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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Just one more week. 
 
      
 
    Tess plopped her keys and phone down on her coffee table and dropped her heavy laptop bag on the couch, glad to be rid of it. The first day of winter break couldn’t come soon enough. 
 
      
 
    After her first semester teaching three classes while trying to get a new article together, she’d barely had time to eat three meals in a day, let alone maintain a long-distance relationship. 
 
      
 
    Is that what this is? she wondered, slipping out of her flats and crossing into her tiny kitchen to pour herself a glass of wine. She had texted with Helena frequently over the past few months, even had a few video calls (always during Romanian night, of course). There had been talk of a visit, with Tess flying out to see her over the Christmas holidays. She’d tried to put it out of her mind, too busy with her day-to-day insanity to contemplate her almost-girlfriend, the undead temptress who had stalked the European countryside for over a millennium. 
 
      
 
    The month she had spent in Helena’s castle often felt like a fever dream, vivid and intense and fleeting. Though they often spoke, it was still hard for Tess to believe that a woman like Helena could want her, to say nothing of the fact that she was a gorgeous, immortal countess.  
 
      
 
    Thoughts of Helena inevitably brought a bolt of intense longing. She sighed into her glass and set it aside, then started chopping vegetables for a quick stir fry. As chicken and garlic sizzled in the pan, she went to check her phone, finding a new text message. 
 
      
 
    It was from Helena. 
 
      
 
    Hello, Tess. How are you? 
 
      
 
    She stared at it for a minute while stirring the pan. 
 
      
 
    Okay, just cooking dinner. I miss you. 
 
      
 
    I’ll see you soon, lovely thing. 
 
      
 
    The reply made Tess blush and smile. It was insane, how the smallest word from Helena could have her grinning like an idiot even after all these weeks apart.  
 
      
 
    Can’t believe you talked me into letting you pay for the airplane tickets, Tess typed, worrying her lip. It feels like you’re my sugar mama. 
 
      
 
    I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it up to me. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, fuck me,” Tess murmured. She had to drag her attention back to the stove, where the garlic was dangerously close to looking as scorched and ruined as Tess currently felt. She clicked off the burner and plated the stir-fry over a bed of rice. 
 
      
 
    I think that can be arranged, she answered, punctuated with a series of blushing emojis. (For all her centuries of worldly sophistication, Helena found them baffling, which only made Tess want to use them more.) 
 
      
 
    Tess leafed through an academic journal while she picked at her stir fry and sipped her cheap pinot grigio. At last, while she was doing the dishes, her phone chimed. 
 
      
 
    She read Helena’s reply: 
 
      
 
    Speaking of which, I have something in mind you might like to try. 
 
      
 
    She responded: 
 
      
 
    I’m listening… 
 
      
 
    I thought we could experiment with your submission. 
 
      
 
    The word alone was enough to punch the air out of Tess’s lungs. 
 
      
 
    Okay, I’m definitely listening 
 
      
 
    I propose we make this visit a total power exchange. I will command your obedience, use you at my pleasure, drink my fill of you, discipline you as I see fit. You will be mine for the duration. How does that sound, pet? 
 
      
 
    It sounded pretty fucking amazing. 
 
      
 
    So good, she replied, then, fuck, I’m getting wet just thinking about it 
 
      
 
    I thought you might like the idea. I like it, too.  
 
      
 
    What are you gonna do to me? Tess asked, getting breathless now.  
 
      
 
    I would hate to spoil the surprise.  
 
      
 
    What should I call you? Mistress… 
 
      
 
    A long pause followed. 
 
      
 
    That would suit me very well, sweet girl. Then: I think you should come up with a safeword for me. I confess, the sight of you kneeling at my feet could get me a bit carried away. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God,” Tess sighed, then laughed to herself at the understatement. She devoted a minute to thinking of something unique, something just for them. She recalled Helena’s long fingers at the piano keys the first night she’d raised garlands of bruises on Tess’s skin. The melody had been lonely, aching—The Raindrop Prelude. 
 
      
 
    Raindrop, she replied at last. 
 
      
 
    Excellent. Good night, Tess. 
 
      
 
    Tess grinned. 
 
      
 
    Good night x 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Traversing the remote Carpathian roads was a good deal more perilous in winter than it had been in summer, though the black pines with their sparkling veils of ice made up for it. Turns were sharp and guardrails less than plentiful, and a couple of skids had Tess scrambling to remember the prayer to St. Christopher she’d been taught as a child. Fortunately, the driver Helena had sent to pick her up at the train station had slid into neutral and righted the SUV without too much trouble. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the Lupescu castle was like coming home. Even though Tess had spent only a month there, she could confidently say it had been the best month of her life. She watched the stone spires loom slowly up from their nest of naked trees and snow-clad pines. 
 
      
 
    As the SUV swung around to drop her near the main entrance, she had a feeling that was about to change. 
 
      
 
    Tess thanked the driver and hurried through the blustery air to reach the castle’s imposing edifice, struggling with her wheeled suitcase on the snow-dusted gravel drive. Her stomach fluttered pleasantly at the thought of what she was stepping into. She had agreed to hand all her leisure hours off to—what, her Mistress?  
 
      
 
    Oh, God. 
 
      
 
    The word alone had her heart thudding. Helena would be able to smell the blood racing through her veins, hot and sweet.  
 
      
 
    She greeted Helena’s maid, Maria, and dropped off her battered suitcase, then made her way to the great hall to await Helena’s emergence from her rooms with the coming of evening. She stared into the leaping flames of the ancient hearth, enjoying the warmth in the castle’s stony chill. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Doctor,” came the now-familiar voice behind her, tinged with humor and pride. Tess hadn’t heard her approach. Helena slid her arms around her and tucked her face into the nape of Tess’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Countess,” Tess countered, and felt a puff of breath as Helena chuckled. “I’ve missed you.”  
 
      
 
    “And I you, precocious thing that you are.” Tess turned in her embrace and stood up on her toes to kiss her. The brief touch of their lips sent a thrill of desire through her after waiting for this for so long. 
 
      
 
    “How have you been?” Tess asked, letting Helena guide her to the leather armchairs. Her hostess was dressed in dark jeans and boots, a voluminous black blouse setting off a large silver pendant that gave her a rather bohemian air. White-blonde waves fell over one shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Much the same as ever, though I’ve grown quite aware of how long my nights have become, dragă,” Helena answered, her voice tender and wry. 
 
      
 
    “Me, too.” Tess chuckled, awash in warmth and happiness. “I finally published the article I wrote about your danse macabre tapestry.” She accepted a glass of her favorite scotch when Helena pressed it into her hand. “You’ll be happy to know that medieval scholars have praised its ‘remarkably fine craftsmanship.’” 
 
      
 
    “They should. I spent months on that thing, shut up in the castle during the worst ravages of the Plague. When the candles ran out, I had to weave by moonlight.”  
 
      
 
    “I still can’t quite process it when you tell me things like that. I mean…you’ve lived through twenty percent of recorded history.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Tess. You’re making me feel old,” Helena groused, but she was smiling. “And what of my library? Have you written about it?” 
 
      
 
    “I think there’s a book’s worth of material there. I’ve barely gotten started,” Tess admitted with a laugh. She sipped the fiery whiskey. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. You will not disclose all of your discoveries, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    “I was planning on saving the best one for myself,” Tess said shyly, and Helena’s dark eyes shone. 
 
      
 
    “You must be hungry,” she said, gesturing to the long table. “Come.” 
 
      
 
    Tess couldn’t argue with that, and besides, she liked nothing better than obeying Helena’s commands. She found a place set for one, as Helena no longer bothered with the pretense of dining with her. 
 
      
 
    It was an opulent meal for one person, quail roasted with potatoes, green beans amandine, fresh buttered rolls, and local pastries dusted with sugar for dessert. When a plate of soft cheese and figs arrived, Tess got the distinct impression she was being fattened up. She glanced up at Helena, who smiled minutely. 
 
      
 
    “I expect you’ll need your strength, my dear,” she said. “For what I have planned.” Tess gulped and forced herself to take a few bites while Helena watched eagerly. Her knees instantly turned to rubber and she felt a blush flooding her cheeks that had nothing to do with the crackling fire and fine whiskey. 
 
      
 
    “When…when do you want to start?” she asked. Visions of riding crops and knotted ropes flashed behind her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I thought we should relax this evening without any expectations,” Helena said, and though Tess was relieved, a tiny part of her couldn’t help feeling disappointed. “I have something for you.”  
 
      
 
    Helena retrieved a flat, square box from the sideboard. It was matte black, wrapped in a pearl-gray ribbon. Tess ran her fingers over the embossed lid that read simply DARK. She peeled off the ribbon and lifted the lid to find a slim, black collar of soft leather about as wide as her finger. A small, steel loop adorned the front. Her heart hammered in her chest as she touched it. 
 
      
 
    “It’s so…delicate,” Tess marveled, touching its softness. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Helena smiled. “Its purpose is not to harm you, but to remind you who you belong to.” 
 
      
 
    Tess’s breath caught. Christ, she was getting wet already. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to put it on?” Tess asked in a small voice. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, my pet,” Helena soothed, stroking her face. “For now, I should think you’d like a bath after your long journey.” Tess nodded, pressing into her palm like an affectionate cat. “Good.” Helena pressed a kiss to her cheek, then bent close to her ear. “Don’t bother getting dressed.” 
 
      
 
    They ascended the long, winding stairs to Helena’s chambers. Helena took to her canopied bed with a book of collected poems by Keats, giving Tess a moment alone to draw herself a bath. As the deep, claw-footed tub filled, Tess shivered with anticipation, the image of the black collar turning incessantly in her mind. 
 
      
 
    She touched the hollow of her throat, right where the ring would sit, and imagined Helena curling rough fingers under the collar to put Tess where she wanted her. A trickle of bright blood shiny on the leather, the aftermath of Helena drinking her fill. She nearly moaned. 
 
      
 
    She put up her curls in a loose bun and stepped into the steaming water. It was wonderful to drift in this richly appointed bathroom, all slate tiles and antique bronze fixtures suited to Helena’s ornate taste. The tension went out of her body as the scent of rich sandalwood soap rose around her.
  
 
    Soon, her impatience began to overwhelm her. Close proximity to Helena after such a long separation had her greedy to be fucked and bitten, her body fairly vibrating with need. She stepped out of the water to let her hair down and towel off, then padded naked onto the plush, handwoven carpet of Helena’s bedroom, looking a little like a sacrificial virgin. 
 
