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      Jessica paused in front of the heavy oak door, studying the wood panels. Any other human would simply see a random pattern in the grain, a variety of textures, rough and smooth. But with her thirdmark, she could take it much further than that. She could see how the wood was smoother, shinier on the area several feet above the ornate doorknob. Where a man, over six feet tall, might put one hand flat to give the door a healthy shove as he turned the knob with the other. Reaching up, she laid her hand over that area, moving it back and forth in a drifting stroke, imagining the heat of his palm pressed there.

      She’d been coming here a lot lately. Well, in stages. And only when Mason was traveling on Council business, where he was far enough away he couldn’t tap into her mind and know what she was doing. She hadn’t asked Enrique and Mara, his other servants, to keep it from him, but they seemed to understand that this was her personal battle, and respected her privacy.

      Every day he was away from her, he called right before dawn. At his command she was always in his bed, wearing only the covers that bore his scent. He would tell her to touch herself, command her to imagine her touch as his own. Fingers running along her throat, over her mouth, such that her eyes closed, lips parting for him the way all of her body submitted at his merest touch. Then down, trailing over her sternum, moving over to cup a breast. He’d pinch and tease a nipple, ordering her not to move any other muscle of her body as he did it, no matter how restlessly her legs wanted to move, or how she wanted to press her buttocks into the sheets, imagining his body weighting her down, spreading her thighs. The way his long copper hair, unclipped from its usual tie, would trail over her skin like a horse’s mane, his muscles flexing, slipping under her fingers as her nails bit into that hard strength.

      He would keep it going until her hand was between her legs and she was glad they had a phone with an earpiece, so her trembling fingers weren’t required to hold the receiver. He would make her stroke herself until she was so close to climax her voice was breaking. Then he would tell her to roll over on her stomach, hands out to either side like wings. He’d have her legs spread wide, so that she felt the barest flutter of the sheet against her wet cunt where the linen pooled in that triangular area between her thighs. He would ask after her day, what she’d been doing. He’d answer her questions about what he’d done with Council. They’d talk about a million important and minor things, murmur things that could only be spoken in the dark. Finally, just as she sensed the dawn light cresting the waves that lapped up on the beach below their South American home, he’d whisper to her to sleep. “Dream of me, habiba, and how much I miss you. How I will touch you when I return, and make you cry out for me.”

      She returned to the present, finding her palm now had a light sheen of perspiration on it. She’d learned to be extraordinarily disciplined in her life, so it was amazing, how hard it was to resist the response his merest word could bring forth from her. As the bond had grown between them, that sensual ruthlessness had grown as well. It told her she was evolving, becoming more comfortable with the truth that he’d known from the beginning, that she was a natural submissive, a rare gem in his world. But it also told her he, too, was evolving. Back into the type of Master he’d always been, one that could help her explore that natural submission to the limits of her soul. If she could convince him that not only did she want him to do so, she’d reached the point she needed it.

      God, she missed him. It wasn’t so long ago she’d wished him straight to hell, had wanted nothing more than to be left alone by the whole world.  She’d fought to survive, and believed surrender was weakness. He’d taught her it could also be strength. But in the process, he’d also made her fall so incredibly in love with him that the same strength turned against her in full force when he was away like this.

      She gave herself a mental shake. Okay, time to stop thinking about how crazy he made her and instead focus on this, a way to prove that he didn’t have to leave her behind.

      At the beginning, she’d only made it to the door to this wing of the house before she turned back. Fled back, if she wanted to be honest. But it got easier, so then she pushed herself to move through that wing and get to the archway that led to this lower level. It had taken several weeks for her to have the courage to merely stare down that winding set of stairs that curved off into darkness, if she didn’t turn on the wall sconce lights to guide her way.

      Then, one day, she made it partway down the staircase, at least to where that first curve was, hiding what was beyond it. On his subsequent trips, she’d come there just to sit on the stair. She’d bring a book to read or some of Mason’s paperwork to do, having taken over most of the administrative needs for his myriad business interests. That spot became her plateau for quite a while. If she lifted her head and stared at that stone wall across from her, trying to coax her eyes to follow it down to the remaining stairs, their twisting descent, she’d feel a similar twisting descent in her feelings and thoughts, one that more often than not sent her scampering back to the safer parts of her world.

      Which made her despise herself.

      That was why she wasn’t ready to share this with Mason, though she was willing to tell him so many other things. He patently disapproved of anything that made her think less of herself. He’d made it very clear there was nothing she needed to face behind that door in order to be the kind of servant he needed her to be.

      She believed him. However, he’d agreed to serve on Council for the next twenty-five years, partially as a nod to the Council’s clemency to her for her “crime” of killing the monster vampire who’d held her captive for five years. It required a lot of meetings, a lot of travel to Council headquarters and other Regions. Interactions with other vampires always meant sexual games with the servants, a gladiator arena for vampires to explore politics as well as pleasure. Because of that, and what she’d endured at Raithe’s hands, Mason refused to take her with him.

      With Raithe, vampire gatherings had always held a particular horror for her. But recently, when Lady Lyssa and Daniela had visited with Jacob and Dev, their servants, she’d seen more of what Mara had described, the way such gatherings were supposed to be. For a servant, it could be yet another way to prove loyalty, as well as experience pleasurable surrender to the vampire she called Master. A way to prove she’d step into the fires of her fears and trust that the flame wouldn’t burn, as long as she wore his marks.

      After that visit, she’d been sure she could soon take that step to the next level, to Council meetings or gatherings of vampires that weren’t part of his inner circle. However, he could walk through her mind as easily as she walked through his extensive gardens, and he knew she wasn’t there. Five years of brutal trauma didn’t vanish overnight. When he made her face that she wasn’t ready, even though it infuriated her, she couldn’t deny the more-than-lingering signs of it.

      Coddling her over it wasn’t going to change that, though. She’d trained herself to fight. Why couldn’t she train herself to overcome those nightmares and fears, separate them from her present reality? All she had to do was figure out the absolute difference between her past and her present, and believe in that truth utterly. So she’d begun to test herself like this, knowing somehow that room and what it contained would provide the test she most needed.

      Finally, after several months of work, she’d made it to the door. Behind it was a personal dungeon that had been used—before Jessica’s arrival—to serve Mason and his guests. It was equipped with every possible permutation of BDSM device and tool, things that could drive pain, pleasure, surrender and trust to their absolute limits. Mara had told her provocative stories that made Jessica body warm as she imagined herself there with Mason. Of course, that was the other challenge she faced. If she summoned up enough courage to open that heavy oak door, she had to convince him to take his full pleasure of her there, to prove to him she could move on, that she could be more to him.

      She liked the stories Mara told her. But what had kept her on the stairs all those weeks, sometimes trembling and caught in living nightmares of her past, was that those same types of implements had been used time and time again to torture her. Not for her pleasure or surrender, or to win her trust, but to win her screams. To break her, force her acceptance of a fate even a demon straight from the fires of hell might have considered heinous. It was a trauma she couldn’t banish, no matter how much she fiercely wished she could. And the domineering male vampire she loved with all of her soul wouldn’t budge on putting her in situations that he knew would take her back to that horror.

      When he visited Council, he took Enrique, the laidback and hot-blooded French-Spaniard who was well suited to the vagaries of Council leisure pursuits. Though he and Mara were married, they’d been part of this life for decades. Mara missed him when he was gone, but she wasn’t constantly pricked by visions of him in the midst of some creatively designed orgy for vampire entertainment. No, instead, she eagerly waited for him to come back to her and tell her about it with dramatic flair, more erotic tales to spur the intensity of their reunion lovemaking. Not that it needed spurring. Jessica wryly thought their private room should be designed to be flame retardant.

      She slid down against the door, her back braced on that heavy wood, placing her sneakered feet where she expected Mason’s booted feet had often stood, right before he stepped over the threshold. He’d been alone for a long time, no servant, but even during that time he’d occasionally entertained guests. Probably watched or even participated in the things that happened here. Just like he was probably doing at Council dinners.

      Though Mara took such things in stride, Jess couldn’t. It was ridiculous. She knew Mason’s heart. It wasn’t that she doubted him, or thought she’d lose the way he felt for her. He hadn’t wanted to serve on Council. Hell, the man had been a recluse for over 300 years and had even scoffed initially at the idea of a governing body to “civilize vampires”. But now he was right in the thick of it.

      She knew that watching her, being with her, was what gave him the deepest physical and emotional pleasure. She knew that not because of any false sense of importance, but because she could feel it. He had his own demons, his own nightmares, and having her close helped him. Sometimes almost as much as it helped her. He insisted he didn’t need her at those Council meetings with him, but she knew it would be far easier for him if she was.

      In contrast, he was there for her, always. Even now, if her nightmares took an unexpected spike, or she fell into depression, Mara would call him, despite Jessica’s protests. He’d be on the next plane back, the Council be damned.

      So get up and open the freaking door. Closing her eyes, she beat her head in a slow tattoo against the wood, but stilled as she heard feet on the stairs. It was Mara, of course. The woman always knew where to find her when Mason was gone. Either in his office, with the horses, on the beach, or sometimes, on the bad days, curled up in his bed, pathetically inhaling his scent. Jess spoke to the sound of those tapping slippers coming her way.

      “If he doesn’t come home soon, I’m going put on his most expensive, most favorite shirt, and wear it to muck out the stalls. Then I’ll put it back in his closet with all his other clothes and let the odor of horse manure hit him smack in the face when he opens it.”

      Mara chuckled, the musical resonance of her voice soothing or stimulating, depending on how she used it. She came into view, wearing one of her partially translucent gypsy skirts, a deep purple color with tiny bells at the low waistline, and a snug dancer’s top, telling Jessica she’d been practicing her intricate belly dancing moves. “And who do you think he’d make do all that laundry?” the woman asked with a gleam in her dark eyes. “Probably make you do it the old fashioned way, too, on a wash board over a steaming hot tub. Naked.”

      She sat down next to Jessica, her lovely backside sliding gracefully to the floor so the point of her hip pressed with affectionate intimacy against hers. “You made it to the door.”

      They hadn’t asked her much about this battle of hers or stated their opinion of it one way another. However, she already knew Mara and Enrique had almost psychic intuition. It was an attribute she’d come to appreciate, because it saved having to explain things. For the first time, though, Mara let that simple statement convey an encouragement that warmed Jessica. She understood what Jess was trying to do and, what’s more, approved of it.

      “I don’t want him off without me, doing this kind of thing,” Jess said. “It makes me crazy, imagining him watching other Council servants do whatever outrageous things the Council wants them to do, and him sitting there, all alone and removed from it. Or just as bad, I see two or three of them crawling across the floor to his legs, sliding their hands up his thighs, maybe one of them plopping her obscenely perfect ass in his lap...” She blew out a breath at Mara’s amused look. “And it’s not jealousy, not exactly. I just...”

      “He’s yours. Your Master to serve, not another servant’s duty.”

      Jessica nodded, relieved to hear it voiced so accurately. “But you’re his servant, and you don’t get all that worked up about it.”

      “Because it’s not the same for me and Enrique. Mason takes his pleasure with us, yes, uses us for blood, but our bond is affection, regard, service. It is far different with you. He is consumed by you, and you by him.” Mara nudged her. “I would say love, but of course that’s the most heinous of four-letter words to vampire kind. It’s all right for him to whisper it to you in the night’s darkness, but not to speak it aloud.” She gave Jess a searching look, sobering. “Would you really want to be there, to see all of that going on?”

      “At least I’d have the opportunity to be at the forefront of it. And I know him. He’d be watching them, sending me thoughts in that sexy mind-whisper of his. ‘This is what I want to do to you later’. Or, if I’m in the thick of it”—she swallowed, refusing to let the cold fear take over at the thought, and instead focused on her imaginings—“he’d be saying ‘pretend it’s me, touching you like this, holding you.’ Anything is better than being home where I’m going insane over it, over him being gone.”

      Despite Mara’s teasing, Mason never concealed his feelings for her here. He’d told Jess he loved her, often and well, in various, immutable ways. She was just as bad, though since she was a ‘lowly human’, it was okay for her to be besotted. However sometimes it made her laugh at herself. She was like a lovesick teenager, wearing one of his shirts when he was gone. It made her think again of what she’d threatened to do with one of those garments, and Mara’s idea about his punishment. She could see it, her muscles straining as she ran the shirt over the washboard, her breasts glistening with creamy rivulets of soap and glistening perspiration. He’d come up behind her to slide his hands over those slick curves, pressing his body up against her. Whispering that she would continue scrubbing as he unfastened his snug riding breeches and plunged into her, working her body as she lost her rhythm, grasped the board for dear life and gasped her pleasure.

      They were getting to the point she could actually believe he would mete out such a sensual punishment. And she would welcome it, enough to dare such a defiant act.

      That was the key to turning that doorknob. How would it be any different, in this room behind her? It wouldn’t. If he restrained her to a St. Andrew’s cross in this room, or bent her over a spanking bench, it would be him doing it, the fascinating, powerful male vampire who loved her and protected her even from his own kind. Who she trusted not to be Raithe, to prove to her that all vampire gatherings were not like what she’d endured with him.  She could do this, she was ready for it.

      In her ruminations and Mara’s words, she realized what really bothered her the most of all. The real matter was trust. In order for him to believe he could take her with him, he had to believe she trusted him. That she could handle anything they threw at them, because she loved him and loved serving him. That anything that gave him pleasure would give her pleasure, and anything that didn’t give him pleasure, she knew he wouldn’t permit. In order to fully be her Master, he had to know she fully trusted him.

      She took a deep breath, quietly amazed with what seemed so obvious now. It was a gift only she could give him, the male who seemed to have everything. But registering Mara’s expectant look, she struggled to focus. “You came down to tell me something.”

      “Yes. Enrique will be home in a few hours.”

      Jessica knew her face lit up like a Christmas tree, because Mara’s reflected it. The woman was as excited as she was about the return of their men. “And Mason?” She seized Mara’s hands, squeezed them so the bones creaked. The woman laughed, returning the favor. “Mason is coming on a flight a few hours’ later, because he had to do some last minute shopping. Probably gifts for you, as well as some small token for me.” Her gaze gleamed. “Which, given our different tastes, means a silver belt with cut gems for one of my dance costumes, and a set of rusty horseshoes from a junk store for you.”

      “Hey, not my fault that I’m the cheaper date.”

      Mara snorted, a delicate sound for her. It reminded Jess of Hasna, Mason’s dainty white Arabian mare. “Well, if you’re planning to invoke his wrath with your manure-scented shirt scheme, you have about 12 hours to execute it. He’ll also be within range of your mind by about midnight.”

      The thrill of that, of knowing he’d be home that soon and yet that far away now, both thrilled and made Jess burn with impatience, a sensation that affected every part of her. Her skin heated at the idea of his hands on it, everywhere. Not just because of how he kept her stirred with his calls, but because the moment Mason came into the house, he always made it very clear that he’d missed her.

      The first time, he’d cleared the kitchen with barely a look, the kitchen staff scrambling to make themselves absent as Mason lifted her without preamble and took her down on her back on the butcher block table. He’d possessed her with an animal hunger that could arouse her just in remembrance. Almost a rebranding of her soul, a reminder of what those three marks meant. Bound together, for all eternity.

      Despite the blazing heat such imaginings brought her, she managed a smile for Mara. But then an idea struck her. She had to convince him that she could handle the type of punishments that existed behind this door, right? That not only did she trust him to take the gloves off, but that she wanted him to do so.

      He kept a leash on his dominant male vampire nature around her, but she’d been feeling the strain on that tether, more and more. She wanted to snap it. However, as she imagined what provocation might accomplish that, it was far more than a manure-scented shirt. He was stubbornly protective of her, but more than that, he was possessive. And that, too, was a key to what she wanted. A key that might galvanize that vampire nature to full, terrifying dominance over her, no turning back. It gave her a shiver, one that she was absolutely, thrillingly convinced was not all fear.

      “Mara, what’s the one thing Mason expressly forbids me to do while he’s gone? Other than endanger myself in any way, which in his mind even includes using butter knives?”

      The woman laughed, but then considered, studying Jess as if she could already tell she was up to some kind of mischief. Her eyes sparkled. “There are several things. You cannot make yourself climax. You and I cannot play with one another and instigate a climax, nor can Enrique, when he is here with us. It makes all of us quite eager to see him arrive, the scoundrel. And most importantly, he is quite adamant that no man touches you at all while he’s gone. Not if that man wants to live.”

      “Hmm.” Jessica shifted onto her knees to face the other woman. She continued to hold Mara’s hands as she looked up at that door, the wood worn down by the placement of Mason’s strong hand. Cocking her head, Jess considered her fellow thirdmarked servant.

      “Do you and Enrique feel like living dangerously?”
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      One hour until midnight. One hour until Mason’s mind would be in range of hers. She’d had a despicable urge to wait until then, so she could use his presence in her head to give her additional courage to start this, let alone finish it, but she knew that was what she had to prove to him. That if she was at a Council meeting, and Lord Belizar said he wanted to see a threesome involving two males and one female servant, and she was the chosen female, she wouldn’t disgrace Mason by bolting like a spotted fawn. That she could handle herself and he could rely on her to serve him as a Council-level servant should.

      Still she jumped, badly, when Mara touched her arm. Jess was at the top of the steps again, only this time she’d been waiting for them. Mara slid an arm around her waist. She was in one of her thin, nearly sheer robes, the translucent peacock print of rich colors only accenting the glimpses of tempting curves. Her only other adornment was a collar of silver links that Jessica knew was a gift from Enrique.

      “There’s no reason to be afraid,” Mara reminded her gently.

      “Yes. That’s my job.” Enrique added that comment. Jessica turned to him, trying to let his wry smile dissipate her trepidation. Despite the fact he’d just returned from what was likely a grueling trip, he looked his normal self—sexy as sin, his features a devastating cross of the most appealing traits of his French and Spanish parentage. His closely cropped dark hair had a few loose unruly strands over his forehead, which only made the green eyes with their black eyebrows that much more direct and appealing. There was always a casual slouch to his leanly muscled body that suggested a lazy panther. He wore black slacks and a crisp dress shirt, simple, clean lines that sent a subtle message of power and authority, underscoring the role he would play tonight.

      His mouth had that slight, sensual curve that implied all the sinful things he could do with it. And, if his wife was nearby, he often did. Though Jessica knew he was quite devoted to Mara, before she’d taken his heart, he’d accumulated a great deal of skill in bringing pleasure to women, a mutually beneficial education.

      She could appreciate all those things about Enrique, even though tonight they sent a ripple of nervousness through her. She pushed it away, but she was already getting that cold ball in her stomach. An ominous sign, but she was determined to ignore it.

      Not too long ago, before Enrique had left to join Mason on this trip, the three of them had watched The Mummy Returns. With Jess’s mind on Mason’s return, it wasn’t surprising her mind now returned to one absorbing feature of the film. The Pharaoh’s wife had been covered with intricate ink markings that would smear upon touch, so it would be clear if another had touched what was Pharoah’s. Over the past few months, Mason had branded Jess over and over again with mouth, lips, hands. He’d sunk deep inside of her, taken her in ways so gentle her heart almost broke. Or so rough and demanding she was sobbing with pleasure and exhaustion by the end, too drained to move.

