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Chapter One
Tess dropped her keys on the table beside her apartment door with a clatter, the day’s mail clutched to her chest. She dropped it for a second to struggle out of her leather jacket and hang up her purse, then sorted it. Junk coupons, a bank statement, another damn credit card offer—and a heavy cream envelope that exhaled a faint, familiar iris perfume. Her name sprawled across the front in crisp, black ink. She grinned and tore it open and read:
My dear Tess,
It feels like years have passed since you last graced these lonely halls—but then, time is a troublesome thing where you are concerned. Before you arrived at this castle, my life went on much as it had for centuries, and now I find myself counting the hours until we meet again. It is a dangerous thing to have inspired the love of a monster, my dear, but I find it difficult to muster any guilt on that account. Not when I have you in my arms.
I watch the night-trees outside my ancient windows become thick and verdant once more, and think of how they might look in the gilded light of day. I think of you walking beneath them in the summer sun where I, for all my knowledge and power, can never follow. Sometimes I envy that they have borne witness to your hair gleaming in the light.
(I will refrain from waxing poetic about your ambrosial blood, darling, but suffice it to say the local stags are hardly a fit substitute.)
With that in mind, I hope you’ll forgive me for taking the liberty of booking you a flight to Paris on June 15th. You’ll find your ticket enclosed. I had hoped to stroll Montmartre with you and visit the Musée d’Orsay—as well as a certain place where I can show off your more clandestine talents. I have passed many happy nights in that city over the years. It would please me very much if you join me there.
You do want to please your Mistress, don’t you, pet?
I will await your answer.
Yours,
Helena
Tess clutched the letter in her hands, an irrepressible grin on her face. As if there could be any doubt of her answer.
June fifteenth. Two weeks away.
Clandestine talents? she wondered. Does that mean she wants to have sex in front of other people?
The idea thrilled her in some deep, primal way. To think that people could watch Helena having her way with her, that Helena would want to show her off like that—she felt lightheaded. She pulled out her phone to text Helena after confirming it was after sunset in Romania with a quick mental calculation.
So you’re taking me to Paris.
She sat down on the couch and slipped out of her low wedges, scrolling through her emails while she waited for Helena to text back. Knowing her, she was off playing the piano. Perhaps even hunting the forest surrounding the castle, streaking unseen through the underbrush as she had for centuries. As usual, the juxtaposition of those images made Tess smile.
Her phone chimed.
She read:
I’m delighted to hear it, pet.
Tess pondered whether to ask about the letter for a minute, then curiosity got the better of her. She typed:
What’s this I hear about my clandestine talents?
Paris has something of a vampire commune, as you might imagine. A few of them are dear friends of mine. It’s considered quite fashionable to show off one’s mortal lover there. You will be perfectly safe, of course.
Define show off…
I intend to taste you. In more ways than one, perhaps.
“Oh, fuck me,” Tess groaned. The thought of Helena having her way with her in front of a room full of strangers—vampire strangers—had a fierce blush flooding her face. It had never occurred to her that Helena might want to do such a thing.
I think I might be into that, she typed, then hit send before she could second guess herself.
Darling, I know you are. Such a depraved little thing.
Tess laughed out loud at that, even as arousal swept up her spine. So much for maintaining an air of mystery.
How dare you say things that are absolutely correct, she responded. I can’t wait x.
Neither can I, my dear.
Tess poured herself a glass of white wine from the fridge and pondered what Helena had just told her. She had a casual, matter-of-fact way of dropping bombshells that upended Tess’s worldview. It was nothing if not exciting.
So there were other vampires in the world. That wasn’t such a shock—after all, Helena had been made by one. Tess herself existed on the perpetual, maddening edge of one day becoming one.
But the presence of a vampire commune in Paris had other implications. It meant vampires weren’t just limited to the Carpathian region where they loomed so large in the folk imagination. They were an international phenomenon. Tess felt a low thrill at the prospect of meeting others like Helena and hearing their strange stories.
She thought about the light they could shed on her understanding of history, these perpetual watchers who observed the human herd without really joining it. How the hell do you cite a vampire in a research paper? “Vlad Dracu in conversation”?
Tess laughed and sipped her wine.
She had kept fairly quiet about her mysterious European girlfriend out of necessity. Her friends knew the basics, that she was older, that Tess had met her on a research trip. The MILF jokes at her expense had been plentiful, and Tess had laughed along—they were way more accurate than they knew, after all. She’d have no choice but to spill the beans about this trip, though, and she prepared herself for the group text’s onslaught.
What am I up to? Oh, nothing. My 1200-year-old girlfriend is taking me to Paris for some sightseeing and bloodplay.
Paris.
What the hell was she going to wear?




Chapter Two
Her flight arrived well after Parisian dusk, naturally, and Tess walked off the jetway brimming with excitement. She smoothed her blouse, glad that black didn’t show wrinkles too much, and hurried off, following the signs to ground transportation.
Within a few minutes of her text, Helena’s driver picked her up in a sleek silver Porsche and spirited her away to a building in the picturesque Ninth Arrondisement. Tess thanked the driver when he hoisted her suitcase from the trunk and stood for a minute gazing up at the pale, ornate façade where the streetlamps cast its rich architectural details in stark shadow. Helena’s flat took up the entire top floor, and Tess took the elevator after confirming she was expected at the desk.
Helena swung open the door for her as soon as she raised her hand to knock, an unusually wide smile on her unearthly pale face. She drew Tess inside and kissed her, her lips just barely cool, like a mortal who’d been sipping a cold drink.
“I’ve missed you, dragă,” she beamed, stroking Tess’s curls.
“I missed you too.” Tess met her eyes over the rim of her glasses, suddenly shy. Helena smiled warmly and squeezed her arm.
“Are you hungry?”
“Are you?” Tess flirted, stepping into Helena’s space to hide her nerves.
“For you? Always.” Helena thumbed her chin. “But I can wait.”
Helena let her change clothes and get settled, then took her to a nearby bistro, where she ordered a meal she left untouched and had boxed up “for later.” The food was divine. The crisp white wine was heaven. Helena was in unusually high spirits, talking of art exhibitions and films she’d seen during her time in the city.
“You like it here a lot,” Tess observed, cracking a beautiful little crème brulee with her spoon. She could see why.
“I have many happy memories of this place.” Helena smiled faintly. “There is no bitterness here for me.”
“Why don’t you stay here then?” It seemed so simple. Plus, it was a hell of a lot easier to get to than a remote castle at the top of a mountain.
“I fear if I did, the city’s sweetness would be lost to me. Some new calamity would befall me, and the waters of the Seine would turn to poison.”
“What kind of calamity? Nothing could possibly hurt you.” Helena’s black eyes lingered on her for a long time.
“Don’t be so sure.”
“What does that mean?” Tess asked, tipsy enough to be bold.
“Don’t worry, pet.” Helena smiled. “You’ll never have to find out.”
The conversation shifted to Helena’s vampire cohorts, whom Tess would be meeting soon. At least three old friends would be in attendance, Helena explained, as it had been decades since she had laid eyes on some of them. Vampires were solitary by nature, she said, but still they craved the company of others of their kind. Eternity was very lonely for those who survived. They would all meet as soon as the two of them had a proper reintroduction, Helena assured her.
Tess smiled and nodded. She imagined how lonely it must be watching years flow by as people grew old and died. Was that really what she wanted?
Yes.
The answer called up from deep within her like a voice from the bottom of a well. She wanted to share Helena’s nights forever, to be her bride in the darkness. An insane, romantic notion, and yet she couldn’t shake it. Why else had Helena seen a vision of Tess hundreds of years before she was even born if they weren’t meant to be joined together in this way? It couldn’t be a coincidence.
Tess had no immediate family to miss her. She loved her work, but there was no reason sharing Helena’s condition should keep her from her research—especially with Helena’s vast resources. Suffice it to say she’d never have to scrounge around for grant money again. She could travel the world (by redeye flights, of course), visiting archives and gathering research from quiet nighttime libraries. How peaceful it seemed.
But now she was growing impatient for the sweet, singing pain of Helena’s teeth in her neck. There would be plenty of time later for them to argue about whether Tess was ready to receive the blood that would bind them together.
Now it was time for Helena to take her in her arms.
Back at the flat, Tess knelt on the opulent rug of rose and ivory, struggling to maintain her composure while Helena slowly—agonizingly slowly—bound her body with silken, black rope. Her arms were tied behind her in a ladder pattern from wrist to shoulder, her full breasts lifted and separated by twining, knotted rope that cupped them firmly and ran up her sternum then branched into “straps” that created a tight halter.
 
“The technique is known as shibari in the West,” explained Helena, with a final pull that tightened the ropes around her tits just to the verge of discomfort, like an underwire bra that was a little too small. It made them jut out, displayed and vulnerable. “A kind of rope bondage, meant to be decorative as well as pleasurable.”
“When did you learn this?” asked Tess, already growing breathless.
“Many years ago,” said Helena. “I’ve had rather a lot of time to kill, you know.” She smiled softly and ran her fingers through Tess’s tumbled curls. “You look perfect, pet.”
Tess didn’t feel perfect. She felt flustered and vaguely embarrassed at how much she was already enjoying this. But then, maybe that was what Helena meant. She liked seeing Tess this way, bound for her pleasure, as much as Tess did. Her pulse settled between her legs, throbbing, insistent, making her wet. Helena’s nostrils flared and her painted eyelids fell half-closed. She regarded Tess with a knowing smile, then sank down to kneel across from her, caressing her bound body with her eyes.
“What am I going to do with you?” she mused softly, a hint of a rasp in the ancient music of her voice. Tess arched her back in response and tossed her hair, willing Helena to do something, anything.
“You promised to bind my tits,” Tess reminded her, and bit her lip. “What were you going to do next?”
“Honestly?” Helena chuckled. “Let you suffer for a while.”
“Mn.”
“They must be so sensitive. Throbbing a little, yes?” Helena’s eyes fell to her hard, brown nipples.
“Yeah.”
“Soon they’ll start to ache. You’ll twist and arch, try to get some relief, but the ropes are too tight for that, aren’t they, pet?” Helena smiled slightly. “You can’t escape.”
Tess tested that theory and found that no matter how she moved, the ropes still dug into her flesh, soft but inescapable. Her heart quickened as the first tendrils of pain began to unfurl in her chest. How bad would it get? How long would Helena let it go on?
“I hope you remember your word, my lovely,” soothed Helena. “You might need it.”
Tess was panting, a raw mixture of desire and apprehension swirling inside of her. Her breasts felt full and incredibly sensitized.
Helena leaned forward as if to take them in her mouth—fuck, yes—but stopped just shy, the almost-warmth of her breath ghosting over her left nipple, then her right. Tess gave a low moan, arousal sluicing her inner thighs. She arched up to meet Helena’s mouth, only for her to pull away at the last moment and stroke her knuckles down the rope that ran the length of her breastbone.
