquiet dead,” said Helena, casting her a glance that Tess could swear was almost playful. “No dancing for them.” 
 
      
 
    Tess snorted a laugh at that. Very attractive, she groaned internally. 
 
      
 
    “Strigoi,” she repeated, looking over the cadaverous forms with their wide, staring eyes. Red thread outlined their gaping mouths. “Like strzyga from the Polish. Or the Italian strega.” 
 
      
 
    “The demonic feminine has many names,” mused Helena. “But the strigoi has no gender. It is a metaphor for public shame, perhaps, since it usually torments members of its own family. They are said to drink the blood of children.” 
 
      
 
    “You know a lot about it.”  
 
      
 
    “My family has lived in these mountains a long time,” Helena said softly, her dark eyes playing over the woven threads. 
 
      
 
    “My grandmother called them mullo, I think, when she used to try to scare me with the old stories. The dead ones.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is the Romani word for them.” 
 
      
 
    “You…speak Romani?” Tess peered up at her over the rim of her glasses, all fondness and disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “Roma people have lived here since the time of the Crusades.” Helena gave an eloquent shrug. “It only seems fair.”  
 
      
 
    “I meant to ask before,” Tess started, chuckling, “how does one maintain an ancestral estate after decades of communist rule, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “One buys it back from the cash-strapped government after the regime falls.” Helena gave her a quick, sly look. “My family fled when the Soviets came, and this place played several roles for a time. It was an orphanage, then a tuberculosis sanitarium, then a hunting retreat for some high-ranking Party functionary. But no one destroyed the Lupescu library, because they knew the importance of history. I think you may find something there that will be of great value to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” Tess agreed and looked away, a little self-conscious under Helena’s bright regard. Though the hall was wide and drafty, she suddenly felt very warm. 
 
      
 
    “I like you, Tess,” Helena said after a time, casually blunt as ever. “I think you like me too.” She leaned in slightly until she skirted the edge of Tess’s space, and met her eyes. “I think maybe you want me to kiss you, but you’re afraid to ask.” 
 
      
 
    Heat flared in Tess’s cheeks, and her breath left her in a rush. She had to tilt her head back slightly to hold Helena’s black-blown gaze. “I think…you might be right about that.” 
 
      
 
    Helena grinned and cupped Tess’s face in her cool, soft palms. The touch of her lips was light and fleeting, not insistent in the slightest, but it made Tess draw a sharp breath as if she’d been shocked. She grasped Helena’s elbow with her free hand and moved to deepen the kiss, letting out a needy moan when Helena’s tongue slipped behind her teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Lovely girl,” Helena murmured against her neck, kissing her there. “Let me take you to bed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Oh, God, this is really happening. 
 
      
 
    It was the only thought Tess seemed capable of forming as Helena eased the empty glass from her hand and set it aside, then took her by the wrist and guided her out of the hall and up the stairs, past the floor with Tess’s little room, up and up until they reached what could only be described as Helena’s chambers. 
 
      
 
    The main bedroom was vast and dark but for the faint glow of a discreet bedside lamp, but Tess could make out a huge, canopied bed with sheer curtains set against gray stone walls and narrow, mullioned windows, their thick panes set in a lacework of iron. She smelled fresh flowers from some unseen vase. 
 
      
 
    Tess had not set out on this trip intending to get laid—hell, she had barely planned to speak to another human being for the duration of her stay at the Lupescu estate. She spared a regretful thought for her wardrobe (practical, heavy on the flannel) and lingerie (utilitarian at best), wishing she had something a little more elegant to put on. It didn’t seem to matter, though. A member of one of the oldest aristocratic families in Europe was pushing her down on a brocade bedspread and making quick work of her Doc Martens. Tess heard two thuds as her boots hit a rug that probably cost more than her rent. 
 
      
 
    Helena was on her then, slim legs straddling her hips with her flowing dress rucked up above her knees. She bent to kiss Tess’s panting mouth, working open her buttons and zipper, breaking away to tear at layers of unremarkable cotton until she was bare. 
 
      
 
    Helena sat back on her heels and ran a hand down Tess’s side from shoulder to hip, soothing and possessive, avoiding her breasts. The cold silver of her ring made Tess shiver, and her tender brown nipples tightened into peaks. 
 
      
 
    “Very nice,” murmured Helena, as if she were praising a thoroughbred horse or a particularly well-prepared meal, and Tess felt a trickle of slick between her legs at that. She gasped and arched her back, fairly certain this woman was going to kill her. 
 
      
 
    “Lie back,” Helena said, gesturing toward the pillows. It wasn’t a request, and Tess was only too happy to comply. Helena laid aside her glistening, green shawl and pulled the long dress off over her head. Naked but for a pair of lacy panties, her pale skin gleamed, her breasts small and enticing. Next to her, Tess’s limbs were rounder, her body tan and golden in the low light. Helena reached up and plucked the black-framed glasses from Tess’s face, setting them on the table with a grin.  
 
      
 
    “You’ve blinded me,” laughed Tess, squirming a little as Helena swung her leg up and over her once again. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” Helena kissed her throat, digging a hand into her thick curls to keep her neck exposed as she dragged her tongue over Tess’s tripping pulse point. “Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    She returned to Tess’s mouth, teasing and licking until a high-pitched whine spilled out of Tess’s throat. Tess stroked the soft skin of Helena’s back and let her hands come to rest at her waist, feeling hot all over as she buried her face in the perfumed silk of Helena’s hair. This was too much, too good, but she still wanted more. 
 
      
 
    Tess shimmied lower until she was nestled between Helena’s tits with their rosebud-red nipples, sucking first one, then the other into her greedy mouth. Helena threw her head back, eyes closed and mouth open as Tess began to play with them, gently kneading and cupping what she wasn’t mouthing.  
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” Helena whispered, and Tess whimpered, hips snapping up to meet empty air. Helena mirrored her, hands on her breasts as Tess pushed up into the sensation, delicious but still not enough. Helena’s hand skimmed down her belly, her inner thigh, and when her fingers brushed Tess’s cunt she huffed out a harsh breath.  
 
      
 
    “So wet for me already,” she purred into Tess’s ear, then crawled down her body to suck at her sensitive nipples, creating a circuit of pleasure so intense it was almost pain.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Tess sighed, grinding her hips, eager for the slightest taste of friction. Helena grasped her hips, holding her still in a grip that was surprisingly strong. Tess found herself unable to move, gasping and shivering as Helena’s mouth left a wet trail from her belly to the juncture of her hip and thigh. She was helpless to do anything but watch, and she liked it—she liked it a lot, if the vicious spike of arousal low in her belly was anything to go by. Another trickle of wetness spilled out of her, and even without her glasses Tess could make out Helena’s smirk. She turned her face to the pillow, blushing furiously. 
 
      
 
    Helena’s cool tongue played gently over her slit, and Tess had to bite down on the knuckles of her left hand to keep from screaming. She struggled against the hands locked around her hips, so desperate to come she was ready to beg. Helena moaned against her as if she could sense it, and the vibration had Tess panting. Finally, she took pity on Tess and lapped at her clit, releasing one hip to tease her open with her fingertips. Tess cried out at that, tears prickling in her eyes as Helena worked her fingers deeper, her tongue now a sweet, relentless pressure on Tess’s clit that sent sparks of pleasure racing up her spine. 
 
      
 
    Helena released her hips to pet soothing circles over her skin and toy with her breasts, and Tess gasped with relief at being able to move, fucking herself shamelessly on Helena’s fingers. She thrashed and crushed the luxurious sheets in her hands, the bed a huge, dark sea ready to swallow her up. Blistering pleasure built and built until she came with a soft whimper, soaking Helena’s hand, her eyelashes wet. 
 
      
 
    Helena nipped at her hip as she crested down with sweat gleaming at her hairline and the shuddering hollow of her throat. She tasted Tess there, then captured her mouth, lingering until Tess grew breathless all over again. Above her, Helena’s eyes were the fathomless starlit black of sudden night in the mountains. 
 
