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      Thomas circled the chamber for what felt like the hundredth time. He’d prepared her bed as he did every night. He’d turned back the cotton sheets the way she liked, arranged her pillows, and cut one perfect white rose, the bud not quite open, to lay on the linens. Though it was something she required, tonight it seemed as if he did it by his own will, for his own purposes. His fingers lingered on the petals as he imagined trailing the bud between her breasts, down a silken abdomen...

      He swore, something he rarely did, but the moment seemed to call for it. He attended her in the evenings when she first rose, and she often laid out her schedule for the nighttime hours while choosing her clothing, calling for his assistance to lace a corset or tie a garter. He’d seen her naked plenty of times. He helped her bathe, after all, pouring water over that slim back, massaging oils into her skin. He washed her dark hair, a web of temptation all its own, the way it fell in twists and curls down to her flare of her hips, teasing the crease between her bare buttocks.

      She was a descendant of Lilith, of Jezebel, of every woman who knew exactly how to use such beauty to confound a man’s mind. Despite the fact it was a more enlightened time, almost 1852, there were still some of his monastic brethren in England who considered women Satan’s agents, either deliberately or through female weakness for sin. But he didn’t. Even after a year in the service of a vampire queen.

      That year had brought him far from the monastery, geographically at least. Her decision to leave Europe for the young United States of America had been surprising, but she’d felt the position was strategic. It spoke to her desire to see the European vampires take a new, more enlightened view of their relationship with the human world. She’d purchased this plantation house outside of Atlanta, and, though they hadn’t been able to stay here as often as she liked, she’d at least managed to get a prolific rose garden. She never lived anywhere she couldn’t have roses. A quirk that always reminded him of the vulnerability of the woman beneath the queen’s exterior.

      Turning away from the bed, he moved to the fire, added another log. She didn’t really get cold, but she liked warmth, the way it pressed against her skin like a lover’s touch. He didn’t give himself to such sensual poetry, of course. She’d told him that once, and he’d remembered it. Such words were thorns she drove into his flesh, tormenting him, goading his resolve.

      He was an intelligent man. She’d told him his brilliant mind was why she’d brought him into her service, and possibly his intellect was the reason he’d been drawn to it. However, though he’d left his monastery to serve her, he had not set aside his vows as a monk. His brothers might consider him no longer one of them, but his oath had been made to God, not to them.

      Because he was an intelligent man, he’d been able to look beyond his fear of his own weak impulses to the mind of the woman he served. It put his to shame, particularly when it came to calculation, testing a man’s mettle. Lady Lyssa needed a full servant, and the past year had been a never-ending audition for it. Yes, she’d tested his resolve to honor his vow of celibacy, and though the woman in her had taken pleasure and amusement in it, her intent had been far more serious and politic. And because he’d understood that, he’d stayed.

      Though she’d tempted him mercilessly in those first three months, there was some invisible cessation point where her taunts became almost affectionate barbs, no longer such a test of his will. Though his soul had breathed a sigh of relief, it had been rocked back on its heels by one simple command, given two months ago.

      I am ready to give you the third mark, Thomas. It will make you my full servant, your soul bound to me forever. Before I do that, you will take the Ritual of Binding to a vampire queen. And you will lie with me, to prove your loyalty to me can exist in the same heart that holds your loyalty to God. I will ask it of you only once, but your heart and body must be given to me freely, like the rest of you. If you cannot do that, then I will release you to return to your monastery. She’d paused then, those green eyes vibrant, but she wasn’t done. She was thorough, his lady, and never left any stone unturned.

      And on that night, I will also demand to hear what you have never spoken. Why you have chosen to serve me.

      Even though she could read his mind, she knew that forcing a man to say such a thing to a listening ear made it far more binding and concrete, not just nebulous wisps of thought, like clouds scudding away.

      She’d not been willing to negotiate or argue her terms. In their travels, they had debated many things, even argued heatedly like two scholars. But there was a tone that entered her voice when she assumed her queen’s mantle, and it had been there at that moment. Those jade eyes had been cool and remote, making it clear there was either acquiescence or departure. And both would be permanent. Forever.

      Had she known he would need two months to decide to stay or run? The thought made him chastise himself. Why did he think of it that way in his mind? If he hadn’t been able to reconcile himself to this moment, he would have left, not run away. He’d come into this relationship with his eyes open.

      She was not like other vampires he knew, and he’d met many since their paths had crossed. Any other vampire mistress would have demanded this act long before tonight, because sexual demands of servants were closely integrated into all aspects of the vampire world. However, part of it was his lady had spent her year up to her slim neck in conflict. Addressing the guerilla tactics of what he feared eventually would become outright war between the vampires. There’d been plenty of vicious brutality and bloodshed going on in the shadows of the oblivious human world, but he already knew they were minor moves on the chessboard for what might come. His lady had a vision for the future, and he could see the knowledge in her eyes, what the cost would ultimately be. She would face it unflinchingly, as she did everything else.

      But he believed there was another reason she hadn’t pushed it before now. Respect. She respected him. When he’d come into her service, she’d needed his intellect, his companionship. The reasons he’d found himself here were complicated and simple at once, as much intuition and gut as reasoned thinking. He knew he was an oddity, a monk who wished to be a monk, yet serve God in a way that seemed inconsistent with those vows. She was a vampire equally as unique in her world. Another thing that drew them together.

      At the beginning, she’d made him a first marked servant, the geographical locater for his protection from the other vampires they might encounter. It was a sigil of her service. Then, as his duties became more involved, he took the second mark, so she could speak in his mind, and he in hers, though of course he did not have the same free access to her thoughts as she did to his. He had told himself it did not concern him. After all, God could be in his mind at any time, so it would be an additional test, to ensure that everything in Thomas’s mind reflected his devotion to His will.

      While he knew his order would scoff at such things, she never did. Nor did she do anything to reassure him what he was doing was right. She left it entirely between him and God...though everything else was subject to her will.

      His faith was predicated by the belief that other men were ordained to know better than he what God demanded—priests, cardinals, the Pope himself. The Bible spoke of sins and betrayed faith. Thomas knew all that, but he could not deny what his heart had told him, the first time he had met her.

      She’d been seeking an ancient manuscript, a history of the Crusades. Specifically, a reference to a knight who had fought in it. The reference had been obscure and vague, no way to tell if it was the man she sought. Even so, Thomas remembered the way she’d placed her fingers on the line of text, her eyes closing, her mouth softening in a way he had not seen since. However, it had been a blinding light into her soul, showing him who she was, this mysterious, dangerous and powerful woman, like no other he’d met.

      After that, she’d engaged him in a lively dialogue about the other histories and texts he had. She spent three days there, apparently just to increase her knowledge by testing his. When she got ready to leave, he knew what she was. She told him she would take him into her service, if he went willingly. He’d been at the monastery nearly twenty years, yet it took him only one night to decide to leave it, as if all his training and preparation had been for her eventual arrival.