She captured Tess’s mouth in a hungry kiss, making her whimper. Strong, slender arms wrapped around her, and Helena dragged her manicured fingertips over the rope rungs that bound her arms. Each stroke of her tongue was a teasing reminder of where her mouth could be. God, her tits were so sore and tender. If Helena would only touch them a little…
“Something on your mind, my girl?” purred Helena into her ear.
“Touch me,” Tess begged. “Please.”
“Mm. In a moment.” She bent her lips to Tess’s neck, making her pulse leap. Red lips dragged over the pulsing artery, and Tess bit her lip, anticipating the prickling pain of Helena’s bite. But Helena merely licked and nibbled at her neck, working her way down to Tess’s collarbone and sucking a bruise into the skin below it. Tess groaned, the throbbing pain of it distracting her for a moment from the mounting pressure in her aching breasts.
Helena’s hands came up and cupped them then, making her hiss. She ran her dark red fingernails over the sensitive skin, lightly scratching, and Tess gasped. She arched up into the touch, her pendulous tits begging to be touched—to be tortured, if that’s what Helena wanted.
“Very good, pet,” Helena rasped. “I think you deserve a reward.”
“Hnn.”
Slowly, Helena lowered her head to take Tess’s right nipple between her lips, and Tess hissed at the delicious coolness as it hardened in Helena’s mouth. The teasing drag of a fang on the sensitized skin made her whimper, then Helena moved to the other side, licking and sucking, drawing out the pleasure until it became unbearable.
Her breasts were pounding now, the ache in them building, spreading like wildfire. She thought about Helena’s fangs piercing her flesh, letting out the pulsing blood. The quick, sharp pain would be a relief.
“Ask me nicely,” purred Helena, cool lips pressed to her breastbone.
“Bite me,” gritted Tess. “Please.”
She could feel the sticky curve of a lipstick smile on her skin before Helena sank her teeth with sudden violence in the top of her right breast. It was agony, until the swoon of pleasure overtook her as Helena sucked at the slow trickle. A low moan pulsed in her throat as she fed, and Tess threw her head back, thrusting her chest up to meet Helena’s greedy mouth.
Helena pulled away and sealed the punctures with blood from her thumb, even as her fangs descended again, piercing the trembling underside of Tess’s other breast. She cried out this time, and Helena gave a deep answering groan as she pulled on the spilling blood.
Tess felt like she was flying. She had no idea how long it went on, only that when Helena pulled away the ache in her chest had become so intense and implacable it felt like a part of her. Tess gasped as Helena licked at the wounds, then slashed her tongue open on a fang to seal them. The tiny marks tingled deliciously as they closed, making her forget the pain for a moment as her entire body quickened with a jolt of fierce arousal.
With apparent ease, Helena tore apart one of the slender black ropes at Tess’s shoulder and undid her careful work until Tess was free, her body crisscrossed with reddish lines, her breasts swollen and tender. She sobbed with relief and went up on her knees to kiss Helena gratefully. Strong, cool hands gripped her shoulders, pushing her back down as Helena stood up to tower over her in her black spike heels, a goddess.
Helena stripped off her tailored dress until she stood naked and gleaming. Tess was fiercely, desperately aroused, unable to think of anything besides making her Mistress come, awash with gratitude. Helena stepped up to her and cupped the back of her head tenderly, tipping it back so she could lick at her dripping cunt. Tess moaned, pouring all her devotion into the act as Helena began to fuck her eager mouth. Helena used her at her leisure, drawing it out until Tess’s chin was slick with her labors.
“Good girl,” Helena moaned, legs trembling as she got close. Tess wrapped her hands around her shapely calves to steady herself. Hands that could crush her cradled her head, gentle but firm, as Helena used her with greater abandon. She whimpered as Helena came, sweet slickness flooding her mouth until she drew back, panting.
“My sweet Tess,” Helena purred, stroking her cheek. “I think you deserve a reward, don’t you?”
Tess froze, still drifting, unsure of how to answer. She peered up at Helena and gave a short nod, making her smile indulgently.
“Come,” said Helena, guiding her to stretch out on the sofa and kneeling between her legs. Tess was so wet already, her inner thighs silky with it, and Helena mercifully didn’t make her wait any longer. She bent her head to taste, lapping greedily until Tess was coming in an uncontrollable rush, ragged breaths tearing her throat.
Helena crawled up her body to kiss her, sharing the salt-sharp taste, her silken limbs warmed with her passion. They lay together for a long, languid moment, sharing breath that only one of them needed.
At last, Helena pulled her to her feet and guided her to the surprisingly compact bathroom with its claw footed tub. She ran a bath for them that was fragrant with the scent of almond oil, and they sank in the water together, Helena humming a snatch of music by some composer Tess couldn’t identify, something soft and melodic. It was nice, resting with her back to Helena’s chest, their skin the same temperature thanks to the steaming water. It soothed her sore breasts, still traced with livid marks from the ropes. She would bear them for days, probably. A constant reminder of just who she belonged to.
Tess smiled and let herself drift in the warm water, basking in the glow of Helena’s subtle affection. If only it could be like this forever.
But the city awaited, and Tess was anxious to see what else Helena had in store for her.




Chapter Three
The apartment was perfectly ordinary, if a little more spacious than Tess was used to. Tastefully mounted posters for classic films adorned the walls of the living room alongside framed photographs and antique playbills. It belonged to their hosts, a vampire couple named Richard and Veronica, who kept it for their human companion, a slender red-haired woman named Christine. The two wore dark clothes with classic tailoring, a suit with narrow lapels for him, and for her a full skirt of layered black lace.
Richard was of medium height, with thick, black hair brushed back from his chiseled face. Veronica had the serene oval face and mass of coiled dark hair of a nineteenth-century beauty. The two were gracious and attentive, with the kind of old-fashioned manners that seemed to signify many years had passed since they’d been brought into vampiric life. They ushered Tess and Helena inside, where a cluster of vampires and humans stood chatting in a well-appointed sitting room.
Tess was vaguely dazzled by their presence, their movements smooth and oddly weightless like Helena’s, their skin suffused with the same opalescent gleam. There were five of them in total, including Helena: their hosts Richard and Veronica, as well as a tall Black woman with short hair and high, elegant cheekbones who introduced herself as Sabine. She had come alone, stunningly dressed in a tissue-thin gown of green silk.
The youngest among them was Alex, a college student to all appearances in his pale blue button-down with tousled light brown hair and darting gray eyes. He was accompanied by a mortal man named Theo, considerably older, who introduced himself cheerfully as Alex’s boyfriend.
Veronica pressed a glass of light-bodied red wine into Tess’s hand after she refused the offer of something stronger, and the introductions continued. Tess was relieved, as she was a little tongue-tied from standing in a room with five vampires when she was used to one, tops.
“Richard became one of us during the Thirty Years’ War,” Helena explained.
“That’s…four hundred years ago,” Tess marveled. She wasn’t sure what to say to that. Somehow ‘you don’t look a day over 150’ didn’t seem to really cut it. Richard only smiled and dipped his head as if to spare her any awkwardness, his longish dark hair brushing his shoulders. Tess was powerfully curious, but she sensed that inquiring too closely into the circumstances would be rude. After what Helena had revealed to her, she sensed most people didn’t exactly become vampires because things were going great for them.
“I brought Vero over in 1882,” he volunteered, slipping an arm around her. “It seems like only yesterday.”
“Wasn’t it?” joked Veronica, her generous mouth pulled back in a grin that showed her delicately pointed fangs. It occurred to Tess that she rarely saw Helena’s—perhaps because she wasn’t given to big displays of amusement. Tess found her cool reserve restful, though. She could rest safely forever in that immaculate control.
“In mortal life, Sabine participated in the Haitian Revolution,” Helena added with a polite gesture to the woman beside her.
“One of the last things I did when I was living,” said Sabine, “was fight alongside Toussaint Louverture.” Her voice was softly accented, her whole manner quietly magnetic.
Now that was really fascinating. Though hardly a specialist, Tess was familiar with the history and magical traditions of Haiti from her studies. She was sorely tempted to pester Sabine with questions, but this was hardly the place.
“I’ve always been fascinated by that period,” she said. “I can’t imagine what it must have been like.”
“We will speak of it sometime, perhaps,” Sabine said.
Tess took a sip of her wine, her mind still reeling with all the information she’d been given. Even among these old and fascinating vampires, Helena was by far the most ancient. She must have been one of the eldest in the world. It gave Tess a deep thrill of satisfaction to think that such a being had looked at her and found her worthy.
“I was changed in the late ‘80s,” Alex explained when his turn came around without elaborating further. He spoke with a pronounced French accent, his inflection stunningly modern. He seemed for all the world like an ordinary young man in his early twenties—a few lightly etched freckles even lingered on the bridge of his nose. Only the occasional eerie stillness and the pale glister of his face gave him away to her practiced eye.
“Yeah, and he has the parachute pants to prove it,” laughed Theo into his glass of Beaujolais.
He raised a dark eyebrow and waggled the bottle at Tess, and she went over to the bar to join him, gratefully accepting a refill with a smile. His slate gray bangs fell over his eyes as he passed her a glass, and he smoothed them back with a practiced motion. He must have been about sixty, but he looked a good ten or fifteen years younger, handsome and lean in his slouched dark jeans and a sports jacket Tess got the feeling he’d been forced into wearing over his black Bauhaus t-shirt. She liked him immediately.
“So, Theo,” she started. “Is that short for Theodore?”
“It is.” He gave a conspiratorial little smile. “I don’t think I’m much of a Ted, do you?”
He was American, with something of the brash mid-Atlantic in his speech, Philly or Baltimore if she had to guess.
“No, I guess not.” Tess sipped the light red wine and paused for a moment. “You two have been together for a while.” She nodded at Alex, who was now talking animatedly with Helena about the year’s symphony program. “Got any tips?”
“Oh, God,” Theo chuckled. “Make sure you’re getting plenty of iron. Keep some orange juice handy. I like a nice mimosa, myself.”
“Good to know.” Tess smirked. “But I was hoping for something a little more…relationship oriented.”
“Mm.” Theo sipped his wine. “That part’s a little tricky.” He was silent for a time, and she waited patiently. With someone else, another near stranger, it might have been awkward, but he had an easy, unhurried way about him that put her at ease. “Remember that you’re as beautiful to her as she is to you,” he said, serious but not solemn. “It’s easy to forget that sometimes. You feel so small and weak compared to them. You get older. The gray hair comes in, the wrinkles, and you might think, ‘fuck, she’s going to leave me.’”
Tess’s breath froze. He was giving voice to every fear that gnawed at the back of her mind when she looked at Helena’s sleeping face under safe, electric daylight. His brown eyes crinkled with a gentle smile as if he could sense it.
“But that’s because you’re thinking like a mortal,” he said. “We can’t see ourselves through their eyes, all the tiny details, the glow of living blood. The simple vitality they’ll never have for all their eternal youth.” Theo smiled again. “Besides, you’re way too young to worry about any of that shit.” He waved a long-boned hand, and Tess noticed that it was crisscrossed with tiny, old scars. “Nowadays, when we go out, people assume Alex is my son, can you imagine?” He took a slug of red wine. “It’s mortifying.”