      Every inch of her was totally, completely his, such that she had zero desire for that design to be disrupted by the touch of another man, ever again.

      But she was servant to a Council vampire, and those servants had learned that they could and would be touched by many others, merely as an extension of their Master or Mistress’s desires for them. She had intimate knowledge of the dark side of such a world, violations of mind, body and soul that ignored any boundaries that compassion or simply viewing her as a living being might have imposed. But when Lady Lyssa and Lady Daniela had visited with Jacob and Dev, she’d had a brief glimpse how it could be. Pleasurable caresses and laughter, demands that aroused desire, instead of destroying or subjugating it.

      So while she was nervous with Enrique’s presence, she was okay. She told herself that, took a few deep breaths and only stiffened a bit when he slid his arms around her waist from behind. He had strong, gentle hands. Warm, and they took their time, slowly molding the shape of her waist, thumbs sliding over her abdomen. He kept his palms still, so his fingers wouldn’t exceed the reach of that location, but the sensation tingled uneasily above and below his knowledgeable caress. Moving in front of her, Mara gathered Jessica’s hair up in both hands, then transferred it to one to bring it forward over her left shoulder.

      “I love your hair long,” the woman murmured. She combed it over the curve of Jess’s breast as Enrique bent his head, dropped a light kiss, just a brush of lips, at the now bare juncture of shoulder and neck. A place that Mason liked to mark with his fangs regularly. It was something that Enrique had noticed, and now used, helping her recall her Master’s touch and desires. How she could please him.

      She had come such a long way, to be having such thoughts naturally. There was a time even thinking in such a way would have terrified her, horrified her. But with Mason she’d learned things could be different. That was the thought she needed to carry forward.

      “I think we shall leave this up here.” Mara tugged the sash of Jessica’s robe loose. Hers was a pale blue satin, not nearly as see-through as Mara’s, but one that Mason liked because of how the satin clung to Jess’s curves, showed the tips of her breasts in profile when she turned toward him. The woman kept her gaze on Jess’s face, gauging her reaction as she opened the garment. Underneath, Jess wore nothing at all, making her shiver from the draft coming up the stairs. Enrique slid it off her shoulders, and Mara produced something from the pocket of her robe that was unexpected. And startling.

      She’d discussed what she wanted. Jess wanted to go to that dungeon room, and submit to them as a trusting slave would, so from this step forward, she was supposed to be theirs. She’d resisted the idea of choreographing every move, knowing that trying to control every step would defeat the purpose. Though now she wondered if she’d lost her mind. What was in Mara’s hand was a slim silver collar and dainty tether.

      “You will trust yourself to us, remember?” the olive skinned woman said, her long-lashed, dark eyes on Jess’s. “And see, this can be broken, so easily. It is practically a child’s trinket. Vampires do not use safe words, Jessica, but with us, you merely need to say stop, and we will honor you still. All right?”

      Jessica nodded, not sure she could speak.

      Enrique put his hands back at her waist, now making contact with bare flesh. With his next words, the quiet, firm tone, she was reminded that, as Mara’s husband, he often served as her Master, though they both submitted to Mason.

      “Ask Mara to collar you.” His fingers played along her flesh, his knuckles stroking the curve of hip. His thumb teased her navel, the piercing that she’d recently gotten there. Mara had talked her into it, and Mason approved. It would hold against a thirdmark healing, as long as it wasn’t removed. It had an amber center stone amid tiny diamond petals. Mason had bought it for her, an appropriate complement to the tattoo on her back, a tiger peering through bamboo, stalking his prey.

      “Be sure and say please, as you would to a Mistress or Master.”

      “Please...I would like you to collar me.” Her voice broke enough that she saw a flash of concern in Mara’s eyes, but Jess tightened her chin, lifted it, giving the woman access. “I turn myself over to your pleasure...Mistress.”

      “Very good,” Enrique murmured.

      Mara’s eyes glowed with similar approbation as she fastened the silver cuff around Jess’s throat. The fit was not tight, lying on her collar bone. Jess wondered how they would react if she now blithely decided “yep, that’s enough for one night”, and hightailed it for the safety of her horses and her usual evening routine. The stable hands and maintenance crew would be in the workout room, watching TV, playing pool, seeing what snacks they could talk the cook into creating for them. Those who worked daylight hours were already turning in or thinking about it, if they didn’t get too embroiled in their evening poker game. It was safe, a familiar haven.

      Mara snapped the silver tether on the collar, gave it the tiniest of tugs, her fingers curling in Jessica’s loose hair, adding to that pull. “Come, darling,” she murmured. “You’re so beautiful. You can’t imagine how we’re looking forward to this.”

      Jess made that first step, then the second. She was going along just fine, if a bit hesitantly, until she reached that fateful curve in the stairs. Then she stumbled.

      In an instant, Enrique’s touch went from an easy caress at the small of her back to a full cinch around her waist, and Mara was pressed up against her, holding her steady so she didn’t take a headlong tumble down the stone steps.

      “I shouldn’t be doing this,” Jess said. “I shouldn’t be asking you to do this.”

      “Yes, you should.” Mara’s voice was no longer seductive, teasing. She had the even tone Jessica had come to recognize as a core of steel that hid inside the otherwise perfectly submissive and beautiful dancer. She met Jess’s gaze. “We believe you’re doing the right thing, Jessica. He needs this side of you, and we think you’re ready for it as well. We believe in you.”

      Jess glanced up to find Enrique’s green eyes on his wife’s face, but then he turned his attention to Jessica and he nodded as well, his handsome jaw set. “We are in agreement on this. We will force you to do nothing, but we will not let you quit on yourself, either. This is too important, for both of you. We are here for you, Jessica.”

      Jessica remembered how often she’d let rage take over her terror, in order to get through horrible moments with Raithe. She’d used rage because she’d had nothing and no one else to help her get through it. Here she was, surrounded fore and aft by a man and woman who had given her friendship to the deepest level, enough that she thought of them as family. And the greatest threat she faced from Mason was his overprotective nature, the lengths he would go to keep her safe, happy and unafraid.

      It made her feel foolish, even as it frustrated her. If she couldn’t do this in such ideal circumstances, how would she ever do it at a Council event, where there would be unfamiliar faces, hands? Just that thought alone froze her feet into place. But they were ready for that as well.

      “Enrique.” Mara’s voice had returned to that liquid purr. “I know how much you enjoy carrying a lovely naked woman in your arms. Will you do the honors?”

      “My pleasure.” He bent just enough to slide his arm under Jessica’s legs, guiding her other arm around his neck as he lifted her. Though he had a thirdmark’s strength, he also had a lean power of his own that made the way he carried her feel very capable, very secure. It gave her a hint of why Mara so loved this man. He had much of Mason in him, it seemed.

      “She’s gained a bit of weight since she showed up here like a thin scarecrow,” he observed, a teasing smile on his lips. “Now there are squeezable curves in all the right places.”

      Jess gave his hair, short though it was, a yank. He flashed her his devilish grin. “That will likely earn you the first punishment, not-so-little slave.”

      “You have to be in the practice room with me sometime,” she pointed out, giving him a narrow look, though her lips quivered at the teasing. “And I’ll put my not-so-little foot up your—”

      “Tsk, tsk.” Mara threw a look over her shoulder. “Don’t make us start off the evening with a gag. Particularly when we were looking forward to hearing your cries of pleasure, dearest.”

      Just like that, the cold terror flooded her. Gags. Straps. Devices. They were approaching that door.

      Suddenly, she was eight years old, going for her first operation. She was going to get her tonsils out. Her mother had soothed her, just as Enrique and Mara were doing now, with their strategic teasing and artful touches, but when the moment had come, her mother had to withdraw and Jess had faced that operating room of sterile, sharp instruments, strangers in masks, bright lights. She’d felt terror deep in her gut, knowing she couldn’t run, but sensing there were things that could go so terribly wrong in such a place.

      “Jess.” Enrique was trying not to tighten his hold against her struggles, trying not to add to her sense of being trapped, but not wanting to drop her either. “Look.”

      She saw the door had already been opened. The threshold and short series of stone steps just beyond it had been covered with petals. Soft white petals from the garden outside. As she stilled enough for Enrique to take her over that threshold, Mara leading the way, she saw that all those devices, as well as the wall of paddles and whips, were covered with gauzy fabrics—blues, whites and lavenders, a few golds and reds with sequins, part of Mara’s endless array of costumes and props for her private performances. The graceful draping transformed such objects into features in a sky, and she was just a cloud floating among them.

      “You weren’t supposed to do this. You weren’t supposed to change things.”

      “Hush.” Enrique spoke, his firm tone returning. “You ask too much of yourself, Jessica. We know this about you. You asked us to serve as your surrogate Master and Mistress tonight. What is the first role of a Master or Mistress? Not only to understand when a submissive is ready to stretch herself further, surrender more deeply, but also to know where her limits are. For tonight, this will be more than enough. Both to prove your serious intentions to my lord, and to yourself.”

      Mara nodded. “And if you’ll notice, sweet, you’ve refused to look toward the one thing that is uncovered. Look toward it now.”

      Enrique let Jess down so she could stand on her own two feet, but Mara kept the tether taut and his hands were on her hips, both steadying her and reinforcing the command she’d given them over her person tonight. Swallowing, she forced herself to turn her eyes to the St. Andrew’s cross. Tall and imposing, the heavy wood made it clear that anyone strapped to it would only be getting loose at the direction of their Master. There were no cuffs on it tonight, though. Just the metal handles for a slave to grasp, and the foot rests to support her if the cross was raised to a vertical position, as it was now.

      Mara led her over to it, Enrique shepherding her from behind, male fingers teasing her flesh. It made her ache, thinking of Mason’s return later tonight, how his strong hands would move over her, grip her hips to hold her still as he stretched her with his length. He’d make her stay completely still until he was fully to the hilt. Then he would slowly, slowly withdraw and surge forward, still keeping her motionless, repeating the torturous rhythm until the first climax would tremble over her like a shudder through the earth’s plates. He’d devour her cries with his mouth.

      But such a provocative imagining wasn’t enough to banish other, far darker thoughts. When she was within ten feet of the cross, she had to stop again. Mara turned, looked into her face, and her own expression shadowed. “The horror in your eyes, love...” She threaded her fingers into Jessica’s hair then, brought her forward until her face was pressed into Mara’s shoulder. “Those memories cannot have you here,” the woman whispered. “We won’t let them. Use that great courage of yours, sweet girl.”

      She needed Mason. She wasn’t going to be able to do this without Mason. Yet Mason wouldn’t allow her to do this. This room was the bridge between past and present, and she had to cross it. But he’d taught her she didn’t have to do these things alone. He would be with her. Was she ignoring her own earlier revelation? By going ahead and doing this in this manner, was she not trusting him enough? Or was it because she needed to prove it to herself first?

      “I can’t look at it and do this,” she whispered back. “I want to, but I can’t.”

      “Then don’t. Just hold onto me.” Mara turned her, like they were practicing their dancing together. She started humming one of those haunting, exotic tunes, moving her feet forward and back, getting Jess to follow her lead, still holding her close. Adding some hip circles to it, Mara dropped her hands to Jess’s hips, guiding her in the figure eights they’d practiced together and at which Jessica was now pretty good, enough that Mason would sometimes ask her to dance for him, just as he did Amara.

      Of course, Jess was usually naked when he made the request, just as she was now. The idea gave her a tiny smile, and then her breath left her in a cold gasp as she was pressed against the hard wood. But Mara had her hands, was still dancing with her. She guided her arms around, up, then down, a graceful swan’s wing move. Jess’s eyes opened to find the woman’s intent gaze on hers, as if to say, Just dance with me, look at me. That is all this is. A dance.

      This time when she guided Jess’s hands up, Enrique slid in between them and gave Jess a slight lift, putting her feet on the foot rests. At the same moment, Mara threaded her fingers under those silver handles, molded them over the cool steel so Jess was grasping them.

      “Do not let them go.” Enrique straightened. “Eyes down, and listen to me with all your senses. Your eyes do you no good here. They keep you from truly seeing.”

      “Don’t blindfold me.” It was a panicked request, and his voice gentled.

      “No. Not this time. But keep your eyes down or closed unless we tell you otherwise. You are restrained by our command. You will not let go of those handles, no matter what.” Then his gaze turned to his wife. “Take off your robe.”

      It was an entirely different tone. Now what she heard was far more like what Mason had started using with her in the intimacy of their bedroom, the tone that had told Jess he was becoming more confident in what level of Mastery she could handle, and which had helped to start her on this road.

      Mara complied instantly, loosening her own sash and letting the silk pool at her feet. She had a clitoral hood piercing, the jewel there a trio of silver links, a tiny diamond threaded on the one that hung down over her labia. It complemented the silver links at her throat. Jess saw all that with a surreptitious look under her lashes. Now they were both naked, and her stomach was quaking as if a new enemy had been unveiled, rather than an ally.

      Of course, she shouldn’t be thinking of this in terms of enemy positioning, should she? That in itself said she wasn’t in the right mindset. Her palms were sweating, such that the metal handles were slick. She could do this. She could.

      “Go to her,” Enrique said to his wife. “You may seek your pleasure with her, arouse her as you will, but your hands must clasp hers, your feet on the outside of the footrests, your body covering her in a spread position, facing her. Your hair needs to be out of my way for what I wish to do next.”

      Mara knelt, a brief obeisance, and then turned to Jessica. As Enrique moved away among the swathes of cloth, Jessica imagined that there was a secretive, anticipatory smile playing on the dancer’s lips. Mara twisted up her long, black hair, knotting it deftly before she moved to obey Enrique’s direction. She positioned her feet on the outside of Jess’s, lithely balanced on the not-so-wide platforms, then clasped her hands over the silver handles. It stretched her lithe body in a matching X to Jess’s, their bare breasts pressed together, those tiny rings at Mara’s pussy brushing against Jessica’s pubic mound, making her quiver.

      She’d felt a tiny sensation when Enrique kissed her neck, but most of what she’d experienced so far had been warring with icy fear and tension. Now she was dealing with a woman who had superlative experience in arousing men and women, who knew that the idle, erratic friction of that pierced clit against Jess’s, the grip of her hands, would help stir her blood.

      “You are already thinking of what he will do to you tonight, aren’t you?” Mara’s mouth found the tender flesh under Jess’s ear. Instead of Enrique’s light brush of lips, this was a heated, wet nip and tease of the tongue, stroking with unerring accuracy along Jess’s increasing pulse. “He will be wild for you, having been gone so long. Longer than he’s ever been away from you. You already feel the quickening for him between your legs, I can smell it.” With an impish smile that told Jess she was testing her own Master’s command, Mara dropped one hand from the handle to stroke through the slickness between Jess’s legs. Jess let out a soft whimper, another shudder. “You miss his cock inside of you, his body holding you down, reminding you that you are his, helpless to his desire for you.”

      “Yes,” Jessica whispered, arching her throat as Mara bit harder. Her fingers stayed between Jess’s legs, spread and vulnerable to her touch. Though it felt so good, it made Jess imagine her legs actually bound, unable to close. “Mara, I’m afraid.”

      “There is nothing to fear. You belong to him. Anything you do to serve him only brings you pleasure.”

      Enrique returned then, and Jessica saw he’d withdrawn a flogger from the wall. Multiple leather tails that would make a loud thwack when they landed. She knew from personal experience that style of flogger could also deliver a sharp, cutting sting when wielded hard enough. Over time, it would raise welts, then burst open the skin as the flogger was applied again and again and again.

      Mara had both her hands again, so when she tried to pull her hands free, she couldn’t get them to slip out from under the arch of the metal handles. “Let me go,” Jess said sharply.

      “No,” Mara said, meeting her gaze. “These next few minutes, you are not going to be flogged, Jessica. I am. You will simply feel how my body reacts to it, how it can be when it’s done correctly. Sssh...be still. Serve your Master, Jessica. Be still.”

      Jessica managed to stop yanking against Mara’s hold. She hadn’t gotten loose regardless, a reminder that, though they were both thirdmarked, Mara had been thirdmarked longer and had greater strength. She knew she was wide-eyed, and that spiral of tentative arousal Mara had started had evaporated in an instant of dry-mouthed panic at the site of the tool. But she’d said the right words. Serve your Master. Serve Mason. This was for Mason.

      “Jessica, I want you to close your eyes.”

      “I...I can’t.”

      “Try. I promise it will be worth it.”

      Jessica managed it after a few minutes of deep breathing, as well as some rapid fire internal arguments, supplemented by Enrique and Mara’s encouragement.

      “I am coming close to you.” Enrique’s calm, relentless voice. “I’m not going to strike you or Mara with the flogger. It’s going to touch your face.”

      She flinched anyway when the straps, deceptively softer like this, brushed her cheeks, her mouth.

      “You cannot imagine how much pleasure Mason gets from using this. It’s one of his favorites.” This from Mara, in a soft, dreamy tone. “He can rouse all the nerves in your back and thighs, then make it lick against your cunt like a rough tongue, over and over. After awhile, he spreads out the strokes, making them harder, until you’re feeling a faint sting, then a stronger one. But even as that happens, your clit is getting fuller, so swollen that you start crying out with pleasure at each strike. You can’t really come, so over-sensitized, but you are so close. When you think you can bear no more, he comes and turns the cross over, so your pussy comes up to the level of his mouth. He buries his tongue deep inside, his mouth sealing over your clit. You explode like a ripe, juicy fruit, and that’s what he likes best about the method. He has taught a different variation to Enrique, which he will show us now.”

      She could imagine what Mara painted vividly. Could see Mason’s hand curved over the flogger’s handle. The stern, sensual set of his mouth, the glow of the amber eyes as he used it.

      She opened her eyes to see Enrique taking hold of Mara’s hand, the one that had been stroking Jessica. His eyes on his wife’s face, Enrique suckled those two fingers, tasting Jessica and giving Mara a stern, reproving look. “You’ll be punished for that.”

      “Whatever gives you pleasure, Master.” Mara lowered her eyes, a slight smile on her face, and Enrique arched a brow, throwing Jessica a mildly exasperated look that eased some of the tension in her stomach. That is, until he replaced Mara’s hand over Jessica’s and gave the olive-skinned woman a meaningful tap with the flogger on one bare buttock. “Do not move it again,” he warned.

      Enrique’s footsteps moved back and Mara’s hands tightened over hers. “It’s like the start of a roller coaster, love,” the dancer whispered. “That sense of fear and trepidation about to be turned to exhilaration. Trust us to go over that hill. No, don’t close your eyes again. Try to watch.”

      Jess lifted her lids, saw Enrique standing at a proper distance behind his wife. Shaking out the flogger, he gave Jess a nod. “First, I will simply warm up her flesh.”