      
 
    But she didn’t feel like a sacrifice. Helena’s coal-dark eyes fastened on her, and she felt powerful. 
 
      
 
    Tess swung her leg over Helena’s hips, straddling her, and plucked the book from her hands. She gathered the loose blouse in her hands and pulled it over Helena’s head, then set to work on her skintight jeans. Helena obligingly removed the silver necklace she wore, casting Tess a knowing smile. Then they were both bare. 
 
      
 
    “What a fierce little thing you are,” Helena rasped. Tess pressed her down onto the silk coverlet with a bruising kiss. 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea.”  
 
      
 
    Tess pressed her mouth to Helena’s throat, grazing with her teeth and savoring the gasp that followed. Helena’s skin was cool to the touch but rapidly warming in the grip of pleasure. She seemed more than content to lie back and let Tess have her way, and it was just about the hottest thing she’d ever seen. She palmed Helena’s tits and sucked their perfect red nipples, head swimming with her floral perfume.  
 
      
 
    Her hand slid down to caress Helena’s slim thighs, slick at their juncture. Tess groaned and took her mouth in another kiss as Helena arched up to meet her touch. She dragged her fingertips along Helena’s wet slit and barely pressed inside with her forefinger, beckoning. Her thumb slid over Helena’s clit, making her throw her head back, hair a torrent of pale silk.  
 
      
 
    Tess’s mouth fell open, her breath shuddering in sympathy. She sat back on her heels to watch, adding a second finger. Her eyes were avid on the place where they disappeared into Helena’s body in a slow, rhythmic penetration. Helena’s legs fell open, and she braced herself to take Tess’s fingers again and again, swiveling her hips.  
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” Helena gasped, working herself on Tess’s quickening fingers until she collapsed with a soft cry as she came. She was so, so wet. 
 
      
 
    So was Tess, for that matter, but it could wait. Right now, she craved a darker pleasure. 
 
      
 
    “Drink,” she whispered, gathering her hair at the base of her neck and leaning over Helena, who was still panting. She dragged her nose over Tess’s pulse point, tongue darting out obscenely. Pointed fangs emerged and passed over her skin, a tease. Helena gripped her nape and steadied her with one hand at her upper back. 
 
      
 
    Then she sank her teeth. 
 
      
 
    Pain blossomed into pleasure like a drop of blood unfurling inside a syringe. Tess heard a guttural moan spill from her own throat, and then she was lost to a tide of faces and voices long since turned to dust. She heard a woman singing, clear and bright, as grasses whispered in the breeze. An elderly man in fur robes calculated the position of the stars with an instrument in the shape of a globe. Tess’s sight went dark for a moment, then she saw a damp, stone wall. Pale moss struggled for life in the semi-darkness, and she heard the scuttling of mice or beetles. A slim, white hand pressed against the dark stone. Though it was smudged with grime, she knew it at once. 
 
      
 
    Helena. 
 
      
 
    Tess came back to herself with her head resting on a plush, down pillow. Helena stared down at her with a nearly animalistic expression, the corners of her mouth stained red with Tess’s blood. She was wild beauty unbound by time or civilization; her teeth had outlived empires. 
 
      
 
    Helena tore at her own thumb with a fang and pressed it to the trickling wounds at Tess’s neck. Waste not, want not, Tess mused, arching her neck to meet the touch. Helena hadn’t taken so very much, and she felt fine, especially after her rich meal. Better than fine—she burned for Helena’s touch after the savage consummation of her bite. 
 
      
 
    Helena licked into her mouth as if to share the taste of Tess’s blood on her tongue. Tess moaned, even though she could detect nothing more than the familiar tang of iron and salt.  
 
      
 
    Helena had insisted that her blood was ambrosial, like “a meadow after rain,” and had fed her on sweet fruits and fine wines during her last stay here to add to the complexity of her taste. 
 
      
 
    Tess almost regretted that she couldn’t savor the nuances the way Helena could. This was the most intimate thing they shared, more than sex even, but she felt like she was wearing a blindfold in a gallery of wondrous art. An uncrossable border would always exist between them, the wasteland between life and death. If she would make me like her, then there would be no more barriers between us… 
 
      
 
    “Am I boring you, girl?” Helena said, pausing from licking the blood from Tess’s neck. Tess chuckled at the absurdity of the question. 
 
      
 
    “God, no. I was just thinking…I can’t taste it. Not the way you can.” 
 
      
 
    Helena propped herself up on her elbows and pushed back a shock of blood-streaked blonde that had fallen over her eyes. Her gaze grew serious. 
 
      
 
    “No, you can’t.” Helena cupped her hip and pressed her forehead to Tess’s shoulder. “Do not be so eager to give up your mortality for a little taste of honey,” she murmured into Tess’s skin. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just a little taste, though,” Tess shot, annoyed that Helena had guessed the direction of her thoughts. “I want to share everything with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You will,” Helena said. She kissed her way lower, tongue circling Tess’s nipples, making her gasp. “We start tomorrow night.” 
 
    Helena slid down until she was between Tess’s legs and parted the lips of her sopping wet cunt with her thumbs. She took a slow, savoring lick. Then another.  
 
      
 
    After that, Tess wasn’t able to think about much of anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Tess awoke to find the room shrouded in complete darkness, though it was nearly noon. She switched on the bedside lamp and lay quietly for a moment staring up at the frescoed ceiling where nymphs cavorted in an eternal gilded summer. Helena’s blackout curtains gave the space a changeless quality that she liked. It was a sanctuary untouched by the harsh light of day. 
 
      
 
    Beside her, Helena was sprawled on her back with the sheets pooled loosely around her waist, totally insensate. Nothing would wake her now until the last rays of light disappeared below the horizon. Tess was struck by the immense trust Helena had placed in her by allowing her to witness these daily hours of deathlike sleep. She pulled up the sheet and draped it over Helena’s shoulders. It was silly, really—she couldn’t feel the cold, but it comforted Tess to tuck her in all the same. 
 
      
 
    It was only fair that Tess should return that trust. Her eyes flicked to the black box on Helena’s writing desk where the collar rested, soft and dangerous. 
 
      
 
    She slid out from the covers and dressed in jeans and a gray cable-knit sweater. Even with a relatively new heating system installed, the castle was drafty in winter, and Tess didn’t linger over selecting an outfit. She checked her phone, seeing a new series of texts from Helena. She must have sent them after Tess had fallen asleep. 
 
      
 
    She read: 
 
      
 
    I have a task for you, my dear. I would like you to go down to the stream and cut a willow wand about the length of your arm from the stand of trees there. I think you know the place. 
 
      
 
    You will present it to me in my chambers at 9 tonight after you have dined and bathed. 
 
      
 
    Your Mistress awaits.  
 
      
 
    Tess let out a shaky breath and glanced over at Helena, as if expecting her to be watching. Her cheeks flared.  
 
      
 
    My Mistress. Tess shivered at the word. Leave it to Helena to make sure she’d spend the entire day agonizing over what was going to happen tonight. 
 
      
 
    Tess went to the desk and opened the box, running her fingers over the smooth leather collar. It was perfectly light when she picked it up—it could almost pass for purely decorative, if not for the dark thrill that fluttered low in her belly when she touched it. She buckled it around her neck, not too tight, and looked at herself in Helena’s vanity mirror, her reflection hovering above elegant perfume bottles. Even in her bulky sweater, she felt instantly transformed.  
 
      
 
    Tess was no longer purely contained within herself. The stark strip of black marked her out as something other—something that existed only for Helena’s pleasure. She bit her lip and watched her cheeks go pink. She picked up a hairbrush and tried to figure out exactly how she felt about that as she worked it through her unruly curls.  
 
      
 
    Her body certainly liked the idea. She squirmed on the upholstered bench at the thought of Helena having her way with her, putting her soft hands and deadly mouth wherever she pleased. On a whim, she uncapped the heavy glass bottle of Helena’s usual iris perfume and dabbed it on her wrists and below her ears. The scent enveloped her, radiant and sophisticated, bringing with it a tortured pang of arousal.  
 
      
 
    Tess was sorely tempted to tear open her jeans and make herself come then and there, but surely Helena would be able to smell it. She could only imagine what punishment would be in store for her tonight if Helena found out she brought herself to orgasm without permission. Hell, she already had Tess cutting a switch. 
 
      
 
    Tess swallowed hard. She pulled a black wool scarf from her suitcase and wrapped it around her neck, hiding the collar, and slipped out of the room. 
 
      
 
    She descended to the neat, white tiled kitchen, where a breakfast of fruit, soft-boiled eggs, and fresh sweet rolls had been set out for her, along with a steaming French press. Tess had taken most of her meals here or in the library during her last stay, except on those occasions when Helena joined her for dinner in the great hall. She disliked the fuss of being waited on, and besides, the kitchen was one of the few places where she didn’t feel like a wayward orphan girl in some cautionary fairytale. She poured herself a cup of coffee and diligently ate, though she was too keyed up to be really hungry. 
 
      
 
    After she finished, she picked up her coffee cup and ambled around in search of a knife she could borrow to help her with her task. God, the fact that Helena had her fetching her own willow branch was humiliating enough, but the thought of asking Maria for help finding a suitable blade made her want to crawl into a hole.  
 
      
 
    At last, she emerged triumphant with an old paring knife from a drawer of miscellaneous whisks and spatulas. She drained her coffee and put on her olive green parka, stowing it in a pocket. She went out the kitchen door that led to the garden behind the castle, which now lay fallow under a light blanket of snow.  
 
      
 
    The stream flowed at the base of the hill the castle rested on. Tess had often walked down to it on summer afternoons, enjoying the soft hiss of water and willow wands in the dappled shade. In good weather, it took about fifteen minutes to reach. In a foot of snow, Tess imagined she’d have a substantial hike on her hands.  
 
      
 
    The rise was not dangerously steep, but Tess still had to pick her way slowly through the snow, grasping tree trunks and bare saplings. She stumbled a couple of times placing her foot on a fallen branch hidden in the sea of white. With each step that brought her closer to the stream, she grew more aware of the test Helena had set for her. She would have to suffer just to bring back the implement of her own punishment. 
 
      
 
    Tess huffed out a breath of frosty vapor. The scent of Helena’s perfume rose on a puff of warm air from where the scarf coiled around her neck, mingled with warm leather. She reached under it and touched the collar. A sense of calm washed over her. 
 
      
 
    You can do this. Almost there. 
 