“Hey, you still look great,” Tess said. “He’s a lucky guy.”
Theo grinned. “Almost as lucky as this ‘80s goth kid who gets to wake up each night with a goddamn vampire.”
Tess laughed along with him. Finally, someone else who could share her giddiness—this feeling of somehow getting one over on the universe. Theo knew how it felt forbidden, unnatural, to be held in cool arms strong enough to tear flesh from bone. That’s what made it so good.
“Wake up each night, huh?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah, you’re gonna get onto her schedule,” Theo answered brightly. “Plus, it’s pretty easy to sleep through the day when you’re down half a pint of hemoglobin.”
“Yeah, I, uh…I’m getting that.”
“It suits me fine. I get to skip all the prep work and show up at the restaurant just in time for the dinner rush.”
“You work in a restaurant?” Somehow it hadn’t occurred to Tess that a vampire’s human companion would need anything so prosaic as a job.
“I’m the chef at Les Tricoteuses. Well, semi-retired now. I show up a couple of nights a week to keep the line cooks on their toes, let them bust my chops a little. Sling a few steaks.”
“Oh, we are definitely going there.”
“Come after closing time some night. I’ll set you up with a tasting menu.”
“I can’t wait,” Tess said, and she meant it.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen Helena like this,” he said after a moment, sliding his eyes to where she was still talking with her friends, a smile on her polished red lips. “You must bring out something in her. She seems happy.”
Tess fought an absurd urge to giggle, feeling herself flush. Theo only smiled.
“How long have you been with her?” he asked.
“About six months.”
“Ah.” He sipped his wine. “It’s still new.”
“Yeah, it still doesn’t feel real sometimes,” Tess admitted.
“That never really goes away.” His look softened and he eased himself onto a padded leather barstool. Tess took the one next to him.
“I don’t mean to pry,” Tess said, glancing quickly into his cool, intelligent eyes and away. “I know it’s a very personal thing. But…well, you’re still mortal after all this time.”
“No, I get it.” Theo swiveled to face her. “You’re wondering why Alex hasn’t made me a vampire.”
Tess nodded, waiting for him to continue.
“The truth is, he’s been wanting to for thirty years. I’m just too damn stubborn.”
“You mean…you don’t want it?”
“Nah,” he said, swirling his wine around the big bowl of the glass and taking a sip. “I like this stuff too much to give it up.” Tess raised her own glass and chuckled. “But seriously, I don’t want to live forever.”
“Not even a little bit?”
“I understand the appeal, don’t get me wrong. But I don’t want to go on like that. Even if I could do it without killing, the thought of it just exhausts me, you know? I want to go back to nature, to be laid in the dirt and let my body nourish something else after I’ve had my time. I know it sounds crazy. But it’s true.”
“I think I understand,” Tess said.
“I’m glad we’ve gotten these years together,” he went on. “Alex’s blood is keeping me young. It’ll probably keep me going for another thirty or forty years, if he doesn’t get sick of me before then.”
“I don’t think there’s much danger of that,” Tess laughed.
“When Alex was wasting away in a hospital bed at twenty-three and a vampire gave him the blood one night…it was a miracle. I thought for sure I was going to lose him, and all of a sudden he shows up at my door at two in the morning still in his cotton gown. Not thin anymore, not painful to look at—more beautiful than I’d ever seen him, even. But changed, cool to the touch. Not alive the way I was alive. Then when I hugged him he put his teeth in my goddamn neck.”
“How many times must I apologize for that, mon cher?” drawled Alex, approaching with measured, human speed from the other side of the room. He kissed Theo’s upturned cheek and hovered there a moment, scenting him. It was a move Tess watched with a pang of recognition.
“I’m over it,” smiled Theo, “but I could use a canape.” He nodded at the tray of hors d’oeuvres across the bar, and Alex slid them over. “Thanks.”
“So, Tess,” said Alex, hands on his elbows, “has he thoroughly corrupted you yet?”
“He’s working on it,” answered Tess with a smirk. “But I’m an old pro.”
“Helena says she plans to take you to hear Beethoven’s Seventh at the symphony hall. Maybe we can make it a double date.”
“I’d like that,” she said. “Helena tells me you’re a cellist.”
“In another life. I had to give it up, at least professionally, when,” he gestured at himself, “this happened.”
“Oh, please, he’ll be critiquing the entire string section to anyone who’ll listen,” cracked Theo.
“Sounds like someone I know whenever I have the audacity to take him to a restaurant he doesn’t personally run,” Alex shot back, settling into a comfortable rhythm. “I’ll tell Helena to plan for all four of us, then.”
Alex smiled softly at Tess with a nod that brought out the silvery highlights in his gleaming ash-brown hair. He caressed the nape of Theo’s neck and rejoined the others.
“As I was saying,” Theo resumed, darting a teasing glance across the room, “when he came back to me I was out of my mind with gratitude. But it didn’t change the fact that he was changed on some visceral level. Maybe it’s different for you because you never knew Helena when she was mortal.” Theo shrugged. “I had a hard time with it at first. Hell, we both did.”
“I can imagine.”
Theo smiled sadly.
“Sorry I’m running my mouth so much. I don’t get the chance to talk about this stuff very often, you know?”
“Oh, believe me, I know,” Tess answered, eyes wide. Theo passed her the tray of canapes.
“Better eat up. You wouldn’t want to faint and spoil the fun.”
Fuck.
Tess had almost forgotten the point of this little shindig. Helena was going to drink from her in front of them—maybe even share her. Then she might even make Tess come, just because she could, because Tess was hers. She shuddered, arousal hitting her like a punch in the gut. She must have been blushing, because Theo chuckled and refilled her wine. She took a grateful sip and a bite of smoked salmon on toast.
“Don’t worry, it’s all very civilized.” He swirled his glass and drained it. “Nothing but pleasure.”
Tess gulped. “You’ve done this before?”
“Every couple of years or so.” He leaned in and dropped his voice. “Nothing a vampire likes better than drinking from a willing victim. Especially another one’s mortal pet.”
Hearing the word that Helena called her so possessively made her give a tiny gasp. This is really happening.
“And Helena, she…brought others here. Like me.”
“A couple,” said Theo evenly, not thrown by the question. “She’s been coming here alone the last few times, though.” He smiled sympathetically. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about on that score.”
“I wasn’t worried,” said Tess, trying not to sound too defensive. She felt the chasm of years between herself and Helena like a physical ache. “Just curious.”
“That’s only natural.”
The other mortal woman, Christine, sauntered over to join them, her coppery hair gathered over one shoulder, the other bared by her strapless blue cocktail dress. Theo passed her a glass of wine and she joined them in a toast.
“So,” she began, her French-accented voice pleasant and girlish, “are you ready to be the main course?” She cut a teasing glance at Tess.
“Honestly, I was hoping to be more of a side dish,” Tess said, and she laughed. “This is all still pretty new to me.”
“Don’t be nervous,” said Christine warmly. “You’ll love it.”
“I don’t know how you do it,” Tess said, gesturing with a cheese knife and spreading a little olive tapenade on a cracker. “Two of them, I mean.”
“Yes, well, Veronica and Richard are both old enough to keep their appetites under control. Like Helena, I imagine.” Tess breathed a laugh. If she only knew. “But even Richard isn’t half Helena’s age. I can’t imagine the things she’s seen.”
“I know, it’s surreal. She’s always dropping these bombshells on me. ‘Oh, Tess, I once saw Chopin perform.’ ‘By the way, darling, I witnessed the Black Death.’”
The three mortals shared a companionable chuckle.
“It must be fascinating to you as a scholar,” said Christine. “Hearing all her stories.”
“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted to write down everything she says.” Tess sipped her wine. “But I’m pretty sure that would violate vampire law, or something.”
“In my experience, they aren’t terribly worried about being discovered,” said Christine, catching Tess’s gaze. She had soulful brown eyes. “Nobody really believes in them. Not until they feel the prick of fangs for themselves.”
At that, the room fell gradually silent, a lull in conversation sucking the air from the spacious apartment. It was clear the vampires were waiting politely for their mortal companions to finish their refreshments and conversation.
Their thirst would soon need to be slaked.




Chapter Four
“Come, Tess,” said Helena in a low voice, breaking the silence, and the command alone had her knees turning to liquid. She shared a parting glance and a sheepish little smile with Theo and rose to obey.
The four vampires rested in various attitudes of glamorous repose, Helena in a dark brocade armchair and the others on a sectional sofa of soft, pale leather. Without the customary social props of drinks or cigarettes they all looked posed as if for a glossy magazine photo shoot. There was no table in front of the furniture, only a deep pile area rug of black and red paisley scattered with silk cushions. It was inviting and ominous at the same time.
Four pairs of eyes fastened on Tess from the unnervingly still faces. Polite and appreciative, yes…but hungry.
“Sit by me,” Helena said gently, with a significant glance to the plum-colored pillow at her feet. Tess sank to her knees, the hemline of her black dress snug around her thighs. A blush was already heating her cheeks, and was she imagining it, the sharp intake of breath she heard, like a pleasured sigh?
“Beautiful,” murmured Sabine, her voice rich and resonant, suffused with French Creole. Tess wanted her to keep talking. She could drift on the sound of it for hours. “If I may?”
Oh, God, she was asking Helena.
“Be my guest,” Helena said, a faint hint of amusement in her voice at Tess’s obvious excitement. Theo and Christine had joined their partners on the couch, all of them watching intently as Sabine sank to the floor, her satiny emerald gown gathered in one hand. She wore a large gold ring encrusted with tiny pearls, like a relic recovered from a sunken Spanish galleon.
She dragged her knuckles down Tess’s ruddy cheek. The texture of the ring was rough, like coral.
“May I kiss you, my pretty one?” she murmured. Tess glanced up into Helena’s beneficent face, gulped and nodded. She was sure if she tried to speak an undignified squeak would come out. Depthless brown eyes smiled into her own, soft and understanding. So easy to lose herself in their serenity. Yes, kiss me…I want it.
Soft lips on hers then, faintly cool and flavorless like Helena’s were but for the taste of expensive lipstick. Sabine tipped her chin up, and Tess gripped her knees until her blunt nails dug in. A silken tongue caressed her own, and she opened to it with a soft moan.
“Very good, dragă,” Helena praised, making her gasp. Her heartrate picked up, throbbing between her legs until she grew wet with it. Sabine broke the kiss and smiled faintly. Her fingers fell to caress Tess’s neck. Surely she could feel the thundering pulse there, and smell the hot blood so close to the surface.
She leaned forward to nuzzle below Tess’s jaw, guiding her nervous hands to the back of her slender neck. Oh, fuck, she’s going to do it. Right here in front of everyone.