      
 
    “Let me…” Tess murmured, skimming her palm down Helena’s side to rest on the firm swell of her ass. Helena smiled slightly, guiding her hand under the scrap of pale lace between her legs, and Tess found her slick and ready, her pubic hair a neatly trimmed wisp of blonde. She pressed her fingers in a slow circle, letting Helena rock against them. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, keep doing that,” rasped Helena, her accent thick as honey. Her eyes fell closed, indulgent. “I like the way you touch me, dragă.” 
 
      
 
    A fierce flare of heat lit Tess’s face at that, and she nuzzled into the crook of Helena’s neck to hide the smile that threatened to split her mouth. Her lips latched onto Helena’s collarbone, nibbling and sucking, and she kept up a steady pressure with her fingertips. Helena was beautiful beside her, her body slim and elfin against the wine-dark bedclothes. Tess watched, mesmerized, as a delicate sex flush rose on her chest and cheeks and slender neck. She was close—warm and so wet now—and all Tess’s desires in the world had burned away but for the searing need to make her come.  
 
      
 
    Tess watched for the precise moment when the shudder overtook her, eyes greedy on Helena’s face as she panted through her orgasm. Tess surged forward to kiss her and their legs twined together as they fell back against the soft down pillows wrapped in each other’s arms. After a quiet moment, Helena stroked a knuckle down her cheek.  
 
      
 
    “So that was…amazing,” Tess said, bottom lip caught in her teeth as she bit back a grin. 
 
      
 
    “For me as well.” Helena briskly pulled the sheets up and over Tess’s shoulders, warding off the slight chill in the air. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t plan on this,” Tess blurted. “I mean, it’s fine if this is a one-time thing. I’m only going to be here for a few days anyway.” She folded her arms around herself under the covers, looking away.  
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Helena gave a slight smile. “I harbor no expectations. But neither am I in the habit of rejecting pleasure when it falls into my lap.” 
 
      
 
    Tess laughed, caught off guard. “I wasn’t ever in your lap.” 
 
      
 
    “Give it time.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, fuck. The thought was enough to send a fresh pulse of lust coursing between her legs. 
 
      
 
    “So does that mean you want to, ah, do this again?” Tess cringed a bit at the pleading note she could hear creeping into her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep, Tess,” Helena said, giving her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “You worry too much.” 
 
      
 
    Helena’s bed was warm and soft, and her tone had not invited discussion. Tess was asleep before she had consciously made the decision to stay. 
 
      
 
    She awoke to sun streaming in through the east-facing windows, filtered through the sheer bed curtains to a pale, pleasant glow. She was alone in the bed, an antique behemoth with its posts carved into spirals. Tess pushed the curtains aside and found a note on the bedside table under her glasses, written in a precise copperplate hand. 
 
      
 
    Tess, 
 
      
 
    I must apologize for leaving you alone, but I have business to attend to that will take me away from the castle today. Please make yourself at home and don’t hesitate to ask for whatever you may need. I had a lovely time last night. 
 
      
 
    Happy hunting. 
 
      
 
    --Helena 
 
      
 
    Tess smoothed her thumbs over the fine cursive and set the note aside. She gathered her scattered clothes and hastily dressed, secretly glad to be spared a morning after conversation she felt too awkward to countenance. She chuckled to herself and shook her head. Maybe there was no business after all—maybe Helena was just sparing her the indignity, effortlessly gracious in this as she was in all things. 
 
      
 
    Tess made the bed and shut the door behind her, turning her thoughts to the work ahead of her. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t exactly easy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Count Josef Lupescu IV was one of the more expressive members of the family, it turned out, with a vivid and conversational writing style that made Tess feel as if she was really there at each of the scenes he described in his meticulous diaries. Peasant dances and ritual burials involving garlands of garlic filled his pages, along with folktales, many of which were familiar to her. 
 
      
 
    It was the strangest thing, though: a chain of Cyrillic letters ran along the top of the pages of the second volume of his diary, spelling out nonsense as far as Tess could tell. It certainly wasn’t Russian or Bulgarian, though it appeared to be written in the same eccentric hand as the rest of the text. She traced the letters with the fingertip of her protective cotton glove. 
 
      
 
    It had to be a code of some kind. But what could a folklorist possibly need to keep secret? 
 
      
 
    Tess lost herself for several hours puzzling over the letters, trying to locate the vowels and work her way backwards. If it was a letter shifting code, as she suspected, she might be able to figure out what it said if she could make out what the original letters were supposed to be. Of course, it would be a hell of a lot easier if she knew what language it was meant to be written in. 
 
      
 
    Tess sighed in frustration, dragging the back of her hand over her forehead where droplets of sweat had beaded. That was odd—though it was summer, the medieval stone room wasn’t what she would call warm. She took a healthy swig from her metal water bottle and returned her attention to the yellowed pages in front of her. 
 
      
 
    Articles would be easiest to find, and other short, common words. Suffixes of names, maybe. She kept her eyes peeled for repeating word endings until she found what could only be the syllable -ovna. So it was in Russian, then, with the same woman’s name repeated many times. The letters had been shifted five places. All she had to do was move them back. 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Tess breathed, quietly satisfied. She rose to take a blank notebook out of her backpack for transcribing the coded message, then had to steady herself on the back of her folding chair as a wave of dizziness overwhelmed her. She shook her head to clear it. She must have missed lunch in her haste to crack the cypher. 
 
      
 
    She pulled out the sandwich stowed in her bag and set to work on the letters between careful bites. It was slow going since she had to translate the scrambled Russian into English as she went, and another couple of hours went by before she had what amounted to a page of Count Josef’s private commentary. 
 
      
 
    It read: 
 
      
 
    It is both my privilege and my sacred duty to pass on the knowledge recorded here. I know no one will see it in my lifetime, but perhaps in some distant time a reader will come upon these words and learn the truth of them.  
 
      
 
    It concerns the creature known in the Romanian tongue as the strigoi, or rather the origin of this peasant superstition. I was once as skeptical as any man of learning would be concerning the crude rituals involving garden stakes and garlic. I would have laughed if they had been anything but ghastly.  
 
      
 
    I now have reason to believe it is not a myth, but a being that walks among us. Not as an ill-tempered corpse who prefers warm blood to red wine, but as a woman. A woman of wit and discernment who is the delight of every drawing room. Men and women who look upon her become enthralled, taken as if by a sickness. I have seen it happen twice with my own sorry eyes since Alina Ivanovna came to stay at the castle. And twice have I seen bloodless bodies taken to the churchyard, white as the circles of salt that failed to ward off their deaths. 
 
      
 
    Tess took off her glasses and squeezed the bridge of her nose with a deep sigh. Of course Count Josef would use an elaborate Russian cypher to write overheated vampire fiction. The man did seem to have a taste for obscure jokes, not to mention a healthy sense of drama.  
 
      
 
    She checked her watch to find that evening was coming on, and decided to call it a day. She packed up her laptop and notebooks and the volume she’d been working on, figuring it would at least make for entertaining reading before bed. There wasn’t much there that would be useful to her research, but she had to admit the old raconteur had at least piqued her interest. 
 
      
 
    Tess made her way back to her room and sank down on the edge of the bed, setting her bag aside. For the second time that day, she felt uncomfortably warm, though she was dressed for the weather in jeans and a black t-shirt, her thick hair pulled back in a ponytail. She went to the bathroom to splash cool water on her face and drank deeply from the tap, suddenly parched.  
 
      
 
    She felt goosebumps rising on her arms, although a faint sheen of sweat had risen on her face and neck. It trickled down the dip in her spine, cool on her heated skin. 
 
      
 
    Chills ricocheted through her body, hot and cold flashes that left a lingering heat under her skin, pooling at the base of her spine. It didn’t feel like a flu—she had no headache, no nausea, only a dull, empty ache deep in her core. She looked in the mirror to find twin spots of red on her cheeks, her lips stained pink, her pupils blown so wide that only a ring of gilded hazel remained. If she didn’t know better, she’d almost say it looked like she’d just been fucked within an inch of her life. Or that she desperately wanted to be. 
 
      
 
    Helena.  
 