      
 
    After a few more minutes, Tess spotted the spindly willows at the foot of the hill, bare winter branches spilling to the ground. She kept up her steady pace, reminding herself that this was not the ideal place for a sprained ankle. At last she stood looking through the latticework branches of the willow grove to the frozen stream at their feet. She reached up and touched them, listening to the soft rattle of branches knocking together. The cold air was almost unnaturally still, and the sound carried a long way.  
 
      
 
    Tess pulled out her short blade and searched among the branches with numb fingers. The thin, whiplike branches would no doubt sting terribly. She plucked out a single wand, imagining the hiss it would make as it sang through the air and the crack as it met her bare skin. 
 
      
 
    She could hardly wait. 
 
      
 
    Feeling the cold stinging her hands and face now, Tess sawed though the supple wood with the knife, then cleaned up the cut as best she could. She folded the wand in half and stuck it under her arm, eager to get her hands back in the insulated pockets of her coat. They burned as warmth crept back into them, and Tess savored the pain as she would any other punishment Helena doled out to her.  
 
      
 
    The idea that Helena had engineered this experience as a mere precursor to their game had her practically vibrating with want.  
 
      
 
    She began to make her way back up the hill using the footprints she’d already made as much as possible. She had to reach out and grab a branch now and then to help her pull herself up the steep grade. Her boots were sturdy but not exactly made for hiking, and the going was slow. Snow squeaked in the eerie silence with each step, and the climb soon had her panting painfully cold air, toes going numb. 
 
      
 
    At last, Tess saw the gothic spires of the Lupescu castle looming over stripped winter trees. Another few minutes and she’d crested the hill and entered the kitchen garden, knife and wand in hand. She peeked in the window to make sure no one was in the kitchen before she slipped inside and placed the borrowed blade back in the drawer where she’d found it. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day crawled by as she waited for the appointed time. She camped out in a plush velvet armchair among the potted palms in Helena’s study, distractedly reading a book about seventeenth-century witch trials. She could barely focus, bouncing her leg and rereading the same paragraph about twenty times. All she could think about was the switch she’d cut singing through the air in Helena’s hand.  
 
      
 
    Tess daydreamed through her lonely dinner, staring out the kitchen window into falling snow and indulging thoughts of pain and pleasure until it was finally, finally time. 
 
      
 
    She picked up the switch from where she’d left it leaning discreetly against the study wall and headed to Helena’s chambers, which were empty. She put in her contacts and showered, enjoying the warm, cascading water. It calmed her a little, though her head was swimming with images of her own eager submission. 
 
      
 
    She stepped out of the shower and toweled off. Tess debated putting on a robe, but decided she wanted Helena to find her naked but for the collar, ready and waiting. She touched the slick leather and bit her lip against a throb of arousal. 
 
      
 
    Tess sat down on the edge of the bed with the willow wand in her hand. She swooped it through the air, testing the sound it made, and brought it down lightly on her palm. It stung, but not terribly. A little harder and it might leave a welt. A strong enough blow would break skin.  
 
      
 
    Helena was very strong. 
 
      
 
    Tess swallowed hard and laid it aside. She was nearly panting and Helena hadn’t even touched her yet—she wasn’t even in the room.  
 
      
 
    Tess checked her phone. 9:04. So Helena meant to make her wait, then. She let out a shaky breath. As the seconds crawled by, she let go of her nervous apprehension bit by bit. Helena would come when she liked, do what she liked with Tess, and Tess would love every second of it. All she had to do was take it. 
 
      
 
    By the time the carved oak door creaked open, Tess had achieved a state of near-total contentment, floating without anxiety or desire. The collar at her throat made her feel paradoxically free. 
 
      
 
    Helena stalked over to her. Tess had expected skintight black leather or a lacy corset, but Helena was dressed much as usual in dark jeans and low-heeled boots topped with a low-cut silk blouse the color of red wine. She carried herself with absolute authority. The only marker of difference was the pair of black leather gloves she wore. Tess was sure she’d never seen them. 
 
      
 
    “Stand up and let me look at you, my girl,” she instructed, smiling. Tess shot to her feet at the foot of the bed and Helena circled her slowly, making her feel every moment of scrutiny.  
 
      
 
    “Very good,” she purred, stopping in front of Tess and tilting her chin up. Her eyes fell on Tess’s collar. “My gift looks good on you.” She dropped her gloved hand to stroke Tess’s shoulder, her upper arm. The leather was smooth and cool, and Tess shivered. “What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mistress,” Tess murmured, wide, hazel eyes dropping to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. I had nearly forgotten what a perfect little slut you are,” Helena breathed into her ear, then released her, “stealing your Mistress’s perfume.” 
 
      
 
    “Unh.” 
 
      
 
    “Look at you, dripping wet already.” Her tone was light, conversational even, and it made Tess’s face burn. “I believe you have something for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” Tess groped for the switch leaning against the bed and presented it to Helena lying across both palms, like a knight offering up their sword.  
 
      
 
    “Excellent.” Helena took up the wand and slashed it through the air with a cutting sound that made Tess wince. “Tell me, was it very difficult to get?” 
 
      
 
    “It was cold. It was…kind of far. But I wanted to do it, because you asked me to.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to hit you with it, lovely girl?” Tess nodded. A small smile lit Helena’s still face. 
 
      
 
    “Then I will.” The tip of the wand dragged up her right thigh, over her hip, scratching and tickling her sensitive skin. “But not tonight.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Tess released the breath she’d been holding with a sharp stab of disappointment. After spending the whole day with her stomach in knots at the thought of her punishment, having it abruptly taken off the table left her feeling adrift. Helena set the wand down on her writing desk. 
 
      
 
    “Poor thing,” Helena teased, circling her waist with her gloved hands. “So eager for pain. But why would I punish you when you’ve been so good for me?” Tess leaned into the embrace, resting her forehead on Helena’s statuesque shoulder. “I have something else in mind for tonight.” Helena kissed her temple and stepped away. She retrieved a silken white robe from her armoire and handed it to Tess to put on. 
 
      
 
    “Come along,” she instructed, and Tess followed her down the stairs, down and down through the castle until her bare feet hit cold stone. In another time, Helena would have needed to hold aloft a candle, but now electric overhead lights gave the underground passage a warm glow. They passed the wine cellar on their right and Helena’s secondary daytime bedroom on their left, then came to another door, one Tess didn’t recognize. 
 
      
 
    “I had some renovations done in the months you were away,” Helena said, turning a key in the incongruously modern lock. “So much space going to waste down here.” 
 
      
 
    The door swung open and Helena flipped on recessed neon lights, casting the room in a subtle, atmospheric wash of pink, purple, and blue. Tess’s eyes went wide, and her hand flew to the collar at her throat. 
 
      
 
    The room was small and square, with ancient stone walls perhaps fifteen feet long and shrouded with sheer silk hangings that softened its monastic appearance. The floor was freshly sealed cement covered with patterned rugs that recalled the ones in Helena’s bedroom. 
 
      
 
    But the furnishings were what had Tess taking shallow breaths as anticipation curled in her gut. Against the far wall, a St. Andrew’s cross loomed, a large, black leather-upholstered X with silver studs and soft cuffs for wrists and ankles. A padded, waist-high table dominated the center of the room, also equipped with straps and chains. Tess whirled around to see a set of shelves by the door nearly as tall as she was and piled with riding crops, floggers, paddles, silken ropes, and a truly impressive array of sex toys. Other devices she couldn’t identify glistened on the shelves in the low light, menacing. In one corner, a low sofa on curved wooden legs was draped with a soft blanket and pillows. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like it?” asked Helena close to her ear. Her approach had been utterly silent. 
 
      
 
    “All this…for me?” 
 
      
 
    “For us, pet.” Helena chuckled, and kissed her cheek. Her gloved hands slid over Tess’s hips and untied the knot of her silk robe. It slipped to the floor, leaving her nude. The room was warm and comfortable, with none of the castle’s usual chill, and Tess caught sight of a discreet space heater in the corner. Helena really had thought of everything. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Tess murmured. “But…I like it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll like it even more when I’m finished with you.” 
 
      
 
    Tess gasped softly at that, a fierce jolt of arousal singing through her to settle between her legs. 
 
      
 
    “Go over to the cross,” Helena prompted, deceptively gentle, and Tess did as she was told. Leather-clad hands strapped her wrists into padded cuffs. She tested their give, finding that she couldn’t work herself free, though the cuffs themselves were not uncomfortable. The studded crossbeams met at the center of her back, digging in slightly below her shoulder blades if she pressed herself against them. “Tell me your word,” Helena said softly. 
 
      
 
    “Raindrop.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good.” Helena dragged the backs of her fingers down Tess’s cheek and hummed as she turned her head to mouth at the soft leather. “So eager and you don’t even know what I have planned.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust you, Mistress.” 
 
      
 
    “Sweet girl.” Helena dragged her wet fingers down the side of Tess’s neck. She cupped Tess’s full tits in a brief caress, and the cool leather made her tender brown nipples go taut. “Are you ready to begin?” 
 
      
 
    Tess nodded furiously, mouth falling open, and then Helena was gone. She returned a moment later with a satin blindfold like a sleep mask and secured it over Tess’s eyes. Tess felt the movement of air currents as Helena moved away from her again. Her face heated as she pictured how helpless and desperate she must look, and a trickle of slick spilled out of her. Jesus. Oh, fuck. It was going to run down her leg, and then there would be no hiding how insanely turned on she was. 
 
      
 
    Not that she could ever hide from her Mistress. 
 
      
 
    “Look at you,” murmured Helena, back at her side now. “I leave you alone for a moment and this is what I come back to.” 
 
      
 
    Her gloved finger dragged up Tess’s inner thigh where the droplet gave her away. When it met her cunt, she gasped and arched against the restraints. 
 
      
 
    “My pretty, little whore.” She grazed Tess’s clit. That word in Helena’s harsh accent hit her like a slap, and she moaned. “Would you like me to fill you up?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought so.” A forefinger slipped back to tease at her slick opening, the leather barrier a delicious frustration when all she wanted was Helena’s touch. Her fingertip slid inside ever so slightly, and Tess rocked forward as much as her restraints would allow. Strapped down and blinded, all she could do was feel. Every touch was heightened a hundredfold, and she couldn’t get enough. 
 
      
 
    She gasped as a second cool, slippery sensation met her ass. Not a finger. A small toy, a plug, maybe. She began to pant as Helena circled the tip around her tight hole. 
 
      
 
    “Relax, pet,” purred Helena close to her ear. Her knee nudged Tess’s legs further apart. “I know you like this.” 
 