      She had to close her eyes again on that first strike, but she felt the way it struck Mara’s back, the thud of it vibrating, quivering through her breasts. The woman’s gasp against her cheek, the brush of her lips, the flick of a tongue as Mara moistened her own lips. Another strike, the sharp slap making it clear the flogger had a bite when Enrique chose to start using it. The moment he’d thrown the first overhand strike, Jess had started to shake, and now she was fully quivering against Mara, trying to hold her ground. It took ten strikes before she could open her eyes. The woman’s nipples, pressed against Jess’s chest, were hardening. Despite having her legs spread on the outside of Jess’s, she was moving her hips, a slow, short rub against Jess’s pubic bone with each stroke, a mewl of need. Jess expected that Enrique’s view of his wife’s sensually undulating hips, moving in circles over Jess’s naked body, had to be arousing him as well.

      Jess reached for her own building response desperately, knowing it was there, just out of her reach, that submissive’s pleasure that came with surrendering. The flogger tails flashed out and Mara arched harder this time, making Jess gasp at the increased pressure against her sex, the building friction.

      “Now underhanded, love,” Mara managed. Jess didn’t fully comprehend until Enrique took a step in, changed his stance and swing. The straps slapped the inside of Mara’s thighs...and Jess’s. She jumped, the sensation tingling up between her legs, but Enrique had followed that strike with an immediate second one. It struck Jess’s wet labia with a smack of sensation that had her pushing into Mara, increasing the stimulation to her clit by the other woman’s. “Oh. Oh.”

      “Our pretty little slave likes your technique,” Mara said when Enrique paused after five more strokes. Jess had let out a small moan on the last one, and Mara’s voice was a bit strained as well.

      Enrique arched a brow, idly swinging the flogger against his cocked hip. “I don’t hear her asking for more.”

      “Ask for more,” Mara suggested, catching Jess’s ear in her teeth. “Please Goddess, ask for more for us.”

      “More,” Jess managed, her voice quavering. She thought she might be about to split apart, divided between the way her body was reacting and the maelstrom of feelings this was stirring inside of her, a cyclone starting to turn faster and faster. So much pain and mental damage had been done to her like this, but Enrique was skillfully making it clear how much it hadn’t had to be like that. But Raithe had been a sadistic bastard, a demon who was even now laughing at her somewhere, because that darkness was grasping at her with dry, sharp fingers, trying to pull the pleasure away from her.

      She fought it. This was different, a wholly new world discovered in herself. But the dark was welling up on all sides, threatening it. She whimpered as Enrique resumed, because she was afraid of where her feelings were going, and what would happen when they got there. What would break loose with the physical explosion of a climax?

      She cried out this time when the straps licked up between her legs. She didn’t know if Enrique gave the order, but he must have, for now Mara freed herself and backed away, taking an obeisant kneeling position nearby as her husband resumed the flogging strokes, but now they only landed on Jessica. Jess saw the flogger flash out, watched the straps impact as they hit between her legs, and moaned again.

      “I can’t...” No. She could, and that was the point, right? She could do this. She just hadn’t expected this clawing spiral of irrefutable arousal to be so tangled with all the rest, as if the nightmares were coming to the surface with the orgasm. That tidal wave might overwhelm her, take her on a wild, thrilling ride, but when it got to shore, it would drown her, pummel her.

      She lost time, her body bucking with the movement of the lash, getting heavier and more needy by the moment, her ability to speak prohibited by the roar of that storm.

      When Enrique paused again, a breather, she tried to marshal her thoughts, form words, but then Mara was there. The woman bent, cupping Jess’s breasts in her capable, long-fingered hands and began tonguing Jessica’s nipples. Enrique took a seat on a stool to watch. When he braced a leg on one of the higher rungs, it outlined the prominent erection beneath his slacks. He twitched the flogger in his hand, a warning of more to come.

      That, and the merest touch of Mara’s hands and mouth, made Jessica cry out again. Everything was gathering, centering in her core. For days her body had been brought to a near-boil by Mason’s nightly calls, held there by her anticipation and longing of his return. She hadn’t had a single climax since he was gone. Now she was so perilously close to one, and it seemed they’d barely started.

      Of course, a moment later she realized she was wrong about that. Apparently, it had been over an hour. Enrique had managed a commanding and masterful tone quite easily, but it was nothing compared to the silky and dangerous tone that resonated through her mind now.

      Habiba. That one word was enough to send shivers down her spine, make her heart leap into her throat. Her pussy tightened on its own emptiness, contracting on all the ready moisture there.

      You will explain to me what you are doing. Right after you get down from there and put on some clothes. Now.
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        Author’s Note:  As you’ll remember, Shyness won a walk-on part in the Mason and Jessica vignette, but turns out, she plays a far more key role to Mason’s state of mind than first anticipated. As such, I wrote you TWO segments this week. I’m going to post one today and one TOMORROW. This one is Shyness’s “walk on”, and happens about an hour BEFORE Mason is within range of Jessica’s mind. So he hasn’t yet discovered what Jessica is doing. Tomorrow’s part takes us back to where we left off at the end of Part Two. Hope you enjoy this segue, however – I interrogated Shyness for a few basic facts about herself, interwove fact and fiction to create this section, and had quite a bit of fun with it. It’s kind of a “step into her shoes” vignette, where each of us could imagine a chance encounter where we not only get to meet a favored character, but help him out in some useful way (grin).

        Whenever I have the privilege of getting to know one of you a bit more, I’m always amazed to find out what extraordinarily interesting and remarkable people read my books. It makes me all the more flattered to have you as fans. Shyness or “Helen” (she was okay with me using her first name for this) is a prime example of that high regard.

        So here we go...

        

      

      

      Helen Shyness slipped her feet out of her heeled sandals and buried her toes in the deep carpet, marveling at the lush feel of it, as well as the rest of her opulent surroundings. She still couldn’t believe she was on her way to the American Geophysical Union to accept an award for the climate science paper she’d published. She hadn’t expected publication to happen for years after her thesis, let alone receive an award. Hell, she’d been delighted to simply finish her PhD. The greatest prize she’d anticipated from that was no longer hearing, “How’s it going? Are you done yet?” from her well-meaning family and friends.

      However, this prize, as well as the full course treatment that AGU had arranged to go with it, was serious icing on the cake.

      After making a landing from the long crossover flight from Australia, she’d been braced to wait for her connection in the crowded main terminal. Instead, she’d been escorted here, to a waiting area reserved for dignitaries and other parties traveling by private plane. Of course, since it was close to midnight, she was the only one here, with the exception of an attractive, well-groomed concierge in a snugly fitted dark suit. The woman was standing behind a desk, ready to respond to Helen’s every need. At first, the concierge had made her a bit uncomfortable, in that way that occurred when you were the only two people in a room. That awkward expectation of having to interact. Even in this, though, she was pleasantly surprised. The woman stayed discreetly busy at her desk, giving Helen a sense of privacy she appreciated.

      She liked not having to talk to anyone as she looked at the comfortable reclining chairs and sectional sofa arrangements, accented with coffee and end tables that she’d have expected in a well appointed living room rather than an airport terminal. No chairs bolted to the floor in rows. No fluorescent lighting. There were lamps on the table that threw warm yellow light out for reading. There was even original artwork placed between the dim bronze wall sconces, and potted plants with a profusion of greenery and tropical flowers. She’d taken a closer look at a couple of spiral topiaries, digging in among the ivy to check out the forms, despite the concierge’s sidelong look. She’d just finished creating a topiary of a sea monster in her own backyard, one that looked like it was about to dive into her manmade pond. On the flight over, she’d passed the time looking through a big book of forms, trying to decide what she’d do next. It was a solitary hobby—her favorite kind.

      All that aside, the fancy surroundings and VIP treatment made her glad she’d dressed up a bit for the trip. While she normally preferred her long sleeved T-shirts and jeans, before she landed, she’d changed into a favorite pair of fitted trousers and a medieval style top in swirling blue-green color, the sleeves flaring just past the wrists. The ensemble was enhanced with silver and teal jewelry that brought out the blue in her eyes. She hadn’t yet taken down her waist-length brown hair to brush it out and do a better job of re-pinning it, but as she took a seat on one end of a comfortable-enough-to-nap sofa, she found her brush in her bag and set it on the arm so she could do just that. She might still be a few hours from her destination, but she wanted to look damn good to reflect the way she felt inside. Deeply satisfied that all the hard work she’d put into earning her PhD, writing her thesis and pushing for publication had been worth it.

      Because she had time, though, instead of doing her hair immediately, she decided to put on her ear phones and listen to her Ipod. As the Metamorphosis track filled her head, her fingers played the notes out on her knee. She loved the music, had heard it on Battlestar Galactica, one of the plethora of sci-fi shows she preferred to watch above any other genre—she was a scientist, after all.

      Heaven must be like this. A quiet room provided with every comfort. A panorama of windows, the darkness and jeweled lights of the airport coming through like a star-filled sky at eye level. It was so...satisfying, to be relaxing here, being treated like someone important, while at the same time not being so inundated with attention that she couldn’t have this isolated moment of time to savor it without interruption.

      Of course, everything was temporary. A surge of air told her someone had opened the door to the waiting area. She squelched the twinge of disappointment, trying not to resent the interruption of her fantasy, being queen of her airport domain. She hoped it was no one who would feel the need to be sociable with her. She cracked open an eye. Reflexively, both eyes came wide open.

      Okay, she really was in a fantasy dream world. Because if this bloke was part of the amenities of this room, she was never leaving. Award? What award? She was keeping her ass right here.

      He was well over six feet, which meant he’d be taller than her 5’ 10”—six feet in her heeled sandals. That was a point for him already. His long hair was the color of a tiger’s copper-gold markings, with the silken texture of a horse’s well-brushed mane. Despite being pulled back and held by a silver buckle tie, a few strands of it had worked their way forward, gleaming across one broad shoulder. He wore belted gray slacks and a dark turtleneck that molded to his upper body and told her he was extremely fit. When his eyes briefly turned to her, it gave her a start. Those amber eyes were not made in nature. He must wear contacts, but it didn’t seem to fit. Despite his awesome appearance, he didn’t give off vain, pretentious vibes. It was almost like his appearance was an effortless afterthought. If he was a woman, she’d have hated him on principle. But in this case, Helen could only admire.

      There was an impatient and very physical energy emanating off him as he nodded shortly to the concierge. She’d asked if he wanted a drink.

      “Whiskey, neat,” he said. His voice was a tiger’s purr. He moved that way as well, a dangerous flow of movement as he went to the window and studied the small plane she expected was his, pulled up to the refueling dock. Setting a briefcase down on a chair, he paced restlessly. Since he seemed oblivious to her after that cursory acknowledgment, she was more than happy to take advantage of her apparent insignificance to stare at him.

      Then, abruptly, he turned around, looked straight at her. It took a concerted effort to hold her ground rather than shrink visibly back into the sofa, but she managed to look reasonably inquiring and mannerly as he cocked his head, considered her. He didn’t speak at first, taking in her appearance from head to toe. The intensity of his gaze was riveting to say the least, and she wondered what kind of important personage or dignitary this guy was. If it wasn’t for the aura of reserve and authority around him, she’d say he was a larger-than-life rock star. But she suspected he was some kind of Middle Eastern prince, despite the Western dress. She could almost imagine Bedouin robes on him, and she wasn’t typically that fanciful. Well, okay, she did like watching all manner of sci-fi shows, from Battlestar Galactica to Firefly, so she supposed she was capable of a wide imaginative range.

      “Metamorphosis,” he said. Then nodded toward her hand, which had stilled. “You play the piano.”

      “I’m learning.” She wondered how he’d heard the track, since she didn’t have it on that loud, but as she spoke, a faint smile touched his firm mouth, distracting her.

      “You’re Australian.”

      Outside Oz, people often mistook her for British, because her dialect wasn’t as pronounced as a lot of her fellow countrymen, but she expected this guy noticed a lot of details others didn’t. “Yes.”

      “I have a friend whose servant is Australian. He’s from Queensland, originally.”

      “Is the servant your friend as well? Or is he just a servant?”

      She sucked at small talk, and had a terrible tendency to latch onto an intriguing facet of the conversation rather than following the mundane flow like a normal person. As a result, she had to deal with the consequences. In this case, him lifting a brow, his gaze sharpening on her. She’d just made herself more interesting to him. Strewth, what had she been thinking? If she’d stayed as unremarkable as wallpaper, she could have just watched him to her heart’s content and not had to worry about being in the spotlight like this. Even more harrowing, he moved over to the sofa and sat on the opposite end. Though there was still the space of one cushion between them, the way he sat sideways, putting an ankle on his knee so that he was fully attentive to her, made him feel unbelievably close. He smelled good, a masculine, clean scent flavored with something exotic, like sandalwood. “He is a friend as well. In fact, I owe him a debt, for he helped protect someone very precious to me.”

      “Your wife? Girlfriend?”

      His eyes gleamed at the perception. “She is a servant, too. Which means something very much like wife or girlfriend, in my world.”

      “Oh.” That was a pretty intriguing comment as well, but she wasn’t sure if it meant what she thought it meant, so she figured she’d better not test those waters with her admittedly limited interpersonal skills. Realizing she must appear rude, she pulled the ear buds out of her ears. Come on, Helen. Don’t back away from this. What’re the chances you’ll ever be in this situation again? Even if you make a fool of yourself, you’ll never see him again. “Are you going to her now?”

      “Yes. Not nearly fast enough.”  He shifted, stretching one long arm across the back of the sofa. God, did he realize how much he appeared like a sprawling tiger? In fact, she would almost believe the man could shape shift into such a beast right before her eyes, complete with lashing tail and a heavy ruff begging for hands to sink into the thick fur, feel the powerful muscles of the neck and shoulders. Those fangs so close, eyes so still and vibrant.

      “What does servant actually mean in your world?”

      That faint smile again. “If you are going to ask such direct questions, I expect you should give me your name.”

      “I’m sorry.” Helen felt color tinge her cheeks. “I’m just really bad at small talk, at stuff that doesn’t seem to matter.”

      “I did not say I was offended. Your name?” He lifted a brow, and Helen felt a frisson of warmth go through her at that direct gaze, the hint of command in what should have been a polite request.

      “Helen.”

      “Helen. Lovely. Were you going to brush your hair?” He nodded to the brush at her elbow.

      “Oh, yeah. I thought about it, so that I’d look presentable when I land at the next place. People will be meeting me at the airport there, with a limo and everything.” She flushed, wondering why she’d said something so ridiculous to a man who obviously rode everywhere in limos.

      “I like to watch a woman brush her hair,” he observed. “Do not let me interrupt you. It reminds me of home. Of my habiba. She is growing her hair out long now as well. Watching you brush yours would be calming.”

      Helen blinked. Was he really suggesting she should go ahead and brush her hair while he watched? And instead of recoiling from him, as she normally would from a intrusive stranger with a hair fetish, she was actually thinking she wouldn’t mind doing that in front of him. “You kind of look in need of calm,” she ventured, playing for time. “I guess you really miss her.”

      Instead of responding, he remained silent, studying her in that steady, intent way. She realized her palms were feeling a bit damp. Crikey, he was compelling her to brush her hair, just by that silence. Funny, but she was sort of okay with it, despite the fact it was kind of a forward, intimate thing to do in front of a stranger. Now, instead of a tiger, she was imagining that Bedouin prince again. Inside a tent of silken walls, lounging back on cushions in a robe, the top loose enough to reveal a section of impressive musculature across his chest, the hint of shoulder architecture. His amber eyes were gleaming, watching his favored...servant, brush her hair. Those eyes and his regard would get more heated with every stroke, until that heat swept over his “habiba’s” skin. As she brushed her hair forward, blinding herself with the thick fall of it, his lips would brush her bared nape. He’d take the brush away and comb his fingers through her hair instead, tightening his grip to tilt her head back, back, exposing the throat, until his mouth came down on hers as he stood over her.

      What does servant mean in your world? He hadn’t responded, but she had a feeling she knew exactly what it meant in his world. Yet she knew she was going to do what he wanted, as if nothing that happened in this dreamlike moment was wrong or misguided. So she unpinned her hair.

      As it tumbled to her waist, it flustered her, how attentively he watched its track. If his servant did such a thing for him, she expected she was completely naked when she did it, her hair caressing bare skin. “I’m actually thinking of cutting it,” Helen said, noting her voice was a bit thick. She cleared her throat. “Once I get back home, that is. Easier to care for and all that. You know, it’s really unnerving, the way you’re looking at me. Can’t tell if it’s making me nervous because you’re looking at me like that, or because I’m doing this for you.”

      “My apologies.” He straightened, looking genuinely chagrined, such that she felt reassured and guilty, all at the same time. “It was not my intent to distress you.”

      “Oh, I’m not distressed. It’s just...” She gave a half laugh. “It’s pretty ironic, that I hate small talk and would prefer to have real conversations like this with strangers, not that shallow façade. Yet now that it’s actually happening, I’m freaked out. But in all fairness, you’re about as intense as a final exam. Okay, I’m shutting up and brushing now. You sit there and just be...calmer.”

      However, the twinge of embarrassment eased as she closed her eyes and heard him give a short chuckle. She adjusted herself in her chair and began to brush. She’d closed her eyes so that she could focus on the movement, instead of his regard, though ignoring that was like ignoring a summer wind caressing her face. Strangely, she didn’t feel he was making a move on her, which added to the easing of her tension. He was like this with most women, she was sure of it. His passion, his...love, was all for that one woman, the woman that had had him pacing restlessly. But he was so confidently male, his way with women was instinctively easy, intimate.

      “So, you can’t call her on your cell? It sounds like you’ve been out of touch for awhile.”

      A pause, as if he was considering his words carefully. “I’m out of range right now. Once I get on the plane, I will be in range within minutes. It is part of why I’m impatient now. She wasn’t happy when I had to leave her behind for this trip, and I want to be close enough to...make sure she is all right. Not through someone else’s report, but through my own senses.”

      “You’re really waltzing around something. But don’t worry, I won’t ask. Why wasn’t she happy?”

      “I travel a great deal on business, and it’s not safe for her to come with me. She disagrees.”

      “‘Not safe’ as in life-threatening?”

      “No, not exactly. She has had experiences that were very...traumatic. Where I travel would exploit those fears. I do not wish her to ever experience such fear again.”

      He shifted, she heard him, and the edge in his voice suggested she’d hit a nerve. She’d always been more of a listener than a talker, which was one of the reasons she hated small talk—it was just static. She’d honed her listening skills though, such that she often picked up the true story from the nuances and undercurrents beneath the white noise.

      “So you’re afraid for her state of mind, not her life. And she disagrees with you, because she’s as crazy about you as you are about her, and she doesn’t want you to go places without her.”

      “Yes.”

      Helen opened her eyes then, putting down the brush so she could thread both hands beneath the now smooth fall of her hair and let it pour down her back, testing that it was all untangled. “Lovely,” he said again, with a serious smile that made her toes curl into the carpet, for different reasons this time. “Would you like to see the gift I’m bringing her?”

      Helen nodded. “Is this an “I’m sorry I totally pissed you off” gift?”

      The light in his eyes danced, a laughing tiger now, but he lifted a shoulder. “I suppose it is somewhat, but it’s something I’ve wanted to give her for awhile.”