      
 
    The thought came to her with an image, sudden and entire, of Helena’s lovely hand beckoning to her, pale in the darkness. Helena would know what to do. She could make it stop—or maybe make it worse, and oh, fuck, maybe that was what she wanted. Helena could tie her down on that torture implement of a bed and keep her just on the verge of coming for hours, giving her pleasure and pain just because it pleased her to do so. Tess had gotten a taste of her praise the night before, and oh, it was so good. But now she wanted her punishment as well. 
 
      
 
    Tess shoved a hand in the waistband of her jeans and found her cotton panties completely soaked. She bit her lip at the drag of her fingers through the wet fabric, gripping the counter with white knuckles. It wasn’t enough. Nothing would ever be enough again except… 
 
      
 
    Lovely girl, Helena’s voice echoed in her mind, a memory from last night in the firelit quiet before the plunge. 
 
      
 
    She tore open the fastenings of her jeans and stripped them off, then peeled off her panties and t-shirt. The cool air was heaven against her fevered skin.  
 
      
 
    Tess worked her fingers over her clit with focused intensity, hunched over the counter and shuddering at the thought of Helena spreading her wide, licking into her, delivering sharp smacks to her ass if she tried to move.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” she groaned, hips working furiously. She came in a single heated rush, breathing ragged, then slumped over the white marble counter on her elbows to catch her breath. When she saw her reflection in the mirror, she almost didn’t recognize the flushed, feral creature staring back at her.  
 
      
 
    She made her way to the bed and peeled back the pristine covers, hoping a quick nap would clear up whatever the hell had just come over her. A leaden sleep overtook her as soon as she settled into the crisp sheets, and with it, a dream. 
 
      
 
    She was back in Helena’s room, reclining on her bed and watching through a gap in the sheer curtains as Helena bent over an ornate writing desk, scratching at the paper in front of her with a feather quill. Shafts of pale light poured in through the narrow windows, catching in the ornate eighteenth-century gown she wore, which was the same soft white as the light, layered with ruffles and fine lace. Her hair was piled high on her head and dressed with a white ostrich feather. Tess watched the way her neck bent as she wrote and listened to the scratch of the quill and the occasional delicate click as it met the inkwell. A vase of pale pink lilies rested beside her on the writing desk.  
 
      
 
    Tess swung her legs over the side of the bed, unselfconsciously naked, and went to see what Helena was writing. Her script was the same precise cursive from the bedside note that morning, marred with the odd inkblot due to the old-fashioned quill. She was writing what appeared to be the transcribed code from Count Josef’s diary, but the letters rearranged themselves or disappeared whenever Tess tried to read them.  
 
    The ink was deep red, nearly black. She caught a sickly whiff of oxidized iron. Helena dipped the nib in the inkwell and the excess ink dripped down, thick and viscous.  
 
      
 
    Taken as if by a fever, she read. In sickness and in health. 
 
      
 
    “It’s blood,” Tess murmured, and Helena’s head swiveled toward her, a red-lipped smile lighting her face. 
 
      
 
    “Of course it is, darling,” laughed Helena, laying the quill aside. “Blood is the currency of life.” She wrapped her arms around Tess’s waist and laid a kiss on her side. 
 
      
 
    “You must be suffering terribly,” she soothed, stroking Tess’s bare back. “Let me take care of you.” 
 
      
 
    Tess whimpered, her hands clutching the beautiful lace at Helena’s shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, Tess,” Helena whispered. “Wake up, and come to me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Tess gasped herself awake to find the sheets sticky with sweat wherever they touched her bare skin. She arched off the bed and scrambled to her feet, dragging a hand through her damp curls and freeing them from the hair tie. The dull ache inside her had sharpened, pulsing between her legs now with every beat of her heart. Her inner thighs glistened with wetness. 
 
      
 
    Still groggy, she grabbed her glasses and checked her watch. 7:52. She’d been asleep about an hour. She unfastened the brown leather watchband and laid it aside. 
 
      
 
    This was insane. Impossible.  
 
      
 
    Tess had spent the day holed up in a windowless stone room poring over crumbling manuscripts in very unflattering fluorescent lighting. Nothing about this situation should have left her so horny she was considering the logistics of humping the doorknob. 
 
      
 
    Last night, though…that was a different story.  
 
      
 
    She groaned in frustration, full lower lip caught in her teeth. Maybe Helena could…well, she’d seemed amenable to a repeat of last night, at any rate. Or, at least, she’d told Tess she worried too much. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck is that supposed to mean? 
 
      
 
    If she went up there now, she’d seem unhinged. Tess wasn’t trying to go all Fatal Attraction on the most interesting woman who had ever deigned to sleep with her. But she couldn’t help feeling that Helena wouldn’t be offended—it was hard to think of something that could offend her. An overwhelming sense of warmth and peace washed over her at the thought of Helena’s arms around her. 
 
      
 
    What was the worst that could happen? A few awkward days spent hiding in a library. 
 
      
 
    Tess breathed a laugh at her own ridiculousness and wrapped the plush white robe from the bathroom around herself. Then she crept down the hall and up the stairs to Helena’s rooms. 
 
      
 
    She knocked softly on the carved oak doors. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” called Helena, and Tess did, shutting the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Tess, this is a nice surprise,” she greeted, breezy, apparently unfazed by Tess’s choice of attire. She was seated at an antique writing desk in the soft glow of lamplight, pale wood inlaid with mother of pearl—the same desk from her dream.  
 
      
 
    Her dark eyes fastened on Tess’s face, and her nostrils flared minutely. Tess felt her lip lift in a snarl.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tess said, voice low and ragged. “I couldn’t wait any longer. I just…I need you.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t apologize,” said Helena, and she rose from her chair. “I was hoping you might come to see me.” She stopped in front of Tess and peered down at her, tilting her chin up with a bent forefinger. Tess’s cheeks burned under the scrutiny. 
 
      
 
    She captured Tess’s mouth, thumbs on either side of her jaw to hold her steady while she took what she wanted. Tess moaned, not caring how desperate it made her sound. She was long past the point of pride. Helena tugged at the bathrobe’s sash and slipped it from Tess’s shoulders. Though her touch was cool, each place Helena’s palms brushed seemed to ignite with fresh fire.  
 
      
 
    “I know just what you need, sweet girl,” she purred into Tess’s ear, leading her to the bed and drawing back the canopy. She peeled back the bedclothes and laid Tess out on the sheets, kissing her neck and slipping off her glasses. Tess wondered through her haze if Helena could feel her heart hammering. 
 
      
 
    Helena rose on graceful legs and peeled off her black blazer, then her blouse, lace bralette, and dark designer jeans. Tess looked up at her pleadingly, but Helena only shushed her with a shake of her head and went to retrieve something out of a drawer in her antique armoire. 
 
      
 
    Thick straps of black leather were coiled around her wrist when it emerged, and in her other hand… 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” Tess breathed, catching sight of her prize. It was a matching black dildo of smooth silicone, not huge but…substantial. She could only gape at the sight of Helena fitting it into the metal O-ring of the harness around her hips. The scent of leather reached her, heady and intoxicating, and her mouth went dry. 
 
      
 
    Helena slipped into bed beside her, naked but for the straps crisscrossing her hips and the obscene jut of the dildo. She slowly skimmed a thumb over Tess’s dripping wet slit and brought it to her lips to suck it clean. 
 
      
 
    “Is this what you want?” she murmured, tucking Tess’s curls behind her ear, as if she had any choice in the matter. As if she wasn’t about five seconds from begging for whatever Helena would give her. She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and Helena gave her a beatific smile and settled back against the pillows with one arm flung imperiously over her head. 
 