Sabine pressed her lips to the left side of Tess’s throat, kissing and licking. The soft drag of a fang telegraphed her intent, and Tess arched up to meet it, hands scrabbling at her upper back to anchor herself. Sabine gave a surprised hiss, and Tess could practically feel the freshly kindled hunger radiating from her. Through heavy-lidded eyes she saw the others watching, breathless and rapt.
Sabine tangled one hand firmly in Tess’s curls, holding her still. The other petted Tess’s waist in a soothing motion.
Gently, so gently, she broke the offered skin, and the pain transformed into a dull throb of pleasure almost instantly. Sabine moaned as she drew on the wound, her thick, wet swallowing loud in Tess’s ear. An image flickered to life behind her eyes, of a wide belt of stars gleaming in vampire-bright night over whispering ocean surf. Palm fronds behind her rattled like bones. Sabine drew back almost instantly and licked her lips, a drowsy look of satisfaction coming over her.
“Delicious,” she whispered, lifting Tess’s limp hand and kissing the palm. “Thank you, chérie.”
Tess was panting, a heady mixture of adrenaline and arousal singing in her veins. She wondered if Sabine could taste it. The fight or flight response to the perceived danger had her heart kicking viciously, and she was so, so wet. God, how fucked up is it that this is turning me on so much? she wondered helplessly.
“Any time,” she breathed, her voice small and shaky.
Sabine bit her own thumb and pressed it to Tess’s bleeding neck, sealing the punctures. She caressed Tess’s face one last time and rose to her feet, retreating to the sofa.
The others had been excited by the spectacle and the scent of her blood in the air. Alex had pulled Theo’s legs into his lap and pressed his face into his neck, nuzzling but not biting. Christine sat with her legs curled under her between her two paramours, until Richard hoisted her up in a bridal carry as if she weighed nothing and laid her out on the rug, her red hair tumbling over one of the silken purple cushions.
His broad hands caressed her from shoulders to hips, roving over the scant blue silk of her short dress. She gasped at their coldness, and Tess felt a twinge of sympathy. Veronica was beside them a moment later, kneeling in her layers of black lace beside Christine and stroking her face, her collarbone. Her lips followed the path of her fingers, and the girl arched off the floor with a whimper when teeth met her pale neck.
Helena smoothed the curls from Tess’s shoulder and beckoned her into her lap. Tess was only too happy to drape herself over Helena in the chair, her knees over one of the padded armrests. Helena kissed her throat, making her stiffen with apprehension at the thought of being bitten again so soon. But Helena behaved herself, moving instead to unbutton Tess’s dress starting at the neat Peter Pan collar of white lace, now stained with rust-red droplets.
“Is that what I look like?” Tess asked dreamily. “When you bite me?”
“Yes,” Helena answered, too distracted by the complicated modern bra for flirting. She pulled the sleeves down Tess’s arms and unhooked the clasps so that the lacy black bra slipped off, baring her tits to the warm air. It made her laugh. She remembered the faint rope bruises still marking her flesh, and her face burned, not unpleasantly.
Helena’s cool hands came down to slip the crumpled dress from her hips along with the soaked lace between her legs. Tess writhed on her lap, gasping to be so exposed, but Helena only stroked her hip with a soft, repetitive motion, her eyes on the spectacle unfolding in front of them.
Veronica had lifted her face from Christine’s throat, gemlike trickles of blood leaking from the corners of her mouth. Richard rose up on his knees and caught her in his arms to lick the spilled blood from her face and bestow a deep, searching kiss on her open mouth. Tasting her.
Christine panted beneath them, a dazed look in her eyes, and Richard looked down at her adoringly, caressing her bare arm, her shoulder. He crawled down to settle between her legs and rucked up the delicate satin, pressing kisses to her inner thigh, grazing with his teeth. He peeled down her pale pink panties and ravaged her with his tongue, making her cry out. Blood burbled from her neck as she strained, and Veronica fastened her lips to the fount, slipping a hand into Christine’s bodice to cup her small, pert breast as she sucked.
Okay, two vampires, Tess thought. I’m starting to understand the appeal.
Tess thought about what it would be like to be caught between two immortal beauties, Helena and Sabine perhaps, while they shared her blood like an act of love. A loving cup. The thought overwhelmed her and drew a sigh from her lips. Helena’s teasing hand circled her hipbone as if she were oblivious to the fact that Tess was dripping wet and grinding her naked ass into her lap.
On the rug in front of them, Christine clutched desperately at Richard’s dark hair, fucking up against his mouth. Veronica sealed the punctures in her neck with her tongue and claimed her lips in a greedy kiss, swallowing her cries. On one end of the couch, Sabine sat with her legs crossed, the tips of her gold sandals and red painted toes peeking out from the hem of her long gown. She watched greedily, her appetite no doubt whetted by the taste of Tess’s blood.
On the other side of the sectional, Theo twined his arms around Alex’s neck and pressed his lips to his smooth throat in a teasing approximation of a vampire’s kiss. Alex smiled indulgently and cradled the back of his head in his pearl-white hand.
“Come on, baby,” Theo husked, dragging his nose along Alex’s jawline, nipping at his neck. “You know what I want.”
In a movement that was too fast for Tess to follow, Alex had Theo on his back, straddling his hips. He sank his teeth, quick and brutal, making Theo give a ragged sigh.
“Look at them, Tess,” purred Helena into her ear. “All of them. How irresistible you are to us.”
Tess didn’t want to spoil the moment by mentioning that tacos al pastor and margaritas were pretty irresistible to her too, but she didn’t feel the need to make out with them. Besides, she knew what Helena was getting at.
Humanity was precious, she was saying, because it was fragile and vulnerable. Not something to be thrown away.
Before Tess could get too carried away by thoughts of mortality, though, Helena’s hand dipping between her thighs brought her back to the present. Her fingers played slowly over Tess’s wet slit, dragging over her clit occasionally in lazy strokes that had her moaning.
In front of them, Christine seized up as she came, groaning through gritted teeth, and Richard bit down hard on her inner thigh as she trembled in the aftershocks. He only drank for a couple of seconds before sealing the wound—she must have been reeling already, Tess thought as Richard pressed a kiss to her thigh and pulled her crumpled dress back down. Veronica fetched her a glass of water from the bar and lifted her tousled head into her lap to help her drink, a look of tenderness etched on her face. Christine smiled up at her, her brown eyes veiled and tired.
“Rest if you like, dear,” said Veronica, smoothing her auburn hair, and she closed her eyes.
Veronica and Richard embraced next to her, kissing languidly, both of them flushed with their mortal lover’s blood. Helena kept to her torturous pace, the slow drag that had Tess bucking against her hand. Orgasm loomed hazily on the horizon, always just out of reach, until without warning the deep, slow ripples began to rise, not so much crashing over her as buoying her up on a warm, peaceful sea. It went on and on until Tess was gasping for breath, sweat misting her neck and the small of her back. Helena drew a deep breath, satisfied, as Tess began to crest down.
The pain in her neck felt like coming a second time, a sharp staccato that faded to sweet, throbbing pulses in time with the beat of her heart. Helena drank lustily, taking more than Sabine had. Staking a claim maybe, and fuck, that idea was so hot Tess might have come again if she could have even moved. But Helena pulled her hand away before she could experiment with that possibility. Helena didn’t show her any images as she drank, but Tess heard, as if echoing from another room, the clear plaintive sound of a piano in her head. She lapped at Tess’s neck, which tingled as it healed. She must have bitten her tongue.
Tess came down at last, lightheaded and fucked-out, and wound her arms around Helena’s hard, marble-like shoulders. The other mortals were in similar states of dazed languor. Christine appeared to have fallen asleep, and Theo had gone boneless on the couch while Alex caressed his smiling face. He’d been right, Tess thought. No fear, no danger, beyond what was merely thrilling. Nothing but pleasure.
After a few moments, just as she drifted on the edge of sleep, Helena helped her to her feet and gathered her scattered clothes. Blood-warmed hands helped her dress, and they said their goodbyes. The last thing she remembered was Sabine’s eyes creased with a smile of farewell. She dozed off in the cab on the way home.




Chapter Five
Tess awoke the next day around one in the afternoon, bleary and disoriented with lingering jet lag and blood loss. The room was pitch dark thanks to the blackout curtains, and she reached out to feel Helena next to her, lifeless and still, the strap of her pale pink nightgown slipping from her shoulder in an endearingly human way. Tess fixed it, not needing to worry about waking her.
She turned on her phone’s flashlight to help her navigate her way out of the room, then shut the door behind her and sealed the crack with a rolled-up towel. It made her think of smoking weed in her dorm room, and she laughed at herself, still a little light-headed. Helena was just another forbidden delight.
Tess ambled to the fridge and poured herself a glass of trusty orange juice, then put the coffee on. It was cold and sweet, heaven going down. She fixed herself an omelet and toast after rummaging around in the provisions Helena had helpfully picked up for her. Some of them were odd choices, like the brightly colored bags of chips stored in the fridge alongside glistening berries and starfruit—foods chosen perhaps because they were eye-catching with little regard for how they might taste. Well, at least there were eggs and delicious Parisian bread. After the night’s activities, Tess was ravenous. The coffee was a rich dark roast, and she had it with plenty of fresh cream.
Tess wandered to the living room with its floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and electric piano—a surprisingly modern touch, for Helena. Potted plants gleamed dully in the overcast light that filtered through the long, white-draped windows. The room was light and airy, with nothing of the medieval closeness and baroque ornamentation of Helena’s faraway castle. Paris was an escape for her, Tess supposed. Now, it was an escape for Tess, too.
She turned on the unobtrusive TV—another minor miracle—and switched between a couple of French-dubbed movies while she regained her equilibrium, her sluggish brain struggling to translate. It was a little like a hangover, though fortunately she didn’t have a pounding headache.
It was hard not to resent these simple annoyances, the drudgery of the body, when Helena could make her strong and perfect any time she wanted. If she even wants to.
Tess thought of the others Helena had brought with her to her little vampire parties, years ago. Had they thought themselves on the road to immortality? Were they out walking the earth somewhere, ready to be guests on some daytime talk show above the flashy title: “I Dated a Vampire”? Or had Helena simply taken them gently into death, delicate and implacable, a little sip that became more, and more, and more?
Old insecurities flooded her then. Good time girl. You taste sweet enough and look good on your knees. But she’ll get bored of you soon.
Oh, she didn’t actually think Helena would kill her. Unless she had really misjudged things. She laughed to herself, a bitter snort. After all, how much time had they really spent together? A matter of weeks. Her body craved Helena’s touch and thrilled at the thought of deadly little teeth in her neck, her wrist, her inner thigh. But that didn’t change the fact that she was hardly a blip in a lifetime of twelve hundred years, romantic visions or no. Tess sighed heavily and got up to get a glass of water.
By the time Helena emerged in the evening, Tess was feeling tired and sullen. The glittering lights in the tall French windows sparked no desire to go exploring, only a terrible ache in her chest at the thought of her days slipping away one by one like drops of her finite blood.