      His place was at her side, not as an abandonment of his faith, but as a reinforcement of it. He’d been sure of it, had rarely doubted it. Tonight, however, that belief would be tested as it had not been before, because it was the first time his service to her would so definitively trespass on promises given to Another.

      He usually laid out a filmy silken gown for her slumber, one that clearly showed her body beneath it. It was her preferred nightwear, a woman of no shame when it came to her sexual beauty. Tonight, though, she’d told him to lay out only a robe.

      “It’s all I’ll need tonight,” she’d said. She’d mentioned it in a careless offhand way as they’d been doing quarterstaff training. She’d spent time in Japan learning the intricate staff work, and in turn she’d trained Thomas so he could spar with her, though she of course had to slow her movements. He’d missed a step, and gotten his knuckles wrapped for his trouble.

      Not by a flicker did she acknowledge the significance of her words, but he’d felt the impact beyond his smarting knuckles. It had seared through his gut and lower, in parts not even given the relief of his hand for nearly twenty years, let alone the heated silk of a woman’s body.

      Would he shame himself like a boy? Surely not, for she’d tested him so often this past year that restraint should be second nature. But there was a keen difference between her honeyed words, her casual touches, and being bare together by the light of this fire, his body between her legs, his cock... Ah, God help him, he hadn’t thought so much about his cock over two decades as he had in the past two months. All monks figured out ways to get past the involuntary urges, accept and eventually quell the desires that came in the middle of the night, the churning need of the male body to spend. To deny it made one stronger for God’s service, that energy channeled into prayer and service. Tonight, he was going to channel it into its animal purpose, and as the moment grew closer, he was growing more desperate to understand if he was acting on his desires or God’s.

      Realizing his pacing was wearing a hole in the Persian rug, he dropped to his knees on the stone near the fire, putting his head near enough to the heat to feel the burn through his hair. Dear Father, I have prayed about this so much. I believe it is Your Will that I serve her, to the extent you will overlook this one night, but forgive me, I do not know if an overly developed intellect masquerades as divination of Your Purpose, to have what my man’s greedy soul might want...

      He could remain her secondmark servant. After all, he served her well in that capacity. But he’d known his destiny was to be far more to her. As her thirdmark servant he could help her in ways he would never be able to do as a secondmark, giving her strength and support she would need in the days ahead. No one else in her retinue was as close to her, understood her mind the way he did. That was not a boast – it was a tricky, dangerous path every day, something that drove his conflict to even deeper levels when he saw he had a knack for it that no one else did. She knew it, too. Why else would God have brought him into her life?

      He knew what others of his order would say. The Devil was equally as capable of bringing such influences into a man’s life. But he’d long ago faced the truth—that every choice and decision lay in a man’s heart. No other man or institution could bear the responsibility or blame for it. There was no one between him and God on this. He had to follow what his own soul told him to do.

      “Thomas.”

      He hadn’t heard her come in, so deep had been his contemplation. Or perhaps she’d chosen to move as a vampire, so silent that no man could see her when she did not wish to be seen. He lifted his head, tilted it so he could find her in the corner of his gaze, though for the first time in their relationship, he found it too difficult to look at her directly. “My lady.”

      Her gaze passed over the bed, lingering on the rose. “White, the color of death. Or of endings. Is this your answer?”

      “No, my lady. But I am...” She would not tolerate prevarication. He could not assuage his soul by justifying his actions to her. So he stopped before he started. He made himself get to his feet, turn and face her, meet her jade gaze. “No, my lady. White can also be the color of beginnings. Or a reflection of your fair skin.”

      “So it can. Though a monk should hardly be considering a woman’s fair skin.”

      “Well, the night seems to call for a certain amount of gallantry.”

      A faint smile touched her lips, but he was absurdly touched by the seriousness of her gaze, an acknowledgment of what this might cost him. She would not mock or tease him tonight, not that way. Pulling the sticks from her hair, she let it tumble down her shoulders, all the way to her hips. That glory of ebony silk would soon be filling his hands. It was much easier to resist when he knew it was not his to touch. Now, when it would be required, it was almost impossible not to feel it already sliding over his palms.

      If he unleashed this longing growing in his breast, would he ever leash it back again? Could he serve them both?

      “You’ve never been nervous in my presence. Even when you understood what I was. You are different from most monks. You fence my sharpest wit like an expert swordsman, you endure my subtle taunts with a resigned smile and a dry humor that makes me laugh, when nothing else can. I’m in your mind, I’ve seen you quell your desire, the way you quell hunger or any other natural impulse. You have more discipline than any human I have ever met. But you’re nervous now, aren’t you?”

      No use denying it. “Yes, my lady. I am.”

      “I like it.” She leaned in the door frame, accentuating her hips in the men’s trousers she’d donned for her practice, pants that hugged her body indecently. But nothing about her had ever seemed indecent to him. She seemed above such rules.

      “Did you talk to your God?”

      “He is Your God as well, my lady. But yes.”

      “Hmm. If you have spoken to him, made what peace you are going to, then we leave Him outside this door.” Turning, she closed it with a significant click, shot the bolt home, then gave him a glance, filled with that sensual power and yet amusement that could be tender and merciless at once. “That leaves just you and me, doesn’t it?”

      Thomas wondered. He couldn’t imagine even God denying Himself the pleasure of seeing what would happen next in this energy-charged room that suddenly seemed much warmer. God have mercy on my soul.

      Her lips curved. She’d heard the thought.

      Ask Him for mercy, Thomas. Because I shall give you none. Not until dawn.
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      “You are taking unseemly joy in this, my lady. Like a man given a virgin to defile.”

      Her jade eyes gleamed. “My intent is not to defile you, only ensure myself of your loyalty.”

      “Practically, I’m not sure how this proves that. Very few men could resist your charms.” In fact, if Jesus had met Lady Lyssa in the desert instead of Satan, Thomas was sure Christian history would have turned out far differently.

      Because she was inside his mind, that surprised a chuckle out of her. But her voice softened. “You are an exceedingly devout man, Thomas. If you defined your faith only by brick and mortar and holy texts writ by men, you would have given in to temptation a hundred times by now. I have certainly tested it.” In her gaze he saw the sensual reflection of it, every time she’d bade him bathe her, dress her hair, lie in her bed so she could curl around him, absorb his warm and companionship while she slept. “Your order has shut the door against you. But you have not abandoned your oath to God.”

      Until tonight. He couldn’t help the thought, but of course she heard it.

      “You have the sense to know better. Don’t become mindlessly pious on me now.” No softness in her voice now, a cue he’d learned to read well. His spine automatically straightened, his senses sharpening. She arched a perfect brow. “Show me the scars I put upon you.”

      Two nights ago, he’d taken the Ritual of Binding to a Vampire Queen. She’d used a whip, striped him with it fifty times. She’d soaked the single tail in her own blood so the lashes would leave these permanent scars, despite a secondmark’s advanced healing ability. As a thirdmark, he would never have another scar except this, an intentional branding.

      I am sworn to your service. Compelled by absolute loyalty, I safeguard your well-being before my own or any other ties of family or friendship. I swear it by the giving of my blood to you and before all of Divinity, may my life be cursed and my soul be damned if I speak false or ever betray the vow.