      
 
    There was no point in denying it, not when the slight sting of the plug working in and out was igniting a burning pleasure that had her hips thrusting to get more of Helena’s fingers inside her. Finally, after a few more minutes of merciless teasing, the base of the plug settled snug against her ass. It was a pleasant weight, a faint stretch to remind Tess that she was utterly at Helena’s mercy. 
 
      
 
    Helena pulled her hands away, and Tess nearly sobbed. She writhed, arching back against the now-painful rivets in the cross, trying to grind back to at least get some pressure on the plug inside her. Of course, there was nothing she could do.  
 
      
 
    “So impatient,” chuckled Helena. “Are you so eager for me to ruin all your pretty holes?” 
 
      
 
    Tess let out a humiliating whimper at that. Helena had never spoken to her in quite this way before, though God knows Tess had fantasized about it enough. To hear her say these things out loud was almost unbearably arousing. 
 
      
 
    “Thought you might want to make more,” Tess gritted, wantonly displaying the collar tight against her racing pulse. 
 
      
 
    “Greedy thing.” Helena dragged her fingers over the beating artery. There was dark delight in her voice. “If I drank from you whenever you wanted it, you’d waste away to nothing.” Tess groaned as the blunt head of another toy met her wet, neglected cunt and pushed inside. “You’d have my fangs in your neck every night if you could, wouldn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mistress!” Tess struggled against the cuffs as Helena worked the dildo inside her with slow, deliberate pushes. She was holding it rather than fucking Tess with a harness, and the mental image of Helena casually working her open this way while her ass was already stretched around a plug made Tess’s face go hot. She wished Helena would kiss her or touch her, or at least give her something to focus on besides the feeling of being inexorably split open. Each slick slide brought a wave of pleasure that had her standing up on her toes trying to take more of the toy even as Helena kept to her slow, tormenting pace.  
 
      
 
    Tess knew begging would get her nowhere, but there was still a please perched on the tip of her tongue. She tossed her long curls in frustration, feeling sweat beginning to prickle at her hairline. The friction from the dildo joined the sweet, thrumming ache in her ass, two mounting pleasures that left her panting between them. 
 
      
 
    Then Helena stilled her hand, and Tess groaned, desperately trying to fuck herself on the tip of the toy inside her.  
 
      
 
    “Something you want, my girl?” Helena asked lightly. Before Tess could form words, a ticklish buzz low on her left ribs startled the breath out of her. A vibrator.  
 
      
 
    It slid lower, down her belly to kiss her hipbone, and Tess heard a soft click as the vibrations increased. Another click, and it buzzed at bone-rattling levels. If that thing touched her clit… 
 
      
 
    “No,” she whispered. “No, no, no, no…” 
 
      
 
    “No?” Helena lifted the vibrator from her hip and Tess sagged against her bonds with relief, though she could still hear it humming. It hit her right nipple a second later, making her jerk and curse. “A moment ago you were writhing on this cock like a bitch in heat.” Helena gave a few steady thrusts of the thing inside her for emphasis, kindling pleasure alongside Tess’s apprehension. “Wouldn’t you like to come?”  
 
      
 
    Her voice in Tess’s ear was low and tempting, practically demonic.  
 
      
 
    “‘s too much,” Tess slurred. “I can’t…”  
 
      
 
    The vibrator cut out entirely, laid aside on a nearby table. Tess gasped in surprise as Helena hooked her leather-gloved fingers under the steel ring of her collar. 
 
      
 
    “What does this mean?” Helena asked calmly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Helena praised, releasing her to pet the side of her face. “You are mine. Your pleasure is mine. Your pain is mine.” The vibrator clicked on to its lowest setting. “I want them both.” 
 
      
 
    Tess was expecting agonizing stimulation directly on her swollen clit, but Helena merely held the vibe to the base of the dildo, igniting shivering pleasure as she fucked her with it. Tess’s knees felt like liquid, and she was struggling to hold herself up when Helena finally dragged the vibe over her clit once, just briefly. Tess moaned and pulled at her cuffs as the shockwave of sensation ripped through her, then it returned, again and again, an ouroboros of endless, shattering bliss.  
 
      
 
    Helena settled into a rhythm at last, circling the vibrator on Tess’s poor, abused clit in time with each deep thrust of the dildo. Caught between three points of vicious stimulation, all Tess could do was pull at her restraints and beg for mercy that never came. 
 
      
 
    At last, the mingled sensations overwhelmed her. She came in a violent rush, thrashing back and forth as though drowning on dry land, clenching hard around the toys Helena had filled her with. It felt like it would never end, each spasm deep inside her setting off a chain reaction of fathomless pleasure. A weak cry spilled from her lips. 
 
      
 
    At last, the vibrator switched off, and Tess’s legs practically gave out.  
 
      
 
    “Lovely girl,” said Helena gently, “you did so well.” 
 
      
 
    Tess’s heart swelled at the praise. Her chest was heaving, the satin blindfold plastered to her face with tears. Every nerve in her body felt alive. 
 
      
 
    Tess bit her lip against the slight discomfort as Helena eased the toys out of her and laid them aside. Helena lifted the blindfold from her eyes, and Tess saw her face shining with pride. She stripped off her gloves and unbuckled Tess’s wrists and brought them to chest level, rubbing feeling back into her numb fingers. 
 
      
 
    Helena picked up the robe and wrapped it around Tess’s shoulders. She guided her to the couch and draped her in a soft, fur-lined blanket, then sat down next to her and wrapped her in her arms. It was easy to sink into Helena’s embrace and accept her gentleness just as she’d accepted her cruelty a moment ago.  
 
      
 
    “Are you thirsty, my dear?” asked Helena, petting through her curls. “I can fetch you a water bottle from the cooler.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay,” Tess murmured. Her throat was hoarse, but she didn’t want Helena to stop touching her after being denied for so long. “It was good.” 
 
      
 
    “It was, wasn’t it?” Helena kissed her temple, then her lips, chaste. “How do you feel about this now?” She skated her fingertips along the leather collar at Tess’s throat. 
 
      
 
    “Like I never want to take it off again.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “You’re a real sadist, you know that?” quipped Tess as she emerged from the shower of the compact bathroom attached to the playroom. She was running over the scene in her mind, replaying the moment she’d offered her neck and Helena had refused. 
 
      
 
    Helena glanced up with an extremely self-satisfied little grin. She was soaping and rinsing the toys she’d just used to take Tess apart. They weren’t nearly as big as they’d felt when she’d been bound in darkness. 
 
      
 
    Now that she was hydrated and reasonably coherent, Tess had the presence of mind to be a bit stunned by what had just happened. Not surprised that she’d wanted it—but that she’d been so desperate for it. 
 
      
 
    “I was under the impression that’s what you liked about me, dragă.” 
 
      
 
    Tess wrapped a fresh towel around herself and leaned her head on Helena’s shoulder from behind, liking the rasp of raw silk on her cheek. 
 
      
 
    “You like tormenting me,” she said softly. It wasn’t a question. 
 
      
 
    “You like being tormented,” returned Helena, matter-of-fact. She dried her hands and turned around to drape her arms loosely around Tess. “A lot of people do. It’s a normal human impulse, a way of taking control of your pain and fear. Making them into a game.” 
 
      
 
    “Microdosing mortality?” Tess mumbled into her collarbone, and Helena laughed. 
 
      
 
    “If you like.”  
 
      
 
    Helena nuzzled Tess’s temple, scenting her, making her smile. In these unguarded moments, an animalistic quality emerged in her that Tess found fascinating (and insanely sexy, if she was being honest.) 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t felt pain the way you can in a long time,” Helena went on in Romanian, as she sometimes did when reminiscing. “The way you respond is…beautiful.” Tess gasped softly, and Helena tucked her damp curls behind her ear. “And we’ve hardly even begun.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m finding myself a little apprehensive about what you have planned for tomorrow night, then,” Tess answered in English. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think I have anything planned at all?” Helena laughed blithely, helping Tess back into her silken robe. “You’re mine to use whenever I like, yes? Or not to use.” 
 
      
 
    “Jesus, Helena…” The word ‘mine’ falling so casually from Helena’s mouth had a pit of desire settling low in Tess’s belly, though her legs were still unsteady. 
 
      
 
    “Come upstairs, pet. We’ll have tea.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have tea, you mean,” Tess quipped. 
 
      
 
    “Merely a figure of speech.” 
 
      
 
    Back in the neat, white kitchen, Helena gestured for Tess to take a stool at the island while she filled a steel kettle at the tap. It was uncanny watching her go about simple domestic tasks, and Tess, still floating a little, was faintly mesmerized by her graceful, white hands. 
 
      
 
    “You would be amazed how much of human history has been spent trying to get a fire to light,” Helena observed as she clicked on the gas burner.  
 
      
 
    “You lit your own fires?” Tess raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Quite often.” Helena pulled a jar of loose tea leaves from a cupboard and crossed to another to get out a sturdy earthenware mug. “I was not always what you see before you.” 
 
      
 
    Tess recalled the dark vision she had seen as her blood flowed the night before, Helena’s hand on the damp dungeon wall. She wanted to ask about it, but wondered if her questions would be welcome.  
 
      
 
    Helena scooped tea leaves into a mesh strainer and poured the steaming water over it, adding a dollop from a fresh honeycomb. The delicate scent of jasmine rose from the steam as she handed the mug to Tess, along with a small almond pastry from a nearby cake plate. She handled the food without either disgust or apparent interest, like a surgeon performing an incision. Tess sipped the fragrant tea and nibbled the pastry, soothing warmth spreading through her, welcome after the exhausting session. Comfortable silence settled between them. She found herself wondering how many nights Helena had passed like this, sheltered against winter snows in a stone fortress while the world spun on. 
 
      
 
    “What were you?” Tess asked, finally. “You’ve told me about the days of the Plague, and the salons in Paris and St. Petersburg in the eighteenth century when you were away. But I don’t know who you were before,” Tess spread her hand to indicate the castle, “all this.” 
 
      
 
    “The world was much simpler then, at least this part of it. Cruel and stark, like the land. One had power, or one did not.” Helena smiled grimly. “I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Tess took a drink of tea and waited for her to go on. 
 
      
 
    “I had a different name then. What it was doesn’t matter.” Helena paused, her sharp, black eyes far away. She glanced at Tess and appeared to come back to herself. “But you must be tired. We will speak of this another time.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand if you don’t want to talk about it,” said Tess.  
 
      
 
    “I haven’t in a long time. Certainly not in your lifetime, sweet girl.” 
 