Helena approached, already dressed in a chic white skirt and sequined black halter, and clasped Tess’s shoulders under the terrycloth robe she’d been languishing in all day. Cool lips pressed a kiss to her cheek, bringing with them the scent of powdery iris.
“What is it, dragă?” she asked calmly.
“Nothing.”
“Please, I could sense your mood in my sleep.” Helena carded a hand through her curls. “Tell your Mistress all about it,” she murmured, voice pitched low, and Tess groaned.
“Don’t try to turn me on. It’s not going to work.” Well, that was a lie, but one Helena was gracious enough not to press her on. She came around and joined Tess on the sofa. “I’m just tired, is all.”
“You had a trying night. I suppose I should apologize.”
“Don’t be sorry. I liked it.”
“Of course you did, pet. You can’t help yourself. But I should know better than to feed from you two nights in a row. It was…irresponsible.”
“I’m not your pet, Helena.”
“Merely a term of endearment.” Helena cocked her head. “What is really troubling you?”
“What’s troubling me? Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that you’ve brought a bunch of other mortals to these vampire parties. You just keep going on, and on, and on—and who knows if they’re even alive anymore? What’s going to happen when you get tired of me, huh?”
“You can’t possibly think I would ever hurt you.” Helena was calm, her gaze steady. “You are very precious to me, my girl.”
“I know that.” Tess sighed. She felt like a petulant child. That doesn’t exactly answer my question, she thought, but let it lie.
“Tess, darling, you’re overwrought. Let me get you some of that good scotch you like.”
“Okay.”
Helena rose and went to the kitchen, returning a moment later with a dainty pour of golden liquid.
“Thanks,” Tess muttered, and took a sip.
“I had assumed these things were understood between us,” Helena started, her back straight. “But you are more to me than a mere trifle, Tess.”
“Okay, I understand that, but…it still feels temporary sometimes.”
“It’s only natural that you should have doubts. Things are still new between us, and it must be very strange for you.”
Tess chuckled under her breath at the understatement and cradled her drink against her belly. Classic Helena, no lies detected. “I think I can get used to it.”
“I’m glad.”
“I think…I could get used to a lot more than you’re giving me credit for.”
Helena closed her eyes wearily for a moment.
“You think that, lovely girl,” she said. “But you’re wrong.” She opened her eyes, and they were two dark, enveloping pits. “Please don’t speak of it again.”
Tess gave a short nod.
“Now, I’m going to order you some steak frites and you’re going to shower and put on something pretty while we wait for them. We’re going out tonight.”
“Out where?”
Helena smiled softly.
“Hunting.”




Chapter Six
Tess obeyed reluctantly at first, but she had to grudgingly admit the hot water soothed her frazzled nerves and made her feel more human. By the time she’d slipped on a pair of skintight leather pants and a loose blouse of pale, patterned silk, she was starting to feel almost good. A spritz of the boutique French perfume Helena favored on her had her feeling downright sexy, and she popped in her contacts and did her makeup in a much better mood than she’d been in before.
She savored the slow, appreciative way Helena looked her over when she emerged from the bedroom.
“I must admit, darling, I’m tempted to keep you here,” she purred. “But I’ve already taken too much from you as it is.”
The idea of letting Helena ravage her was starting to sound more and more appealing. To hell with her iron levels.
“You can, if you want,” Tess murmured. “I feel fine now.”
“Absolutely not.” Helena chuckled. “Eat your frites.”
Tess did as she was told—they were delicious, as was everything else she’d eaten so far. Helena managed not to rush her too much as she lingered with Tess at the marble-topped kitchen counter, legs crossed elegantly, feet in high-heeled black booties.
Helena opted for the prosaic comfort of a rideshare to take them to the club that would be her hunting ground. A smile and a confident declaration that, yes, they were on the VIP list was all it took to get them past the bouncer, and soon they were enveloped in throbbing bass and darkness shot through with laser lights and the sparkling reflections of dancers in the mirrored walls. Helena escorted Tess to the bar and set her up with a cocktail, something involving vodka and passionfruit, and ordered a drink for herself, a little whiskey in a rocks glass. She touched their glasses together and smiled, her lips bearing a faint pink gloss to obscure their paleness. Her eye makeup was dramatic black liquid liner that made her look mysterious and powerful, a painted queen from an Egyptian tomb.
“If whiskey tastes half as bad as it smells, I’m surprised you’re not dead by now, dragă,” she said cheerfully. She had to lean in close for Tess to hear her.
“Well, it’s not exactly O negative, but it gets the job done.” Tess chuckled and took a pink, sweet sip.
“Dance with me,” Helena said then in the same cold, brusque voice she would use to order Tess to her knees. Tess gulped and allowed herself to be led into the swirling mass of dancers. She wondered if it all seemed silly and frivolous to someone as old as Helena, who had seen the turning of centuries and stalked a horse-drawn world. Even Tess had to admit she felt a little too old for places like this, but Helena seemed perfectly at ease. It was something Tess loved about her, her ability to be fascinated by everyday life, the tawdry and the mundane as much as the beautiful. In her lower moments, Tess wondered if this wasn’t what made Helena able to love her.
Helena clasped Tess’s hip with her free hand and swayed with the music, holding the little glass of whiskey well away from herself. Tess smiled and sipped her fruity concoction, content to be led.
Helena was sleek and gracile as always, and Tess loved watching her. In the glittering dark, her shining pale skin didn’t seem startling, only alluring. And Tess wasn’t the only one who noticed.
The man was a few years younger than her, with painstakingly groomed dark hair and a wreath of stubble at his throat. He was staring openly at Helena, or maybe at the two of them together. Jesus, presumptuous much?
Tess didn’t have time to get too bent out of shape about it, though. Helena’s black eyes fastened on him and drew him over, peeling him off from the crowd like a lioness would a sickly wildebeest. In an instant he was between them, Helena’s slender arms around his neck, his cloying cologne in Tess’s nostrils. Gently, she guided his head to the side to expose the sculped neck before pressing a long, bloody kiss there. He gasped as her teeth pressed in, then let out a pleasured groan. It was over in moments, and Helena guided him from the dancefloor to lean against a wall, dazed and heavy-eyed but still on his feet. She looked to Tess with an arch little smile.
She was absolutely cold and predatory. It was thrilling. Tess couldn’t tear her eyes away.
“An excellent vintage,” Helena said serenely, subtly tonguing the blood from her teeth. “But I’d like to sample another.”
This time she left Tess leaning against the mirrored wall and slithered into a knot of dancers. It was only a matter of moments before she was able to dazzle another mortal, a young woman, her round limbs bared by her strapless silver dress. Tiny gems glinted at the corners of her eyes though a curtain of dark hair. Close to her ear, Helena said something that made her smile.
It was idiotic to feel jealous. The fact that Tess knew that didn’t stop a surge of anger from searing her insides. Helena was speaking intimately to this girl with her low voice, sharing the breath of her familiar perfume and the gaze of her deep black eyes. Touching her hair, her shoulder. Her neck.
Helena’s mouth followed the path of her hands, tracing jaw and throat, delicately licking until the poor girl moaned. Tess dug her nails into the heels of her hands, seething with envy and something darker. She was riveted by the sight of Helena blithely toying with this woman, drawing her ever closer with little tastes of pleasure to contrast the inevitable sharp, all-consuming pain. Tess studied the girl’s face for the exact moment the bite happened, watching black brows knit together as the haze cleared from her eyes just for a second before they rolled back in ecstasy. God, Helena was feasting on her. After a few seconds, Tess was tempted to step in and intervene, afraid Helena would let her drop right there on the dancefloor. But Helena’s strong arms held her up and whisked her away to a low bench along the wall. Her neck had been healed, but her head lolled to the side.
“Will she be okay?” asked Tess, ashamed to find that she didn’t really care.
“Yes, in time.”
Helena turned to her, taking her in from head to toe. Her eyes were bright, and it seemed there was a hint of color in her face. She looked powerful and flushed in the intermittent flashes of illumination. Tess approached, reeled in just as her victims had been.
She had to have her. Now.
“Come with me,” Tess begged in a harsh whisper. She clasped Helena’s upper arm and dragged her, unresisting, deep into the dark until she found the corridor that led to the restrooms. Ignoring the other women touching up their makeup under the harsh light, she pulled Helena into a stall after her and locked the door, pressing her up against it. Helena gave a fierce grin, showing the delicate points of her fangs.
“You’ve gotten me this far, my dear,” she breathed. “What were you planning on doing with me?”
“This,” Tess growled, rucking up the hem of her tailored skirt. She slid her hand up Helena’s slim thigh and teased between her legs with her fingertips. The silk there was soaked.
“So fucking wet,” Tess breathed. “You liked drinking from that girl. And that boy.”
“You liked it too, I think.” Helena’s chuckle became a soft moan as Tess tore the fabric aside and slid her paired fingers inside her. She gripped Tess’s waist and canted her hips up for more. Tess mouthed at her neck and sucked a bruise there, then watched it vanish, a purple flower that quickly bloomed and withered.
“Yeah, I did,” Tess had to admit, her voice muffled by Helena’s skin. She captured Helena’s mouth with her own and fucked her harder, savoring the hitch in her breath.
“Tess…”
It was over in moments, Helena gasping into her hair as she came. Tess helped her fix her skirt and they slipped out without a word.
“Are you finished?” she asked when they were safely enveloped in darkness again.
“Oh, yes,” Helena murmured. She squeezed Tess’s hand. “I’m quite satisfied.”
“Good.” Tess kissed her cheek. “Take me home.”




Chapter Seven
“So what was that all about?” asked Tess, shimmying out of her skintight leather and into a set of silk pajamas.
“I was hungry.” Helena shrugged eloquently. “And I thought a change of scenery would cheer you.”
“Uh huh. And it had nothing to do with showing me the dark reality of what it takes for you to stay alive, right?”
Helena fixed her with a level stare, so flushed with stolen blood she looked almost human.
“Your response was…unexpected.”
“So you admit you were trying to discourage me.”
“Not in so many words.” Helena sighed. “I only wanted you to see for yourself. Tess, this life of mine—it isn’t for everyone. Do you know the reason there are so few living vampires?”
“Tell me.”
“It’s because they go insane. They go into the sun and destroy themselves, dragă. The gifts that come with it are dazzling, incalculable—but so is the cost.”
“I don’t want to leave you,” Tess said simply, tears prickling in her eyes.
“You won’t, darling.” Helena enfolded her in her slim arms, warm now as she rarely was. “Not for many years.”
“Are you saying you won’t give it to me because you don’t think I’m strong enough?” She hated the way her voice cracked.
“Not at all.” Helena gave her brow a quick, matter-of-fact kiss. “You’re very strong, pet. Independent and inquisitive. It’s what drew me to you in the first place. But no one can know how the change will affect a person. Sometimes even the strongest are lost to madness, unable to cope without the light of the sun. I would not have that happen to you.”
“Alex was younger than me when it happened, and he turned out fine.”
“Alex was already dying. It’s different.”