      He opened the briefcase then, and withdrew a purple velvet box, the kind that was handed over a counter at Tiffany’s or some other exorbitantly expensive jewelry shop. He opened and extended it so she could lift out the necklace.

      The slim choker was a one inch circlet, a melding of different metals into the pattern of a tiger’s skin. Copper, bronze and gray, with threads of white glazing that made it an exceptional piece of metalwork. The closure looked like the talon of a tiger, and an amber pendant dangled below it. The choker could be locked, because she saw the key hole beneath the talon. Looking in the box, she saw a small silver key.

      A servant...Which means something very much like wife or girlfriend, in my world. Yep, it had been what she thought. It was a collar, the kind that a Master purchased for a submissive, as binding as a wedding ring for two who shared such a relationship. Helen knew about such things, but to come face-to-face with it here, made her a little speechless. Then she found her voice. “She’ll love it,” she said. “But I think she’ll say it just underscores her point.”

      He lifted that patrician brow again. His gaze cooled just a fraction, a hint of temper. “And what point would that be?”

      “That she belongs at your side.” Helen sighed, sat back. “Listen, I’m not trying to piss you off. I don’t talk a lot, and I don’t really know how to relate to people except to tell them the way I see things. And what I see is that it’s really hard not to be with the person you love.” In fact, she was pretty sure if she was this “habiba”, she’d chain herself to this bloke’s ankle to follow him wherever he went. “Have you explained to her why you can’t take her with you?”

      “Of course. But she is brave, to the point of foolishness. Courageous even when she’s afraid, and I will not tolerate her ever being afraid again.”

      “And that’s not foolish? I mean,” Helen added hastily, realizing she might not want to piss off a tiger that was close enough to bite off her face, “No one can protect someone from everything, right? The only thing we can do is help them face their fears, get through them, and be all the stronger for them. It’s like a baby. Parents want to protect them, but if you really did protect your child from every ugly, scary thing in the world, they’d never grow up, never get to be and do all the things you really want them to be, right? So in a way, if you protect them too much, you’re only reinforcing the fear, rather than healing it. Even adults get past traumas the same way, if they really want to live life to the fullest.”

      “What do you do for a living, Helen?”

      “Well, I have a PhD in atmospheric physics.” It was the first time she’d actually said it aloud, and it felt good. Good enough for her to be giddy about it, and a little silly. “I’m brilliant,” she mentioned with a grin, “for all that I’m socially inept and tick people off by saying things I shouldn’t.”

      He smiled then, a true smile. For a blink, Helen thought she saw fangs, but certainly that was her imagination getting away from her, right? As devastating as he was without the smile, with it, he was irresistible. No matter how much his overprotective, overbearing arrogance routine infuriated his servant, the woman would forgive him anything. Helen was pretty sure of that.

      “Look, you seem like the type of person who’d never let anything bad happen to her, and maybe she wants to show she trusts you to do that. And you just need to believe in that yourself.”

      “But as you said yourself, you can’t protect someone from everything, particularly if they are in harm’s way.” The shadows that gathered in his eyes told her he knew that firsthand, and gave her another key.

      “Well, we all lose people we love, don’t we? But the only sure thing is that we never get enough time with them. Why would you deprive yourself of a minute of being with her, if you don’t have to do so?  If she’s willing to overcome her fear to be with you as much as possible, she’s offering you a gift. With both hands, and heart and everything. She sounds pretty amazing, and I think you should accept the gift. With as much enthusiasm as I’m sure she’ll accept yours.” She nodded to the velvet box.

      A moment of silence descended between them, and she could tell he was considering her words, looking inside himself among a dark tangle of things. She kept silent, respecting that, until the concierge broke that pause.

      “Lord Mason?” The efficient, trim young woman had left the desk, now stood several steps away. “Your plane is fueled and ready.”

      Lord Mason. So he was some kind of aristocracy or royalty, though she couldn’t really place his accent. Maybe a trace of British or Arabic, but it was as elusive as a swirl of desert sand.

      “Thank you.” Putting the box back into his briefcase and snapping it closed, he rose, but then took a step closer to Helen. Before she could rise, he squatted on his heels. With his height, he was still fairly close to eye level as he reached out, smoothed a stray lock of her hair back over her ear. He had a large hand, but it was amazingly gentle, conveying strength and sensuality in the one touch. She wasn’t a touch kind of person—didn’t even particularly care for shaking hands, and this was far more intimate. Still, when he did it, it didn’t feel intrusive in the least. He nodded, holding her gaze.

      “You are a remarkable woman, Helen. If you do not yet have a man,” that smile touched his lips, “the one to whom you finally give your heart will be very fortunate. And if you were mine, I’d forbid you to cut that beautiful hair.”

      His knuckles brushed her cheek, then he straightened, gave her another nod, and turned away. Laying a bill on the concierge’s desk for her service, he spoke in a quiet tone to her, then gave Helen one more look before he left the room. As the door settled closed behind him on a whoosh of air, Helen leaned over the sofa arm to watch him stride back down the hallway toward the exit door. He looked as good going as he had coming, a sight worth watching in those trim, well fitted slacks, the shirt creasing over his broad shoulders. She watched until he turned the corner, then glanced left and caught the concierge craning her neck, doing the same thing. It was a break in that professional mien that made them both grin at each other.

      Yep, Helen thought. The icing on the cake.
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      Habiba... You will explain to me what you are doing. Right after you get down from there and put on some clothes. Now.

      He’d apparently shot that command out through all three of their minds, because Mara stepped back from her instantly, dropping to a kneeling position. Enrique captured the tails of the flogger in one hand and bowed his head in similar obeisance. They’d known he could react this way, though, so their expressions were quiet, accepting, making her feel guilty for what she had persuaded them to do.

      It was my idea. It’s not their fault.

      That is not what I asked. I told you to get down and put on some clothing.

      The tone made her bristle. She wasn’t a child. She didn’t deserve to be treated like a child.

      Jessica.

      How he could make his voice resonate in her head like approaching thunder, she didn’t know, but her body reacted to it in instinctive self-preservation, despite her willful mind. She slid off the cross. Her knees were somewhat unsteady, her body still vibrating from the combination of Mara and Enrique’s stimulation. Mason’s awareness of it had somehow taken her arousal up a notch. That purring tiger’s voice, with more than a hint of a growl, was capable of stirring her in ways that others might consider foolhardy, given how she was deliberately provoking his temper.

      Enrique already had her robe in hand, but the man paused, an expression crossing his face that suggested he’d been given very definitive instructions. He passed the robe to Mara, such that it was her hands that brushed Jessica’s skin as she helped her thread her arms into the robe, freed her hair from the back collar. When Mara kept the hair lifted, expecting Jessica to bring the robe all the way up, Jess gave her a slight head shake. The dancer gave her a slight smile, and fanned her hair out on her naked pale shoulders as Jess clasped the lapels of the robe just barely above the line of her nipples, keeping her cleavage temptingly enhanced. She looked at Mara and Enrique. “Can you leave me alone here, please?”

      Actually, she wasn’t sure if she was entirely ready to be alone in this room, but fortunately, the other two knew her well enough to interpret what she needed. Mara touched her arm. “We’ll be at the top of the stairs, within hearing distance. Call if you need us.”

      Enrique followed her, leaving Jess with another encouraging look. She guessed she should be glad Mason hadn’t ordered them to take her out of the room with them, but she knew she was far from winning her point. She could feel his brooding presence in her mind like storm clouds in truth. It made her gather her resolve, steel herself as they disappeared out the door, though she found herself thankful they didn’t close it. As they left, she sank to her knees, putting her buttocks on her heels, knowing exactly what kind of picture she made to her Master. Her hair spread over bare shoulders, that silken robe pooled on either side of her hips but open to expose the line of slim thighs up to the point of her sex, the slope of abdomen and sparkle of the navel piercing. The robe so precariously held, such that he could see the areola of her nipples. She was looking down at herself, giving him not only her imaginings, but a clear vision of it as well.

      You are deliberately testing me.

      Yes.

      I want you out of that room. I feel your fear of it.

      It’s my Master’s job to come remove me from it. Or use what’s here to punish me for my defiance.

      Even in her mind, she knew there was a quaver in the thought. She couldn’t hide her trepidation from him. But she was determined, and she wouldn’t back down from it. How would you punish me, my lord? I’ll look at each thing here, and see what brings you the most pleasure. Find what is too irresistible for you to conceal your desires from me.

      This time the growl was unmistakable, incoherent enough to suggest he might actually be tempted to strangle her, if she’d been close enough. It sent a shiver through her, but he’d given her the confidence to be this reckless. She’d defied Raithe to the point of violence. She didn’t fear that treatment from Mason, so she wouldn’t allow those old memories to interfere with what she was going to prove to him now. She couldn’t.

      She made herself look around the room, at the things disguised in sheer cloths, muted by soft fabric and the scent of rose petals Amara had scattered about. Jessica knew all of those hidden items by shape, and because of her one brief time here, when terror had burned them into her brain.

      You nearly took your own life.

      I’ve grown since then. I trust you now. I want to be the kind of servant you crave me to be. Need me to be.

      Habiba, you are already that and far more.

      If that was true, you’d take me with you to Council meetings.

      Stubbornly, before he could argue with her further, she focused on the gauze cloth that she knew concealed a spanking bench, a piece of equipment with padded, blue velvet upholstery. Black cuffs attached to the support structure for arms and ankles. Gathering every ounce of bravery she could, she imagined Mason buckling her facedown on it, his strong hands circling each of her fragile wrists, tightening the cuffs so she couldn’t escape, spreading her legs and securing them as well. His palm smoothing over her buttocks, teasing her cunt, already wet, aching for him, even as her body shook and tears came to her eyes, the past and present merging so painfully she needed to feel the burn of the lash to drive it away. Of his lash, no one else’s.

      Jessica...for the love of Allah...

      She jerked her gaze to the next covered item as she swallowed on a dry throat. The crudely named fucking machine, where the slave was restrained on a table, level with the device. The dildo would be fitted to the pumping shaft and angled to plunge in and out of the appropriate orifice, at whatever rate and penetration a Master deemed fitting. Mason could sit back with his blood-laced drink, watch it fuck her. She’d be writhing and slick with perspiration, her breath coming fast, the climaxes crashing over her again and again as she begged for mercy he wouldn’t give her. Not until she was exhausted and begging instead for him to take its place, to put himself inside of her, stretch her with his thick cock and never leave her, never break that connection.

      It was how she would feel if she was at a Council meeting, given to the touch and penetration of other servants. Her mind would be locked with his, so everything to which she submitted would be his will, his desire. Every servant’s touch would just be an extension of his, something she did for his pleasure, knowing that the more they touched her, the more aggressively he would take her later, burning away their claim on her flesh, erasing it so it would be as if it had never happened.

      I would kill any other man who touched you. If I had been in the room when I discovered what you were doing, I would have broken Enrique with my rage. You risk much, habiba.

      She trembled at that fierce thought. If I went with you to Council, it wouldn’t matter what was done to me. I am always all yours, my lord. It matters not who touches me.

      But I feel your terror at the thought. You cannot abide a touch other than mine. Even with Enrique, you had to use Mara as a buffer.

      I was abused by female vampires as well as males. And I no longer fear Amara.

      You are a natural submissive toward a Master. Your deepest betrayal was from a male, which is why your greatest fear is of them.

      I only need you with me. To know you are there in my mind. Don’t guard me from my fears. Help me overcome them with your love.

      A pause, as if she’d touched a nerve. Or made him consider something that perhaps had recently been in his own thoughts. Encouraged, she forged on, considering what else lay before her. A colorful set of sheer sequined scarves was twined around a staff and fanned out around it like strips upon a Maypole. She knew that pole was anchored to the floor. It could be fitted with a phallus upon which the slave would be impaled vertically, the feet locked to the floor in steel boots. The servant had to stand upright, suffering and penetrated, like a mannequin on display as long as the master desired, possibly hours of torment. In the case of this dungeon, pleasurable torment. She made that correction, needing to believe that. Knowing rationally she could believe it, even if her irrational mind couldn’t yet.

      She grew bolder, imagining Mason there with other vampire guests, where the servants, including herself, were all arrayed on the various equipment. She was positioned on that pole, a thick dual-headed vibrator deep in her pussy and rectum. Her arms were pulled behind her back so her breasts were thrust forward. Her nipples would be clamped, chains running from them to attach to her navel piercing and an additional clitoral clamp. All of the stimulus would make her nipples hard and peaked and her clit flushed and prominent.

      The vampires would speak casually, socializing as they wandered the room like they were visiting an art gallery. She saw a female hand caressing the taut buttock of a male slave strapped over the spanking bench, his ass already red with welts from his Mistress’s earlier caning. Or they’d watch with fascination a male slave grunting under the ministrations of the fucking machine. His knees would be bound and pulled up into a bent position with nylon cord that was tethered around his throat, such that he had to keep his knees up there with his own straining muscles or choke himself as the fucking machine worked in and out of his ass. Sticky lines of semen from his previous climaxes dried over his taut abdomen and chest.

      You seem to be imagining quite a few male slaves. No female servants visiting?

      For the first time, there was a thread of amusement in his tense mind-voice, and she managed a nervous sliver of the same in her response. Do you think I like seeing you touch other females, any more than you like the thought of me touching other males?

      You are fine with me touching Amara.

      Not always. I’m fine with it, but...there are times I want you all for myself. To devour you with my eyes, my mouth, with all of me. I cannot get enough of you, my lord. It’s an ache inside of me that never stops. That’s why I can’t bear you being where I’m not.

      It was a remarkable admission, given how far she’d been from that when they met. She was making herself wetter, not only from Mara and Enrique’s stimulation, but from her own imaginations now, despite her fear. She could feel the slickness on her calves, where her buttocks pressed near her heels. He was silent for a few moments, but she didn’t censor herself, letting him feel the throbbing ache she had inside for all of him.

      Sometimes, there was no such thing as getting close enough. When he was away from her, she felt like a new amputee, no anesthetic, some vital part of her chopped off, raw and painful, horribly so, such that she might go mad from the pain. That feeling was far deeper and more vast than any fear she carried. In fact, the few times her terrors and depression had overcome her, she suspected it had as much to do with his absence as the ability of her memories to overcome her when he was not there to balance it.

      I need to be with you, my lord. Always.

      He stayed silent, but she felt his weighted attention in her mind, and took it for encouragement. He was listening, considering. So she pushed herself further, made herself look beyond the equipment to the wall behind them.

      Paddles, gags, chastity belts with plugs for both orifices. She thought about the spreader bar that could be put over the shoulders, an unyielding yoke keeping the wrists at shoulder level. It was adjustable, so that the arms could be stretched out straight from the body and held that way. If he locked her in that, she would have to move carefully to serve him. She saw herself tipping gracefully at the bar to pick up his goblet in two fingers. But when she brought the blood, leaned down and twisting her naked upper body to give it to him, he would take the goblet, set it aside and put his hands on her waist. Gathering her in so her knee pressed beneath his spread thighs where he was sitting, he would lean her body into him, cup her breasts and sink his fangs into the left one just above the nipple. As she gasped, her eyes closing with the pain and ecstasy of it, he would hold her there with his strength as he suckled her blood from her breast.

      Descending, his hands would cup her buttocks, play in between them, tease the sensitive nerve endings there so she writhed and gasped against his stimulation. Then he would push her onto her knees, make her take his cock in his mouth. Grasping that bar on either side of her neck, he would use it to push her down on him harder, hold her there with his cock deep in her throat. As he came at last, jetting his seed into her, her cunt would weep, her hands closed into fists of need in their cuffs on the steel bar. Fluids would slide down her thighs as she came merely from the pleasure of serving him, pussy spasming around the emptiness she needed him to fill.

      Habiba... His mind voice was hoarse, and she knew she’d made him impossibly hard. She wanted him to come for her now, wanted him to put his hand on himself and shoot that white, salty cream against his hard, ridged stomach and smooth pectorals, so she could lick it all off, tend to her Master. She would beg for it. She was begging for it.

      More silence, but there was a rough edge to it in her mind, making her suspect he was getting himself under control, restraining himself from releasing as she desired. When he finally spoke, he had an ominous tone, a threat that only made her sex spasm, her breasts ache more intensely.

      There is such a thing as topping from the bottom, Jessica. It usually earns a slave her Master’s fiercest punishment.

      I am yours to do with as you will, Master.

      And you know when you call me Master, it only arouses me more dangerously. I should order you out of that room, make Mara and Enrique escort you if need be. I do not tolerate this type of defiance. You know this.

      She held her breath, waiting, not sure of his mind now.

      My plane will be landing soon.

      Another long pause, and she bowed her head, her hair falling down over her shoulder, teasing the curve of her breast. During her imaginings, her grip had slipped, and she realized she now held the robe beneath her breasts, so that the robe covered very little. The stiff tips of her breasts were jutting with need, her thighs shifted slightly apart so she could smell her arousal. She knew he received those thoughts from her, those pictures, and though she hadn’t deliberately intended to do that, she knew from the blast of heat she got from him that she had indeed pushed him beyond endurance. She just didn’t know what that meant.

      Please, my lord, don’t...

      Be still.

      She tightened her jaw, curbing the desire to retort. Damn it, why was he so stubborn? But even she knew when she might have pushed it a little past where she should. Still, there was that unwise frisson of temptation, with him being so far away... Her fingers trembled on the robe, thinking she might drop it entirely. Her back still had that warm tingle from Enrique’s lash, but she wanted it overlaid with Mason’s punishment. God help her, she wanted to feel the sting of a whip wielded by his hand, feel a single tail strike the old scars on her back, overlay them and tease the tiger tattoo that had been interwoven through them.

      You are a curse upon my very soul. The sound that followed made her wonder if vampires could grind their teeth. Then he spoke again.

      Keep your robe where it is. I am telling Amara to turn up the heat. I don’t want you cold.

      Despite the cosseting, his voice had become more stern and implacable, such that she despaired, wondering what else she had to do to convince him. She’d pushed herself to the limits of how far she could go without his help. Imagining had been hard enough, and her trepidation rose again, warring with the arousal, creating a tight barbed wire coil in her lower belly.

      You will stay where you are, kneeling, your eyes down. You will wait there until I arrive, and determine how to deal with your disobedience. Until then, you keep your legs open as they are now, your eyes down so I may gaze through your mind at what is mine. Your stiff nipples, your wet pussy, the blood pounding through your slim neck, every inch of your soft skin. You will sit there and imagine everything I will do to it with my hands, my mouth and my cock when I get there. Do you understand?

      She trembled, tears biting at her throat, but mixed with hope as well. As such, she managed to answer, speaking the words aloud as well as in her mind. “Yes, my lord.”
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      Though he’d said his plane would land soon, she knew his definition of soon and hers were different in this instance. It was a good thing the third mark gave a servant’s body even more stamina, not just for exertion, but for stillness, because it took him several hours to get home. She’d actually expected it to take longer, so she’d gone into a near trance, keeping her eyes down, focused on her naked body as he commanded. But she wasn’t idle in that trance.