      
 
    Tess bristled at being reminded of their relative ages. It felt like Helena was dismissing her, though maybe she had her reasons. Not for the first time, Tess wondered what could cause a creature of such immense power to turn away in pain. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds pretty lonely,” she offered. 
 
      
 
    “I have often been alone these many years. Lonely, less often. Time is a very strange thing when you have passed through as much of it as I have.” 
 
      
 
    “But there must have been others before me. I mean, not to be crass, but…you had a strap-on in your bedroom.” 
 
      
 
    Helena chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re not jealous, pet,” she said, and Tess grinned around a bite of pastry. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I didn’t exactly think you were waiting around twelve hundred years for me to come along.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s true, I have never denied myself pleasures when the opportunity for them arose.” Helena sat down on the stool next to her and reached out to trail her thumb over the leather collar Tess still wore. “But right now, they all seem rather insipid by comparison.” 
 
      
 
    Tess ducked her head at that, smiling into the rising steam of her tea. 
 
      
 
    A few days passed, during which Tess began to adjust to Helena’s nocturnal schedule (not a difficult task for her jetlagged American brain). She would spend the few daylight hours she had to herself doing a bit of research for her upcoming paper on Eastern European witch trials, but for the most part, her time was blessedly free.  
 
      
 
    Tess kept her collar on, liking the comfort and the thrill of it, but during the long, firelit nights that followed, Helena refrained from giving her orders or discipline. When they made love, her touch was soft, and words of praise fell from her lips. Her fangs never once dropped to pierce Tess’s skin.  
 
      
 
    It was maddening. 
 
      
 
    “Why won’t you bite me?” Tess groaned on the fourth night, rutting her ass back against silk-draped hips while Helena fingered her. Behind her, Helena chuckled. She dragged her nose along the nape of Tess’s neck and dropped a kiss there. 
 
      
 
    “I like seeing you this way,” she answered, voice deceptively soft. “I could make you come a hundred times and it wouldn’t really be what you want, would it, pet?” 
 
      
 
    Helena bent her fingers for emphasis, easily finding the spot inside Tess that had her gasping for air, and Tess shook her head, each breath ending on a high, broken cry. She squeezed her eyes shut and fucked back onto Helena’s paired fingers while Helena’s other hand crept up to clutch at her heaving tits. Her fingernails dug in along Tess’s breastbone ever so slightly, and the faint suggestion of pain zinged through her to smolder between her thighs.  
 
      
 
    “One day, Tess, I’m going to bind these gorgeous tits with ropes,” Helena rasped, nipping at her earlobe. “How long do you think you’ll last before you’re begging for my fangs in them as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Yeah, please,” Tess moaned, wincing with pleasure-pain as Helena pinched her sensitive nipples then soothed them with her palms. Helena sucked her fingertip into her mouth and circled Tess’s tender areolae, making them pucker. It was only too easy to imagine her keeping Tess poised on a knife’s edge just by licking and sucking and—God, biting—her tightly bound, throbbing tits, displayed for Helena’s pleasure.  
 
      
 
    The thought had her coming in deep, aching pulses around Helena’s fingers. When she finally crested down, Helena slipped her hand free and, with a poise that was almost regal, held her fingers out for Tess’s panting mouth to lick clean.  
 
      
 
    Tess’s cheeks flared hot, and she glanced back uncertainly at Helena, who gave an encouraging nod. They’d never done this before, but fuck, it was so filthy and so hot. She sucked Helena’s fingertips, savoring the taste as she imagined Helena might, then laved the length of them with her tongue. At last she pulled away, glancing up to see Helena’s pleased smile.  
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” said Helena, kissing her cheek. “Don’t worry. I won’t make you wait forever.” 
 
      
 
    Tess huffed a small laugh, amused, if not exactly reassured. It felt like it had been ages since Helena had tasted her blood, and each day her craving grew more intense. All that remained to be seen was which one of them would break first. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately for Tess, Helena had centuries of practice. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The following evening, Helena came to her in the great hall, where Tess was waiting by the fire sipping wine after indulging in another lavish dinner. 
 
      
 
    “I believe I asked you to be ready for me, my girl,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Tess nodded mutely. She could practically feel the phantom prick of Helena’s teeth in her neck already. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready.” Tess swallowed hard and peered up into sky-black eyes. “Mistress.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” husked Helena. “Come along.” 
 
      
 
    She led the way up the winding stairs to their shared bedchamber, locking the heavy oak doors behind her.  
 
      
 
    “Take off your clothes,” she commanded softly, and Tess instantly tore at the buttoned collar of her shirtdress. She pulled it over her head to reveal a set of lingerie Helena had set aside for her, one of several. Sheer black stockings clipped to an off-white garter belt with a matching embroidered bustier that pushed her tits up obscenely. I look like a fifties pin-up model, she’d thought while getting dressed, though she wasn’t complaining. At the same time, there was an innocence to the pale lace that made Tess want to see it ruined, and herself with it.  
 
      
 
    “You look exquisite, my pet.” Helena walked around her in a slow circuit. “What do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mistress,” Tess said, breath already coming fast. Her mouth dropped open slightly when Helena picked up the wooden switch from where it was leaning against the wall. She trailed the tip down the front of Tess’s stiff bustier and stopped at the waistband of her ivory lace panties.  
 
      
 
    “These too,” she said gently. Tess shot her an uncertain look, but she stepped out of them and kicked them off over her shiny, black pumps. Helena’s eyes fell greedily on her freshly shaved pussy, but she didn’t touch. “Take hold of the bedpost, here.” Tess gripped it, bending forward slightly. “There’s a good girl.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, God. 
 
      
 
    She was already desperately aroused, her body primed to respond to Helena’s soft commands. Tess glanced over her shoulder to see Helena twisting the switch in her fingers as if deliberating. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s time we discussed your impertinence,” she said at last. 
 
      
 
    “Impertinence?” 
 
      
 
    Tess winced as a sharp sting met the exposed flesh of her ass.  
 
      
 
    “That was for speaking without permission.” Tess clamped her mouth shut. “As I was saying, Tess, you just can’t seem to help yourself from begging for my bite like a greedy slut.” Helena trailed the wand over her bare shoulders, up the side of her neck, over the leather collar. “It’s unseemly.” 
 
      
 
    So that’s what this was. Helena had gotten her addicted to the feeling of sharing her blood, that sweet, falling pleasure, only to punish her for asking for it. It was twisted, sadistic.  
 
      
 
    Tess loved it.  
 
      
 
    “Mistress, can I…?” she started, glancing back at Helena. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just…I love it so much when you drink from me. Feels so good.” Tess arched her back for emphasis, and she could hear the willow wand creaking in Helena’s preternaturally strong grip. It was good to know she wasn’t the only one affected. 
 
      
 
    “Shameless thing,” Helena marveled. “You like playing with fire, don’t you?” She trailed the switch up the back of Tess’s thigh and over her pert, round ass, teasing over a tight garter strap. Tess bit her lip and nodded, and a sharp blow crackled through her and kindled heat between her legs. 
 
      
 
    “You want me to taste your sweet blood so badly, girl?” Helena caressed the stinging skin she’d just hit. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I will.” Helena palmed her ass possessively and leaned in close to her ear. “But only the blood I draw with this.” 
 
      
 
    Before Tess had registered the movement, the switch was singing through the air. It landed across her ass with a sharp crack. Another blow slashed across the backs of her thighs, making her gasp. The willow wand that had looked so harmless in Tess’s hands before was fiendishly painful in Helena’s. The thought that Helena was punishing her without mercy—that Tess herself had asked for it—had her soaking wet in seconds. 
 
      
 
    Behind her, Tess could hear Helena’s sharp intake of breath, scenting her.  
 
      
 
    “Enjoying yourself, pet?” she purred. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” A line of blazing pain fell on her left buttock. “Oh, fuck.” 
 
      
 
    “You never cease to surprise me, Tess.” Helena doubled the makeshift whip in her hand and dragged the blunt bend of it over Tess’s heated skin. “Whipped to the point of tears and you’d still beg for my fingers, wouldn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Tess nodded—there was no point in lying—and the next stoke that fell made her cry out, strangled and needy. A few more came in quick succession, blending into one stinging, burning sensation that only heightened the throbbing in her cunt. Hot tears welled in her eyes. The pain was so sharp and deep there was no doubt the switch would break skin soon, but still she presented her reddened ass for more. No way in hell was she safewording tonight.  
 
      
 
    Helena gave a dark chuckle, and Tess braced herself as best she could on the ludicrous fuck-me pumps she’d been given to wear. The switch hissed through the air and landed right across her ass in a loud crack that left smoldering pain in its wake. Tess groaned, and salty mascara tears spilled down her cheeks. She gripped the bedpost harder. 
 
      
 
    Helena stepped back to survey her work, trailing the wand indifferently over Tess’s abused ass. She snapped one of the garters just to watch her arch and moan, and Tess felt a slight tickle as a droplet of blood spilled from the fresh cut she’d made.  
 
      
 
    Helena dropped to her knees and lapped it up, then fastened her mouth on the lazily trickling wound and lightly sucked. Tess whimpered—it hurt like hell, even though Helena wasn’t using her fangs. Helena was feeding on her, not truly, but just enough to tease them both. Though her blood passed Helena’s lips, there was none of the communion that had washed over her before, no visions of the past. Only possession and pain. 
 
      
 
    Tess craned her neck to see Helena’s pale head bent to her task, and she finally withdrew, licking her lips and staring up at Tess with blackened eyes. There was sure to be a bruise sucked into her flesh in addition to the split in her skin. Helena petted a soothing hand over the constellation of welts she’d created. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” she asked, deceptively gentle. “Does my little bloodslut deserve to come?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Christ.” A bolt of pained arousal nearly knocked the wind out of Tess at that. “I…I don’t know. It’s up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Helena rose from her knees and gently pried Tess’s hands from the bedpost where they’d been clenched, white-knuckled. She turned Tess around by the shoulders and thumbed the collar at her throat. “Remarkable girl.” 
 
      
 
    Helena tipped Tess’s chin up and claimed her mouth in a slow, deliberate kiss. Tess quickly lost herself in it, drifting on the heady drug of Helena’s attention and care. Her own pleasure quickly became a distant, unimportant thing. The stinging pain across her ass and thighs kept her grounded in the present moment, focusing her mind. 
 
      
 
    “You looked very pretty taking your punishment, pet,” praised Helena, smoothing her hair. “I think you’d look even better on your knees for me.” 
 