      The ancient vow he’d said to her echoed in his mind. Had the words required he put her above Divinity, he wasn’t sure he could have done it, because he’d gotten this far believing the vows were not in competition. Until tonight.

      That phrase was going to be branded on his mind like those lashes, though Lyssa’s faint tone of scorn had told him she wouldn’t tolerate false guilt. The fact he was going ahead with it said so. Even if she wasn’t in his mind, he expected she’d never let a man hide from the truth of his soul, however base or noble its intent.

      She made a noise, reminding him she’d given him a command. He was wearing a coarse linen shirt over workman’s trousers and boots. It was clean and modest, neat, something over which he could easily don a jacket and dress up if she had guests, but which worked well otherwise for his work around the plantation, tending the garden, helping the staff with repairs or reading in the orchard.

      Now though, stripping off the shirt was like taking off his skin. It was another mystery, why he felt self conscious at this point. While she was entirely immodest with him in her bath and dressing areas, she had no compunction about invading his privacy the same way. Many times, when he’d been bathing, she’d come to watch him.

      She hadn’t cloaked it in a pretense of conversation. She’d sat on a chair in silence and studied his naked male form in detail, making it clear it was her right to do so, to take whatever pleasure she wished in the sight of his hands cupping and lathering his genitals, the stretch of his body, the length of an arm as he rubbed soap over the firm expanse of skin over his rib cage and the indentation of arm pit, the curve of biceps. The first time she’d ever come upon him like that, he’d practically leapt out of the tub like a squealing girl and taken refuge behind a bush.

      “You startled me, my lady,” he’d stammered. “What may I do for you?”

      “What you are doing. I will watch you, Thomas. Whenever I wish. Come out of there.”

      Her jade eyes had stayed fixed up on him, as intently as they were now, until he stepped out from behind the foliage. Lord in Heaven, his stomach had been quaking. There’d been a tremor through his legs, but it wasn’t that reaction which caused him the most mortification. He’d continued bathing even as he became fully erect in front of her. Because of that and a wealth of other reasons, he hadn’t washed his cock and balls. He had absolutely no intention of doing so. Not in front of her. However, not for the first time, she reminded him how clever she was.

      “You missed a spot, Thomas. A substantial one. If you will not clean it yourself, you’ll goad me to do it. I won’t suffer an unclean servant.”

      “I think you’re the one goading, my lady.”

      “Testing. Whether you pass or fail is entirely up to me.”

      Now, returning to the present, he considered her. “You’ve watched me bathe before, my lady.” Her gaze touched his chest, the muscled lines of his arms and abdomen. He helped with the manual labor, tending horses, clearing brush and making repairs, not liking to be idle when she didn’t need him, or he wasn’t at prayer or study. Vanity was a sin, but he couldn’t help the way the obvious pleasure in her regard uncurled warmth inside of him, tightening his lower abdomen and hardening his cock even further. She noted that as well, the increased constriction of the pants now revealed to her.

      “Yes, I have. In fact, I recall I’ve required you to strip quite a few times when you weren’t expecting it. In my library, to give me the pleasure of looking at you while we were both reading. In the gardens, while I tended the roses. I liked seeing your backside flex as you dug or planted. The way your knees pressed into the dirt, your testicles so heavy and touchable, swinging between your legs.”

      He closed his eyes. The fit of the pants was getting decidedly uncomfortable. He was also certain fluid was leaking from his organ, likely staining the front of the thin cloth with a damp kiss. “Why would you do that? Tempt yourself with nakedness but not touch?”

      “Because I like the look of you. Pure and perfect, a creation of God. So sexual. You got hard, every time I required it of you. Just as now.”

      “And I’ve told you that men cannot help what their cocks do. Only what they do with them.”

      “So you have.” A light smile touched her lips, but didn’t reach her eyes. “Thomas, turn.”

      He did, and knew she was looking at those fifty raw stripes, the ones that had kept him moving stiffly this past day, though his healing ability had turned them into closed scars. In his world, the healing powers of a secondmark would be considered a miracle. In her world, it was simply part of being a vampire’s servant. When she drew closer, that first touch was like a lightning strike, the way her fingers trailed down his shoulder. He closed his eyes again, and his fists. Throughout the ages, men of God had flogged themselves. For penance. To show their devotion by giving up comfort and immersing themselves in agony. To resist temptation.

      Father, forgive me...

      Could a man ask for forgiveness before he sinned, knowing that he was going to do it, even if it was wrong? Of course not, not unless he was hypocrite. He was worse than that. A scholar, a thinking man. She was right. In his heart, he didn’t consider this a sin.

      She let those fingers drift down his shoulder, rest on the line of scars. The pain during the lashing had been excruciating, such that he’d cried out during the last twenty. Afterwards, he’d lain down naked on the cold stone floor of her small chapel. She hadn’t required that. He’d done it to underscore what he was choosing to do, praying for guidance. He’d fallen asleep that way. When he woke, a blanket had been laid over him by her own hands, and his head was in her lap, her fingers stroking his temples. She’d let him into her mind in that intimate moment, and he saw her considering the dusting of silver in the hair, a reminder he was no boy. He was a man. He’d been taught they were all children of God, but his mind had often wondered why God would want a world full of creatures who never matured and grew up. Even infants could learn enough from their parents to be guided by their wisdom in making their own decisions. Why couldn’t adults do the same from God’s Wisdom?

      “Do you really consider lying with a woman a defilement?” She could purr like a cat, stroke a man with her voice, but sometimes that would fall away. He’d hear a trace of vulnerability it seemed only his ears were allowed to detect. Such evidence of her trust was a gift he valued beyond comprehension.

      “Not this. Not with you. God help me.”

      She laid her cheek between his shoulder blades, her lips grazing the nearest one. He thought her eyes might have closed now, because her hands slipped around his waist, her knuckles curling to trace the muscles in his abdomen, then down, around the hip bone, along the line of hip and upper thigh. At last, she plucked at a crease in the strained fabric of his trousers, like a string in a violin tightened to near snapping. His testicles contracted at the thrum of incidental contact all along his groin.

      “I told you I would want to hear it tonight, Thomas. Why you want to be my full servant.”

      “You asked me that the very first day, my lady.”

      “Yes. You said you felt it would serve the Lord’s purpose. I laughed at you.”

      “You did more than that, my lady. You said, ‘That’s a convenient male excuse.’”

      “And you hid behind your wit and impertinence. You said, ‘No man would willingly choose to serve such a demanding taskmaster. Only a monk, used to serving God, would be up to the task of serving you as you demand, my lady.”

      She straightened, one arm remaining loosely molded to his side, her skin sliding against his as she pushed up on his left arm so she could pass beneath it and turn into his body in front, settling herself so her breasts rested on his chest, her thigh brushing the inside of his. Their mouths were so close. It wasn’t often that he was so directly reminded of how much shorter she was, a petite doll of a woman. One who, standing so close, had to tilt her head to look up into his face. As he had to bow his own to see hers.