      While she waited, her mind rewrote the words he’d spoken in her mind. And each time she did, she crafted them into a new scenario where she would serve at his pleasure. At first, she imagined just the two of them here, alone. He had her locked on a wheel rack, her body arched up toward him, muscles straining, and he was dripping candlewax over her breasts, tiny, artful patters of drops where she flinched and trembled at each heated touch. He would do it until the curves, the sensitive nipples, were fair molded beneath waxes flavored with vanilla, sandalwood, smoke. And then he’d smooth his fingers over those moldings, denying the skin beneath his touch, taunting her as he circled the tip of a hard, wax-coated nipple.

      But she needed to be braver, and so she was. The next fantasy, she was here with him, but others were watching. He attached clamps to her nipples and clit, ran three silken ribbons from each of those attachments and gave the ends to nine in the audience. She had to dance for him as if they were alone, feeling the pressure of those ribbons tighten and slacken depending on which way she turned, how she undulated her hips, arched her back, lifted her foot and turned into the silken restraints. Eventually, he had all the ribbons again, and he bade her stand still as he increased the pressure on those tethers, pulling at the clamps on clit and nipples until the pain and pleasure were excruciating, until she begged him for mercy, to let her come to him. When he gave her permission, he had her turn, wrap herself in the ribbons, so that when she reached him she was immobilized. Then he laid her on a table where they could watch her, reach out and...

      She had to back away from that one, move onto another. She’d also kept those nine watchers in the shadows, their faces blurred. She had to do better than that.

      There was an oak chair in this dungeon room, a large chair for a powerful man. The kind of chair that would have been placed at the head of the table in a great hall, and it might in fact be from a medieval time period, for it had artwork reminiscent of that era carved in the tall back. In her next scenario, he sat in the chair and lifted her onto his lap, guided her down onto his cock, holding her back against his body as he faced her outward. The hands came, those faceless guests coming forward to cup her breasts, stroke her hair, her face. Fingers teased her parted lips, invaded and explored her mouth, and Mason whispered to her to suck on those fingers. Then they slid down her stomach, a wet trail, and painted that moisture on the stretched lips of her sex around his cock, stimulating the sense of fullness inside of her.

      She realized she was imagining all those hands as his hands, as if she were in a room full of Masons, so every touch was his, no matter from which direction it came. She tried to imagine those hands as the hands of strangers, and found she had to accelerate it, like fast forward on the movie player. Then she had to take some time, breathe, get her nerves under control. She had to do better than this, damn it.

      She kept going though, thinking up scene after scene, even venturing into dark areas of pain and restraint that made things inside of her stomach flop uneasily, while other parts of her body responded in an altogether different way as she imagined him doing the restraining, inflicting the pain.

      If she kept up at this rate, she was going to have a new version of 1001 Nights laid out in her mind, just like Scheherazade. Only instead of trying to stave off her Fate at her lord’s hands, she was welcoming it. However, if he didn’t get here soon, she might just die from an explosion of bottled-up lust.

      She was doing it to herself, of course. As she crafted her erotic stories, even with the jittering of nerves, arousal ebbed and flowed. Her nipples hardened into points under her gaze. What had dried in tracks on her smooth legs dampened anew as moisture gathered in her pussy, trickled along the pocket of her thigh, teased her knee cap. A few times during her more passionate imaginings, a shudder gripped her like a convulsion. If she tightened up enough, she might send herself over, just from her visions. But she of course refused herself. That was her Master’s decision.

      He was silent in her mind, but now that he was in range, she hoped he saw every heated moment of every scenario. If he would talk to her, he might embellish them with ideas of his own. Not just to share as a story, but as a promised future reality where he would add the ruthless carnality of his vampire nature to the mix, taking each fantasy to an even deeper, more intense level. She was ready for it. She was sure of it.

      She’d reached fifty-six detailed erotic vignettes and staved off several near misses in bringing herself to orgasm when she suddenly felt him. He was home.

      His presence in the house was the difference between a gray shadow, half-dream state and full-bodied color and life, sweeping through her. She gave a soft prayer of thanks for his safe return, for the fact he was a part of her life. It was something she did every time he came back to her, and though he didn’t yet speak to her, or give her leave to speak in his mind, he let her feel the reassuring touch of his presence, responding to that fervent thanks with a brief sense of tenderness. No matter how she’d goaded his temper, he loved her. She knew that was what was most important, and she was willing to do whatever he wanted from her, but she couldn’t retreat from this. Tightening her chin, she knew she’d fight him on that, if she had to do it.

      As soon as she had the stray thought, the tenderness became something different, heat with a dangerous edge. Despite his acknowledgment of her prayer, his feelings about what she’d done had not mellowed or abated. He was an extremely old vampire for his kind, and despite his reclusive nature from the vampire world, in some ways he was even more unyielding on matters of obedience and respect than the other Council members. She also knew he had a way of considering things from all angles, exploring his options thoroughly before he decided exactly how he would handle a situation. And he’d had three hours to decide how he would deal with her.

      Though he didn’t speak, he did open a visual channel into his mind for her. He went to his room first, rather than coming to her first thing. He blocked her from his thoughts, but she saw him leave the suitcase on the bed. Enrique would put things away for him, of course. Mason slid off his tie, the silk of it slipping through his long fingers. Through his eyes she watched as he unbuttoned his shirt, shrugged it off his shoulders, giving her a glimpse of the tiger tattoo sketched into his flesh, marked with his blood to hold it there. She swallowed on a dry throat at how that tiger rippled as he tossed the shirt over a chair. He unhooked his trousers, a simple, casual gesture that sent her pulse rabbiting. She could only see through his eyes, but she could imagine how they dropped low on his hips. He was moving with that catlike way of walking he had, that striated terrain at his abdomen shifting as he moved into the bathroom and--for the love of fucking God--turned on the shower.

      She’d stirred herself to near climax by imagining all the different ways she could serve him, be taken over by him. One of them had featured her on her knees in his shower, taking him in her mouth, the head of his cock pushing deep into her throat. Her eyes were shut from the spray of the water, everything focused on his scent, the heated steam, the clutch of his hand in her hair. Only she wasn’t really there. She was here, looking through his viewpoint as he ran soap along his broad chest, then down, sliding his hand around the base of an enormously erect cock rising from between powerful thighs, a nest of heavy testicles. Her pussy contracted on itself, weeping anew, and her palms were sweating as she held them in tight fists.

      She wouldn’t speak, wouldn’t cry out or plea. This might be Mason underscoring the control he held as her Master, which, in a torturous way, was an encouraging sign. This was part of her punishment. Still, the size of that erection said he’d most definitely been listening to the different stories she’d imagined. Fifty-six vignettes, filled with salacious details that, for as indepth as she’d thought they’d been, didn’t come close to this mind-view of his body. She’d missed having him sheltering her at night as she slept, how often he touched her and allowed himself to be touched. And now here he was, so close it felt like she could reach down through his gaze and caress that hard organ, the line of hip and thigh. She wanted to be pressed up against him, nipping that chest, curling her hands in his wet long hair, the long copper strands gone to near black in the shower. She’d reach around to soap the muscular buttocks and his hands would close over her wrists as she tried to tease the seam between. His smile, the light in his eyes, could make her heart stutter. He loved it when she played with him like a mischievous child.

      But now she experienced all that through this screen, this distance, that left her hands and her body empty. He was too far away, and she couldn’t bear it another moment. She wanted to get up, run up those stairs, run to that shower. She didn’t though, but it was a near thing. She was breathing fast, a sob catching in her throat.

      He didn’t linger overlong there, thank all the gods. He pulled on jeans and a close-fitting long sleeved tee, pushing up the sleeves. He didn’t bother with anything beneath the denim, and she knew just how good his lower body looked in it. As an Old World male, he wore dress clothes as easily as many men wore jeans, though he looked devastating in both. She preferred him in Bedouin robes most of all. When his arms closed around her, she could find his body through the wide sleeves or open front, if he only wore a tunic. But tonight, the jeans and knit shirt that delineated that mouthwatering physique worked for her.

      He still didn’t come to her. He ordered a glass of wine from the kitchen staff, and partook of it by himself in the dining room. He asked them to light the brace of candles on the table and spent some time studying the tapers while he sipped the wine. As he considered the way the ivory wax dripped down the sides and pooled in the silver catch tray, she wondered if he was imagining her first scenario, dripping hot wax on her flesh. As he studied the flame, Melinda, one of the kitchen girls, brought him a small sampling of fruit and cheese. His gaze shifted and alighted on a peach half, the mauve-orange deep color. The fruit was so ripe it glistened with the juices along where it had been cut just now.

      Oh, holy hell.

      Jess swallowed as he picked it up, turned it over to the peel side to stroke that light fuzz that was like a woman’s skin. When he returned to the fruit portion, he slid his finger along the valley where the pit had been cut away, leaving just a channel of slick flesh to taste. As he traced that area, he put pressure on it, making the juices swell around his fingertip. It made his knuckle, start to glisten, the way it did when he slid his fingers inside of her, stroked the walls of her pussy and made her writhe under his clever touch.

      When he brought the peach to his mouth, she couldn’t see through his eyes, but she was tormented by other senses. He nibbled at it, licked and sucked the juices away, and she felt every stroke of the tongue, the prick of his teeth, in the sound of his enjoyment of the fruit. He loved watching her climax from his mouth, and he did it often, sometimes waking her from sleep with his lips between her legs, his tongue pushing into her pussy and swirling her into pleasurable waking.

      “My lord...” She’d made the hushed plea before she could help herself, and spoken aloud, the syllables echoing in the chamber.

      He didn’t respond, but he did put down the fruit and take another swallow of his wine. Then he rose and left the room. If he wandered off to his favored reading room to give War and Peace a leisurely perusal, she swore she was going to find something pointy and wooden and go after him with a vengeance.

      The brief moment of desperate humor disappeared, though. He was in fact headed for the dungeon, and as he came in her direction, that silent, pensive intensity became something else. Studied, focused and deliberate, more than a hint of dangerous heat coming off of him. Mason was not a dramatic or overly vain man. She already knew the shower, the wine and fruit had not been idle teasing. He’d been making a point, driving up her need to an excruciating level simply because he could demand that from her. He could demand it from her eternally and endlessly. For the first time since she’d launched her goal to get Mason to remove the kid gloves, she realized he’d always known just how to dish out a Master’s torment. In fact, she had a feeling he could make Raithe look like an amateur. Whereas Raithe had copped out, using terror and pain, Mason could destroy a woman utterly with mere sensual command of all her senses, taking over her mind and soul at once.

      He didn’t speak to Enrique or Amara, either. That sent a trickle of nervousness through her, because she had wanted to hear the rumble of his voice, get some sense of his mood from it. His silence gave things a more ominous tone. Had he spoken in their minds, or sent them off with a look that told them they were dismissed and he would handle their part in this later? Regardless, she heard the sounds of their retreat, leaving her alone with him...and this dungeon room.

      She started trembling in earnest the moment he started down the stairs. He was barefoot, but he wasn’t less intimidating out of his shoes. She made herself stay as he’d bade her, eyes down, robe pooled about her naked form. As he’d ordered, Mara had turned up the heat, so all during her wait she’d felt the warmth of the vented air at her back. Now, though, she wished the room had been cold. She wanted to give him that gift, rely on his body alone to drive the cold back, bring warmth back to her skin.

      He’d stopped in the doorway, and she felt his gaze on her now. She could hear her breath, the quick patter of her pulse. Oh, how she wanted to look at him, drink in every inch of him with her eyes. She could smell his scent, that unique musk, a male cologne and Mason mix that reminded her of desert sand and hot sun, jasmine blooms.

      Having you shiver with cold would not please me, habiba. As your Master, I will not permit you a moment of distress.

      She didn’t want to do anything to keep him from touching her one second longer than necessary, but she reminded herself of the stakes here, what she had to win. “If that’s the case,” she said softly, “then I’ve failed you, my lord. Because every time you leave me, I feel nothing but distress. Until you return.”

      Silence. She closed her eyes, holding onto her resolve with everything she had, for in a minute she would abandon it just to feel his arms around her. Then he muttered an oath in Arabic, low and vicious. Before she could think of how to reply, or if a reply was even necessary, he was in front of her. As she opened her eyes, she had a glimpse of those bare feet, the columns of his thighs and what they cradled in denim between them. He kept her pressed down on her knees with a hand that coiled into her hair. She reveled in that single touch. Oh, how she wanted to lift up on her knees, catch her fingers in his belt loops and press her mouth against that line of taut skin just above the waistband, dipping beneath the hem of the shirt.

      Lock your wrists behind you, habiba. You have no permission to touch me.

      She obeyed, but then those hands tangling in her hair pulled her back with enough strength she felt his ability to snap her neck. It conveyed his temper, even as it put her in a position to look into his face.

      But she didn’t. She made herself keep her eyes down. It would drive her completely crazy to sit here, to experience him through all her senses but sight. He could make her do this for hours until she might be weeping with the desire to look at him, but she still wouldn’t lift her gaze until he commanded her to do so. She would prove her devotion, her commitment to him, the fact she could obey him without question or thought, no matter what she was asked to do. Anything to stay by his side.

      Even in her mind, she knew that sounded too desperate, too raw, but she would hide nothing from him. He might pick up that note of distress, but everything she was thinking was true. The desire to submit, surrender to a Master, was a part of her soul Raithe had exploited and warped. His most heinous crime against her was making her believe it was wrong. Mason had healed that, had brought that part of her to a depth and intensity she kept wanting to take deeper and deeper, every day. Looking at that way, it was really all his fault she had this limitless need to serve him, right?

      Okay, she’d pushed it with that one. The next creative oath was fervent enough to tell her she was in serious trouble. She just wasn’t sure what kind yet. It wouldn’t matter. She wouldn’t have done this if she couldn’t handle the consequences. She was ready for that. But she wasn’t ready for his next words.

      He tightened his grip, pulling at her scalp, his thumb pressed just beneath her ear. “On the way here, I realized you were right about one thing. I haven’t fully asserted myself as your Master. Otherwise, you would not have so utterly mistaken what I require from you.”

      The velvet growl of his voice was stern, unyielding. It was a note she’d heard him use before with Enrique and Mara, but never with her. Not yet. Now that it was turned full force in her direction, it gave her anticipatory shivers, but the words themselves stopped her in her tracks.

      “M-my lord?”

      Instead of answering, he jerked up her chin with two fingers, filled her gaze with fierce amber eyes and the planes of a ruthlessly handsome face. It was a flash impression, for a moment later, he clamped his hot and demanding mouth over hers.

      Oh, God. Bliss. It didn’t matter that the kiss was relentless, brutal. He wasn’t just demanding complete submission from her. He was taking it, with the erotic thrust of his tongue and the strength of his hand, sliding from her chin to take a firm grip of her throat, holding her in place and controlling the kiss entirely.

      This was an entirely different energy from him, something she’d only caught hints and promises of...until now. While she couldn’t deny feeling a trickle of apprehension from it, it wasn’t a shadow of Raithe. It was the sensual thrill of fear a submissive was supposed to feel from a Master like this. She couldn’t stop the tremor through every muscle in her body, but she could open her mind to him fully, hope he was seeing how it was different with him.

      Just his hand on her throat and their mouths touching, yet she fairly screwed her clasped hands into a knot at her back trying to keep them there. Her thighs were so slick she thought she’d never been so wet without a climax. She whimpered into his mouth, reveling in those strong fingers, the overwhelming mouth.

      When he lifted his head, she could barely remember what he’d said, but at his stern, uncompromising stare, she forced herself to recall it, moistening her lips to speak, though it was little more than a whisper. “Wh-what have I mistaken, my lord?”

      “The reason I do not take you with me to Council meetings has nothing to do with your past. For all that I cannot tolerate knowing that you still struggle with your nightmares—”

      “But you make them better.”

      “Jessica.” He pressed that clever mouth to her temple, his hand squeezing. His fingers were so long they could almost reach her nape. “If you speak without leave again I will gag you with the thickest phallus I can find on that wall, one long enough to press into the back of your throat, remind you of what it’s like to take my cock there. I would get a particular pleasure at seeing those clever lips of yours stretched hard around it when you climax.”

      He knew her terror of sexual toys, but he called one forth now, gave her the vivid image of him making her open her mouth for it, take it all the way in and then remain still as he strapped it around her head. The fear she felt dissipated at the sensual imagining of his hands, the way his eyes would dwell, hot and desire-filled, on her face, lingering on her lips.

      “Now,” he continued, a dangerous predator’s purring edge, “you will listen and hear your Master. The reason I do not take you with me is this. I will not tolerate another man’s hands on you. Period.”

      Enough savagery was injected into his tone that instinct kept her still, though the astounding words themselves froze her in place, their meaning wrapping around her heart, a binding and confirmation at once.

      “When Lyssa and Danny brought Jacob and Dev here, certain things were different that night. But still, I warned you even then.” He shifted, letting her see he was studying the room around them. “While all of this was not a wise course of action, it was goaded by what you correctly sensed. As you have grown more confident in your trust in me, my desire to be a more lighthanded Master has steadily evaporated. And perhaps you are ready for that. We will see. But first, we will get one thing very clear.”

      He tilted up her face so she was so close to those eyes that amber flame was all she saw. “You are mine. As I told you from the plane, when I saw Enrique’s hands on you”—now he changed his angle, bringing her head down so his breath whispered over her cheek—“I was ready to tear him to pieces.”

      She knew he was a lethal opponent, had seen that side of him in life threatening situations. But even having seen that, the male holding her now was revealing the animal side of his nature more decidedly than she’d ever experienced. It was all directed at her, the full weight of it.

      “I am not like other vampires, habiba. Have you forgotten? Three hundred some years ago, I handfasted with a Bedouin girl. There was a reason who and what she was appealed to me. Though I don’t agree with the brutality, the abuse of power that can come with restricting women’s lives, I have a full understanding of the male need to protect what he considers his, on every level. It’s part of who and what I am. Do you understand me?”

      “Y-yes. I think so.”

      “Yes, what?” His tone sharpened, another delicious and new thrill.

      “Yes, Master.”

      “I doubt you actually do. But by the time we are done in here, you will. You will be very, very clear on what kind of Master I am.”
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      On that thrilling and terrifying note, he released her, stepped back and took a seat in that oak chair on which she’d earlier imagined herself, riding his cock before voyeuristic eyes. “Come here.”

      Rising to her knees, she closed that distance naked, leaving the robe behind. On impulse, right before she would have been between his knees, she bent, her eyes on where the frayed cuff of his jeans brushed the ankle of that long, finely shaped male foot. She stopped above it, her hair falling down along the insole. It was an amazingly subservient desire, to kiss his foot, yet his words, the hint of total Mastery he might finally decide to exert over her, summoned it from that pool inside of her that seemed full of such surprising cravings.

      As her mouth closed that distance, pressed against his flesh, he shifted, his hand touching her head. “Jessica.” His voice, the rich timbre, had a hoarse note to it.

      “I’ve missed you so much, my lord,” she said softly. “I understand what you are saying, and I didn’t mean to try and force your hand. But, if you love me, please stop leaving me behind. I can’t bear it.”

      He sighed. “You are as stubborn as a mule. Come up here.”