“Well, so am I, goddamn it!” Tess hissed, wrenching away. “Maybe not today, but soon. In the span of your lifetime, I won’t last the blink of an eye.”
“You’re thinking about this all wrong, darling. I love you as you are.”
“You love my weakness.” Tess snarled. “My blood.”
That was unfair, she knew, but all the insecurities that had been simmering inside her were boiling over now, with an assist from the alcohol thinning her blood. Tears of frustration welled in her eyes.
“If all I wanted was a plaything with a beating heart, I could find five of them tonight. That’s not what you are, and you know it.”
“So show me! Give it to me!”
Helena looked at her with profound sadness, a red film gleaming in her dark eyes.
“Can you not see what an act of selfishness that would be on my part? I will not deprive you of your mortal life while you’re still so…infatuated with me.”
“You think I don’t know what I want?”
“I know what you think you want.”
“Unbelievable!” Tess shook her head, turning away. She tore off the pajamas she wore and put on the clothes she’d worn to the club. She grabbed her purse and rushed out the door, punching the down button on the elevator. Helena didn’t question her or try to stop her; she merely watched from her bedside vanity.
Tess didn’t know where she was going, only that she desperately needed to not be here anymore.
Another club didn’t seem appealing, though it was still fairly early, only 10:30. Getting drunk by herself at a bar just seemed sad. She wanted to vent to someone, one of her friends maybe, but who could possibly understand?
Well, someone could. Theo could.
What was the name of his restaurant again? Les Tricoteuses, after the women who had knitted by the guillotine during the French Revolution. The image made Tess laugh, in a morbid sort of way. But then, you needed a dark sense of humor when your romantic partner regularly fed on your life force.
Tess searched for it online and found that it was a good twenty-minute walk up the Rue Rivoli. Enough time to clear her head in the brisk night air. By the time she got there, she was glad she’d worn her flat boots instead of the heels Helena had bought her.
There were only a few diners lingering in the long, narrow restaurant, the hour late for dinner even in Paris. It was an intimate space. Copper ceiling tiles and wainscoting gave the place a warm, inviting glow. The bar and row of booths alongside it were all dark wood, the tables topped with immaculate white cloths. She asked the hostess if Theo was there, explaining that she was a friend. In a minute he swung out of the kitchen door, dapper in his chef’s whites. He brightened when he saw her and waved her over.
“Tess! I was hoping you’d come by. I was just about to have a smoke. Come outside with me?”
“Sure.”
He poured her a plastic cup of red wine and pressed it into her hands—he was already sipping one himself. The neck of his chef’s jacket hung open over the requisite black t-shirt. He dug a pack of Gitanes out of his pocket and offered her one.
“I haven’t really smoked since college,” she said, taking it.
“Yeah, well, I’m guessing it won’t be the most unhealthy thing you’ve done tonight,” he said affably, lighting it for her. “No offense.”
“None taken.”
They leaned against the brick wall in the alley out back, the dumpster looming nearby.
“So, what’d she do?” he asked, cigarette perched on his lip.
“Nothing, really. It’s just…she took me hunting.”
“Shit, really?” His dark eyebrows lifted as he exhaled a plume of fragrant smoke. “It seems kind of early for that.”
“Think she was trying to teach me a lesson. You know, ‘Look at what a monster I am.’ Nosferatu and all that.”
Theo snorted a laugh.
“Now, why would she go and do a thing like that?” He sipped his wine, and she followed. It was vin ordinaire, but still tasty.
“I…might have been hinting that she should bring me over.” It still felt weird, using the lingo. Like she was in some overheated vampire soap opera.
“Well, one as old as Helena…you have to understand why she’d be a little resistant to that idea. She knows what she’s talking about.” He took a deep drag. “She didn’t kill anyone, did she?”
“What? No!”
“That’s good, anyway.” Theo ground out his smoke and sank down to sit on an overturned milk crate. Tess took the one next to him and drew on the cigarette, savoring the head rush from the unfamiliar nicotine.
“I know you don’t want it,” Tess said. “I must sound crazy to you, asking a woman I’ve been dating for six months to make me,” she looked around warily and dropped her voice to a whisper, “a fucking vampire.”
Theo chuckled, tipping back the little plastic cup for a sip. “Like I said, I’m stubborn. I like what I do. I like cheese and bone marrow and radishes dipped in sel gris with butter.” He gave a self-effacing smile. “The doc wants to put me on cholesterol meds, can you believe that shit?”
“Based on that list? Kinda, yeah.”
Theo laughed outright at that.
“Anyone would want it,” he went on. “Anyone normal, I mean. It’s human nature. A way to cheat death—and it’s being offered by the most beautiful, alluring creature you’ve ever seen in your life.”
“I just…feel like if she doesn’t bring me over, it means she doesn’t really want me.”
“You’ve got it all wrong,” he said. “I’ve known Helena for over twenty years, and she’s never been this serious about a mortal. She’s holding off because she wants you just the way you are. And if it does happen, she wants you to be sure.”
Tess went quiet, taking a final drag and tossing the cigarette butt in a nearby puddle.
“I hope you’re right.” She met his eyes and tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “Sorry to barge in like this and vent about my lesbian vampire drama.”
“Nah, it’s okay. Things are winding down here. Besides, if you saw the shit me and Alex got up to in the ‘90s…”
“Such as?”
“The motherfucker stored a body overnight in my walk-in.” Theo scoffed. “Right next to the jamón ibérico.”
“A body?”
“That was before he figured out he could survive without killing. The vampire who brought him over didn’t give him any guidance. It was a while before he met Sabine and she showed him the ropes and introduced him to the rest of them.”
“Wow.” Tess blinked slowly, imagining it.
“Yeah. So that put a strain on things, as you can imagine.” Theo drank down the last of his wine. “After that first night, he was terrified to drink from me at all in case he wouldn’t be able to stop himself. It was absolute torture for both of us. That’s why he was so adamant about making me a vampire from the beginning.”
“But he never did.”
“He respected my wishes.” Theo’s look grew warm, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “You have to respect hers, Tess.”
“I know.” Tess sighed heavily. All the fight had gone out of her, and she slumped against the damp brick wall.
“Come on, I have some duck confit back here that’ll make you glad to be mortal.”
Tess gave a short laugh and followed him back into the kitchen. It turned out he was absolutely right.




Chapter Eight
It was around two a.m. by the time Tess trundled back to Helena’s flat, her mood lightened by talking and laughing with Theo, who was “glad to hang out with someone who eats food for a change.” She was more than a little drunk.
“I’m sorry,” she said when she came in and found Helena curled up on the sofa with a copy of French Vogue. “I was being a brat.”
Tess slipped out of her boots with difficulty and dropped on the couch next to her, limp as a ragdoll. Helena peered over with a hint of laughter in her dark eyes.
“I have nothing against brats, my dear, but I prefer that they stay in my bedchamber rather than roaming the streets at night.”
“Uh…noted.”
Helena laid her magazine aside. She looked so human Tess could almost picture her with reading glasses.
“What did Theo have to say?” she asked.
“He…wait, how’d you know I was at Theo’s place?”
“You smell of duck fat.”
Tess snorted a laugh.
“He told me I have to respect your wishes.”
“Mm. A wise boy, that Theo.” Helena ran manicured fingertips through Tess’s curls, idly detangling them. “But I must respect yours as well. I never meant for you to feel that I don’t care about you. It is because I love you that I wish to wait,” she said in Romanian.
“I love you, too,” Tess answered, her drunken tongue slurring the words.
“Sleep now. But for God’s sake, have some water first. We have tickets for the symphony tomorrow night, and I won’t have you languishing with a hangover.”
Tess smiled at the familiar note of command in Helena’s voice and fell forward to press a kiss to her cheek.
“Yes, Mistress,” she breathed, and giggled.
Tess obediently chugged a couple of glasses of water and slipped into her discarded pajamas, a little unsteady on her feet as she shuffled through her nightly routine. She finally decided that taking off her makeup was a distant pipe dream and collapsed on the goose down pillow on her side of the bed, asleep in a matter of moments.
She awoke feeling bleary-eyed and groggy, but not as awful as she might have. A cup of coffee would take the edge off, hopefully. It was once again afternoon, totally dark, and Helena lay sprawled and insensate beside her. Tess slipped out of the covers and padded out to the kitchen to get herself back in some semblance of working order.
Finding herself with the afternoon to kill, she went out for croissants and more delicious coffee, leafing through Helena’s Vogue at a sidewalk café table until she felt ready to face the evening. She liked the artfully composed, glossy photos, even if she’d probably never be caught dead (or undead, as the case may be) in any of the haute couture confections the models wore. It was invigorating to see Paris in the light of the sun, shrouded with pale overcast clouds though it was, and to watch the passerby bustling past, so unlike the sauntering nighttime crowds. She was happy here with the sighing of chestnut trees and the scent of impending rain.
Once again she wondered why they didn’t just stay in Paris indefinitely. It seemed like a marvelous idea.
After evening came and Tess got ready for their night out, Helena took her to an understated restaurant, nursing a single glass of red wine that gleamed like blood while Tess did her best not to devour everything in front of her. Soon, they would meet Alex and Theo.
They took their seats among the smartly dressed concertgoers, Theo dressed in a slim black button-down and Alex in a gray suit with no tie, a flash of mustard yellow in his pocket square. They were both in high spirits, exchanging their usual banter, switching effortlessly between English and French. Alex explained that an old friend of his was the third chair cellist. She thought he’d died all those years ago, but he still liked to come hear her play occasionally, safe in the anonymity of the crowd.
Tess realized she hadn’t thought all that much about what everyone she knew back home would think if Helena turned her. What would she tell people? Would she just fall off the face of the earth one day? Would she have to fake her own death? Slather on the self-tanner and start teaching night classes?
It was insane that she hadn’t considered any of this in her headlong rush to be with Helena forever. What is happening to me?
The house lights went down and a hush fell over the crowd, which breathed with anticipation. The music washed over them, full of verve and passion, a vivid interpretation of Beethoven—at least it was to Tess’s untrained ear. Helena and Alex listened raptly, heads canted with more than human stillness. Theo rested serenely with his hands folded in his lap and exchanged a secret smile with Tess as if to say get a load of these two. She grinned.
After the enthusiastic standing ovation, they filed out into the night with the rest of the well-dressed concertgoers.
“You gotta love old Ludwig, even if he’s no Alien Sex Fiend,” said Theo as they joined the meandering sidewalk crowds, cupping a lighter to his cigarette.
“This is the final straw, chéri. I’m leaving you,” deadpanned Alex, linking their arms together.
“Such thunder in the Allegretto,” murmured Helena to Alex. “Such restraint. Your friend Julie played well.” Coming from her, that was a pretty high compliment.
“She always did,” said Alex with a rueful smile.
The four retired to a dark bar for more musical conversation, as well as cocktails and small plates for the mortals. Tess listened with enthusiasm to Theo’s stories of the underground music scene of Paris in the ‘80s, when Alex would take his cello to the metro stations and busk for change while Theo worked his way through culinary school and dragged Alex to cramped basement venues to blow out their eardrums every night. Just talking about it made him incandescent with happiness, his smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.