      
 
    “Take it, then,” she commanded, and Tess nearly choked as the breath went out of her and another aching pulse of arousal soaked the soft skin of her inner thighs. She rose on trembling knees and swung her leg over Helena’s, eager to obey. There was no resistance as she seated herself on Helena’s cock, only a sweet, slick slide that felt like it would never end. Tess sank all the way down the base and threw her head back, gasping at the stretch and the feeling of fullness when she’d just been so terribly empty. She began to rock, and it was good, so good, but she desperately needed her skin to be touching Helena’s. Gratitude and desire welled up in her, and she fell forward until Helena’s face was caged between her forearms, burying her face in the older woman’s neck and kissing her open mouth, sloppy and amateurish but too far gone to care.  
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” whispered Helena, breath warm at her ear. “Take it all.” Her pale, soft hands grasped Tess’s waist, then snaked up to cup her ample tits, thumbs leaving a trail of delicious shivers in their wake as they played over her hard, dark nipples. Tess keened at that and ground her hips down hard, harder, again and again, greedy for the thing inside her to spit her even deeper. Her thrusts grew erratic as she began to shake apart, mouthing at Helena’s throat, breath ragged. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna come,” she groaned, looking down into Helena’s shining, black eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Let me see you,” breathed Helena. It was only a soft suggestion, but it carried the full weight of a command. Tess was trapped in the pull of her gaze, flushed and panting, with no escape. She worked herself back on the cock inside her, arching her back, giving her a show. It was too much, too raw, being seen like this, but she couldn’t look away. Her orgasm built with each deep thrust until it overtook her, and she came clenching around the silicone cock with a moan in her throat and Helena’s eyes fixed intently on her face. 
 
      
 
    She slumped forward with her forehead resting on the pillow for a moment, catching her breath, until she realized her wild curls had completely covered Helena’s face. Tess sat up, laughing, and slid off to lie beside Helena, who humored her with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Lovely girl,” Helena mused, caressing her arm, her side, her hip. “I hope you don’t think I’m finished with you.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you…oh,” Tess gasped as Helena dragged her fingers up her inner thigh to rest between her legs. Even that light touch had her rutting against them, eager for more as fresh heat coiled at the base of her spine.  
 
      
 
    Helena rolled her on her back and climbed on top of her until her slim hips were snug against Tess’s. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to fuck you again,” she growled against Tess’s collarbone. “And you’re going to love it, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Oh, fuck.” 
 
      
 
    Helena lined up the still-slick dildo and pushed inside with shallow thrusts that left Tess canting her hips up for more. She clutched at Helena’s back as if she could crawl inside of her, hiding her face in Helena’s shoulder as her movements picked up in intensity. 
 
      
 
    Helena rose up on her knees, palming Tess’s hips and ass, spreading her wide, fucking into her with long, even rocks. She began to chase her own pleasure in the friction of the toy against her clit, grinding deep, and it was that—the thought of Helena using her—that had Tess coming a second time with a hot, slick gush. Her face heated intensely—God, she was making a mess of these sheets. Helena must think her the most shameless little slut she’d ever taken to bed. Tess secretly hoped she was. 
 
      
 
    Helena grabbed a rough handful of her hair and bent her head back to lick the sweat from her neck, dropping words of praise between kisses in Romanian and English that she could scarcely hear for the pounding of her heart. 
 
      
 
    Helena’s hips stuttered a moment later, and she came with a languid sigh on her upturned lips. 
 
      
 
    She rolled the two of them on their sides and held Tess for a time, idly stroking her soft belly and back, and finally eased the strap-on out of her and unbuckled the harness, setting it aside. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling now?” she asked, with an expression Tess categorized as ‘too well-bred to be outwardly smug.’ 
 
      
 
    “Honestly?” Tess laughed. “Hungry.”  
 
      
 
    “I think we can probably manage to throw something together for you.” Helena smiled. She palmed Tess’s hip, petting her thumb over it. “You seemed…very eager when you came to see me.” Her voice was a gentle husk. “I could smell your arousal.” She dragged her nose under Tess’s jaw and kissed the spot just behind her ear, then bit down, making her yelp. Tess filed that particular piece of information away for later. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I know where you got your last name,” she said with a laugh. “‘Son of the wolf.’” 
 
      
 
    “So I’m a werewolf now?” Helena grinned, radiating delight. “I suppose it’s better than the alternative.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’m not accusing anyone of being a supernatural creature. Although I’ve gotta say, you’re not exactly making it easy to give you the benefit of the doubt.” Tess gestured at the medieval splendor of the bedchamber.  
 
      
 
    “Hmm. You must think me a terrible cliché. But then, I suppose all cliches have a grain of truth to them.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not a cliché,” Tess demurred, glancing over at her. “I think you’re probably the most fascinating person I’ve ever met.” 
 
      
 
    “You flatter me, pet.” 
 
      
 
    Tess moaned low in her throat. “Keep calling me things like that, and we’ll never leave this room.” She buried her face in the pillow for a moment. “What does it smell like, anyway?” Tess cleared her throat. “My, uh, arousal?” 
 
      
 
    “Like fresh hay drying in the sun.” Helena leaned back on her elbow, glamorous as ever with blonde waves spilling over her shoulder. “Delectable.” 
 
      
 
    Tess ducked her head, bashful. “You can’t just say things like that,” she protested, giggling.  
 
      
 
    “I just did.” Helena regarded her matter-of-factly.  
 
      
 
    “I honestly don’t know what came over me. It was the weirdest thing—like I had to be with you right away or I would combust or something.”  
 
      
 
    “I’m not complaining, my dear.” Helena shot her a brief, warm smile and rose, gathering her clothes. “But for now, why don’t we find you something to wear, and go downstairs? I’ve already dined, but we can see if Maria has anything set aside from supper.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, it’s fine. Just tell me where the kitchen is and I can make an omelet or something.”  
 
      
 
    “Nonsense.”  
 
      
 
    Helena, dressed now, offered Tess her hand and pulled her to her feet, and somehow even that brief touch stoked the banked embers of her desire. She swallowed hard, wrapping her arms around herself as Helena tore through the armoire in search of something Tess could borrow. She emerged with a set of loose silk pajamas, cornflower blue and probably the most luxurious thing that had ever touched Tess’s skin, although she had to roll up the bottoms a couple of times to keep them from dragging. She skimmed her fingertips over the soft material. 
 
      
 
    Her senses felt heightened, sharp, as if she’d just awoken from a deep slumber. Just beneath the surface of her skin, an intense need simmered—to be touched by this woman, caressed, and tasted, and fucked, and bitten. Her body cried out for Helena’s attention, sweet or bitter. 
 
      
 
    She felt like it would never end. But this was pointless. In a few days she would have all that she needed from the Lupescu library, and Helena would be thousands of miles away. The thought was far more painful than she expected. 
 
      
 
    Tess tried to put it out of her mind as she followed Helena down the winding stairs. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Tess awoke in her own bed the next morning to a pleasant ache in her muscles and a painfully dry mouth. She shuffled to the bathroom, downed two glasses of water from the tap, and stepped out of Helena’s pajamas with a slight twinge of regret. It was embarrassing to admit, but wearing them had made her feel close to Helena, and she liked imagining the same slippery silk touching the other woman’s porcelain skin as she slept. 
 
      
 
    Jesus Christ, she thought, turning on the shower. Get ahold of yourself. This is just a crush. This needs to be just a crush. 
 
      
 
    Tess had had crushes before, although not on fabulously wealthy noblewomen who also happened to have access to a vast reserve of untapped research in her field of study. Guess it could be worse. 
 
      
 
    She stepped under the water, wetting her hair and shaking it out. It was true, she had experienced attraction before, even been in love once or twice (or so she thought), but it was nothing like this. This was physical—this was visceral.  
 
      
 
    Last night had taken the edge off, but Tess could feel a burgeoning heat between her legs that would need to be slaked before long. Her arms and shoulders prickled as if with hives. She tried to distract herself by lathering up with the mysterious, delicately scented shampoo that had been provided. 
 
      
 
    She thought about Helena, wondering what she was doing, imagining the faint tickling of her breath and the taste of her lips and the wry, knowing twinkle in her night-black eyes. The thought of sealing herself off with a stack of musty papers when Helena was somewhere nearby made her feel insane. 
 
      
 
    It was almost like…a sickness. She remembered her dream of fever and blood, and Helena in bridal white. Not especially subtle symbolism, but then she had been addled with lust at the time. 
 
      
 
    What was it old Count Josef had said about sickness? Something about Alina Ivanovna luring her wretched victims with her wiles. 
 
      
 
    Tess laughed to herself and let the water wash away the lather. She stood under the shower for a while, trying desperately to turn her thoughts toward supernatural folklore and away from the tiny beauty mark just above Helena’s finely cut mouth. She toweled off and went to her suitcase to dig around for her leave-in conditioner.  
 