      She straightened, put her hands on his knees. Sliding his hands under her arms, he effortlessly lifted her to his lap, one hand sliding over her thighs, the other cupping her breast. She automatically parted her legs, giving him access to what was between them, though he didn’t touch her there yet. The mere touch of his hands in such intimate proximity was enough to have her body twitching, her nipple jutting into his palm. She could feel his arousal under her buttocks, and wanted so much to squirm against him, rub that hard cock.

      “Be still.” He anticipated her, a hint of steel in his voice. “You’re in enough trouble already. You tease me, try to top now, and your punishment will be even more severe. Be still a moment and let me hold you. As I said earlier, you are a curse on my days. And the greatest blessing of my life.”

      Thinking of how he’d drawn out the wait, taking that shower, eating the fruit, she thought that curse and blessing went both ways. But she was still in his arms. Whatever else he did to her tonight, this moment, this was everything. His strong body surrounding her, his breath on her temple, those tempting lips so close.

      “May I ask...how will you punish me, my lord?”

      “However is necessary.”

      As he held her for several more moments, she stayed silent as he’d commanded, absorbing his touch, the way it felt to be held by him. Whenever he came home, she needed that surge of anticipation, being able to run into his arms, feel his embrace. To see the way his amber eyes lit with pleasure at her enthusiasm. It told her he needed it as much as she did. Just like his reassuring mind-touch when she’d said her prayer of thanks to have him home, this, too, was a reminder that, whatever transpired in this room tonight, he always thought of her first, what she needed. What they both needed.

      “All right, then.” He lifted her off his lap. “I want you to go to the cross and put yourself on it.”

      And just like that, the reassurance fled.

      The St. Andrew’s Cross, the item in the room that held the most nightmares for her. The blood he’d made so warm now froze in icy fear. She had as much power to control or stop her reaction as an infant trying to stop a car hurtling toward her. For all her imaginings while she waited for him, for all she was sure she’d bolstered herself enough, the first hint of actually doing it, and five years of memories slammed down around her like cage walls. That same despicable sense of helplessness paralyzed her limbs.

      No. Damn it, damn it, damn it...The wail came from deep inside. She was better than this, better than this knee jerk reaction. He’d been right. He’d known. Hadn’t she just acknowledged it? He always thought of her first, what she needed. Wanted.

      He might be right, but he didn’t understand how inadequate it made her feel. She’d fought to survive, but if she couldn’t be the type of submissive she longed to be to him...it wasn’t just that she wanted to be able to go with him to Council. She wanted to have no fear of anything he might demand of her. She wanted to finally be free of Raithe. Until she was free of her fear, it was as if she was still partially under Raithe’s mastery, not wholly Mason’s.

      “Jessica.” He’d risen from his chair, towering over her. His hand curved around her nape as she stood there so rigid and cold, suffering. He pressed his mouth to the crown of her head, then he bent, scooped her up. He was going to take her back to his bed. He’d lock this door, she was sure, chain it so she could never come back in. No, knowing Mason, he’d have it destroyed, turn it into another billiards room or whatever other room his huge estate didn’t have, so it could never torment her again. Maybe an indoor swimming pool or a private movie theater. Damn it. She blinked back tears, her temple on his shoulder, her arms wrapped hard around him.

      “I gave my slave a command, and she did not obey. At some point tonight, she’ll be punished for that.”

      He wasn’t moving toward the door. He was moving toward the cross. Her hands clutched his shoulders, despite herself, and he made a murmur in his throat. It was the sound he made when she slept in his bed during the day, if she woke from a nightmare, a calming sound she’d also heard him use with the horses. When he reached the cross, he closed his hand over one of hers, loosened her fingers. As he held her wrist, his fingers lapping over her knuckles, he took her hand to the dark teak wood, laid her palm on it, his own pressing down on hers so she felt the worn smoothness.

      “So many servants have found mindless pleasure here, habiba. The servants of my guests, of Council members...Amara and Enrique have both spent time here, spread and restrained for my pleasure, their bodies gleaming with sweat—sometimes blood— quivering between pain and ecstasy, their eyes glazed and feverish, helpless to my desires. You’re becoming more aroused, just thinking about it, and jealous, because you want to be the one serving me here. You despise yourself for your fears. You think you are cowardly and somehow fall short of how strong you should be for me.”

      He turned his gaze to her then, the amber eyes holding so much weight it almost squeezed down on her heart, her lungs, made it hard to breathe. “You do not have any idea how deeply angry such thoughts make me.”

      He let her feet down then, continuing to hold her waist, her arm. “Step onto the foot rests, and put your heels, shoulders and hips against the cross. Face toward me.”

      He stepped back then, withdrawing his touch. He was still close. If she reached out a hand, she could lay her palm on his broad chest, feel muscle and the heart that beat beneath it. He was here, beside her, and he was waiting. If she stepped toward him, she wasn’t sure what he would do, but she sensed he would be one step closer to calling all this off. He’d gotten her here. She had to close the final step, in either direction.

      As she warred with that decision, his attention shifted to the cross again.

      “Amara has done far more time here. I do not know why it’s the female slave who will goad the Master more, be more daring, as if begging to be restrained, whipped or caned, but Enrique never pushes me nearly as much as his wife does.” His gaze returned to Jessica’s face and his brow rose. “You have already eclipsed her.”

      Jess set her jaw. “Perhaps because I refuse to be less than the other part of your soul, my lord.”

      “And nothing challenges a man as much as the voice of his own soul. That is a blade with two edges, habiba. You are testing my patience. I gave you a command. It is the last time tonight I will repeat myself.”

      It was a leap of faith, and he was perhaps the only one in the whole world who understood how far a leap it was for her. Closing her eyes, she made that step. She had to take a breath, lay her palm against the smooth wood to steady herself. But she’d done it. There was less than a handspan between her body and the cross.

      “Now all the way on.” A touch of gentleness beneath the steel. She put her bare foot on the right side rest, turned to face him. Closing her hands on the portion of the cross near her hips to balance, she positioned the other foot in the correct place. Now her legs were spread apart, past shoulder width. She knew there was an adjustable bolt underneath the small of her back where he could increase that span if he desired.

      “Put your wrists in the channels above your head.”

      He could have guided them there, but she feared nothing when he touched her, and he knew that. He was making her face her fears. It was a beautifully made cross, with ornate scrollwork carved in the sides, and instead of being flat, the thick crossed pieces had shallow channels so the limbs and body were somewhat cupped inside the restraint system. When she laid her arms in the channels and fitted her wrists into the more narrow section which still had enough room for a man’s wrists as well as a woman’s, she nevertheless felt the threat of further restraint to come.

      As she reached up to do his bidding, she was conscious of how he watched the stretch of her upper body, the arch of her ribs, the rise of her breasts as her breathing elevated.

      Stepping forward now, he bent and secured the first ankle. Down here, play was with thirdmark servants, those who had the strength to break thin straps in moments of frenzied abandon, so chain was used. It pressed into her skin, held her fast, and tightened up as he secured it with a twisting latch. One limb only. All the others were free, but she began to tremble again, caught between fears from her past and something else, something responding to the touch of his hands on her ankle as he bound her.

      He’d told her where to put her wrists, but he was here, so close. His long copper hair fell over his shoulder, brushed her thigh as he bent. She wanted to reach down, wanted to touch.

      Did she twitch, or did he see her intent in her mind? Before her wrist could so much as shift, he was holding it, keeping it pushed in that channel, his body a bulwark against hers as his face bent close.

      “You will be still.”

      The feel of his clothed body against her, over six feet of solid muscle and a Master’s will, overwhelmed her. He kept her attention as he secured that wrist the same way. Then the other. The apprehension was spinning outward, cutting though her stomach lining, making her fingers curl. She could do this. She could.

      Why do you feel you must do it alone, Jessica? He straightened from the other ankle, her limbs now secured at the four points. Speak to me, from your heart. Do not think.

      “I need your help. Master.” He was right. She didn’t call him by that title much, except in not-so-subtle challenge, but it was different in this moment, and the flicker of his gaze registered it.

      “Yes, you do. That is part of what you need to trust. You are frightened. But no matter how frightened you get, Jessica, I will make you serve my will tonight. Do you understand? You have no choice in this. As your Master, all choices are mine.”

      “Y-yes.” She stared at him, reeling at such a stern declaration. No choices. She was his to do with as he would. Just like Raithe. But not. She had no choice but to trust him now.

      “Very well.” There were additional restraints on the cross, and now he employed them, putting straps over her thighs, her waist, above her breasts and then across her forehead, his hands lingering on her hair before he added an additional secure strap to her upper arms and elbows. She was completely immobilized now, spread open, and there was no part of her that wasn’t shaking.

      He wasn’t done yet. Turning, he moved to the armoire in the corner, one that held all manner of even more terrifying things. He opened two of the smaller drawers, and when turned he was holding a set of small clips, a glittering silver chain attached to nipple clamps, and a pair of smaller metal pieces she couldn’t readily identify.

      Her body jerked in spasmodic reaction, a tiny note of panic caught in her throat. Giving her an even look, he moved to an intercom across the room, as if her trembling and such sounds were of no concern to him. When he pressed the transmitter, Jessica was startled to hear the voice of Hector, the groundskeeper. “Yes, sir?”

      “Hector, I need you to pick out two dozen white roses from the garden. Various sizes. I want the blooms half opened, and cut a foot of stem. Make sure they have thorns.”

      “Yes, sir. Where do you want them brought?”

      She saw Hector every day. Would Mason have him come here, see her like this?

      “Give them to Amara. She will bring them to me.”

      The flood of relief was something she couldn’t hide, and when his expression settled into those stern, unrelenting lines, she cursed herself. She’d proven once again that she couldn’t—

      “I would strongly suggest you not finish that thought. You’re not listening, Jessica. Hector will not bring the roses here, because no man will see you like this. None but me. Not now, not ever.”

      He was back in front of her now. He’d moved swiftly, in that startling way vampires could, where even a thirdmark couldn’t follow them. It made her jump, because she was already tense, but then he cupped her breast. His gaze was on it, his thumb passing idly over the nipple. While it immediately drew up into an aroused point under his familiar touch, she knew that wasn’t his intent. His expression, his attitude, said he was touching her breast because he wanted to touch and fondle what was his alone to enjoy. And though she still quaked in the grip of her past fears, something else wound its way through that cold pool, something warm and serpentine, wicked and pleasurable at once.

      He still held the nipple clamps. Like everything else Mason used in this room, they were handcrafted, the clamps fashioned as the jaws of two tiny silver tigers with glittering green eyes. They were like the tattoo on her back, the one that had transformed her scars into a declaration of her loyalty and devotion to him, the deepest reassurance possible. His and his alone. He meant that.

      “You are learning, habiba.” As his voice dropped to a husky murmur, he took her nipple between forefinger and thumb, squeezing slowly, with greater pressure as he lifted his attention to her face, watching her breath draw in as he increased the vise, restricted the blood flow to it.

      “I haven’t...seen those before.”

      “I had them made for you. I didn’t anticipate using them so soon.” When he withdrew his fingers, the sensation shot straight to her pussy, then contracted there, hard, when he replaced his touch with the tiger’s jaws. Her breath sucked in. “Oh...”

      “Yes, it hurts. But it is a pain I know you will embrace. More than once, you have climaxed when my fangs pierced that lovely pink circle around your nipple, when I licked your blood from it.”

      She couldn’t find words, but cried out when he began that squeezing pressure on the other nipple, giving her the warmth of his fingers for that protracted moment before the second one went on. She writhed the tiny amount allowed against her multiple restraints, her throat arching as she pressed against the forehead strap.

      “Ssshh...be still. Feel it spread out from your nipples. You are getting so wet. I can smell your cunt readying itself for me. You already want my cock there.”

      “Yes...”

      “You will be waiting a long, long time for that. Your punishment and my pleasure.”

      There was a chain connecting the clamps, a y-chain whose silver tail ran down her belly and teased against her clit. Now he used one of those metal pieces he’d brought, attaching it to the end of the chain. The piece looked somewhat like a steel curtain pin.  But she quickly understood its use when his fingers pressed down around her clit, pinching it up high so the narrow and long u-shape could slide along the base of that nerve rich center on either side. When he got the metal piece positioned and then released the sides, it instantly compressed her clit inside its grip. She whimpered at the sensation, but he paid her no attention, because he wasn’t done with this phase of her torment.

      She moaned outright as he positioned the second metal piece. It was shaped like two crossed U shapes, forming a basket shape about the size of the broad head of a man’s cock. There were four smooth and rounded prongs on the edges. He slid the basket portion inside her pussy, stretching it open, and those prongs, like the clit clamp, pinched down on her labia on the outside to hold it inside of her. With her pussy spread open that way, she felt warm air enter that space, caressing her. Blood was throbbing down there, her arousal heightened by all the restrictions and manipulations, and she knew she was all but panting. Her eyes coursed hungrily over Mason. He was hard and thick against his jeans, but he moved with utter calm and control, as if he had all the time in the world.

      In fact, he returned to his chair then, adjusting it so he could face her, peruse her at his leisure. Even at the sound of footsteps on the winding stairs, he didn’t so much as flicker an eye lash in that direction. She kept staring at him, her body so needy for him that she knew her hips were twitching against their restraints, shamelessly wanting to emulate the rhythm they would experience if he was thrusting into her.

      “Lower your eyes, Jessica. You don’t have permission to look at me again until I command it.”

      God, the cruelty of it. But it was diabolical as well, because it meant all her focus was now on what was happening in her body, and knowing he was taking his pleasure of viewing her, his property, his slave, as long as he wished. Amara was probably going to bring him the War and Peace she’d thought about earlier, along with those roses.

      “My lord.” Amara’s soft voice, and Jessica heard something being placed on the table next to him, the roses in a heavy crystal vase perhaps. A tinier clink followed. “I also brought you a glass of wine, as you requested.”

      “Thank you. That will be all.”

      Short, dismissive. He hadn’t forgiven yet. Jessica had almost forgotten what events had led to this moment, and truth, she couldn’t really lend any thoughts to it. It was the oddest feeling, those tiger teeth holding her with such incredible discomfort, but discomfort that had her nipples large as cherries, throbbing for the soothing touch of his mouth, and her pussy opened up and clamped down at once, as if she’d been widened for a cock, but since no cock was there, she was dripping her arousal on the floor between her spread feet, a small, viscous pool.

      Mason rose. She heard the rustle of his clothes, and knew it was deliberate, since he could move without any noise if he wished. When he stopped before her, she saw he had three white roses in his hands. He took the middle one, a bloom almost as wide as her hand even half-opened, and touched it to that pool, collecting her moisture off the otherwise pristine floor. She wasn’t supposed to lift her eyes, she knew, but she sensed him smelling it, could imagine those handsome nostrils flaring, taking in her scent, even perhaps touching his tongue to collect a drop off the silken petal, as he would if he put his mouth between her legs. A little cry came from her throat, incoherent need.

      “Yes, you taste sweet, habiba. You and this rose together...it would win new prizes from an international rose competition. Smell yourself, and know that I find this the most prized of all scents in my garden.”

      Putting the bloom to her mouth, he teased with it, and she did smell her scent in the exotic fragrance. She wanted to kiss that taste on his lips. Wanted to put her mouth everywhere. Oh, God, she didn’t know it was possible for pleasure to become agony.

      “We are only getting started. You were right, what you thought earlier. Raithe didn’t know that true torture lies in an intricate working of pleasure, denial and pain. But you will know this. You’re already feeling the hint it, aren’t you?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Master.” There was no challenge or manipulation now. Here in this place, under his command, there was no other acceptable way to address him. She embraced the title, embraced everything about him.

      He lowered the rose then, slid it between her legs. She cried out harshly, the mere feel of it sliding over her compressed clit, then teasing into that opening between her spread labia, almost unbearably exciting. He pressed the rose partially up into that open channel of her pussy, twirling it idly, so it felt like tiny, silken tongues lapping at those slippery walls. Her body shuddered, convulsed, and she couldn’t keep track of all the noises coming from her throat, a symphony of involuntary responses to his stimulation.

      “Lovely. I love to hear you sing.”

      When she thought her brain might just shut down from all the sensations he was inflicting upon her, he changed tactics. He drew a tiny knife from the pocket of his jeans, one with a slim, silver blade that flashed out at the touch of his finger, and cut the stem. Setting that on the table, he gathered the rosebloom in his palm, compressed it, and then began to insert it into her stretched pussy. The bud was so large that, once there and released, it spread out against that metal frame, filled her. Her muscles held it, twitching along the silken sphere, contracting upon it. One petal had been dislodged and fell on her foot, a tiny caress.

      “That will stay there for now. Having it stroke you in response to your barest movement will make you wetter. You will saturate it, and when you climax upon it, I will take it and have it preserved, glazed and put under glass, so it will go in my gallery, where I can gaze upon a very rare species of rose, Jessica’s Pleasure, whenever I wish. But you need pain, too, don’t you, my sweet slave?”

      She couldn’t nod with her head held the way it was, but she was all his. Her mind had no sensible thoughts. He wasn’t bringing her toward climax. He was spinning an enchantment to keep her in such an intense state of arousal a climax might be torture when he was done, an overload of pleasure no one could survive.

      “Oh, a thirdmark can, habiba. No worries on that. You are far more resilient than a mere human. But then, you always have been.”

      He’d brought the second rose up to her wrist, caressed her pulse around the chain. Then he made her close her fingers around that bloom, hold it as he cut that stem. She watched that silver blade move, imagined him drawing it along her flesh, and the thought rippled across her nerves. But she couldn’t anticipate what he would do next. He pocketed the blade, and slid the stem beneath her forearm. She gasped when he used a pair of the small clips to turn it into a manacle there, cinching the thick stem tight enough the thorns bit into her flesh. And then he cinched it an extra half inch and she moaned as they pierced flesh, drawing blood. It was a hint of what his fangs felt like, sinking in, and her body responded accordingly, jerking against the pain and aching arousal at once.

      Tears were gathering in her eyes. Not tears like Raithe pulled from her. This was destroying her, bit by bit. In some vague, hazy part of her mind, she realized she’d ceased worrying about Raithe from the first moment Mason had put the silver tigers upon her. Everything in her had centered upon him and what he was doing to her. Her Master was breaking her down, cell by cell, because when he was done, she would trust him utterly. Raithe would hold nothing in her mind but her contempt. Not even that. There was no room for that, for anything other than Mason.

      “Look at me, Jessica.”

      When she brought her wild gaze up to him, she met eyes of pure red and gold fire, his mouth tight with male lust and determination that inundated her with their heat. A thin trickle of blood was working its way down her arm from where those thorns were biting into her. His gaze went to that tiny flow even as he spoke, his voice a tiger’s growl.

      “You thought, when I picked you up, that I was going to take you out of here. And I was.”

      She swallowed, tried to form words. “W-why didn’t you?”

      “It was your own thoughts, habiba. Your belief that a part of you would forever be Raithe’s slave if you couldn’t get past the fears. I told you at the beginning, I would tolerate no other male’s claim on you. Particularly that male’s. Who, if he’s not rotting in Hell, when I get there, I will find him and drag him to the eternal fires myself.”