      
 
    Tess’s mouth went dry, and an embarrassing whine spilled out of her throat. She complied almost without conscious thought, ready to do anything, anything just to keep Helena looking at her with such approval. 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Helena murmured. Tess winced as her ass met the unforgiving heels she wore, but she sat back on them, glad to endure the pain. She watched pleadingly as Helena unzipped her slim pencil skirt and stepped out of it, dragging her pale lace underwear with it.  
 
      
 
    “Lovely girl,” she soothed, taking a firm grasp of Tess’s curls at the back of her head. “Does it hurt terribly much?” 
 
      
 
    The sting was actually starting to fade, but Tess knew there was definitely a correct answer. 
 
      
 
    “So much,” she moaned, letting Helena bend her neck back to admire the tight collar. 
 
      
 
    “This will all be over soon,” Helena said softly. She sounded breathless. “Open your mouth.” 
 
      
 
    Tess obeyed without question and whined when her lips met slickness and heat. Her tongue slithered out to lap up every drop. Helena allowed her to suckle and lick for a time, then held her in place and began to fuck her mouth in earnest. Tess moaned out her pleasure at being used in this way, nothing more than a toy. She was sorely tempted to reach down and get herself off, but that would violate the rules. The collar at her throat meant she’d surrendered everything—her pleasure, her pain—to the whims of the woman above her. 
 
      
 
    Helena was monumental, a statue of immortal Aphrodite given startling life; worship was the least Tess could offer. 
 
      
 
    “Tess,” Helena hissed, fingers tightening in her hair as she shuddered on the brink of climax.  She rode Tess’s obedient tongue, wringing out the last dregs of her pleasure before releasing her. Tess slumped to the floor, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand and peering up at Helena with blazing eyes.  
 
      
 
    Helena looked uncharacteristically disheveled in nothing but high-heeled boots and her rumpled silk blouse, strands of pale gold drifting around her face where they’d worked free of her French twist. Her breathing was ragged as she looked down at Tess with an unreadable expression, monstrous yet strangely human. 
 
      
 
    “Get on the bed,” she ordered, her voice a low rasp. Tess did as she was told, peeling down the sheets to protect the coverlet from her still-bleeding wound, and even the soft cotton was faintly agonizing on her raw skin. 
 
      
 
    “Touch yourself,” growled Helena, gesturing at Tess to get on with it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Tess gasped, sliding her hand down her belly. “Thank you, Mistress.” 
 
      
 
    Through the haze of her drying tears, Tess could see Helena’s lips quirk up in a slight smile as she watched Tess take her reward. An animalistic groan spilled from her throat as her fingers slid over her dripping slit, just barely dipping inside. She circled her clit, back in a sinuous arch, every rock of her hips bringing painful friction to her beaten ass that had her spiraling toward orgasm. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” Helena purred. “Come for me.” 
 
      
 
    Tess released a broken whimper and shut her eyes against Helena’s fierce scrutiny. Her face burned with the twin pleasures of her relentless fingers and the pleased regard of the woman above her. Tess parted her legs, flagrantly displaying herself in all her desperation, and let herself go. 
 
      
 
    She came with a cry that scraped her throat raw, hips arcing off the bed as hot slick sluiced her palm. It went on and on, and when she finally crested down a wave of fatigue crashed over her, pulling her toward sleep. She opened her eyes at the feeling of Helena’s cool hand at her cheek. Her sculpted features were open, awed. 
 
      
 
    “You did beautifully, my dear,” Helena said in a near-whisper. She kissed Tess’s slack mouth. 
 
      
 
    “You realize that wasn’t exactly incentive for me to stop asking you to bite me,” Tess croaked, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “I expect not. You really are quite the perfect whore for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, Helena.” Tess bit her lip and tried to stifle the fresh blush creeping up her neck. Helena ruffled her sweat-damp curls with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I’m only teasing, dragă. Stay there a moment, I’ll be back.”  
 
      
 
    As if I could even move. 
 
      
 
    Helena shed her boots and blouse and slipped on her pale rose dressing gown, then disappeared into the en suite. She returned a minute later with a glass of water for Tess and a damp washcloth and rubbing alcohol. She slipped the high heels from Tess’s feet and unbuckled her garters, taking special care in rolling the whisper-thin stockings down. She unhooked the garter belt and silken bustier and laid them aside, leaving Tess blissfully naked, her skin bearing faint red marks from the tight lingerie. 
 
      
 
    Tess drank the cold water down gratefully, then rolled over and let Helena swipe the cool cloth over her sore skin. The sharp bite of alcohol that followed was a welcome reminder of the mark she’d carry on her body. 
 
      
 
    “That feels good,” mumbled Tess into the pillow as Helena smoothed deliciously cool aloe vera cream over the welts she’d made. Her touch lingered a moment, thumbs spreading Tess’s ass in a brief suggestion of future pleasures before she pulled away, caressing a palm down her side. 
 
      
 
    “It seems in denying you I’ve also denied myself,” Helena murmured with a low laugh. She stretched out alongside Tess and wrapped her arms around her waist, nuzzling behind her ear. “How are you feeling, dove?” 
 
      
 
    “Like I could sleep for about a month,” Tess sighed. She turned in Helena’s arms to face her, holding her gaze. “Like I love you.” 
 
      
 
    Beside her, Helena went very still, forgetting even to create the illusion of breath for a long moment. Her eyes were two smoldering coals in her death-pale face. 
 
      
 
    “And I you, impossible girl.” Her grip on Tess’s waist tightened fractionally, and her eyes fell closed. Tess smiled softly, feeling weightless and utterly content. Sleep came, sweet and inevitable.  
 
      
 
    Tess’s last thought before the darkness claimed her was regret that Helena would still be unconscious when she awoke.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Christmas Eve came, and with it, another night for Tess to endure the ongoing torment of being denied Helena’s bite. She tried to put it out of her mind and trust that Helena would give her what she needed, eventually. Tess descended the stairs in a simple ivory gown Helena had selected for her, draped in a matching patterned shawl to ward off the winter chill. The pale colors drew the eye inescapably to the slash of black at her throat. 
 
      
 
    The great hall was hung with garlands of pine giving off a sweet, resinous scent in the warmth of the fire. In the aftermath of her extravagant meal, Tess was enjoying a savarină cake while Helena looked on smiling, dressed in a deep plum pantsuit with her hair falling in loose waves. 
 
      
 
    “You served me this on my first night here,” Tess recalled, savoring the taste of rum and sugar. “Think you must’ve been fattening me up even then.” 
 
      
 
    “My intentions were entirely pure, darling.” 
 
      
 
    “Not for long,” Tess countered, licking tart cherry compote from the spoon. Helena’s eyes lingered on her mouth, and she smiled. The bruises and soreness from the other night had all but faded, and Tess found herself suddenly eager to make more. 
 
      
 
    “If you would stop being a shameless tease for a moment, I have a gift for you,” Helena said airily. She went off to the sideboard and returned with a small, square box. If Tess didn’t know better, she’d say it was a ring. She swallowed and looked up at Helena with a question in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not what you’re thinking, pet.” Helena dragged a cool knuckle down her cheek, making her shiver. She bent close to Tess’s ear. “But don’t think I wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    That surprised a laugh out of Tess, and she took the silver-wrapped box in her hand, unwrapping it carefully. The velvet box inside did indeed hold a ring, but there was no diamond in sight. Instead, it was a narrow band of gold with a leafy scrollwork pattern. Tess turned it in the firelight to find an inscription inside: for the love between Death and the Maiden. 
 
      
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Tess marveled, slipping it onto her left middle finger after testing the fit. The gold caught the fire, shining like a little halo. “Is that what we are? Death and the Maiden?” 
 
      
 
    “It seems an apt description,” Helena said, watching her warmly. “I can’t help feeling I’ve corrupted your innocence.” 
 
      
 
    “You and your medieval allegories.” Tess chuckled, rolling her eyes. “I wasn’t exactly frolicking in a field wearing a flower crown before you came along, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “To borrow a phrase from a great poet, I’m, uh, ‘not that innocent.’” 
 
      
 
    Helena cocked her head. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know this poem,” she said, frowning, and a laugh bubbled out of Tess.  
 
      
 
    “Never mind. I just…don’t want you to feel like you’ve taken something from me, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “But I have, sweet girl.” Helena held her gaze. “You have tasted the fruit of knowledge, just as I have tasted your living blood. Nothing can be the same again.” 
 
      
 
    Tess snorted. “I seem to remember somebody telling me I worry too much.” She finished the last bite of her cake and pushed the china plate aside. “Besides, I have a gift for you too. But this is kind of a tough act to follow.” She grinned, running her thumb over the textured gold ring she wore. “Just a sec.” 
 
      
 
    Tess stepped out of her shoes and darted up the stairs with her gown caught up in one hand. She rushed to her suitcase to take out the gift she’d wrapped before her trip from a side pocket, the corners now a little worse for wear. She pattered back down with the package under her arm for what felt like forever—it really did take a long time to get anywhere in this gargantuan castle. 
 
      
 
    At last, she presented the gift to Helena, who admired the stylized deer on the silver and green wrapping paper a moment before tearing it open. 
 
      
 
    It was a biography of Chopin, one Tess had read after coming home from their first idyllic month together. Helena ran her fingers over the sleek, hard cover. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry if you’ve read this one before,” Tess muttered.  
 
      
 
    “I haven’t.” She raised her eyes to Tess’s. “Thank you, sweet girl. You seem quite taken with poor Fryderyk.” 
 
      
 
    “His life was so tragic, but…the music he made was beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was fortunate enough to hear him play once when I was in Paris on a little hunting trip.” 
 
      
 
    Tess’s mouth fell open. It still shocked her sometimes when Helena casually brought history crashing through the stone walls like this. 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
      
 
    “He played the second scherzo. A very energetic piece, you know. Remarkable, given that he was fighting the consumption even then.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe he was only thirty-nine when he died.” Tess shook her head. 
 
      
 
    Helena smiled sadly. “Death is not always a tragedy, Tess. It’s simply the way of things.” 
 
      
 
    “Not for you,” Tess said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Not so far.” Helena glanced away, and the fire danced in her perfect onyx irises. “You asked me what I was before. Would you like me to tell you now?” 
 
      
 
    Tess nodded, encouraging. 
 
      
 
    “I lived in a small village not far from here. I had a husband and two grown children, a daughter and a son.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know,” Tess murmured, a small gasp escaping her lips. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all right, darling. I never said.” Helena squeezed her hand briefly. “I was the local cunning-woman. People would come to me for herbal cures, or to reverse curses and set bones and deliver babies. I was like many of the people you study in your research, who in later days would be known as witches.” 
 