      Her hair teased his fingers where it fell in curls over her hips. “You amused me, because it was a challenge. You were an enigma. You still are.”

      “I doubt that. You are inside my mind, my lady. If you honor me with your final mark, you believe you will have ingress into my very soul.”

      “I have seen a squirrel dance across a branch that should snap beneath his weight, fling himself in the air and land without fear on a tree limb fifteen feet away. I know squirrels can do that. It doesn’t make the mystery of how they came to be what they are any less. Your greatest sin is speaking the truth, embracing your own wisdom, believing that it can be inspired by God’s. And that sin has endured, despite a lifetime of self-deprecation, of being nurtured on the idea that man is hopelessly weak, ignorant and misguided. You try to flagellate yourself with it, and yet your skin bears no scars. Not until mine.” Her fingers passed over them again. “Do you want to touch my hair, Thomas?”

      “Yes.” He swallowed, but kept his hand hovering in the air where she’d pushed it, the other in a clenched knot at his hip.

      She nodded, but didn’t give him permission to do so. Instead, she outlined his collar bone with one long-nailed finger, scraping enough to leave a mark. “That first day, I thought you a man of God led astray by your lust. But your gentleness intrigued me. And when I looked in your eyes, I saw something far more than lust in your gaze. So now, you must tell me the truth, whatever it is. Why would you turn from God to give yourself to me?”

      Now her expression sharpened in that way she had of taking a man off guard, all play gone, no games or tricks. Her gaze was as direct and piercing as a monarch’s, but her voice was clear, demanding truth. And though he hadn’t been quite sure how he would say it, it came from him as if summoned. The way she had trained him to react to her commands, over one short year.

      “Because I feel I am turning toward Him, not away.” He swallowed, made himself keep holding her gaze. There were times she didn’t allow it, but this was not one of them. She waited, wanting more, because she knew as he did there was more truth to be told. She wouldn’t break the lock between their eyes until she had all of it. All of him.

      “The history of my church, of men in my church... Monks, cardinals, priests, popes...we’ve often engaged in earthly matters. Politics, wars, scheming. Acts of deceit, to secure power or privilege for the Church. Such men have stood next to kings, influenced the direction of countries.” He swallowed again. “They believed power was an acceptable weapon to secure faith. And sometimes it was. Though sometimes, to our shame, it wasn’t.”

      He only had to look into her slanted jade eyes, over the abundance of black hair, to know they would have burned her alive during those shameful times. Being a vampire would have been the least of it.

      She nodded. “I have been alive for nearly nine hundred years, Thomas. Such a time span gives one far less respect for religion, and far more for the Divine.”

      Despite the tension of the moment, the conflicting reactions of his body and his heart, he couldn’t help but smile. As beautiful as she was, he sometimes thought it was her clever, irreverent mind that truly bewitched him.

      “I do not seek to compare myself to such men,” he continued, “though I pray I am not misguided as some of them have been. But I see what you are trying to do with the Vampire Council. And if I may be so bold, my lady, I will say that perhaps I have seen what others have not about your intentions. You may not consider humans equal, but you do not think that gives you the right to take advantage of the power God has given you. You think like a predator, not a human. You take what you need, and you demand respect, but that is all. You do not kill or subjugate merely for the power.”

      Her other hand still rested on his back. But now her fingers dug into one of the scars, enough to have him draw in a breath. “You may be wrong about a part of that,” she murmured. “Sometimes I do subjugate...for the pleasure in the power. But you haven’t finished your explanation, have you?”

      This was the more difficult part. He almost had to close his eyes again as her hand came back to his neck, slid down over the pectoral to tease the nipple. Her clothing was thin, and he could feel the press of hers. He wasn’t a virgin. He’d come into the monastery after sowing a few wild oats as a stable boy, so he knew what it was to feel a woman’s arousal through her breasts, the hardening tips a reflection of his own body. It was a heady feeling, one that made him dizzy, but she was holding him, steadying him.

      “I think what you are doing will save lives. It will make it possible for two species to live in relative peace. From what I can see, you are alone at the head of a small army, standing against a far more savage one. One that wants no law but blood. I...feel what you are, my lady. I know there is a savagery inside you as well. You have the strength of will to use it for good...but you are also alone. If you will forgive me for the presumption, I can give you what others cannot – a quiet place, a confessional, a place to rest. A place of understanding. A reminder of why you are doing what you are doing.”

      Despite the urges of his body, the conflict in his mind, something else took hold of him now. He spoke without flinching, his voice gaining in strength, resonating with the attentive look on her face. “I think I can be a way to hold onto your compassion and mercy. I can help you retain your belief in balance, that it is more important than power for its own sake. It is ambitious for a humble monk, and I have prayed upon it. Scorn my humility if you will, and though it could be my ego, pride or truth that guides my feeling in this, I know I feel it. As surely as I feel my love for God.” He took a breath. “And my love for you.”

      At the flicker in her gaze, the press of her lips, he allowed himself to twine a finger in one ebony curl. Not to touch, but to affirm. “In the end, we answer to God. But I know by serving you, I serve him. I’ve made that peace, and this moment is as much about that for me as it is for anything else.”

      He stared directly into those jewel-green irises, the darkness inside of them. As her fingers came to rest on his face, near his lips, he spoke again. “Whether I burn for it or find my way to the Heavenly Gates, it is what I have decided. May God have mercy on us both if I’ve chosen wrongly.”

      “I think you are burning now,” she said after a long moment. “Your skin is so warm. Just a light gleam of sweat.”

      “It’s from the fire. You like it far warmer than most would find comfortable.” She would be comfortable in the bowels of Hell itself. Lucifer would offer her a comfortable chair and a glass of wine, if she ever graced his gates. A creature of all worlds and none.

      After another long pause, she spoke. “I accept you as my servant, gentle monk. Tonight I will mark you as I take your body. Give yourself to me generously, this one night. Every ounce of your heart, soul and body. If you do that, you will have done my bidding.”

      She smiled then, and the soft pleasure to it dropped the bottom out of his world. It was several moments then before he could speak. When he did, he knew he’d stepped out of the world of books and theology, and left his eloquence there. Now he could only say what he was feeling. This primal place was her world.

      “I’m nervous,” he admitted. “Nervous that I will not please you.”

      “Now that is shameful pride.” Her eyes glinted and she teased his mouth with her fingers again, such that he couldn’t help himself. His lips parted and he tasted her. In the reflection of her eyes he saw the look of concentrated wonder on his face, amazement at himself. Lifting up on her toes, she brought her lips within a breath of his and spoke in that sensuous whisper she did so well.

      “Thomas, I promise you, you are incapable of not pleasing me. Before this night is over, you will kiss my throat, my breasts, between my legs. You will taste every inch of my skin, and I will taste yours. As well as your blood. No more waiting. As much as I have enjoyed our dialogues, until I bid you otherwise, I bid you silent.” Her green eyes grew vibrant and close, taking over everything as the whisper became a breath, taking the air in his lungs.