      
 
    Tess stopped short at the sight of a black garment bag on her hastily made bed, like a body awaiting funerary rites. Maybe I’m spending a little too much time reading about vampires. 
 
      
 
    A folded note, rich cream-colored cardstock with her name on it, was pinned to the front. 
 
    It read: 
 
      
 
    Tess, 
 
      
 
    I would very much like your company tonight at ten in the music room for cocktails. I thought I might demonstrate my small skill with Chopin to prove that I’m not a totally dissolute aristocrat. 
 
      
 
    I’ve taken the liberty of selecting a gown you might enjoy, though of course you are under no obligation to wear it. It simply pleases me to offer you fine things, and I think you probably deny yourself such pleasures.  
 
      
 
    I look forward to seeing you—however you decide to emerge. 
 
      
 
    Yours,  
 
    Helena  
 
      
 
    Tess put the note down and ran her fingers over the crinkling black plastic garment bag. Her heart was beating fast, and she was a bit lightheaded at the idea of this whole preposterous fairytale. Music rooms and evening gowns and exotic cocktails. Her mouth split in an irrepressible grin. 
 
      
 
    Helena’s diagnosis had been correct, as usual. Tess rarely lingered too long on thoughts of luxurious clothes, shoes, and perfume. It had always seemed like a waste of good money. 
 
      
 
    She slowly undid the zipper to reveal a stiff bodice studded with sequins and pearls, all in a warm, ravishing shade of teal. She pulled the dress out the rest of the way to find flowing layers of sheer silk in the same color cascading to the floor. Tess bit her lip and held the dress up against her towel to see it in the full-length mirror. The strapless gown would complement her full breasts and set off the golden tones of her skin and eyes.  
 
      
 
    There was no way this dress was one of Helena’s. She must have selected it especially for Tess, for how she wanted her to be displayed.  
 
      
 
    Christ, she was getting wet just at the thought of it.  
 
      
 
    Tess swallowed hard and laid the dress on the bedspread. There was a pair of shoes at the foot of the bed to go with it, low wedges with straps of braided gold leather. She slipped them on and admired their subtle shimmer. The ensemble was much more ostentatious than something she would have selected for herself, but she supposed that was the point. This wasn’t about what Tess wanted. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God,” she breathed, stepping out of the shoes and tearing herself away from the gifts. She touched the back of her hand to her cheeks, finding them warm. “She’s going to kill me.” 
 
      
 
    Tess marched to her suitcase and dutifully put on jeans and a light cotton blouse, then put her hair up to dry. She would get through the rest of Count Josef’s journals today and flag any mentions of folk traditions that overlapped with ones she’d noted in other regions. That ought to keep her mind off getting utterly railed by one of the most gorgeous women she’d ever seen.  
 
      
 
    Who am I kidding? 
 
      
 
    Despite the constant low-grade arousal that had her occasionally squirming in her chair, Tess managed to set up in the library and make diligent progress for a couple of hours. As she scanned the yellowed pages for witch beliefs and magical cures, her eyes drifted again and again to the line of Cyrillic letters at the top of the page.  
 
      
 
    Unable to take the distraction anymore—or possibly looking for another one—she pulled out her notebook and set to work shifting the letters starting at the place she’d left off. She wrote out: 
 
      
 
    The woman known as Alina Ivanovna came to us three months ago from St. Petersburg with a retinue of strange, unspeaking maidservants. She said she was a cousin, my nearest living relative, fleeing an unhappy marriage to a Russian nobleman. I certainly had no reason to refuse her the hospitality of my castle, for it is hers as well, or will be after my death. 
 
      
 
    She quickly became renowned for her wit and conversation, and every guest and member of my household soon clamored to be seated beside her at dinner and to listen to her play the pianoforte. These evening entertainments often exhausted her delicate nerves, she claimed, and so I never saw her emerge from her rooms before dusk. She joked that her beauty was best enjoyed by candlelight, and in that she was correct, for her pale hair and obsidian eyes fairly glowed. 
 
      
 
    I thought little of it at the time, for I was as taken with my dear cousin as everyone else. And if I never knew her to finish a plate of food or drain a glass of wine, well, that could be explained easily enough by her ladylike demeanor and fragile constitution.  
 
      
 
    After a time, she began to take an interest in a couple of small landowners, Mr. and Mrs. Balan, who were sometimes guests at my table. I hesitate to speak ill of the dead, but the two were terrible boors, known for mistreating the peasants who worked their land and setting their dogs on any bands of gypsies unfortunate enough to camp on their property. 
 
      
 
    I was therefore mystified when Alina Ivanovna began to spend time with Balan and his wife, accompanying them on evening walks and even visiting their estate on one occasion. It was when she was there that Balan fell ill and was quickly taken by a mysterious fever. She promptly returned to my castle with the distraught Mrs. Balan, whom she plied with fine gifts, a silk shawl and a silver comb. The two became inseparable, remaining together in my cousin’s rooms during daylight hours and haunting the drawing room at night. Alina Ivanovna would play the pianoforte—her skill is remarkable, and guests often mention her quick fingers and the sweet tone she coaxes from the instrument.  
 
    The widowed woman would watch her, seated on the piano bench with her head lolling to the side like a doll’s. She grew more pale and listless with each passing evening, and the servants began to whisper tales of the strigoi, saying that her dead husband must be walking the earth and taking her blood in the night since, after all, he was an evil man and a seventh son. 
 
      
 
    It was soon determined that Balan’s grave should be dug up and garlic placed under his tongue to keep his body from waking. A group of men performed the bloody deeds that usually accompany such rituals, and the housemaid hung a string of garlic around the widow’s window and made a circle of pure salt around her bed.  
 
      
 
    It soon proved to be for naught. Not three days later the widow Balan was found dead in her bed, white as lead. With no wounds on her body that the doctor could find, it was determined that she must have wasted away with grief, or succumbed to the mischief of the strigoi. 
 
      
 
    Alina Ivanovna wept for her unlikely friend, and wears black for her still when she descends the stairs to play for us and delight us with her clever mind. She remains, by all estimations, a joy to live with, knowledgeable on many subjects and graceful in all things. 
 
      
 
    I believe she is also a vampire. 
 
      
 
    I do not say this to stoke homegrown fears of blood-drinkers, which certainly don’t need any assistance from me. However, I am a man of science, and based on the evidence I must conclude that my only living relative—if she can even be called that—is some sort of deathless fiend.  
 
      
 
    This is the type of revelation that shakes men’s belief in their just and ordered worlds. Or it would be, if I had ever believed the world to be just and ordered. But I have spent my life cataloguing the ways ordinary people use magic to make sense of their lives, and I’ve learned there is no sense to be made. 
 
      
 
    No, I am a pragmatist.  
 
      
 
    As such, it is my intention to make pleasant conversation with my curious relative over the plates of food she never touches and to look the other way next time some distasteful member of the gentry doesn’t wake up in the morning. Perhaps I will even help her find less dramatic ways to feed her hunger, once I deem it to be safe to tell her what I know.  
 
      
 
    How strange it is to learn that the creature I had regarded as mere superstition walks the earth. Not only walks, but dances. 
 
      
 
    I will die in this castle, one way or another, and it and these lands will pass to Alina Ivanovna. I expect she will hold them a very long time. 
 
      
 
    Tess stared at the paper for a time when she’d finished fiendishly scribbling the translated message. She read through it once, then twice. She could almost hear Count Josef’s voice, world-weary and wry. It was the same man who had kept these detailed journals, there could be no doubt of that. 
 
      
 
    Alina. A Russian derivative of Helen. 
 
      
 
    The woman described in the pages certainly sounded like Helena. Come to think of it, Tess had never seen her during the day. Strange that she hadn’t thought of it before. And had she ever actually seen Helena take a bite of food or finish a glass of wine? 
 
      
 
    This was insane. A few days in the Carpathians and she was, what, believing in vampires? 
 
      
 
    Tess rubbed her temples and checked her watch, having lost track of time in the windowless room. It was early evening. She would meet Helena soon, to hear her play.  
 