At closing time, they said their goodbyes and went their separate ways.
It was early evening the next day when they got the news.
Helena ended a call with a swipe of her thumb and drifted into the bedchamber, a strange, dazed look in her eyes. Her silken robe billowed at her knees as she sat down.
“I just spoke with Alex,” she said, a hitch in her breath. “It’s Theo. He died sometime during the daylight hours when Alex was unconscious. A heart attack.” She moistened her lips, an uncharacteristically human gesture. “He’s gone, Tess.”




Chapter Nine
“I don’t believe it!” Tess said, shaking her head. She was still too shocked to cry. They were huddled together on the sofa, still in robes and soft pajamas. “I just talked to him. He seemed fine last night. He was so happy…”
“Yes.” Helena laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“He said Alex’s blood would keep him going another thirty years. He said it was keeping him young.”
“A mortal is still mortal, even with small infusions of a vampire’s blood,” Helena said softly. “It may slow the aging process and make the body more resilient. But it is no cure for death, sadly.”
“Should we go to him?” Alex, she meant.
“Soon. He’s with Sabine. They’re waiting for the undertaker to come for the body. She’ll take him to Veronica and Richard.”
“Okay.” Tess sat for a moment with her hands folded between her knees, then threw her arms around Helena’s neck. “What’s going to happen to him?” she asked, throat tight as she started to cry. She hadn’t known Theo very long, but in some ways he knew more about her than her closest friends. She felt his loss like a kick in the diaphragm. She could scarcely imagine what it must be like for Alex.
“He will go on.” Helena’s embrace was soft for all her eerie strength. “In pain and then in acceptance, night by night. It’s what we do.”
“‘We’?” Tess’s heart fluttered. She struggled to parse what Helena was saying through the fresh surge of grief for her new friend with his carefree jokes and laughing eyes. Is she saying what I think she’s saying?
“Yes, dragă.” Helena kissed her forehead. “I would have you with me.”
“You…changed your mind?” Tess let out her breath in a rush. “You want to bring me over?”
“I do.”
Rattled as she was, it was hard for Tess not to get a little choked up at that particular word choice.
“Why now?” she asked. “I mean, you were right before. There’s no rush. I don’t want to pressure you.”
“Darling, I’m perfectly aware of that.” Her hands were soothing on Tess’s upper arms. “But this tragedy has brought home to me how very fragile you are.”
“But you really didn’t want to before. There must have been a reason besides just caution.”
“The truth is, in all the centuries I have walked in the world, I have only done this once before.”
Of course. It should have occurred to Tess that she’d made other vampires.
“Only…once?”
“It did not turn out as I had hoped. I did not intend to make the same mistake with you.”
Tess was powerfully curious, but sensed that now was not the time to press her about it.
Helena smiled sadly. “It seems my fear of losing you has won out over my misgivings.”
Tess never thought it would happen here. Not in the City of Light.
It was all wrong. They should be in Helena’s fairytale castle, enclosed in her dark bed with only the ancient stones to bear witness.
There was no arguing with Helena on that point, though. She didn’t want to wait any longer. Tess was about to get what she’d asked for and dreamed of almost since that first night when Helena had laid bare her ancient secret. Now that it was about to happen, her palms were sweating, her stomach anxiously churning.
“There will be pain,” said Helena, caressing her hair. “But it won’t last long.”
“I’m scared,” Tess said, her voice soft and thready. “What if it doesn’t work?”
“It will work, sweet girl. You’re strong enough.”
What did that mean, ‘strong enough’? Strong enough for what? Panic thrummed in her gut, quickened her heart.
“Calm yourself,” Helena soothed. “You have wanted this for so long. What are you frightened of?”
“I’m afraid you won’t want me anymore,” Tess murmured, the admission drawn out from some deep, hidden recess in her mind.
“You are going to be so beautiful and powerful, dragă,” Helena said, smiling. “It’s possible you won’t need me anymore. But that is a risk we both must take with clear eyes. A leap of faith.”
Yes, that’s what it was. A leap of faith.
“It’s just so…final.”
“You’ll still be the same wonderful person, darling. That much I could never change.” She pressed her lips to Tess’s in a tender, melting kiss. Tess’s objections were falling away as Helena cradled her face. Yes, want this, want you, forever…
“Are you ready, darling?”
“I think so.” Tess gave a nervous sigh. She wanted so badly to be back in the close, candlelit chambers of Helena’s castle. A world unto themselves. This place was lovely, but it wasn’t their place. “Wait,” she whispered.
Helena lifted her head, white-pale hair falling over her shoulder. She watched Tess calmly, waiting for her to go on with glacial patience.
“I want it to happen there,” Tess said softly. “The Lupescu castle.”
“I understand, dragă.” Helena petted through Tess’s curls, soothingly.
“I know you want to do it as soon as possible, but…I want it to be just the two of us. In the mountains, all by ourselves.”
“You wish me to spirit you away?” Helena’s gaze was warm.
“I want you to take me home,” Tess husked, slipping into Romanian. Helena gave a soft smile.
“Very well.” She wrapped her strong, slender arms around Tess. “I shall do as you ask.”
“Can we leave soon? I mean…will Alex be okay?”
“The others will look after him. Alex is still young, but these losses are part of our experience. Even the strigoi are not immune to grief.”
“Not part of our experience,” Tess said, smiling gently.
“Certainly not, dragă. You’re not going anywhere for a long, long while.”
Tess chuckled. “Are you sure you don’t like keeping me mortal, just a little?”
“I won’t deny it. Your mortality is very fetching, pet. Fragility and strength at once.”
“You think so?”
“I know it.” Helena caressed her neck, her shoulder. “I will miss you like this, soft and weak for me.” Tess gasped, as much at the words as at Helena’s hand slipping down to cup her breast. “Helpless in my hands.”
Tess moaned as Helena’s thumb slid over her nipple, making it peak. Tess’s spine undulated as she ground up into Helena’s thigh, capturing her mouth in a slow, sweet kiss. It felt wrong that she should still want this so badly when poor Theo was gone and Alex was lost to grief. But she couldn’t deny it—all she could do was surrender.
Tess let her tongue snake out to tease Helena’s, relishing the way Helena opened to her. Helena moaned, deepening the kiss, seizing Tess’s wrists and pinning them over her head. She was suddenly fierce, demanding. Tess felt a familiar thrill of adrenaline, a hint of danger as she was pinned to the bed. She peered up into Helena’s blazing black eyes, wondering what it would be like once they were finally equals. Would she still feel that slight frisson of fear that heightened every touch?
Helena’s fangs nipping at her bottom lip were a sharp reminder her to stay in the moment instead of worrying about the future when the nights stretched endlessly before them. She tasted the salt of her own blood, and Helena stiffened with it, her body quickening all over as she sucked at the tiny cut she’d made. It made Tess ache to be bitten, even as she throbbed between her legs, desperate for Helena to touch her. Suddenly she couldn’t stand lying passively anymore; she wanted to make Helena come.
“Let me…” she breathed, tugging at Helena’s grip until she finally relented. Tess slid her hands down Helena’s silk-covered sides until she reached the high hemline; she pushed it up to clutch at Helena’s slim, pert ass, making her sigh. She pulled at Helena’s hips, guiding her up until she was straddling Tess’s face, her shins pinning Tess’s shoulders to the bed.
Tess craned her neck to meet the sweet, slick cunt in her face, parting the lips with her thumbs as she slowly licked. Helena gave a soft gasp that ended on a moan. To be at the mercy of such ancient power, held down and enthralled, never ceased to be electrifying. She tongued Helena’s clit and relished her hiss of pleasure.
“Yes,” Helena gritted. “Sweet girl.” Tess whimpered at that, redoubling her efforts as Helena swiveled her hips and used her grateful mouth. Helena tore a hand through her curls and held them firmly, her other hand guiding Tess’s left wrist up to her mouth.
Oh, God. Oh, fuck.
Tess lost all coherent thought after that as Helena sank her teeth in the inside of her wrist, crushing it to her mouth with both hands while she fucked Tess’s face. Burning pain seared her arm, radiating from her wrist as Helena sucked hard on the wound, moaning. Images tumbled in her mind, Helena’s memories of Tess on her knees begging to be taken, Tess writhing open-mouthed on dark, twisted sheets with Helena’s fingers buried inside her. It shocked her a little to see herself like this and touch the bottomless well of Helena’s desire for her, her fear that Tess could be suddenly wrenched away.
Helena pulled herself away, pale hair flying, and the images vanished. Crimson droplets pooled at the corners of her mouth, a rare display of messiness when she usually drank with such measured restraint. It made Tess’s cheeks flame even as Helena sealed the wounds with the tip of her tongue. Helena gripped her hair and rode her mouth even harder, stiffening as she came. Tess whined at the taste, lapping and lapping as sweetness flooded her mouth.
Helena crested down after a long moment, panting, and rolled off. She buried her face in Tess’s neck and nuzzled there, laying soft kisses with no threat of a bite in them. Each one stoked the growing lust in Tess until she was dripping wet, desperate for relief.
The next instant, Helena was between her legs savoring the taste of her, drawing it out until Tess thought the aching pleasure would never end. She clutched at strong, statuesque shoulders in desperation, needing to come but not wanting it to stop. At last, Helena slipped her cool fingers inside her, working her relentlessly while her tongue teased Tess’s clit until she sobbed. Orgasm crashed over her, wringing a groan from her lips as her legs shuddered and finally went limp.
“Beautiful Tess,” Helena soothed, almost teasing, and kissed her ruddy, round knee.
Things would be so different between them soon. It was hard to believe she was on the cusp of becoming like Helena. One of the strigoi. The mullo. A goddamn vampire.
She wrapped her arms around Helena and held her close, listening to the slower-than-human heartbeat that pulsed indomitably in her chest. Soon, she thought, that’s going to be me.




Chapter Ten
Romania. The Lupescu castle.
Tess savored the scent of sun-warmed pine resin that penetrated even the stone walls and the heavy old-growth timber of the doors. The castle and its surrounding village were postcard-perfect under a radiant blue sky. At Helena’s urging, she wandered by day past the kitchen garden and manicured grounds and down into the savage forest, absorbing the sight of sun through the leaves. She began to feel like a leaf herself, vibrant and buzzing with energy.
After today, this would all be lost to her. Or maybe it was more accurate to say she would be gaining the night, more radiant and vivid than she had ever imagined it. Her body with all its human needs would be irrevocably changed—no longer attuned to the nourishing sun. She shielded her eyes and looked up through glimmering leaves like torn patches of silk from where she sat perched on a fallen tree. The trees rose up around her like the stone pillars of a great cathedral. In a matter of hours, this wild forest would hold no danger for her.