      “Kiss me. Use your body to talk to me.”
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      “I know you’ve thought of touching me with your mouth, these hands.” She closed her fingers over his right hand, lifted it so they were palm to palm. She widened her slim fingers, watched as he slowly slid his in between the spaces, down those narrow valleys, his gaze wondering at the feel of her skin sliding along his in just that small way.

      It made something in her go still and quiet. Lyssa teased him often, and she wouldn’t deny a certain amount of feminine satisfaction in having this night with him. But he was right in his thoughts. She did respect him. She’d never met a man of such singular conviction, who so trusted his intellect to teach him God’s will, rather than faith alone. As such, she didn’t think she’d ever met a man so close to God, and she’d walked with cardinals, shared at least one dinner with a pope. Back in the...fourteenth century, she remembered. He’d chewed with his mouth open, and explained to her, in great detail, the edict he’d issued against the practice of witchcraft.

      Thomas was also right about his purpose in her life, but he couldn’t know how accurate his word choice had been. Confessor. There’d been times, in her darkest hours, she’d wanted to go on her knees to someone, have him lay a comforting hand over her hair, give her absolution, tell her that her sins were forgiven as long as she regretted them in her heart. That was not her life, not who she could be. But Thomas felt the truth of it, and those nights when she’d sit by a window, studying the moonlight or the rain, the way the wind moved through the trees and spoke her thoughts to him in a random, quiet way, and he’d listened...that was as close to it as she’d ever come, to any man or God.

      He was still studying their hands, the way they fit together, and it both amused and moved her to see how he was lingering over it. Not delaying, but simply marveling at what he’d never experienced. She spread the fingers of her other hand out on his shoulder, then slid her knuckles along his throat, moving up to his face. He often wore the wire-rimmed glasses. The second mark hadn’t improved his eyesight, oddly, or perhaps he did so much reading he just found the glasses a comfort and support. She liked watching him read in them, the way they accentuated his serious gray eyes, the set of his mouth. At first, his hair had been shaved short, but in his travels with her, she’d required him to grow it out, so he blended more with the styles of other servants. It was best not to attract too much attention, and a monk who traveled in close attendance on a single woman of her looks and bearing would attract attention. A servant, however, would not attract as much.

      She unhooked the wire fitting over one ear, and then freed her other hand to do the same with the other side, removing the glasses and setting them to the side. He had beautiful gray eyes, long-lashed and intent, the kind of eyes that any woman with a heart could see had strength to them, and courage.

      She ran a finger over his lips, enjoying the feel of them. He had such a pleasurable mouth. How would he pleasure her with it? “You know, you’ve never thought about it, not when I was listening,” she murmured. “I assume I am not, in fact, deflowering a virgin.”

      He shook his head. And though he obeyed her directive not to speak, she saw the image in his mind. When he’d worked as a stable lad, an orphan taken in by the monastery, those gray eyes and lean young body had caught the attention of a village maid. One with an ample...very ample—bosom.

      A smile curved her lips at his rueful look. But she saw in his mind, after that, there’d been nothing. Once he’d taken his vow, he’d not given himself any form of release, even by his hand.

      “Then perhaps we should deal with that.” She cocked her head at his startled expression. “I can order you to spill your seed first, then I’ll spend the night building you back so you can then spill it inside of me.”

      He held her gaze. I beg of you, my lady. Let me be inside you when that happens. Make me hold out until then. Make my torment your pleasure.

      He surprised her, the ferocity of that desire, welling up inside of him. He’d watched her tease and torment others, making them wait, and wait, and wait. He’d seen how it heightened her pleasure. That knowledge was in his gaze now, and she felt that tightening around her heart again. Her monk who saw so much, understood so much, and even this, which in so many essential ways revolved around him, he’d turned back to her...as a gift.

      “Very well,” she said, keeping her voice steady with an effort. “But I may make you do the other later. Afterward. This one night, you will give yourself to all the pleasures I demand as your Mistress. Do you understand? You will not question or refuse me. So I will know that forever forward, you can do what I need of you, as my thirdmark.

      When he nodded, she gave him an arch look, changing the tone. “And now, I think I told you to kiss me. To use your body, not your voice or your mind, to speak to me.”

      But my lady...you’ve told me often that a man has to use both his mind and body to please you. That rueful look became his quiet smile, but before she could seek a suitable reprimand for impertinence, he lifted both hands to her face, that intent expression on his face again as he cupped her jaw and then settled his fingers along her jaw, her cheeks and temple, framing her face. He passed both thumbs over her lips, and when they parted, he traced the fangs, holding a finger under one until she pressed down gently, drew several drops of blood that fell on her tongue. His eyes registered those bright red drops, and then he dipped his head. She kept her lips parted, still, as he touched his to her mouth, and his tongue slid over hers, over that blood, sharing it between them, sending heat through her. She held back her reactive desire, though, too titillated by what her monk was doing, how he would try to please her.

      His lips settled fully over hers then, sealing in the heat, and his tongue was stroking along hers, slow, thoughtful and teasing caresses as his arms slid around her body. Thomas was lean and tall, but not overly so. Though she’d curled around him in bed she’d never had the experience of him holding her like this. She knew he was strong, but it was different to feel it, to feel that lean, long-limbed frame pressing in against the length of hers, his arms closing over her body, bringing her flush to him, his palms flattening on her back, one traveling upward, under her hair to find her nape and investigate the fragile neck there, the other following the valley of her spine to the upper curve of her backside. He paused there, a finger stroking along the tailbone to the indentation at the top of her buttocks.

      His touch was so deliberate, and yet so meticulous, exploring every detail of each inch of skin he covered, such that her reaction accelerated beyond the scope of his hands. The skin tingled all along her buttocks, down the backs of her thighs, and sent a hard pulse through the tender skin in between, anticipating. She wanted his hands cupping her buttocks, wanted him to take a firm grip, kiss her harder, but at the same time, she wanted him to continue doing what he was doing because it was raising her core desire, a flame that would build into a fire hot enough to melt the center of the earth.

      His fingers at her neck tangled in her hair, and slowly he tugged, tilting her head back. She gripped his arms, nails digging in as he left her mouth to trace her jaw line, then reached her throat to trace the pounding artery there with his tongue, a deceptively leisure descent, tasting and suckling her even as he painted her with that heated, moist and far too clever muscle.

      She pressed her lower body closer, felt his cock had thickened under the workman’s pants. Letting her hand glide up his bare back, she dragged her nails along that flesh. His cock leaped at the stimulus of pain. He had that in him, too. Most of the men who’d served her had possessed that secret craving. There was a release in pain, she knew, a sense of sacrifice that appealed to that deep thing in men. They didn’t often know how to show a woman...or their God...their love. Not with words, but they could bleed for them.

      He dropped to one knee now, so her hands glided up to his neck, rested on his shoulders as he parted the robe in the front. The silk gave way easily, though he didn’t yet touch the sash that tied it. She watched his face as he drew the two sides back to reveal the nipples drawn up to tight points inside the mauve circles of areola. His lips were already wet from kissing her. Now they pressed together, and she could feel the saliva gathering in his mouth, his desire to taste her. She wanted that, too.