      
 
    Plied with fine gifts, Count Josef had said. Tess thought of the lovely gown waiting for her, the verdant shade she never would have picked for herself. A trickle of crimson spilling down her neck would complement it quite nicely, she supposed. 
 
      
 
    This whole thing was absurd. What was she supposed to say? Hey, I found this wacky Da Vinci Code cypher in your ancestor’s diary that heavily implies you’re a vampire. Or maybe he’s your descendent. Either way, you’re not gonna drink all my blood, right? 
 
      
 
    Her heart thudded at the thought of Helena playfully biting her neck the night before. 
 
      
 
    Tess couldn’t be in danger, surely. She had never felt anything but comfort and desire when she was with Helena. Shouldn’t some self-preservation switch go off in your brain if you’re in the presence of the undead? All she felt now was the familiar fluttering of butterflies as she anticipated the low music of Helena’s laugh and her cool, gentle touches.  
 
      
 
    Tess gathered her notes and shut off the lights. She went back to her room to get ready, twisting her thick curls into a loose chignon and switching out her glasses for contacts. She did what she could with the little makeup she’d brought, and put on the antique gold earrings in her toiletry bag. She stepped into the dress and pulled up the delicate zipper, admiring the fit—close, but not too tight. The lining was soft satin, delicious against her skin. It flowed like water when she moved. She stood in front of the mirror and marveled at the woman staring back at her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Tess descended the stairs slowly as if in a dream, the fluttering layers of her gown caught up in her hand. Vigorous notes of a lighthearted dance drifted up from the music room, and Tess could almost see the swirling skirts and laughing faces of dancers in her mind’s eye. Her heart rose, buoyed by the cheerful music. With each step that brought her closer to Helena, she felt renewed and relaxed, and by the time she crossed the threshold of the music room she was almost giddy. 
 
      
 
    Helena turned to her with a smile, lifting her fingers from the keys and bathing the room in silence. She wore a black 1950’s evening gown with a flared skirt and a wide neck that left her shoulders bare. A bright fire crackled behind a brass screen, and a low coffee table held a tray of hors d’oeuvres and two pale, fizzy cocktails in champagne glasses. 
 
      
 
    “I liked what you were playing,” said Tess as Helena rose and came to lay a feather-light kiss on her cheek. All her fears seemed so silly just now, with Helena’s soft hands grasping her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “A mazurka by Chopin. Lively little things, aren’t they?” She stepped back and ran an assessing gaze over Tess, still touching her upper arms. “You look beautiful, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    Tess beamed at the praise. “Because you picked the dress.” She held it out and spun around, and Helena gave an approving nod. 
 
      
 
    “French 75s,” Helena announced, handing a glass to Tess. “I thought we could use some champagne.” 
 
      
 
    “What are we celebrating?” Tess asked as they clinked their glasses. She watched carefully as Helena touched hers to her lips, but couldn’t tell if she’d taken a sip or not. 
 
      
 
    “Only life, I suppose.” Helena set down her drink and took a seat at the piano, throwing a warm glance over her shoulder. “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
      
 
    A memory came to Tess from her dream: Blood is the currency of life. 
 
      
 
    “Right now, I feel like it is.” Tess picked her way over to the bench and joined her, sipping her cocktail. The punch of gin and lemon brightened the champagne and made her smack her lips. “What will you play?” 
 
      
 
    “Another piece of Chopin. You know his work?” 
 
      
 
    “Not very well.” 
 
      
 
    “The Raindrop Prelude, it’s called. One of my favorites.” 
 
      
 
    Helena’s hands plucked a few delicate notes from the keys, gentle sounds that built upon each other like water droplets forming concentric rings in a still pond. The music became melancholy as it built in intensity, bittersweet with longing, and Tess listened raptly to the overlapping phrases and ringing melodies. Eventually, Helena’s touch grew soft again, and the notes slowed to a trickle, then stopped. 
 
      
 
    “It’s very lonely,” Tess murmured.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’ve always thought so.” 
 
      
 
    “You play beautifully,” Tess added, looking over at her. “I don’t have much of an ear for music, but…thank you for showing me.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for listening.” A sad smile lifted Helena’s mouth, and she began to play a few aimless notes of a waltz. “How’s the research going?” 
 
      
 
    Tess’s breath froze, and she had to fight to keep the spike of anxiety from showing on her face. 
 
      
 
    “I, ah, was going through the diary of Count Josef Lupescu IV. He’s a great chronicler of magical beliefs in the region.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. So I’ve heard.” Helena played a few flourishes. 
 
      
 
    “The strange thing is, he created a Russian cypher to record a secret message in the diaries. It’s really bizarre. I spent the last two days decoding it.” 
 
      
 
    “That must be exciting for a scholar.” The notes picked up a jaunty rhythm. 
 
      
 
    “He said...” Tess took a breath and collected herself. “He said his relative was a vampire. A woman named Alina Ivanovna. I assumed it was fiction, of course. A story he wrote to amuse himself.” 
 
      
 
    “He was a singular man, by all accounts.” Helena gave her a mild glance, then returned to her playing. Tess took a deep drink of her cocktail and nearly choked on the bubbles. At best, she could play this off as a joke.  
 
      
 
    Tess knew the answer. She had heard it in the melody that spoke of countless years of solitude. But she had to ask anyway. 
 
      
 
    “So was it?” she blurted. “Fiction?” 
 
      
 
    The room fell silent once more. 
 
      
 
    “You are asking me if I can verify the stories of an eccentric man who died two hundred years ago?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking.” Shit. Shit. Shit. Ah, here we go. “Is it true? Are you…her?” 
 
      
 
    Helena closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, they were deep and dark and sad.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, sweet girl.” She laid her blood-warm hand over Tess’s. “I am.” 
 
      
 
    Tess’s breath went out in a rush, and her head began to swim. Helena regarded her with preternatural calm. 
 
      
 
    “This can’t be. It’s impossible,” Tess stammered. “You…you never bit me.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t do that unless you asked me to.” 
 
      
 
    “But you still want to, right?” Helena’s eyes flashed at that, and her grip on Tess’s fingers tightened minutely. 
 
      
 
    “I can think of no greater pleasure.”  
 
      
 
    Tess’s breath caught, and she pressed her forehead to Helena’s bare shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “God,” she sighed. “I want you. Why do I want you all the time?” 
 
      
 
    “It is a facet of my nature. People are drawn to me—some more than others, it’s true. Your body is reacting to mine. It craves my bite. But this will fade, with time.” 
 
      
 
    “But…it’s real. It’s not just my body. It’s all of me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, dragă.” Helena stroked her face, and her possessive gaze fell on Tess’s body, dressed and adorned for her pleasure. “I feel it too.” 
 
      
 
    “What happens if you do it?” asked Tess, voice high and skittish. “Will I turn into…what you are?” 
 
      
 
    Helena chuckled at that, releasing Tess’s hand and gesturing to her drink. Tess took the hint and lifted it to her lips with a trembling hand. 
 
      
 
    “No, that would only happen if I drained you dry and gave you enough of my own blood to revive you.” Helena smiled softly. “I have no plans to remove you from the pageant of mortality, lovely girl.” 
 
      
 
    Warmth shimmered through Tess at the endearment.  
 
      
 
    “Will it hurt, when you do it?” she asked quietly, and Helena’s eyes dilated, dark swallowing dark. 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea how you tempt me.” Helena leaned forward and her hooded eyes fell on Tess’s neck, which her upswept hair left exposed. She kissed the pulsing artery there, and Tess gasped. “It will hurt, a little,” Helena murmured, dragging her tongue over Tess’s neck. “And then you will fall into a blissful swoon, unbounded pleasure, like flying.” She nipped Tess’s ear. “After the first taste, you’ll beg me for it. As you already want to beg me for a great many things.” 
 
      
 
    Tess pulled away, feeling herself blush. “Can you read my thoughts?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing so invasive. I can sense changes in your mood, your scent.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Tess let out a breath. “But you don’t eat food. You still need blood to live, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Not as much as I used to. I do most of my hunting in the night forests of these mountains. A few times a year, when I crave the blood of humans, I go into Bucharest or Paris or Prague and find some pretty young thing in a nightclub or tavern. I take what I need from them, and their only memory is one of pleasure. A worse hangover than usual, maybe.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t do that with me,” Tess said. 
 