      She believed it, the dangerous edge in his voice.

      “On my way home, you imagined me doing things to you...floggings, brandings. I could never take a whip to your soft flesh, or give you the searing torment of fire. But I can turn your yearning into the deepest suffering imaginable, an ache that goes on and on, binding your soul tighter and tighter, until you are pleading for mercy, yet not really wanting it, all at once.”

      The tears rolled down her face, but she didn’t want him to stop. Maybe that was why she was crying. His hands cupped her face, thumbs spreading the moisture of those tears over her dry lips, and brought her eyes back to him again.

      “There are twenty-one more roses behind me, habiba. You will feel the prick of all their thorns, the silk of their petals. You will bleed for me, come for me, beg for me. But in the end, I will bring you to utter stillness, because you will simply be mine. I will take your soul, chain it to me, and you will never fear anything again.”
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      I only fear losing you, my lord.

      For wasn’t that truly the fear that crept through her mind, spread out until it seemed the terror of it was coursing through her very blood? The fear that whenever he left this estate, she would never see him again? She’d lost so very much in her life, and he’d given her back passion, happiness, laughter…love. She wouldn’t survive losing that again, and she wondered how he’d borne it for three hundred years, when he lost the first woman who had brought that to him.

      “You brought it back to me, habiba. And the third mark binds us. You will never lose me. Wherever I go…”

      “I follow.” She stared up at him. But fate could play terrible tricks, couldn’t it?

      “Ssssh.” He leaned in then, pressed a kiss to her forehead, to her cheeks, then across her lips, teasing her when she tried to strain for him, for a deeper connection. Instead he played his tongue over hers, traced her mouth, gave her a tiny nip on the corner before drawing back and picking up another bloom.

      “Something to take your mind from such nonsense.” Putting that bloom in her opposite hand, he cut the stem and wound it over the other biceps, once again cinching it in for that delicate sip of her blood. God, she wanted the penetration of his fangs as much as she wanted the penetration of his cock. They meant the same thing. She was his, to give whatever he needed, however he needed.

      Now he was trailing the next bloom over her breast, covering the nipple and teasing it with the thick cluster of petals, a contrast to the sharp tiger teeth. Leaning forward, he pinched that clamp, removed the one on the left side. As the blood rushed in and her breath sucked in hard at the pain, he soothed it with his mouth, suckling her, letting her feel the barest graze of his fangs before he replaced his mouth with the rose’s sweet stroke.

      During those few moments, as she drew in deep, shuddering breaths, she felt him sink to an even more intimate level of her soul, further than he’d ever gone before. She’d known of a vampire’s power to do that to a thirdmark, reach so deep, into such dark places, that on a mere whim, the vampire could tear apart the servant’s mind, break her in a hundred different hellish ways. Feeling his power to do that was truly as terrifying as she’d heard. It was like having one’s soul skewered by a steel spit, sensing that implacable will throughout it. As helpless as her body was, when restrained like this.

      But it was Mason there, the implacable weight of his will. Her Master. She loosened her grip on the roses in her hand, realizing she’d crushed them. More petals drifted to the ground around her.

      He removed the other clamp, nuzzled and cosseted that nipple the same way, but then he took two small tea rose buds, positioned them over her nipples and replaced those tiger teeth. The pressure was far less, buffered by that floral cushion, but the teeth bit into the buds’ thick layers, sending the sweet fragrance up to her nose.

      He broke off the heads of three more roses, lifting them over her head. She lifted her face as much as she was able, closed her eyes as the petals pattered down over her face, her bare shoulders, several landing on her breasts. Then he wrapped the first stem around her throat, his hands collaring her there, a firm pressure for several delicious moments before it was replaced by the constriction of that stem. It was longer than the other two, but he wove the next two stems into it, creating a collar of intertwined pieces that pricked her in a random pattern.

      She was licking her lips, needing him as he worked so close to her the fabric of his jeans’ leg brushed her knee. His amber gaze was intent, absorbed in what he was doing. It held captive any words she might have, because she was being treated as a true slave, expected to be still and compliant beneath his hands, his wishes, no matter what. She’d never felt so fulfilled, and yet needing-to-be-filled, all at once.

      But as she watched him, she also could appreciate the creative artistry of the Master who’d claimed her. There was a small bundle of long wires that had been slipped into the vase, probably another of Mason’s silent instructions to Amara. Using the wires and tiny clips to split, connect and tighten the hold of the stems, he was weaving her into a web of slim, sharp rose stalks. The next one attached to the collar went straight down her sternum. Two more branched out from that piece to curve under each breast. They passed under her arm and were reconnected to the collar in the back.

      He had to move closer to position that one. It brought him right up against her. As she made an incoherent moan in her throat, he pressed an absent kiss along her temple, then he tightened that connecting piece. The thorns bit into the tender flesh under her breasts, making her nipples tingle hard in their rose and silver constraints. The strands of thorns around her throat pulled against her windpipe, reminding her of that restraint. At the same moment, he slid one finger over her clit, a passing, unexpected caress that ricocheted through her like an electrical shock, but far more excruciating in intensity.

      She bit into his flesh, the muscled pectoral beneath the stretch of his T-shirt, and heard his dangerous growl as she tried to puncture him through the heavy weight cotton. But he didn’t draw back. He let her mouth him through the cloth, turn the bite into a random, erratic pull at the shirt with her teeth. She wanted it off, wanted to taste him. Instead, he hooked another stem to the binding he’d created in the back, down to her lower back. There he connected two more long green stems and brought them to in front, crossing over her hip bones, arrowing toward her pussy.

      He stepped back then. As she watched him with greedy eyes, he connected two stems to that connection point just above her mons, and threaded them along the crease between thigh and pussy, along the metal clamps on either side of her labia. She contracted on the rose bud he’d placed inside of her. As she did, he circled those stems around her upper thighs and reattached them at the labia with the help of those diabolical little clips. One more tightening, and here, too, he drew blood.

      Stems now passed under her breasts, up and down her back, over her hips, through the juncture of her thighs and around the tops of her thighs. Around her biceps and throat. Though the cross held her fast, the delicate strength of the rose stems were what had her trembling the hardest now.

      Blood was trickling down her breast from the punctures at her throat. Two streams, one coming from the thorn at her shoulder, the other closer to the collar bone, on an intent, slow trek down her sternum. As she watched, the one from her shoulder made its way with sensual accuracy toward her nipple. Before gravity could slide it away from that goal, the tea rosebud clamped over it caught the flow, the blood staining the petals, outlining the ruffled tip.

      Her eyes closed as her Master took care of the other stream, catching it with his mouth at the point right between her breasts, his hard jaw teasing the curves. He suckled the blood off her, licked his way back up to her throat, his tongue tracing around the puncture point and setting off fireworks in those sensitive nerves along her neck. Fighting her restraints to turn her head toward him, she caressed the side of his face, his hair, with her cheek. She sought any part of him she could reach with her lips, but then he’d drawn back again.

      Two roses left. He put the stems around her ankles, above the restraints, and she was caught up in a storm of reaction when he knelt with his lithe grace to taste the blood there, workimh his way up to where the ones around her thighs were likewise producing small streams.

      Bleed for me… She was bleeding for him. She would give him every last drop if he demanded it.

      “If I ever asked such a terrible thing, I would expect you to do your best to stake me, habiba.” He glanced up at her, those amber eyes ablaze with passion. “For I would truly have lost my mind.” Keeping his eyes on her, he followed that track with his mouth until he was high up on her thigh, his hands on her bare hips. So she was locked in his gaze when she saw his fangs, and let out an enraptured cry when he pierced the femoral, the fast rush of lifegiving blood enough to send a squeezing, incredible surge of reaction into her pussy. Her clit spasmed and her mouth opened, sucking in air, trying for the words.

      “Master…I can’t…”

      You won’t come, habiba. Not yet. Those metal pieces won’t let you.

      And by all the fires of hell, he was right. It was the nearest thing to an almost climax she’d ever experienced, but the constriction, the tight hold that wouldn’t allow any movement, prevented her from going there. But she was gasping and making the sounds of a climax, tiny, near screams, choking sobs as the sensation passed over her like a coquettish wave, just out of her reach. Heat swept her limbs, a feverish shudder that had her pleading.

      “Please…my lord.” She didn’t know how many times she repeated it as he drew nourishment from her thigh, his other hand idly stroking the other leg. He was leaning into her, one knee bent on the outside of her knee, the other on the floor between her spread legs, so his groin was firmly pressed against her calf. He was always an impressive size, but perhaps it was her state of near hysterical lust that made him feel far bigger. His self-control was driving her mad, but as if she’d turned a key in the door, he yanked her into his mind.

      What lay behind the self-control took her to a whole different level of madness. She was immersed in a raging storm of male lust, a flash of images and emotions, all the things he wanted to do to her, things that could strain her to the endurance of her mind and body. They battered her, sent her reeling. Then, after that brief immolation in the flames, he let her fall back from that door, closed it again, leaving her shaken.

      He was closing the punctures with the coagulants all vampires possessed, and now he rose, his tumultuous gaze sweeping over her in a way that had her swallowing sound again.

      “You’ll stay with her.”

      Jessica blinked, realizing her whole world had narrowed to him, to the point she was insensible to anything else. Amara was back, and she had no idea when the woman had arrived. She knelt beside his chair, her hands folded, head bowed.

      “You will not communicate with her in any way. Your only job is to watch over her. You will tell me if she is in any discomfort that is unacceptable to me.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      Mason’s gaze slid over his other servant, then came back to Jessica. She stared at him. He couldn’t possibly leave her, not like this. She was dying, her body consumed by desire so ravenous it was a dragon, about to swallow a virgin damsel in one bite. Perhaps it was the look in his eye that brought that comparison to her whirling mind.

      “Good. I’m going for a ride on Coman. I’ll be back in awhile.”

      

      It wasn’t until he disappeared around the corner of the stairwell that Jessica really believed it. For a moment, it overcame her, such that she wanted to rage like a temperamental child, scream curses after him. He was leaving her alone in this state…and in this dungeon, tied to this cross. Amara was here, but…

      No. He wasn’t leaving her. The feverish euphoria of her denied and bound state refused to let panic take the upper hand. His mind would be with her every second. She knew him, knew he wouldn’t let her suffer a moment of true fear. He wanted to see if she could trust him, trust her Master. He was punishing her, yes, but he was doing more than that.

      It took a good few minutes to work all that out, however, since her mind was so immolated with lust, disbelief and trepidation, that thinking in any linear way took supreme effort. Amara kept her gaze down, only flicking it up every few seconds to check on Jessica’s status, though she eschewed any direct eye contact, following Mason’s command to the letter. Whatever he’d said to them, apparently Amara wasn’t pushing any boundaries.

      That was Jessica’s job, and she’d accomplished it, hadn’t she? Spread and bound, aroused and teased by rosebuds, thorns, nipple clamps, clit compression. Punctured with tiny floral fangs in six or seven key places, and the inside of her thigh still throbbing with the tantalizing impression of his mouth. She should have known, however, that he wasn’t nearly done tormenting her – and that he didn’t have to be in the room to make it worse. All those images in his head…the lingering impression of brutal lust and an all-encompassing need to take.

      Jorge already had Coman’s bridle on, but Mason apparently hadn’t requested any other tack. He let her into his mind’s eye as he swung up on the horse. Coman must have been reflecting his master’s state of mind, because when Mason mounted, the horse was cutting a circle, ears laid back, but apparently the savagery of the two males were in accord, since Coman was more than willing to be turned toward the beach. They took the dune at a canter, but when they hit the shore, Mason let him have his head.

      As he crouched low over the horse’s neck to steady him, they thundered across the sand. Every reverberation of the horse’s hooves thrummed through Mason’s thighs, his aching balls and hard cock. His mind was pummeled by visions of wanting to take Jessica off the cross, take her down to her knees and possess her utterly, the way Coman’s instinct would take a mare in heat. Those teeth to the neck, the pressure of the male body pressing dominantly down on the female’s. Mine, mine, mine…

      Jessica closed her eyes, immersed in it, aching and short of breath. My love…

      She didn’t know what made her call him that, but whispered from her lips, responding to the emotion under the fury. He was angry that she’d forced his hand in this. More than that, his own savage reaction, as her blood began to flow and she began to beg him, had driven him out here, to try and control a need for her that ran as thick and hot as hers did for him. His mind didn’t tell her that, but the fire pumping through his blood, that she picked up from the glimpse of his mind, told her.

      He slowed the horse at last, made the loop and came cantering back. Coman shook his head, snorting, his sides lathered. Mason slid off him, tied the reins on his neck and sent him back toward the stables with a slap on his flanks and a mental signal to Jorge that the horse was coming for a rubdown.

      Then he stripped. T-shirt, jeans, a mere two items that left him completely naked before the waves, feeling the cool evening breeze play off his skin, ripple over his thighs, his erect cock. He glanced down, giving her a full scale view of it. She’d been right. It was larger than even usual, the tip damp with fluid, his testicles smooth and tight. She wanted to touch him, close her hand over him, see if her fingers would reach around that impressive girth. Take him in her mouth, all the way to the back of her throat, let him punish her that way if he wished.

      Instead, he walked into the tide line, laid himself down on the sand and let the foam laced waters wash over his thighs. She shivered, though the tropical waters were still warm from the day’s sunlight. She let out a small, plaintive protest as he took himself in hand, began to stroke himself, jerk at his cock with strong, clever fingers, knowing his body well.

      No, my lord. Please…let me.

      He was imagining it as her hand, her mouth, her wet, sucking cunt. Her on top of him right now, his hands driving her down on his length. He’d watch her eyes grow wide and vulnerable, her throat straining out screams of pleasure and agony, the climax powerful enough to destroy them both.

      Part of your punishment, Jessica. You will get this later. When you know for certain what kind of Master I am, and submit fully to that knowledge.

      No… She was protesting not his words, but the fisting of that cock. Her pussy clenched anew, unable to create any friction with that metal frame inside of her, just the taunting whisper of the damp rose petals. That excruciating near-climax feeling once again swept over her, making her cry out, pull against her bonds as he let her feel what he was feeling, the rolling power of that climax coming up through him. Whenever he came home from his travels, he spilled his seed inside of her first, nowhere else. Now he was going to give it instead to the sea, an offering to long-haired sea sirens who would taste the salt of him and wish that they could lure him out to them with their songs, where they’d forever make him their captive.

      There is no song but yours I will ever hear, habiba. Only you.

      Every part of her was taut, and she was having trouble breathing, straining against her bonds. He wasn’t too far away from her to see. He could see everything through Amara’s eyes if he wished.

      Please, my lord. Let me… Come back to me here. I beg you. Take me however you wish, even deny me, but do not torment me like this. I can’t bear it. I need you. You will tear my soul in half. Please, please don’t.

      His hand stilled. What if I make you suck me to completion, but refuse you a climax, not just today, but for the next ten days, while I continue to torment you however I wish, keeping you aroused and wanting?

      I will want to stake you in your sleep, she admitted honestly, but I will obey anything you desire, my lord. However, though it took an effort so great it made tears roll down her cheeks anew, she managed to find that resolve in the center of her besieged heart. The determination that had not dimmed throughout the past few interminable and ecstatic hours, but instead burned more brightly than ever.

      Anything except being left behind. It’s you who taught me what being a vampire’s servant truly means. I’m here for you—for the protection of your heart and soul, even your body—and when you leave me, you deny me the right of being your full servant, of being all those things to you. I don’t care what others may do to me – it will never be as unbearable as spending a moment without you.
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      Perhaps it was because of how vulnerable she felt right now, how stripped down to the soul, but if he brought himself to completion, gave his essence to the waves and the sand, rather than to her body, it would be as sharp and devastating a rebuke to her heart as anything else he could do. She equated it with his choosing to leave her behind, not letting her share every part of his life. He was her Master, her life and will his to command, yet it wasn’t that simple. She loved him; she had demands of her own, so many of them having to do with her deep-seated need to serve him.

      Those tears touched her lips, suppressed sobs fair choking her. He’d proven his point. He could break her down to this, to pure need and pain, no rational or sensible thoughts in her mind, only emotion. Please don’t…

      That feeling came again, that he was at the deepest level of her soul, a tender, quivering thing he held in his strong grasp. But this time that sense spread out through her, holding all of her, so strong an impression it felt like actual physical contact. She could smell him on her skin, feel his heat, even the pressure of his fingers on her flesh. This was what he could have done for Farida, if he hadn’t been magically blocked from helping her during her tragic end. She could have suffered not a moment of true fear, and even more than that.

      Jessica realized the sting of the thorns had disappeared, though they still dug into her flesh. She couldn’t feel the hold of the manacles. It was as if she’d stepped inside of him, and nothing being done to her body could affect her…though the pleasure he gave her remained, a lovely, writhing coil that made her soul dance and undulate against his, a seductive dance. And she felt his ethereal response, a blast of male heat that twisted around her like a lazy tornado of glittering particles, making her part her lips and taste him on her tongue.

      As a vampire, he’d always had this power, this sorcery, and now he let her experience it as the miraculous gift it was. It was a magic she’d never seen exercised by a vampire before, had never even heard about it.

      It is because it is only possible when the servant trusts the vampire so much that she completely surrenders to him, habiba, at every level of her existence. She fears nothing…no pain, no emotion, so long as he holds a claim on her.

      He hadn’t expected it either. She heard it in his tone, a thickness to it that suggested she might not be the only one awestruck and too choked up to give voice to it. They simply rode that feeling together. As she drifted in a haze that was nothing short of miraculous, she wondered if this was what they meant when they said a servant followed a vampire into the afterlife. Because this was more than him being inside of her. She was inside of him, they were melded together as if once, long, long ago, before they’d first been created as two separate beings, they’d started this way, two souls entwined in the cradle of their creation.

      “No…” she whispered it, because though she felt no pain or the abrasion of her restraints, she could still feel their hold, and the one at her waist was being removed. She didn’t want Amara to take them off. I’ll wait for my Master to remove them. I’ll wait as long as he wishes, if I have to stay this way for days and days…

      A fanciful and entirely foolish idea, habiba. What kind of Master would do such a thing to your beautiful skin?

      She opened her eyes, dislodging more tears clinging to her lashes, and he caught them on his fingertips. “Your devotion terrifies me,” he said, his voice a low, unsteady rumble, his amber eyes so fierce and wild, as if he thought he might need to fight something off to protect her. It made her want to touch him, but the cross still held her. “All I want is to keep you safe,” he continued in that same raw voice. “You’re so fragile and delicate to me, a treasure so easy to destroy, and yet your love makes you determined to throw yourself against every rock, including my will. If anything shatters you, habiba, it will shatter me. Do you not understand that? Can you not find the mercy to see why I can’t take you where I can’t keep you safe?”

      Still so deep inside of him, she could feel it, that deep darkness Lyssa had warned her about, a darkness capable of destroying far more than himself if it was stirred up again. The vampire tiger with the soul of a desert djinn.