      Suckle me, Thomas. I need that clever mouth of yours there. It will make my cunt wetter for you. Can you smell my arousal now?

      He nodded, his eyes on those two weighted curves displayed before him.

      “What does it smell like?” she murmured.

      “Heaven’s gate,” he said. A response straight from his heart, one that he spoke without forethought. Nor did he castigate himself or reflect. Instead he closed that distance, his lashes lowering as he put his mouth over the right one and drew her in deep.

      Lyssa pulled in a breath, a small moan escaping her throat. That got his attention his gaze flickering up to her briefly in amazement. She tugged at his hair, goading him onward, and he returned his attention to his task, driving up her arousal as he made small succulent sounds at his feast, savoring the taste of her flesh, the way the nipple could be squeezed between his lips, lashed by his tongue, then teased and tickled by the tip of it until she was moving restlessly against his abdomen, pressing her pubic mound insistently against him, a nascent rhythm intimating what was to come.

      But when he might have moved, she held him there, made him lave her nipple until it was achingly hard in his mouth, until her hand was flexing with bruising strength on his shoulder. She moved him to attend the other as he got harder and harder in response to her arousal. The smell of it was fascinating his mind as well as his senses, such that the hand not occupied dropped to her knee. He found his way through the overlap of her silk robe, already loosened from what he was doing above. Though he stayed at her knee, his fingertips whispered up, a bare inch, and met the tiny trickle of fluid marking her flesh, its sensual track down her flesh. He pressed his finger upon it, marking it there as the slippery liquid pooled in that tiny indentation. Then he was moving upward, following it further even as his other hand continued to hold her breast firmly for the reverent attention of his mouth.

      Lyssa had been attended by vampires and humans alike who had great skill and experience as lovers. Humans who’d known quite well the pleasures of submitting to her Dominance, who knew how to goad her desire for interweaving unbearable pleasure with edgy levels of pain. Dominant vampires who warred with her in the bedroom, a delicate dance of power and control that was a pleasure all its own. But this...this monk, who’d not touched a woman since a village maid with ample bosom, was making them pale in comparison. He did everything with such intensity and focus, it superseded even the wonder of her taking a virgin, whether a virgin to sex or a virgin to the type of sex she liked. Because though his sexual experience was limited, his experience of her was vast. He watched, listened, heard...he knew what her body felt, what her mind craved. In his celibate attentiveness he’d learned far more of her than men who’d shared her bed for whole seasons until she tired of them or their paths diverged. And it was so obvious, it could not help but drive her lust even higher.

      Now, since she would not let him rise, he descended, the heat of his mouth moving down her upper abdomen. He slipped the tie of the robe, and she took the sash in both hands, sliding it free as he spread the garment fully open. Sitting back on his heels, he took a weighted moment to let his attention move from her milk white throat, all the way down the perfect cream and firmness of her body, the pale, naked petals of her sex, then back to her breasts, aching and swollen from his attention, marked with the damp impression of his mouth.

      She didn’t expect it, but when she felt it, she couldn’t deny it. She was shaking, a tiny tremor in her belly that quivered through her legs. She didn’t know if he noticed or not, because he was shaking as well, nerves and pleasure warring in him. But as he lifted his gray eyes to her face, pausing over the sash wrapped over her hands, he lifted his own to her, crossing his wrists and giving her what she wanted. An offer of surrender.

      She wasn’t sure if God had created him, or the Devil, because she’d never seen such temptation in one gesture. In a flash, she wondered what would happen if she refused to honor his vow after the sun rose. If she forever made him serve her this way, a monk devoted to her body, soul and mind in truth, not just the soul and mind. Thomas, laid out in her bed, night after night, marked by her fangs, her whip, spread out for her pleasure in whatever way she’d restrain him...

      And he’d then be fair game for any other vampire whose company she shared. It was a code among them. Their gatherings always required it. The only thing that had spared him was her position among them...and the celibacy she openly honored. Losing that would destroy him. Whatever lay between them, whatever made this night possible...it was only meant for her, and only for tonight. A gift that could be destroyed by her greed.

      Firming her lips, and her resolve, narrowing the intensity of her pleasure down to these few hours, she held his gaze, let him know she wanted him to keep holding it as she wound the sash over his wrists. She made the wrap snug, then pulled his arms out before him, watching the fold of his shoulders, the flex of the muscles.

      Leaving her robe on but open, she closed her hand on the joining point between his wrists, the satiny fabric soft beneath her grip. Stepping to the side, now she took his arms up, up, until the elbows were alongside his skull and his arms formed a temple over his head. Then she moved around him and tugged, giving him time to shift back to his heels before taking him down flat on the floor, stretching him out so his knuckles rested on the floor above him. She tied the sash’s slack to the heavy foot of the bed behind him, keeping him fast. Then she knelt beside him, studying the body of the man laid out before her. All hers.

      All yours. Just as you commanded, my lady.

      She lifted her gaze to his. Forever.

      Forever. He nodded.

      Baring her fangs, she bent forward to give him that final mark.
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      He lifted his chin, giving her access. Though she saw he was sure of his decision, it didn’t stop a tremor from running through those strong arms, holding tight to the bonds. She paused, running a palm up the smooth biceps, to his forearm. “Ease your grip, monk. You are in your bed, dreaming. You will not resist me, your body flowing to my will like water. Do not tense against me. That is my command.”

      Slowly, he complied, taking one deep breath that expanded his bare chest, then another. She nodded as his fingers slackened, letting go of the sash, and he was all hers, whatever she wanted to do to him. As he realized the power and truth of that, it did add rigidity to one part of him, the part she wanted straining with all its might toward her. For now, she kept that pleasure as a peripheral awareness as she pulled her loose hair to one side, tumbling it over her left shoulder, and brought her mouth to his throat.

      One had to be a vampire, or perhaps a surgeon, to understand how vulnerable the human throat was to a mortal attack. A simple depression on the windpipe for the proper number of seconds, or one puncture on the carotid, and life would slip away like a dust mote through desperately grasping fingers. The body understood that, so it took a great act of will to do what Thomas was doing now. Obeying her, refusing his instinct to protect himself in any futile way. Putting her mouth over that artery, she heard the rush of sweet blood through it, could smell it through his skin. Aligning her fangs appropriately, she let them sink in, with slow, savoring pleasure.

      Many human vessels had supplied her blood needs, but all vampires knew the gift of a thirdmark’s blood. That very first time, when the marking happened, was sweetest of all. It was stepping across a gateway into a world heretofore unknown. The territory of Thomas’s soul would be open to her, to explore and cherish for all eternity.

      She released the serum with a press of her tongue behind the fang, and felt his jolt at the tingling fire of it. He was used to feeding her, had on occasion fed her intimately from his throat or wrist when circumstances didn’t allow him to drain his blood into a wine glass for her, so she didn’t need to do anything to blunt the pain. She doubted she would have, anyhow. He was already intensely aroused, but more than that, she wanted to know every reaction was his own tonight.