      
 
    “No.” Helena’s gaze grew warm. “I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve killed people.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  
 
      
 
    “The Balans.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure Josef made no secret of his feelings about them.” Helena dragged her fingertips playfully over the keyboard. “Travel was much more difficult in those days, and I had just arrived from a long journey by coach in a sealed oak chest, if you can believe it. I needed strength, and they were swine.” 
 
      
 
    She said it with the same frankness and touch of dry humor that Tess loved. Tess took a second to marvel at the fact that she was sitting here getting giddy over Helena discussing the slaughter of a couple in the late eighteenth century.  
 
      
 
    “I have killed many people over the course of my lifetime,” Helena went on, serious now. “Please do not harbor any illusions about that. Most were cruel and evil. Most, but not all.” 
 
      
 
    “How old are you, anyway?” Tess asked after a time. 
 
      
 
    “I became as I am during the reign of Charlemagne.” 
 
      
 
    “Charlemagne, Charlemagne?” Tess put her empty glass down, eyes wide. “As in, Carolingian Empire, 800 CE?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the one.” Helena went over to the table to fetch her untouched drink and placed it in Tess’s hand. Good call, Tess thought, taking a large gulp. “Is it really so strange? You didn’t object to my sharing the planet with Robespierre.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it really is so strange.” A laugh exploded out of Tess. “I’m twenty-eight. That’s one hell of an age gap.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is what you find objectionable, then I fear for your sense of proportion,” said Helena, and Tess laughed again. 
 
      
 
    “The things you must have seen…” Tess marveled, absently dragging the back of her hand over her mouth. “There’s so much I want to ask you. How did you get turned? What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “That is a long story, and not an especially pleasant one,” Helena murmured. “I would rather focus on happier things tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Such as?” 
 
      
 
    “You, my pet. And all the things you’ve been dying for me to do to you.” She reached out and dragged her thumb over Tess’s lower lip, making her tilt her head back with a sigh. “You were very clever, deciphering Josef’s diary like that. I must admit, I was struggling with whether or not to break the news of my…condition. Josef rescued me from many an awkward conversation in his lifetime, and it seems he continues to do so.” Helena smiled wistfully. 
 
      
 
    “Are you glad I know?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m relieved.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve spent a lot of time hiding what you are.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to hide from you, Tess. I don’t want you to hide from me.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to see all of you,” Tess breathed, taking Helena’s face in her hands. She kissed her for a breathless moment, warmth and want rising within her. “Show me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    In Helena’s bedchamber, candles flickered in antique lanterns of stained glass, casting a colorful glow in the dark. Tess stood in her flowing gown, the patterned rug soft against her bare feet. Helena circled her, watchful and slightly predatory. It was thrilling. 
 
      
 
    She trailed her fingertips over Tess’s bare shoulders, a too-light touch that had Tess arching into it for more. She strained upward for a kiss, only for Helena to pull away at the last moment. 
 
      
 
    “Greedy thing,” Helena rasped into her ear. “I will have to teach you patience.” 
 
      
 
    Tess’s throat went tight at that, and her mind filled with visions of just how Helena would go about teaching her—with whips and ropes and canes. Her face burned, and her nipples grew hard against soft satin. 
 
      
 
    “You like that idea, I can tell,” Helena remarked, scenting her neck. “You like these little games. I like them too, but you must tell me if you need to stop.” 
 
      
 
    Tess nodded furiously, lip caught in her teeth. 
 
      
 
    Helena grasped Tess’s hips from behind, running her palms over her body possessively, cupping her breasts. Tess let her head fall back against her shoulder, pressing back in silent invitation. “Get on the bed, girl.” Helena dropped a kiss on her throat. “Facedown, and leave your pretty dress on.” 
 
      
 
    Tess rushed to obey, soon finding herself shrouded in sheer curtains and soft linens while Helena undressed in the candlelit darkness. The mattress dipped as Helena slid in beside her. She knelt over Tess, who rested with her head pillowed on her folded arms. Helena caressed the back of her neck and the long line of her spine, finally letting her hand come to rest at her tailbone. A curl of heat rose deep within where Helena touched her, and she arched her back.  
 
      
 
    “Ah, ah,” Helena tutted, stilling her with gentle pressure. “What did I say about patience?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Tess mumbled into the pillow.  
 
      
 
    “I think you need discipline, my girl.” Helena caressed her ass through the layers of silk. She pushed up the hem of the dress past Tess’s hips to find her bare, and laughed as Tess buried her blushing face in her arms. “Shameless girl,” she breathed, palming Tess’s ass with both hands. “Only dressed in what I gave you. Whatever am I going to do with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, fuck. Anything. Anything,” Tess moaned. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Helena agreed. “Anything I like.”  
 
    Her hand came down swiftly on Tess’s bare ass, not hard, but enough of a sting to instantly focus her attention. Tess let out a breath as Helena caressed the place she’d struck with bent knuckles; she shivered at the cool touch of her silver ring. Another blow came on the other side, harder, and Tess hissed. Helena laid down a handful of smacks in quick succession, until Tess could feel her tender skin pinking. She was exposed, helpless, and it was so, so good.  
 
      
 
    “Please,” she whimpered as a trickle of wetness spilled out of her.  
 
      
 
    “Please, what?” Helena smacked her sharply. “Please stop? Or please make it worse?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Ah—!” Tess yelped as another slap rang out. “Don’t stop,” she rasped.  
 
      
 
    Helena didn’t, pelting her ass with another series of punishing smacks until Tess was panting hard and tears prickled in her eyes. It hurt, it burned even, but she never wanted it to end. To be at the receiving end of Helena’s focused attention was too intoxicating. She drifted in a heady, contented haze. Is this what it would feel like if Helena drank from her? 
 
      
 
    Finally, Helena’s touch grew gentle, and she smoothed her cool fingers over reddened flesh. 
 
      
 
    “I love seeing you this way,” she confessed, voice low. “So ready to take whatever I give you.” 
 
      
 
    “I want it,” Tess gasped. “I want it all.” 
 
      
 
    “Mm.” Helena’s lips followed the path of her fingers, kissing heated skin. She nipped at a blooming bruise, and Tess sobbed at the pleasure-pain of it. Helena’s hands came up to spread her wide, and before Tess could register what was happening, her tongue darted out over Tess’s twitching hole. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God, your mouth,” Tess gritted out, clutching the pillow as Helena lapped at her. It was shockingly intimate, the act itself as much as the obvious pleasure Helena was taking in tasting her here and slowly fucking into her ass with her tongue. Soon the strangeness gave way to a deep, searing pleasure that had Tess rutting against the bed, seeking friction on her neglected clit. Helena seemed content to let her writhe, only holding her down occasionally to lick into her at her leisure. After a few torturous minutes, Helena pulled away. 
 
      
 
    “What is it you want, my dear?” teased Helena, palming her handiwork. Her thumbs parted the lips of Tess’s sopping wet cunt. 
 
      
 
    “Your strap,” said Tess in a thick voice she didn’t fully recognize.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose you’ve earned it,” Helena purred, rising to retrieve it from the armoire. She buckled the harness around her hips and returned to bed, easing Tess up on her knees. “That’s it,” she cooed, pressing her fingers between Tess’s legs where she was so slick and sensitized. Tess gasped as Helena’s fingertips slipped inside, then she began to work herself back on them. She was utterly shameless, a second from begging Helena to fuck her already, but then the dildo was pushed up against her and sliding home in a single long thrust that had her keening. 
 
      
 
    She pushed back as Helena began to move, fucking her deep and slow. Tess pushed up on her elbows to get more leverage to meet Helena’s thrusts, and she started to undulate in a quickening rhythm, eager for more, until a sharp slap to her stinging ass made her freeze. 
 
      
 
    “Be still,” Helena warned. 
 
      
 
    Tess bit back a whimper, trying her best to keep still even as arousal at the command threatened to overcome her. She pulsed around the silicone cock again and again as Helena set a hypnotic pace, just enough to keep her on edge without any real satisfaction. She could almost feel Helena’s dark, slightly vicious enjoyment at keeping her like this as though it were her own, and it was nearly as delicious as being the object of her attentions. Helena gripped her hips and kneaded her sore ass as she fucked her, every movement and gesture screaming mine. Pleasure pooled low in Tess’s belly, hot and cold chills racing up her spine, but it still wasn’t enough. 
 