      
 
    Tess was astounded—from a purely academic standpoint as well as a personal one—but she waited quietly for Helena to go on. When she spoke again, it was in her throaty, old-fashioned Romanian. 
 
      
 
    “The thing that set me apart from other wise women was the gift of prophecy. I would have dreams, vivid and intense visions full of color and light and smell, and they would come true. Sometimes it would be a neighbor’s cow falling sick in the night. Sometimes it would be a battle on the other side of the world. But always, the truth of it could not be denied.” 
 
      
 
    Tess sipped her mulled wine and stared at Helena with undisguised wonder. 
 
      
 
    “In those days, these mountains often changed hands among warlords and invaders. Visigoths, Slavs, Bulgarians, Avars. Others whose names have been lost to history. Every few years it seemed our lords pledged fealty to some new prince in silver and furs, or else took to the high peaks to fight for their land. It mattered little to us as long as the wolves left our herds alone and the lords didn’t send our sons to die in their pointless wars. 
 
      
 
    Word of my gift spread beyond the village, and soon people came from miles around to learn what the future held for them. But the dreams were fickle, and often answers would not come, and the ones that did were nonsensical. That is the nature of the gift; it shows only pieces of the truth, like the warp of a tapestry without the weft. Still, the shards I was shown in dreams came true without fail.  
 
      
 
    One day, I was seized by soldiers in my herb garden and brought before the local lord, whose keep was built where this castle now stands. I remember thinking it was strange the soldiers would not take me to see his lordship until night fell, but my questions were met with silence and frightened glances.  
 
      
 
    Lord Mihai was very pale and black of hair, and his cloudy, gray eyes shone strangely in the fire, blank as a beast’s. I had seen much of death and magic, and so I feared very little, but the sight of him struck me cold. At forty-two, I did not harbor the fears a maiden might at being dragged before a sovereign lord in the night, but still his presence unsettled me. 
 
      
 
    He said he had heard tell of my visions and desired to know the outcome of a border skirmish with the Franks to the west. I knew nothing of such things, but agreed I would look into the darkness that night. I saw not a minor battle on the frontier, but a great Frankish victory far away, and mighty Charlemagne crowned by the pope with a circlet of gold. 
 
      
 
    It was then that Mihai realized my true value, and I learned his secret in turn. When I described the scene, he expressed a wish to see it with a terrible hunger in his eyes. I said I didn’t understand, but he rose from his great oak chair, dark cloak swaying behind him, saying I must show him. He seized me by the shoulders and sank his teeth in my neck like an animal. 
 
      
 
    As the blood flowed, I saw flashes of what he had done to gain power. Dripping blades and burning thatch, smoke rising in the night. He must have been satisfied by what he had seen of my dream, because he praised me and sent me back to the cellars with supper and ale.  
 
      
 
    I had heard tales of the vampire strigoi, of course, but nothing beyond village superstitions about the blood-drinking dead who crept from their graves at night. I certainly never expected to meet one.  
 
      
 
    And so I became Lord Mihai’s prisoner. I lost track of how many days and weeks I spent locked in that cellar, fed and fed upon. I drifted in a haze, craving the creature’s bite in spite of my wishes. My dreams were no longer my own.  
 
      
 
    One night, he informed me that my gifts were too valuable to let them follow me into the grave. I suppose to him they were, for he had conquered several outposts with the help of my visions.  
 
      
 
    I don’t need to tell you about the shocking intimacy that flows with the blood, or the way it feels forbidden. It went on and on while he drained me, images of his mother’s love and his victims’ terror. I tasted his fierce will to dominate and conquer, until I awoke from my swoon with his torn wrist pouring warm blood on my face. My heart had slowed, barely beating. I could have chosen to die. But I didn’t. I took what he gave me, swallowing great gouts of burning blood until he had to tear me away. My vision went dark, and I was sure I must be passing out of the world for good. 
 
    I awoke to find the stone walls of the keep alive with colors and patterns my failing mortal eyes could never have perceived. The scent of grease dripping on the hearth made me retch on the hay-strewn floor, and when I stood up, my throat burned with a terrible thirst. Mihai thrust one of his captives before me, a man he’d imprisoned for thieving, and with the first spurt of his living blood in my mouth I became a killer too. I couldn’t have controlled myself if I’d wanted to. 
 
      
 
    I was sent back to the dirty basement room to endure fever and convulsions as my body changed. When the sun came up in the world above, I fell into a dead sleep. For the first time I could remember, there were no dreams. Only darkness. 
 
      
 
    I awoke to find a basin of water and a new woolen gown to replace my bloody clothes. The freezing water would have chilled me to the bone a day before, but now it was only cool, almost pleasant. I washed the filth from my skin and found it pale as bleached bone. My thirst had returned, but the thought of water made me ill. 
 
      
 
    I needed blood. 
 
      
 
    I tested the chains at my feet and found I could easily break them, then crept around to the pen where the livestock was kept. I seized a goat and drained it dry, then returned to my cell as if nothing had happened and mended the links I’d broken. Mihai’s guards took me to the great hall, believing I was weak with blood thirst, and brought me before the lord. 
 
      
 
    I had seen the pathetic ambitions and idiot beliefs that drove him. He was nothing compared to me, but I sensed that if I drank from him, it would give me the strength I needed to survive. I could never go home to my family and my work, not like this—truly, I had mourned them in my first days as a captive, expecting I would not survive. My dreams were gone, but now I could be something far greater. 
 
      
 
    I told him I had seen the clearest vision of my life, of a coronation to rival that of the Frankish king in the west. I begged him to give me another prisoner to slake my thirst before continuing, but he denied me and took me to his private chamber to hear the rest of my dream.  
 
      
 
    Like Scheherazade, I spun him tales of soldiers and crowns and concubines, all while languishing on a pillow as if in the grip of thirst. He praised my sight and bent to help me to my feet, a thoughtful host at last, and I pulled him to the floor. I rent his throat with my teeth and took every drop the bastard owed me. Then I leapt from the window, landing easily in a crouch though the drop might have broken my leg as a mortal woman.  
 
      
 
    I had heard that the strigoi could take the form of an animal, a wolf or a carrion bird, to hide its true form. With Mihai’s blood coursing through me I felt incredibly powerful. I pictured a she-wolf in my mind’s eye, gray-tipped fur and wide paws with shining black eyes. In the next instant, I was her, loping to the tree line and far into the dark woods. I could see and hear the movement of night-creatures, and the shadows held no fear for me anymore. 
 
      
 
    I remained in the form of a wolf in the nights that followed, burrowing under fallen leaves and earth to protect myself from the sun by day. In the wake of Mihai’s death, one of his lieutenants took his title and mantle, but the nights rang with the drunken shouts of infighting. Every man under the roof thought himself a little lord. But I had ambitions of my own. 
 
      
 
    I called to the wolves of the forest with a piercing howl, and with only a thought, I bent their will to my own. They swarmed the keep, tearing soldiers limb from limb. Dozens of fanged beasts poured through the gates with me at their vanguard. Prisoners and servants I spared and let flee; as for the rest, we feasted well that night. 
 
      
 
    At last, I returned to my human shape, naked and pale. I sent the wolves back into the night and clothed myself in a velvet gown. Then I sent the survivors abroad with news: the keep had a new mistress now, one who would bring peace to these lands. 
 
      
 
    They called me the Lady of Wolves. Lupescu. And so I have been these twelve centuries. 
 
      
 
    I leave this place for a few years at the end of each human lifetime, a decade or two sometimes, always returning as a distant relative and heir to the castle. It is mine by blood, after all.” Helena smiled, wry. “And so it will remain.” 
 
      
 
    Tess gaped at her, unable to find words, and Helena refilled her empty glass from the pitcher of mulled wine.  
 
      
 
    “I fear this story has not been very festive,” Helena said at last in English, surprising a barked laugh out of Tess. 
 
      
 
    Her tale unfurled behind Tess’s eyes in vivid, fire-red flashes, as if she were there. She could almost smell the blood and hear the distant howling of wolves. 
 
      
 
    “Your family…” Tess murmured. “What happened to them?” 
 
      
 
    “I had to content myself with news from afar. My husband remarried, thinking I had died in the fighting. My children had families of their own, some of whom still live here. None learned the truth of what I had become.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry.” It felt so inadequate.  
 
      
 
    “It was a long time ago, Tess. Another life that belonged to someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Last time you drank from me…I think I saw you then. Your hand was on a stone wall, like you were in a dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “You have shared my deepest suffering, then.” Helena brushed Tess’s knuckles with her thumb. “But enough of such things,” she said brusquely, visibly shaking off the past to sharpen her gaze on Tess.  
 
      
 
    She had so much power, this woman who had devoured and survived. Tess shivered.  
 
      
 
    She took Helena’s face in her hands and kissed her, and they lingered in the warmth of the fire until the first gray light of dawn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The following night, in the last dying hours of Christmas Day, they basked in an easy intimacy Tess couldn’t recall ever experiencing before. Helena obliged her with tales of centuries past, answering her endless questions as they walked together in the snowy garden under the moonlight. Tess’s desire to be bitten had receded to a low hum, noticeable but no longer overwhelming. She trusted Helena to take care of her, even if she longed for the deeper closeness that would come when her blood flowed between them. 
 
      
 
    When they came back in through the kitchen door, Helena hung up Tess’s coat and scarf on a hook by the door. She reached out and touched the exposed leather collar. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if you would accompany me downstairs,” Helena said lightly, but she curled her fingers around the black band, and Tess could tell it wasn’t a request. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Tess gasped. Her cheeks still stung with the cold, and she could only imagine what a picture she made with her pink cheeks and heated blood. She licked her lips, so ready to be commanded. 
 
      
 
    Helena released her with a minute smile and turned on her heel, and Tess fell in behind her as they wound their way down the ancient stairs and corridors. Helena ushered her into the playroom and locked the door behind them. The low lighting scintillated on her opalescent hair and skin. She was beautiful.  
 
      
 
    “I want you to get undressed, pet,” she commanded. “Slowly.”  
 
      
 
    Tess stepped out of her boots and pulled the hem of her sweater up, lingering on the drag of cashmere on her hard nipples. 
 
      
 
    “Good girl,” Helena husked, circling her as she peeled off her jeans and socks, then hooked a thumb in her satin panties and dragged them down. She stood naked before Helena, who was elegant and slightly masculine in black slacks, pointed leather boots, and a crisp white button down. 
 