      During the second mark, the mind unfolded before the vampire, but this was like going from an anteroom in Heaven into the full spread of Eden. She saw more than memories and fleeting emotions. She saw the tangled, miraculous tapestry that made Thomas everything he was, every experience, thought, feeling, instinct and unconscious need. That unconscious level was a limitless ocean for her exploration, filled with jeweled colors. She didn’t look too closely at it right now, just enjoyed the feel of that energy coursing through her, as if she were a Fate with her fingers on the loom, feeling those strands quiver under her touch. It was the ultimate bond, something Thomas had probably thought was only possible in the afterlife, this sense of total connection to another. She let the strands tighten in her grasp, strengthening their binding, even as she absorbed the feeling herself, a warm tropical wind on her soul that would never die, so long as he lived.

      But it was not done yet. There was a part he’d never experienced. As her secondmark, he’d remarkably not yet had an injury severe enough to need her blood. She gave him a parting nuzzle from her lips and tongue, and then raised her hand to her own throat. She wore a sharp-tipped cover over one finger, a pretty but lethal-looking silver and jade bauble that allowed her to pierce her artery cleanly when needed. She did it now, and then, sliding her hand under his head to cup his skull, she lifted it as much as his bonds would allow. Letting him feel the strain in his arms, she lowered her throat the rest of the way.

      Drink, Thomas. Take what I am offering, and seal the bond between us.

      When his mouth closed over the puncture, her body reacted with a near-climactic intensity, her thighs tightening, tips of her breasts hardening anew. Her heart accelerated with the pleasure of conquest and willing surrender at once. He was pulling against the bonds now, his body bowed up toward her, not out of tension as before, but a begging need for her.

      And there it was. She closed her eyes as the flash went through her, a powerful wave that emanated out from the bite area and swept through the bloodstream, injecting heat through all her veins and spreading fire briefly over her skin. That tapestry became fully illuminated, no more shadows or twisting tunnels. It was a garden in truth, and she could partake of every inch of it. Now, though, her body was humming for only one thing, and it told her urgently that it didn’t want to wait much longer.

      Still, she knew the benefits of inflicting anticipation on herself as much as on her servant, who had almost abandoned any notion of civility. He was now pressing his teeth into her flesh. Something fascinatingly like a growl was simmering in his throat. The male animal was breaking through all those layers, the ones created by his vow and absurd notions of human civility.

      Using her hand, fingers spread wide on his chest, she pushed him down with irresistible strength until he was flat on the ground again. She met his gaze, the command in her eyes, the set of her mouth. Watching his face, the tense lips, the heated gray eyes, she slid her forefinger under the waistband of the straining trousers. With her other hand, she cupped the prominent evidence of his erection, giving herself the delight of touching that rigid column. He was a very impressive size. From his bathing, she knew he had an attractive shape and weight, typical for a well-made man. But his arousal tonight had taken him far past the size she would have expected. It pleased her, on many different levels.

      My lady, what are you doing to me?

      Whatever I wish. Where is my calm and gentle monk? All his famed control? Was I wrong in agreeing not to let you release for me earlier? Will you come all over my hand now, before I can put you inside of me?

      It took a long, bated moment, where she reveled in the fiery struggle inside him, but then he shook his head, a sharp shake.

      I wait on my lady’s pleasure.

      He was her pleasure. Beginning and end. She opened the front of the pants, removed them and his undergarments, stripping him bare to her gaze. He’d been barefoot when she came in, and on impulse, she bent and let her hair brush his sensitive arches, smiling when his toes twitched and the feet jerked. She wound a lock around one, tickled it further until he huffed at her, a light snort at her antics. Then her gaze traveled upward and amusement was replaced by something far more serious.

      His cock was high and tight, brushing his belly, already leaking so that the head was slick with that viscous white fluid. When she touched it with one fingertip, slowly massaging the semen around the slit in idle circles, he groaned, another animal noise. His thighs trembled. The restraint was impressive, because she could see the white-hot need in his mind. Anticipating her, he’d even resisted the idea of reciting Bible verses in his head to distract himself. He knew she wanted to test him, wanted a hundred percent of his attention upon her.

      I was wrong. His thought was a hoarse whisper in her mind. You would not visit the devil in Hell, my lady. You are her.

      “Well, if it’s possible God is a woman, why not the Devil? We all know women are far more likely to be arch enemies.” Sliding her nail down the pulsing vein below the glans, she tilted her head. “What was that, Thomas? Speak what you are thinking now.”

      His jaw tightened. “I will die if you do not fuck me, my lady. I want to be inside of you, thrusting...hammering... Please do it, before you shame me further.”

      Hearing those raw words fall from his cultured lips gave her shivers in all the right ways. “There’s no shame here, Thomas. Not now, not ever. You are never allowed to think of this in shame, or I shall be very angry with you.”

      When she closed her hand on his base in illustration, a tight manacle, she noted the way his eyes were clinging to the movement of her breasts, the slope of her abdomen down to her naked thighs. Those eyes sought the treasure hiding in between as she sat next to him with her legs folded. “I am so very wet, Thomas. I will slide down your cock like cream over a butter churn. When I am done, I will straddle your face, and you will lick me clean.”

      “Yes, my lady. Please...”

      She let the robe fall from her shoulders and stood, aware of his intent regard, that way he had of studying every detail so closely, missing nothing, not an inch of her flesh, or the aroused state of her body. Pleased with him and heavy with the sensual power of it, she stepped over him with lazy grace so she straddled his hips. “You will not move, Thomas. I shall put you inside of me, and you will not thrust until I give you permission. When I do, I want to feel every ounce of that male strength you possess.”

      He nodded. Something steadied in him then, something that made everything in him zero in on what she was about to do, wait on that precipice in anticipatory silence, both body and mind. Like a warrior, facing that last moment before battle, when all anticipation had to be focused on the objective. All senses honed to razor fineness for the split-second life and death decisions that lay directly ahead on the path of his fate. Lowering herself so her knees pressed to the outside of his thighs, she brushed her cunt over his cock, a passing stroke along its length. Gathering up her hair, she stretched above him, using only the strength of her thighs and balance to flirt with that organ, tease it with her undulations. Her dance offered him sinuous arches of her spine, provocative thrusts of her breasts, as she moved on him. His gaze was riveted on her, his tongue touching dry lips with hungry need that made her think of that clever mouth between her legs again.

      “I will have you quote Dante while you clean my cunt,” she whispered, knowing from the heat washing through her that her eyes had flickered to near crimson among the jade lights. “I want to feel the vibration of those words against my skin, my scholar.”

      ‘Here must all distrust be left behind; all cowardice must be ended.’ His gray eyes were molten steel, and her lips parted at the fervency behind the quote she heard in his mind. She would deny herself no more.

      At the next upward roll of her hips, she captured his broad head in the mouth of her sex, took it inside just an inch and squeezed down on it, letting him feel the kiss of moisture and heat. His hands clenched into fists, holding himself back, and she watched the ripple of very non-monkish muscles, from powerful shoulders to striated abdomen and flexing thighs. Thank the Goddess her monk liked hard, physical work. He was lean, but there was no soft spot on him. Except his heart.