She thought of Theo, who had never wanted the gift she was about to receive, and of Alex staring at the damp overturned earth of his fresh grave with disbelief. He had been utterly still, the way that vampires can be when they aren’t conscious of being observed. Red tears had slid down his youthful face until Sabine had taken him in her arms. Tess herself had cried, not just for the man she’d met, but for the person she would never now become, a scholar lined with the wisdom of human age.
“He wanted it this way,” Alex had choked out, wiping his face with an impatient hand. “Of course he did.” He’d laughed sharply through his bloody tears. “He never could do anything the easy way.”
“That is why you loved him,” Sabine had murmured, smiling softly, rubbing his upper arms.
“Who’s going to drive me crazy now?” he’d asked desperately.
“Don’t worry about that now, child,” Veronica had said. “It is enough that he lived, and that we all remember him.”
Memory was its own form of immortality, Tess supposed. Especially when the people who remembered you would never, ever die.
The sun was westering, throwing gold light on the weathered gray tree trunks that surrounded her. Soon it would be dusk.
Tess climbed the hill back up to the castle, making her way through the verdant summer forest. She watched the dappled shadows on the leaflitter under her feet shifting with the breeze, wondering if she would ever see such a thing again and trying desperately to commit them to memory. After tonight, memory would be all she had.
It was almost worse knowing it was coming. Helena and Alex hadn’t gotten any time to think about it. They hadn’t had to say goodbye to the waking world like this. A thrill of anticipation flared deep inside her, though her limbs were also heavy with dread.
She’d texted her friends back home that she meant to stay on with Helena for a while, maybe the rest of the summer. That would buy her some time, at least, while she figured out what to tell them. Not to mention what the hell her professional life was going to look like from here on out.
Tess made her way through a trellis wound with red roses at the rear of the castle, admiring the way the light caught on the velvety petals. They were full-blown at this time of the season, perfectly unwound, the outer petals dangling when she plucked one and tucked it behind her ear, careful of the thorns.
The leaded glass windows of the castle began to gleam like molten gold in the light. The sun was sinking now behind the mountains, the shadows of trees lengthening to grasping fingers, as if the approaching night would take Tess in its clutches.
But there was no need; she would soon greet it with open arms.
As the blazing disc of the sun disappeared below the tree line, Tess turned away from it and went back inside through the kitchen door.
It was time.
Tess ascended the stairs to Helena’s chambers, finding them warm and inviting. The darkened rooms were lit with dozens of flickering candles, some tall and dripping in ancient silver candelabra, some tiny tea lights clustered on porcelain plates. Helena greeted her in a slim, white gown that cascaded to the floor in satiny ripples. Its wide neckline encompassed her shoulders and showed off her long, regal neck, just a shade paler than the polished ivory of her skin. It was a gown a 1930s Hollywood starlet might wear to a movie premiere, not the lace and seed beads of a bride. And yet, Tess couldn’t help thinking she was stepping up to an altar in this sacred darkness with the scent of candles all around.
She had come as Helena commanded, naked but for a long silk robe. Helena approached, caressing her with her eyes.
“Are you ready, darling?” she asked, her voice deepened with desire.
“Yes.”
“Good.” Helena brushed her cheek with a cool thumb. “I will make it as pleasurable for you as I can.”
Tess’s breath hitched at that, arousal unspooling at the base of her spine even as her heart thundered with her nervousness. Helena reached out and untied the sash of her robe, letting it fall to the floor. Tess’s skin gleamed golden in the light of the candles.
In the flickering shadows, Helena decked her naked body with long strands of pearls and wound her hair with antique combs and ribbons. It seemed this was part of the ritual, decking her with ancient finery. Helena’s gaze was fiercely intent on her task as she layered Tess with cold, heavy pearls until she shivered and slipped antique rings onto her fingers. It added to her sense that this was some kind of unearthly wedding ceremony. Helena’s hands were cool like the jewelry.
“Come to bed, pet,” Helena commanded, putting her at ease. Tess allowed herself to be led and laid out on silk and brocade behind the billowing bedcurtains. Helena smiled into her eyes and bent to kiss her, slowly building to soft caresses that stoked the desire clawing inside her. By the time Helena’s lips met her throat, she was flushed and panting, no longer afraid.
The first brush of Helena’s fangs sent a familiar, cold thrill of adrenaline through her. When they pierced her offered neck she moaned, surrounded by the overwhelming wave of love and warmth Helena sent along with images of Tess laughing in front of a roaring fire, Tess sipping wine in Paris. Tess reading long ago in a sunlit field, the vision Helena had of her from centuries before she was born. It went on and on, swelling and receding as Tess drifted as if on a warm, pleasant sea.
This was the point at which Helena usually pulled away. But she didn’t. It wasn’t ending. The sweet, falling pleasure didn’t stop—she didn’t want it to, not when she felt so safe and loved and known. But she was getting so tired. It would be sweet to fall asleep like this in Helena’s arms. The flashes of Helena’s happy memories were receding now, and there was light all around her. Was this a final vision of the sunlight she would never dance in again?
The brightness beckoned. A disembodied voice that was not a voice at all seemed to say come into the light. Peace and peace and peace was waiting for her, if she would only take one last step.
“Drink, dragă,” Helena commanded, her eyes sharp and focused. She shook Tess’s shoulder to wake her from her swoon and raked her nails across her own throat. Blood welled up in the scratches like strands of rubies. Tess didn’t have to be told to taste it—she bent forward and lapped, so unbearably thirsty. Sweetness and richness on her tongue—nothing like the paltry salt of her own blood. This was an elixir of honey and moonlight, thick like the creamy scent of cut lilies. It satisfied her as nothing in her life ever had.
“More,” she begged, and Helena pierced her own vein with a sharp nail. Tess latched onto the wound with a moan, pulling and pulling, and she could feel Helena sharing in her memories, her little joys and defeats. As the rich blood flowed into her, so did Helena’s fathomless love. She drank it down greedily, beyond any other thought or desire, until Helena pushed her away and she watched, panting, as the puncture in her neck closed of its own accord. Helena gathered the remaining trickle on her fingers and held them out for Tess to lick clean, and oh, fuck, it was so good.
Her beautiful gown was spotless, her pale hair tumbling down. Tess hadn’t spilled a drop.
“You did well, my dear,” husked Helena. She was breathing hard. Her hand came up to caress Tess’s face. “The change has begun.”
Tess’s eyes fluttered closed. She moaned at the feeling of her heart pounding. Faster and faster it beat, until the sound filled her head, a bleeding drum. Her skin was buzzing all over as if with electricity, shivers passing over her in waves. Cramps seized her muscles, making her arch her back as the pain of it crested. She gasped and cried out.
“It will pass in a moment, dragă,” soothed Helena. “There is nothing to fear.”
Tess focused on the sound of her voice and the feeling of her thumb rhythmically stroking her cheek. It seemed she drifted to sleep for a moment, or maybe passed out, but when she opened her eyes Helena was there. Helena would always be there.
Tess was drenched in sweat under the layered pearls and finery when she sat up. She tore the adornments from her hair and neck, desperate to be bare, and laid them aside. She looked down at her hands and saw that her skin still had its golden tone, though now it had an opalescent luster in the guttering candlelight. Her heart had slowed to a normal pace, maybe a little slow if she really focused on it.
Helena looked on approvingly, her hand drifting to Tess’s shoulder. It might have felt cool before, but now there was no difference in the temperature of their skin. Helena’s lips found hers for a long, chaste kiss. It felt like an avowal.
“How do you feel, my love?” she asked, her voice roughened. Tess flexed her hands. She was asking herself the same question.
“I feel…good.” She swallowed. “Really good. Energized. Like I could do anything.”
“Perhaps you can,” Helena answered, smiling. “Are you thirsting?”
Tess’s throat felt parched at the question, and emptiness seemed to churn within her. It was a deep, carnal hunger, more profound than the need for bread and water. It knocked the breath out of her, breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding because she wasn’t breathing anymore. Weird.
“Yes,” she said. Her voice sounded strange to her own ears, dark and resonant. “I need…oh, God.”
“Come with me, Tess.” Helena pulled her to her feet, but she didn’t need the help. She felt steady, strong. Ready to leap and run. “The forest will see to our needs.”
Before Tess could respond, Helena was slipping out of her white dress and toeing off her dainty silver pumps until she stood nude and pale as a shaft of moonlight. She drew Tess along to the ancient mullioned window and opened it. The dewy grass rested some thirty feet below.
“Are you serious?” Tess asked. “You want me to jump out the window?”
Rather than bothering with a response, Helena leapt to the ground below and landed in an elegant crouch. She peered up at Tess and beckoned.
“It’s too far,” Tess said.
“You could jump from twice that height easily.” Helena stepped back, a glimmer melting into the shadows. “Trust me.” She spoke softly, but Tess could still hear. She could hear the forest rustling and breathing in the darkness, calling to her.
With a deep breath, she slipped from the window and landed on the grass below, feeling strangely weightless. Helena was right; it was easy.
She followed Helena’s straight, slim form down to the margin of the forest.
“You remember what I told you about running as a wolf?” Helena asked, quirking her pale eyebrow.
“Of course.”
“Try it with me now. Picture a powerful she-wolf in your mind. Her yellow eyes. Her wide paws. Become this creature in your imagination, and you will in life.”
It hadn’t occurred to Tess that they would be doing this, but, after all, why not? If she had the power to do it, she might as well try. She closed her eyes and followed Helena’s instructions.
When she opened them, the night was crisp and bright all around her, the forest laid bare to her piercing gaze. She could see into the shadows; she could smell the flowing tree sap and the blood of tiny slumbering animals. Her hands had become silvery paws anchored in the earth.
She whipped her head around to find Helena, now a majestic pale gray wolf standing in the moonlight. Helena bounded off into the woods, and Tess scrambled to keep up before finding she could keep pace easily. The forest whipped by, pine branches swaying as she flew past them on powerful legs. She scented a deer on the soft wind at the same moment as Helena, and they veered off together in pursuit of the delicious blood. Together they chased the young stag over a frigid mountain stream and up the high grade until it became trapped in a copse of pine. Helena lunged, clasping the muscular neck in her jaws to bring it down, and in the next instant she was a woman again, her lips fastened to the dark, trickling flood.
Tess fell to her knees, in human form once again, and pierced the creature’s throat with her fangs—fangs—taking into herself the rich, thick fluid of its living blood. She drew and drew, glutting herself with it until Helena pulled her away with a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“Tess,” she whispered, kissing her cheek, “it’s finished.”
Tess stared down at the limp body of the deer, dazed. Its blood sang inside of her, lighting her up from within. Helena took her in her arms and held her in the cool, fragrant night that now whispered with a thousand voices. Had it always been so full of life?
“It’s not finished,” Tess murmured, grinning, and kissed her. “It’s just beginning.”
Helena smiled and cupped her face in both hands, finally taking her hand and leading her back with light, soundless steps through the dark forest. They walked naked and fearless through the shadows like two brilliant living statues in an overgrown garden. They could have streaked across the distance in no time at all, fast as the wind, but there was no hurry.
Tess caught Helena’s luminous black eyes and laughed.
They had all the time in the world.
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