      
 
    Helena retrieved a long-handled black riding crop from the shelf and dragged it along Tess’s jaw and flushed lips. Its cool leather tip fell down her neck and collarbone to tease her nipples, and Tess gasped when it struck the underside of her left breast ever so lightly. The slight slap left tingling pain in its wake, enough to ignite furious arousal deep inside her. Helena laid a harder stroke on the other side, and Tess whimpered. Another pair of rapid slaps to her tits had her panting and struggling to maintain control. 
 
      
 
    “My poor girl,” soothed Helena, dragging the crop gently over her reddening skin. “Shall I kiss it better?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Helena smirked at that, and oh, fuck, Tess knew she was a goner.  
 
      
 
    “I promise I will, my girl, if you’re very good.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be good,” Tess babbled. “Fuck, Mistress, I’ll be so good for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m pleased to hear it. Because my good leather boots have been out in the snow, and it’s melted now. They’re terribly wet.” Helena casually angled Tess’s face down with the tip of the riding crop, and she could see water droplets sparkling on the black leather. “You will lick them clean.” 
 
      
 
    A sound left Tess’s throat that was nearly inhuman, full of raw need. After all that Helena had told her about the horrors she had endured and the power she commanded, Tess felt a bone-deep impulse to worship her in any way possible. She wanted to offer up her body, her blood, her obedience. 
 
      
 
    She fell to her knees on the soft rug. 
 
      
 
    Her hazel eyes burned into Helena’s as she lowered herself to the floor, then bent her head to her task. She licked a stripe up the toe and arch of one boot, expecting dirt or grit, but the boots were perfectly clean, tasting only of fine leather. The snow outside had been crisp and pristine, and so the act itself—if deliciously debasing—was not unpleasant. Tess lost herself in lapping and sucking, lavishing attention on the boots as if they were a part of Helena’s body. On and on she licked, until every drop of water was gone and the boots shone. When she glanced up, she saw Helena staring down at her, lips slightly parted, a faint wash of pink on her pale face. Tess sat back on her heels and waited for her Mistress’s next command. 
 
      
 
    “Get on the table,” husked Helena, and Tess rushed to comply. She lay back on the plush black leather, stretching out her arms on the crossbeam. Helena buckled her down with thick straps that went all the way up to her elbows, but mercifully left her legs free. Tess arched up, finding the restraints tight. It felt indescribably good to be here where she belonged: bound for Helena’s pleasure. 
 
      
 
    “What are you gonna do to me?” Tess gasped, almost delirious with anticipation.  
 
      
 
    “Whatever I like,” answered Helena, delivering a swift strike to Tess’s thigh that had her sucking a breath in through her teeth.  
 
      
 
    The leather tongue of the crop traveled up over her hips and belly to tease her sore tits, then kissed the collar around Tess’s neck before sliding back down her breastbone. Down and down it went, until it rested flat on her pubic bone. Tess gritted her teeth and tensed for a blow, but got a dizzying rush of pleasure instead as Helena dragged the crop over her clit.  
 
      
 
    “I think my good girl deserves a reward,” mused Helena. She parted the lips of Tess’s cunt with the tip of the crop. Tess was so wet from worshiping Helena’s boots the leather slid easily up her slit, teasing. It brushed her clit, making her gasp, and Helena applied gentle, circular pressure until Tess was swiveling her hips, chasing the sweet touches. 
 
      
 
    Then Helena pulled the crop away, trailing the wet leather down Tess’s inner thigh. It was an inescapable reminder of just how badly Tess wanted this. 
 
      
 
    It was humiliating, and so goddamn good, being forced to take pleasure from the same instrument that Helena had hit her with, only to be denied even that. Tess moaned. 
 
      
 
    Helena took a firm grip of her wild curls (she liked doing that, Tess noted), while with her other hand she dragged the crop back up to meet her dripping wet pussy. Tess bucked her hips, desperate for friction against the soft leather. She was sure she could come like this, writhing pathetically on Helena’s crop, if only she’d give her the chance. 
 
      
 
    But Helena withdrew it once again. 
 
      
 
    “How eager you are.” She laughed, and there was a touch of cruelty in it that sent a dart of arousal to lodge at the base of Tess’s spine. It was in her to beg. Instead, she fixed her gaze on Helena, arching her back and spreading her legs in invitation.  
 
      
 
    “Wicked thing,” Helena purred. “I have something for you.” 
 
      
 
    She disappeared from Tess’s field of vision for a moment, returning with something from the shelf. She held up an oddly shaped object that Tess struggled to identify in the soft, purplish lighting. At last she could make it out: a double-sided dildo of bright pink silicone, bent at a nearly ninety-degree angle. Tess swallowed hard, looking up at her.  
 
      
 
    Helena threw her a quelling look, imperious as ever, and stroked the side of her face. She brought the toy to Tess’s swollen, eager cunt and pushed inside until it was fully seated in her body. Tess arched and moaned, but Helena stilled her with a strong hand at her hip. She bent her blonde head to suck and mouth at Tess’s tits—fucking finally—and dragged one descended fang over the soft flesh, still tender from her whipping. Tess whimpered, scarcely able to move with how tightly she was strapped to the table, and Helena took her time savoring every inch of flesh spread out before her. 
 
      
 
    At last, Helena pulled off her sleek clothes to stand slim and gleaming. She climbed astride Tess and sank down on the pink silicone cock, taking it all in one slick slide. They came together as she bottomed out, a brush of crackling friction that made them both gasp. Helena loomed over her, pale hair flying as she rode the toy with abandon, hands clasping Tess’s full hips to hold her still while she took her pleasure. 
 
      
 
    It was torture. It was divine.  
 
      
 
    Each rock of Helena’s hips jostled the toy inside her, giving her just enough stimulation to rut against. Tears of frustration stung in her eyes. It wasn’t even close to the rough fucking she so desperately wanted, but the message was clear: she would come like this, or not at all. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me,” she begged. “Fuck me harder, please.” 
 
      
 
    Helena’s deadly fangs shone in a grin that became a snarl as she shook apart with a low groan. She went still after a moment, draped over Tess’s body while Tess panted and writhed under her, desperate for release, a thin sheen of sweat on her golden skin. 
 
      
 
    Helena took pity on her suffering at last, licking her fingertips and bringing them to Tess’s needy clit. Tess bucked up into the firm strokes, pinned down by Helena’s weight and the thick cock inside her. Helena leaned down to suck at her nipples, and she came with a yelp, clenching around the toy as ripples of pleasure spilled into one another. Tess went limp in the aftermath, her heart still frantically pounding.  
 
      
 
    The blinding pain in her neck as Helena sank her fangs was certainly a surprise, but not an unwelcome one.  
 
      
 
    Tess sank into a blissful swoon as her blood poured into Helena’s mouth, adrift on a sea of images from long ago. She saw snow-covered limbs of pine whipping past her as she ran, shining in the night to Helena’s preternatural wolf’s eyes. She was power and grace incarnate—it felt like flying. 
 
      
 
    Then the night forest dissolved, and Tess saw instead the interwoven yarn of a familiar red and white blanket, one that her grandmother had crocheted. She saw herself stretched out on the blanket in shorts and a bright yellow swimsuit, sipping lemonade with a book open in front of her, a sprig of Queen Anne’s lace resting in the crease. She remembered this day, a lazy summer afternoon she’d spent in quiet solitude between her junior and senior years of college. The sun had blazed down hot on her shoulders and brought out the freckles on her cheekbones. She remembered the lemon pulp in her glass and the cadence of the poem she’d been reading. 
 
      
 
    It was her memory, but she was seeing herself from the outside, as if observing through the eyes of another. But how was that possible? 
 
      
 
    Helena wrenched herself away, gasping, and warm, sticky blood poured from the twin puncture marks in Tess’s neck to pool at the hollow of her throat. Helena sealed them quickly. Rivulets of blood spilled down her chin and neck. She looked majestic and terrifying, a dark queen. 
 
      
 
    Her hands were cool again when she stroked the hair back from Tess’s forehead. She rose up on her knees and got to her feet, laying the toy aside, then undid the straps holding Tess down. Her arms flopped bonelessly, and it took effort to gather them to her chest and remind herself she was back in the world of the living. They both were, strange as it seemed. Her whole body thrummed with satisfaction in the aftermath of Helena’s bite. 
 
      
 
    She let Helena help her to her feet and guide her under a warm shower. Helena got in with her and stood with her face under the spray, and in a few seconds the blood was gone; she was an elegant woman of the world once more. She washed Tess’s body gently and massaged shampoo into her curls. For a long time, neither of them spoke. 
 
      
 
    After a time, Helena shut off the water and wrapped Tess in an impossibly soft towel. She dried herself briskly and slipped into a terrycloth robe, then ushered Tess to the sofa and handed her a chilled bottle of orange juice. Tess took a sip and closed her eyes, exhausted. 
 
      
 
    “I saw myself,” she rasped, and Helena’s hand on her knee stilled from rubbing soothing circles. “It was me a few years ago, out in the sunlight.” Her eyes slitted open. “How?” 
 
      
 
    “Impossible,” murmured Helena. “It can’t be.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what I saw,” Tess insisted. She drank the juice down, suddenly aware of her piercing thirst. 
 
      
 
    “This has never happened before, dragă, but—you saw one of my visions.” She shifted on the couch to face Tess.  
 
      
 
    “From when you were…” Tess didn’t want to say ‘alive.’ “From before you came here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “But what does that mean?” Her mind was still fuzzy, reeling with the slight loss of blood and the heady drop into subspace. “You saw me back then? Before I was even born?” 
 
      
 
    “It was often the way of my dreams to show fragments of the future that made little sense to me. But I always liked that one.” Helena smiled faintly. “I saw a beautiful girl with lovely brown curls in a field, wearing next to nothing and reading a book such as the kind kept under lock and key in monasteries. I remember thinking she must be a great scholar.”  
 
      
 
    Tess let out a delighted snort at that.  
 
      
 
    “So…does that mean you recognized me? That first night I came here?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at first, no. My memory is like a vast sea, and its depths are not always accessible. It was after our first night together that I made the connection. But perhaps on some subconscious level, I remembered the girl in the sunshine.” Helena squeezed her hand. “I think I was always a little in love with her.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that make it fate that we met, or chance?” Tess asked dreamily, not bothering to fight the grin that lit her face. For now, it didn’t matter that there were centuries between them, and that the momentous choice that could make Tess immortal loomed ahead in the distance. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter, darling.” Helena smiled and kissed her. “Only that we did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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