      Slowly, she let herself glide further down. His engorged organ penetrated deep, stretching her until she came to a rest against his pubic region. The wet petals of her sex kissed him fully, pressing into that intimate area. In the sensitive region between her cunt and buttocks, she could feel the give of his heavy testicles.

      She met his brilliant, lust-filled gaze. Show me your strength, Thomas. Unleash that thirdmark and do as you will with it.

      Even though she could see it coming, it took her breath, how it possessed him. She had expected him to thrust into her from his current position on his back, take her on a hard ride on his loins. However, that expectation was gone in a flash. Instead, he tore the sash loose from the foot of the bed with a rip of fabric so decisive the strip unraveled from his wrists as he moved. He flipped them, put her under him, one arm locked strong and sure about her waist so he did not tumble her. As he brought her to her back, he reseated himself with a thrust so intent that it wrenched a cry from her own throat at the thrilling rocket of sensation that went through her. His bare body pressed down on hers, his chest against her breasts, his pumping buttocks underneath her heels. She locked him to her, arms and legs clasped with unbreakable strength around his body.

      He was moving her with his thrusts, and he cupped his hand under her neck, tilting her head back and returning to her throat, sealing his mouth on that bite mark. Not to drink this time, but to put the impression of his teeth there again, his breath hot and rasping, moist against her sensitive flesh. The hair at his temple brushed the side of her face, his biceps flexing against her arms as he held her just as tightly.

      Yes, Thomas. I’m all yours, sweet monk. For tonight, I am as much yours as you are mine. That is the gift the thirdmark gives us both.

      He was beyond words, but as in all things, he amazed her, because though he was a man with no more than a stable lad’s experience, he’d learned a great deal from watching her with other lovers. I will...not release...until I bring you...pleasure.

      It was overwhelming, to hear the thought in his mind against the rutting savagery in his face, in the powerful movements of his body. The way his fingers clamped upon her. Every stroke inside of her was torture and heaven at once. Inside his soul so deeply now, she could feel how it felt to him, the wet silk of her sucking along his length, pulling and drawing on him, demanding his seed. Yet every hard smack when he surged forward brought him against her clit, already well stimulated to swollen need before she’d ever brought him inside her. As she arched up, ready to go with him, he left her throat and bent, taking her left nipple in his mouth, drawing hard, demonstrating a devilish knowledge of the workings of a woman’s aroused body.

      The shudder of the climax spread through her lower abdomen, making her thighs tingle with heat, and she gave him another gift. She let him into her mind now, let him feel and see it coming, increasing the power of the climax that was about to crash over them both.

      “Now, Thomas,” she whispered in a thready voice. “Give yourself to me now. All of you.” And then her whisper escalated into a sound of pleasure as her clit rippled, her sex clutching him hard, demanding he obey her. In that second, she turned the tables on him, riding the power of that wave to flip them back over with her vampire strength. Taking him to his back, she collared his throat with one hand, holding him to the ground as she worked herself atop him, slamming her hips down on his cock as it began to spurt seed inside of her. One of his hands gripped her hip, the other closing on her rigid forearm. As his eyes met hers, it wasn’t clear who was in control...or who wasn’t. She knew it didn’t matter.

      She jerked back against his hold, a cry tearing from her throat as the new angle pushed her up over a higher edge. The jet of his semen increased that pleasure, and she fed herself on his guttural roar of completion, as much animal as any man in such a moment. Yet so much more, her monk.

      He went for awhile. It had built up in him for a long time, of course, but she knew it was more than that. The carnal intensity of a third mark gave him an increase in stamina and duration. All the things that would bring a vampire mistress greater pleasure, when she used him for her needs.

      Only in this case, that knowledge would not be put to use. She already knew he wouldn’t break his oath to God again, unless she pushed him to breaking. She might make him pay for his restraint with various little torments, but she had too much regard for him to take it further than that. In the end, they would both be tested for the decades ahead.

      When he met her gaze, she knew she’d left her mind open to him for that. Though not intentional, she didn’t regret it. As the climax slowly ebbed, she eased her grip on his throat, gave him a rueful smile. Her limbs shuddered as she slipped off to the side, and was pleased when his arm came up and around her, gathering her close, so that she could rest in the shelter of his body.

      “God bless you, my lady,” he murmured.

      

      He would doze some now, as most men did. She’d turned away to give him that breather, but backed her body into his, encouraging him to curl around her. She liked the feel of his bare chest pressing against her shoulder blades, her long hair spread over both of them, tangled in their limbs. His damp cock pressed against her buttocks, his thighs cupping hers. He had his arm over her, holding her close, his mouth against her neck, which kept a thrum of sensation cycling through her. Every now and then, she made small movements against him, tiny presses, enjoying the feel of his body and wanting to move against it like the ocean, a tidal rhythm of teasing strokes.

      He was breathing deeply, yet after a time she knew it was not the even breath of sleep. She turned in his arms to face him, sliding one long nailed finger along his cheek, her thumb against his mouth. His eyes were stark with emotion, and when she reached into his mind, it was a tangled garden of reaction, thorns and petals, rich soil and the blaze of the sun. “You’re all right, my quiet monk?” she asked.

      He gave her a nod, swallowed and laid his fingers over hers on his mouth, tracing her knuckles. “Though I sometimes doubt my faith, my lady, I am glad I have it. Because if you were my faith, I would follow you through a dozen lifetimes to always be at your side. If you ever gave me your heart as freely as your body, I’m not certain there’s anything I wouldn’t do for you. It makes me realize that it will take a very, very brave man to dare to love you fully. And,” he added with a touch of a smile, “it makes me relieved and yet sad not to be that man.”

      Tilting her head into his hand, she pressed her mouth to it. “You are brave enough for me, Thomas. I will be glad to have you at my side in this life, as many years as your God is willing to loan you to me. I will consider it singular evidence that He has in fact blessed me.”

      Then she tilted her head back and gave him her usual devilish smile. “Or cursed you.”

      Thomas gave a half laugh, then a groan as her hands closed on his cock, stirring to life again. “It’s still some time until dawn, monk,” she said, that relentless glint staying in her eye. “You will serve me until the sun rises.”

      “As you wish, my lady.” But after the sun rises...

      “If ever you abandon your celibacy, I will gladly welcome you to my bed. But I will never require it of you. While I do not share your view of what God is or demands of his servants, I know the love and faith you carry in your heart. As my third mark, I see how deeply that penetrates you. In truth, I already knew that.”

      A sad smile touched her lips, but she rose to her elbow, locking her gaze with his. She felt how her next words surprised and moved him, and knew she’d tuck that reaction into her heart, along with everything else about this night. It helped her strengthen her voice, let him hear the promise in her voice, the oath of a vampire queen.

      “Hear me now, before I take you again. When the dawn comes, it will be my privilege, my regret and my torment to honor that part of you. For the rest of our lives together.”
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