      
 
    Helena sat back and pulled Tess into her lap with sudden, shocking force, and Tess yelped as the blood rushed to her face. Helena kept fucking her, quick, shallow thrusts now, and she buried her face in Tess’s neck. She reached up under layers of fluttering teal silk to brush Tess’s clit, making her cry out after being denied for so long. Her teeth scraped Tess’s neck, a promise of danger and delight. 
 
      
 
    Her thrusts became harsh and erratic even as she worked Tess’s clit with gentle, teasing strokes. Her other arm wrapped around Tess’s waist, holding her steady—she was strong, so strong. Tess gritted her teeth, caught between two mounting pleasures, helpless to do anything but succumb to the shattering orgasm Helena wrenched out of her. 
 
      
 
    It went on and on, with Tess moaning yes and please against Helena’s smiling mouth. 
 
      
 
    After a long moment, Tess caught her breath, and Helena let her slip out of her lap to lie back on the bed. She felt utterly wrecked, and knew she must look it, too—her tits had worked free of the sequined bodice to spill over the top, and wisps of hair had come loose to tickle her shoulders. The whisper-thin silk of her dress was damp with sweat and slickness. She’d ruined Helena’s expensive gift just as her hostess had wanted her to, and the thought made a fresh flush of sweet shame burn in Tess’s cheeks. 
 
      
 
    She peered up at Helena, who was slipping the straps from her slender hips. Her little pink pussy was flushed dark and glistening, and Tess ached to taste it. 
 
      
 
    “Sit on my face,” she begged. Helena hummed. She petted Tess’s cheek and pushed her hair back, thumb tracing Tess’s cheekbone for a moment, and bent to kiss her. Her lips lingered on Tess’s for a while, and Tess sank into it like a fever, a sense of timelessness overtaking her.  
 
      
 
    Finally, Helena broke the kiss. She straddled Tess’s chest and wrapped a possessive hand in her upswept curls. She arched her hips up until she met Tess’s mouth, thighs tense, head thrown back. Tess lapped hungrily, pulsing the blade of her tongue over Helena’s hard, little clit until she was riding Tess’s mouth with abandon. Helena’s fingers tightened as she started to come, pulling her hair to the point of pain, and Tess welcomed it with a moan. She reached up to roll Helena’s small, lovely tits in her palms, making her gasp as she flooded Tess’s greedy mouth. 
 
      
 
    Helena crawled down to Tess’s side, propping herself up on her elbow. A pink flush was luminous against the unnatural paleness of her skin. Her eyes on Tess’s were an absence of light. She was monstrous.  
 
      
 
    She was beautiful. 
 
      
 
    “Helena,” Tess pleaded. “Bite me.” 
 
      
 
    Helena’s eyes fastened on her, and her head tilted in a reptilian gesture that held an unspoken question.  
 
      
 
    “I want it,” Tess said, dragging her fingers down the side of her neck, where a mist of sweat had gathered. 
 
      
 
    Helena rose up on her knees with a soft growl. She grasped the ruined silk of Tess’s gown, groping for the delicate zipper at the back before giving up and simply tearing it nearly in half. The sound of fabric rending was a burst of violence in this oasis of serenity, and Tess found herself stripped naked and lying in a pile of tattered silk.  
 
      
 
    The show of force had made her heartrate pick up, and the look Helena gave her now was one of pure hunger, as if she could sense every rabbiting beat. Tess’s legs fell open unconsciously in offering, and Helena lay between them, taking Tess gently in her arms. Pointed fangs dragged over her tender neck. 
 
      
 
    The pain was sharp and shallow, not unlike the bite of a tattoo needle. Thunderous pressure flooded her, radiating out from the wound as Helena sucked, then warmth was spreading though her body, tingling in her face and fingertips. It felt like floating. A tide of love and acceptance rose up in her, along with sensory images that could only be flashes of Helena’s life. Her bare feet under the hem of a woolen gown running over blades of green grass like gems. A fire crackling in a huge hearth. The smell of horses and sweet hay. The damp stone wall of a dungeon cell. All of it was beautiful, because all of it was a part of Helena. And now, so was Tess. 
 
      
 
    Tess’s eyes flew open as she came back to herself with Helena’s angular face floating over her. Helena brought a thumb to her still-sharp fangs and pricked it, then pressed it to Tess’s neck where blood trickled lazily from two wounds. She wiped Tess’s skin clean with a cool cloth, and Tess touched her neck to find the bite marks were gone. 
 
      
 
    “How much…?” Tess started, throat dry. “How long?” 
 
      
 
    “Only a few seconds, my dear. A little taste.” Helena was regal and angelic in a seashell pink dressing gown. She pressed a glass of water into Tess’s hand. “You’re very sweet, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Tess groaned at the pun and drank the cool water down gratefully. She was pleasantly sore all over, reluctant to move. The feeling of warmth had faded to a soft glow, suffusing her body and tempting her toward sleep. For almost the first time since she’d arrived, she felt totally sated. But she could tell that wouldn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    “It was really good,” she murmured, propping herself up on an elbow. She took Helena’s wrist and held it. “I could feel you. I could see things that you had seen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to do it again.” Tess kissed her hand and had to stifle a yawn.  
 
      
 
    “In time, sweet girl.” Helena’s look was impossibly fond, with none of the deadly predator Tess had seen flickering beneath the surface. Tess had been fascinated by that, too. “For now, you should get ready for bed.” 
 
      
 
    Helena helped her to her feet and gave her a robe to put on, and Tess ambled to the bathroom on shaky legs. She returned to Helena’s bed a moment later and cuddled up to her side. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?” Helena asked, combing through her curls until her fingers snagged, then working them free in a soothing motion. “Any dizziness?” 
 
      
 
    Helena sighed, sinking into the touch. “I feel better than I have in a long time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    One month later 
 
      
 
    Tess closed her laptop and loaded it into her scuffed travel bag. She replaced the books and papers strewn on her desk, shut off the overhead lights, and locked the door behind her. She had just completed her on-the-fly translation of the relevant portions of Count Josef’s journal, and between that and the historical data from local church and court records, she had more than enough to show the movement of magical traditions into these forbidding mountains. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t magic that was on her mind, though. At least, not the kind practiced by townsfolk around harvest fires.  
 
      
 
    Dusk was coming on, and soon Helena would descend from her chambers, where heavy velvet curtains kept her safe from the burning sun. She would join Tess for the evening and watch her eat fine food and drink the vintage wine that had aged for decades beneath the castle. (“It’s a wine cellar, darling,” she’d said. “Please don’t call it a crypt.”) 
 
      
 
    Okay, but there are actual human skulls in the walls. 
 
      
 
    They would examine the tapestries and paintings and suits of armor, and Helena would explain the origin of each with the authority of a woman who had witnessed their making. (In the case of the Dance of Death tapestry, she had actually woven it, which explained her reluctance to part with it.) 
 
      
 
    Sometimes Helena would teach Tess a courtly dance that had been forgotten since the Holy Roman Empire, her soft hands flitting over Tess’s shoulders and outstretched arms. Often she would toss off an anecdote that answered a historical question that had perplexed Tess for years.  
 
      
 
    Tess spent her days in diligent labor, poring over the library or walking the grounds to take in the mountain air that was crisp even in high summer. Her nights—well, those were filled with a different kind of magic. 
 
      
 
    Tess had been dreading the day when the gates of the Lupescu estate would close on her, though she knew it wouldn’t be forever. She needed to go back and finish her degree, although that need had seemed a lot less urgent lately. It tickled at the back of her mind, not letting her fully enjoy the peace she had found here. 
 
      
 
    Tonight, she would return the keys to the library. Soon, she would return to her work, at least for a while. But for the first time in her life, she had been fully seen by someone. Seen, and touched, and tasted.  
 
      
 
    She knew she wouldn’t be away for very long. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Tess and Helena will return in COLLARED BY THE COUNTESS. 
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