      “I don’t know how to resolve it, my lord,” she said, just as softly, as those tears kept falling. He continued to collect each one on his fingers as she struggled for the words. “I feel it, I do, and it tears me to pieces to cause you such pain. But…perhaps...” Just as there is a wisdom that vampires have about what their servants need, things we ourselves don’t understand… As your servant, I know for certain, with everything I am, that my place, my destiny, whatever it is, is to be by your side, always, for everything you face. Then she spoke aloud again, staring up at him. “Whatever each of us faces was meant to be faced together. And to deny either of us that is to deny what is meant to be.”

      He cupped her cheek with that large hand that could almost cover the side of her face, and she pressed her lips to his palm, her wet lashes marking him. “Stay here,” he said. “Don’t worry. I’m not leaving this room.”

      She saw Amara was gone. He moved to the doorway, and with one switch, he cut the torchlight in the room. Then the stairwell light was gone as he shut the heavy oak door, plunging them both in total darkness.

      A third-mark could see in the dark, as long as there was some component of light, however dim, but with no windows, there was none. This is what Raithe had done to her, shut her in a dungeon with no lights, marked her with blood and let rats and roaches crawl over her. Whereas before tonight she might have cringed, struggled against the terror, now she drew on that certainty of Mason being inside her. With a savagery that could match his own, she used it like a scythe, severing herself from even a hint of such fear. She wasn’t alone in the darkness. She never would be, not ever again.

      His touch on her ankle brought a soft sigh to her lips. “Afraid that I might see you weeping, my lord?” she asked, a tremor in her voice. “I feel your emotions inside of me.”

      In answer, his mouth touched her leg, just above her ankle bone. To do that, he had to not only be kneeling, but bent forward, a position of total obeisance. When he lingered there, his mouth grazing her insole, her emotions matched the strength of his. She was the one bound at his behest, helpless to his will, yet he was giving her this, an act of servile devotion, a message so clear that it didn’t need to be said.

      As much as she was his slave, so, too, was he hers.

      He made his way up her calf, but he took a very long time at it, teasing his way down to her foot and back up again, caressing the back of her knee with his tongue in a way that shot her focus back to her unabated desire in full force. It was like he’d pulled her out of warm water in an underground spring into the cold, brilliant shock of ocean waters under a heated sun. She realized then that he’d unlatched the manacles around her ankles, and freed the rose stems there as well.

      As he worked his way up her thighs, he did the same to the stalks he’d wound around her upper thighs, used his fangs to slice the ones that he’d drawn along the crease of hip and thigh from her waist. As he did, his lips were so close to her mound, her aroused clit, she let out a moan, then a full cry as he didn’t deny either of them, sliding over to give her a slow, wet lick there, sealing the heat of his mouth over her clit to gently suckle it. He teased her labia and the opening below with the tip of his tongue, sliding into her for a languid exploration. With his mouth, he drew the soaked rose bloom from her, and she sensed from his shifting he’d carefully set it aside. She knew he’d do what he’d promised. Preserve it, and ever after when she saw it in his gallery, she’d remember this and remember every feeling, every fervent desire.

      Then the basket clamp was removed, withdrawn from inside of her and replaced with his tongue, punctuated by her shuddering sigh. She was in such a chaotic haze of the physical, emotional and spiritual, she didn’t move, not even to strain toward him. Her nerves were compact and dense with sensation, her muscles holding her utterly still so she could feel everything he did to her.

      He moved away at last to lick the places the thorns had dug into her, soothing her skin. Then his hands were at her waist and he straightened, his body pressed against her as he cut the stems at her back, and sternum, so that everything fell away except the collar of thorns he’d worked around her throat. Now she did move. Tightening her stomach muscles, she used them and the brace of the cuffs holding her arms to lift her legs, twine them around him. He wore only a towel, wrapped low around his hips. The salt water on his bare skin brushed her breasts, the pressure of his chest rocking the clamps and tiny rose buds up in a way that had her strangling another agonized sound of pleasure. As he cupped her face with both hands, he kissed her mouth with unutterable tenderness. Slow, his tongue moving in deep, coiling around hers, no rush, nothing but the two of them in that mind to mind, heart to heart, soul to soul, perfect merging.

      When he lifted his head, he removed the stems around her biceps, then her forearms. Only the wrists and forehead were left. That and the clamps.

      Deep breath, my love.

      She drew it, and he removed the clamps at the same time. Even with the rose buds buffering them, their bite had been cruel, and she sucked in deeper at the rush of pain, but his hand dropped then, massaging her clit, balancing it. And when you join me in my bed for my dawn sleep, I will suckle and soothe them, massage healing balm into them with my own hands.

      She would be content if he fell asleep with his mouth on them instead, her arm around his wide shoulders, her other hand stroking his hair. Her Master, her terrifying, ferocious, yet incredibly tender and loving Master, held in her arms like a sleeping babe, so she might bring him comfort for every fear he had.

      Ah, habiba. The thought won her another kiss, and he removed the binding across her forehead. Then, at last, his fingers slid over her wrist, flicked the binding free there, then the other. His arms stretched out to meet hers, body leaning into her, holding her still pilloried, only now with the restraint of his hands, his fingers tangled with hers. She tightened her legs over his hips, holding him even closer, and rubbed herself against his hard, blessedly unrelieved length beneath the Egyptian cotton.

      Temptress.

      I need you, my lord. She spoke against his lips, wanting the sound of the whisper in the darkness. “Please. I need you inside of me. I’m begging you.”

      I cannot resist your pleas, but first…

      He slid his arm around her waist then, and she clasped his shoulders, giving an ecstatic mewl as she was able to hold him at last, his chest tight against her sore breasts,  his ribcage brushing her abdomen, her thighs locked around his hips. He carried her through that darkness as easily as he would carry a child. When he sat her down on one of the stools at the bar, she heard him opening something like a briefcase. She hadn’t remembered there being a case there, but of course she hadn’t been entirely cognizant of anything but him for quite some time now.

      She blinked as he lit a taper candle on the wet bar, giving her a dim flicker of light. The first thing she wanted to see was him, and she immediately lifted her fingers to his face, traced the strong bones of his jaw, his brow, his lips. He allowed it, watching her every movement, the slight, tremulous smile that lifted her own mouth.

      “I love you so much, my lord.”

      Those amber eyes darkened, and he took hold of her wrist, pressing his mouth hard against her palm, so hard he gave her a tiny nick with his fang. He was always so in control, that unintentional blood draw told her how moved he was. Then she saw what he’d brought her and she was overwhelmed.

      “You proved to me beyond doubt tonight that you don’t need this,” he said, lifting the collar before her wide eyes. “But if you will accept it, then perhaps it will always remind me of your devotion, your trust and faith in me.” He paused, held her gaze, so much in his eyes it almost burned her skin. “And maybe that will give me the strength to yield to your will, this once, and believe that Allah will help me protect what surely must be one of his greatest treasures. I know you are mine.”

      She gave up the attempt to hold back any more tears. The one inch circlet, with the metals patterned to look like a tiger’s skin, was perfect. As he unhooked the closure, which looked like a tiger’s talon, she noted the amber pendant dangling below it. She reached out, cupping it in her hand, and looked at the unusual swirling pattern inside of it, two intertwined crimson spirals.

      “My blood and yours, habiba. The clear amber was infused with it by a very special jeweler, one who also blessed it with a great many protection spells. The collar will lock on your neck, and only I have the key to remove it.”

      “I’ll never ask you to do so,” she promised. She raised shining eyes to him. “Please, Master. I accept it with all my heart. Please put it on me.”

      When they’d put her on the cross, Enrique and Amara had removed the temporary slim silver collar. As much of an impression as that accessory had made on her, it was nothing next to the weight and significance of this one. If he was placing a ring on her finger in front of an assembly made up of the entire disapproving vampire world, including the Vampire Council, it couldn’t mean more.

      It fit her neck closely, holding it as lovingly and irrevocably as his hands might. After he latched it, he picked up the key strung on a silver chain. He was going to thread it over his head one-handed, but when she reached for it, he let her do it, dipping his head so she could guide it down, using both her hands to free his long hair from it, guide the chain to his nape. The key slid down that provocative track of collarbone and sternum, resting at last between the flat planes of hi pectorals. Leaning forward, she kissed the key, and the heated skin beneath.

      He slid his hands beneath her arms, lifted her off the bar. Holding her only on the strength of those arms, he backed them up, until he’d reached that heavy oak chair again. Lowering her to her feet, he gently but firmly set her from him. When she lifted her gaze, she saw the stern, steady gaze of her Master.

      Her eyes automatically lowered and her knees bent, taking her to a kneeling position before him. She didn’t even have to consciously send her mind the command. As he took a seat in the chair, the towel parted high on his thigh, giving her only a shadowed view of what it concealed.

      “Come take me in your mouth as you desired to do, my sweet slave. Prove your devotion to your Master. Prove to me how intent and uninterrupted your focus would be, if I commanded to your knees, to do this before the whole Vampire Council.”

      It could be the whole Council, the whole world. As far as she was concerned, from this moment forward, with that collar on her throat and all it symbolized—whether it was just the two of them in a blissful moment like this, or in the middle of the Vampire Gathering—there was only him.
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      Jessica put her hands on his knees, sliding over the bone to the firm joining point of the muscles that layered his thighs. All her senses were open to the nth degree, such that the nerve endings in her fingers registered each element of the terrain. Smooth, slim bands from the knees, tributaries that ran down to those wide muscles leading up his inner thighs. She hooked the opening in the towel, tugged enough to have it loosen at his waist, then slid her hand under, enjoying the pleasure of first finding him by touch, whispering over his testicles, then to the heat and life of his cock. Her hand closed over the thick base root, resting the side of her hand on the heavy sac beneath it. With the other hand she pushed the towel back, revealing the impressive length and breadth of him. She felt a surge of quaking delight at the viscous fluid collected at the top, waiting for her parted lips.

      Can you imagine it, habiba? They are all watching, the most powerful vampires in the world. Their servants stand still behind their chairs, yet every eye is on you, on whether you will serve me well.

      There is only you, Master. She repeated the thought, letting him feel the resolve in her, the simple truth of it. She nuzzled the top of his cock, touching the tip of her tongue to that wet slit, her hand tightening and sliding upward, letting him feel the friction. “Nothing else will matter to me.” She spoke, so she could breathe heat on him. His fingers twitched on the chair arm, and it made her lips curve, even as her heart tightened with such love she thought it could crack from the pressure. “It will be only you, even if…even if one of them orders his female servant to kneel behind me, turn on her back so she is laying between my knees, which she pushes open wider to accommodate her, so her mouth has access to my pussy.” Male interest in a female’s mouth on another female’s flesh was eternal, and she used it to ease into the other idea. “And another Council member gives an order to her male servant…”

      A thread of tension ran up his thighs then, but she slid her hand over one of them, her knuckles stroking, then dipping to cup his testicles in her hand again, caress them as she tilted her head to trace the flare of the broad head with her tongue, a slow circle.

      She’ll tell him to kneel, spread the legs of that female servant, and drive into her. But as he does, he slides his arm around her back, lifts her up and she curls her arms over my hips to steady herself as she uses the angle to put her mouth on my pussy, start eating it for their viewing pleasure…and yours. While he fucks her slow, deep, building her response as she is driving mine. You’ll be able to feel it, not only in my mind, but in the way I suck your cock, how hard it is for me to concentrate as she nibbles on my clit, sinks her delicate tongue deep into me, that place that craves the far more substantial thrust of your cock.

      “Jessica.” His voice was a growl. “Suck me.”

      She took him in, stretching her lips to get over the broad head, making a mewling noise of pleasure in the back of her throat as she slid down his length as far as she could go at this angle, her hips off her calves. She’d given him the image, but now there was only him to her, no ability to maintain any other focus. She sucked him deep, hard, then came up slow, the way she knew he liked it. Mason was as good at using denial to prolong his own response as he was at administering it. He knew the power and pleasure of making her work for his release. She hungered to feel it, to feel that powerful hand convulse on her hair, pulling hard and painful at her scalp as he drove up into her mouth, pumping his seed into her. Some sense of her punishment lingered in this, such that she knew she couldn’t hope to have his cock sinking deep into her cunt this first time, joining them together the way she needed so desperately.

      Work for it, my sweet slave. Earn it. The Council is watching.

      It’s only your approval that matters to me, Master.

      His fingers grazed her nape, tugging on her hair, a gentle affection, but with a hint of strength to it as well. She savored the taste of that thick shaft in her mouth, going down then back up again, sliding her tongue all over it, random erratic patterns, then settling into a deep, rhythmic pump, vividly imagining it shoving into her wet heat, the muscles of her pussy sucking on him in a torturous drag every time he withdrew, then came back in. The intimate tissues between her legs contracted at the thought. Sometimes, when he didn’t have her hands pinned or bound, she could let her fingers slide over his buttocks, feel those muscle groups tightening and releasing, increasing the drive of his thrusts.

      She should have known the danger of planting a seed in Mason’s head. With only a brief mind touch for warning, Amara’s hands settled on Jess’s hips, gripping to lift her up, changing her angle so she was tilted further forward. Levering Mason’s cock to a more horizontal drive into her mouth, Jess braced one hand on the floor with the other still gripping him firmly, determined not to break her rhythm, even though she knew what was coming. Mason of course had to do his best to scatter her concentration, sending her the image so she saw Enrique come behind Amara, slide her robe off her shoulders. As he did, he bent to press an open mouth to her throat, his hand tangling in her hair roughly. Her hands, returning to Jess’s hips after the robe was removed, tightened there, responding to the provocation. Then he slid an arm around her waist, another over her firm, high breasts, and turned her in a flexible, graceful movement. When he lowered her to her back between Jess’s spread thighs, his smooth, lean and tan muscles flexed with the movement.

      Enrique wore only a pair of cotton trousers, but now he shed them, kicking them to the side and leaving himself as naked as his wife. His dark eyes were hot on the curves of her body, the way she instinctively spread her legs, bending them at the knee, an open invitation to the man who claimed her as husband, through whose eyes the vampire who claimed her could see all that she was offering. It made Jessica shiver, all the layers of possession and meaning in the relationships between them.

      Having trouble focusing, habiba?

      Not at all, my lord. She renewed her efforts, gave him a light nip on the velvet stretched skin, stimulating that taut vein that ran up the base of his shaft.

      Then we shall have to try harder.

      Jess’s moan vibrated against his cock as he showed her Enrique’s view when he knelt between Amara’s legs. The servant seated his erect cock against her damp flesh and then pushed it in, the slick lips of the labia giving way, the channel pulling him in so he slid in to the hilt. Putting his hands beneath Amara’s back, he lifted her like an offering, bending to lick one nipple as her mouth found Jess’s pussy. Her slim but strong hands curved back over Jess’s hips, her thumbs pressing into her buttocks.

      Amara was well-versed in lovemaking skills of all kinds, a trained consort as well as dancer. Plus she was a woman, who well knew what made a woman respond. She also had the ability to merge into Jess’s mind through Mason’s, particularly if he was facilitating it, like now, allowing her to pick up the current of Jessica’s arousal—when Jess needed the oral stimulation to be rough or gentle, a consistent or erratic stimulation.

      Jess’s hand constricted on Mason’s thigh and she gave a hard, uncontrolled pull on his cock as Amara’s tongue circled her clit, pulling it into the cavern of her mouth. Then Jess quivered at Amara’s breath of hot, teasing air, her response to Enrique pushing even harder into his wife’s body, a long, demanding thrust that bumped her nose against Jessica’s labia. Mason’s hand moved to Jess’s hair now, tangling his fingers in it and tightening there, pushing her down deeper on him, bringing his own demand into play..

      Jess couldn’t close her eyes on the images, but neither of course could Mason. All three of his servants, two on their knees and one on her back, arranged to serve and please his senses. Enrique pumping into Amara’s pussy, so wet they could hear the sound of it as he reached his hilt and withdrew again. Amara’s upper body flushed and breasts full and quivering, the nipples hard and needy, still marked with his mouth. Her back and throat arched both to receive him in her body and to give her a better angle to tease and lick Jessica’s cunt, using those relentless third mark and dancer’s muscles to hold herself, as well as the strength of her husband’s hands.

      Mason showed Jessica herself, kneeling between his legs, her mouth working his cock, the thick breadth of it glistening with the moisture of her mouth as she slid up and down, sometimes going all the way to the tip, then sucking the head in again, teasing the edge of it with her tongue. Her slim shoulders were bowed forward, the line of her spine curved up as she serviced him, too tempting for him not to trail his fingers along the bumps of vertebrae, caressing the pale skin. Her hand on his thigh moved upward with her effort, bracing herself against his ridged abdomen, fingers curling in, thumb caressing the smooth pubic area right above his turgid length.

      He was huge now, and she wanted him inside of her so badly, but she had to prove it, had to give him this. Earn it, sweet slave. The words drove her, inspired her, held her in thrall. She treasured the rasp of his breath, the tightening of all those splendid muscles, the fact he was using them to drive his cock into her mouth more forcefully, such that she was having to concentrate to keep pace, and concentration was getting very difficult.

      God, Amara was too damn good at this, and the little hitches and breaks caused by what Enrique was doing to her, pushing her toward the edge of control, just added to it, a mix of chaos with skill, a devastating combination that was having a domino effect on all of them.

      It’s not enough. The thought hit her mind like a desert sand storm, and then Mason had her under the arms, lifting her away from Amara, the vibration of the woman’s mouth still rippling through Jessica’s cunt as he put her upon that large cock and drove her down, with ruthless passion.

      The feeling was indescribable, the mix of the two sensations enough to have Jessica grabbing onto his shoulders for support. But those amber eyes, like fire upon all her exposed flesh, demanded, wanted more.

      I will direct your movements, habiba. Put your hands on your breasts. Cup them, tease the nipples, display yourself for me.

      She obeyed, and immediately cried out as he took over the movements of her body, lifting and then shoving her back down on him, as if she were no more than a doll he could direct at will. A climax was spiraling up, irresistible, from that joining point. She cupped her breasts, and the moment she squeezed the nipples she imagined his mouth upon them, the pressure of his suckling hold, the unexpected score of his fangs. She couldn’t help the thought, but her mind as well as her body wasn’t her own now. She was all his, a creature purely of his pleasure, and she gave herself to it. The rub of his cock against her clit, how he filled her inside, the idea of his mouth on her nipples…

      More than anything, she wanted to wrap her arms around his broad, sheltering shoulders, bury her face against all the thick, copper-silk of his hair, and let the feelings and sensations take her. Let him take her, wherever he would.

      Do it, habiba. Let me feel the beat of your heart against mine, and trust me to take us home.

      She immediately complied, letting out a soft cry of joy and arousal both at that meeting, for he banded his arms around her as well, wrapping them together, her upper torso flush to his, bone, muscle, sinew, and the life sustaining organs beneath, all moving and reacting in sync. Her fingers slipped over the scarred lines of the tiger tattooed high on the back of his shoulder, even as his fingers spread out over the one on her back. A tiger gazing through a bamboo forest of scars, a reminder that the tiger was always there, watching over her, making sure those scars had no hold upon her.

      As she closed her eyes and put her face into his hair, she slid her fingers into it, gripped his neck and inhaled everything about his beloved, familiar scent, the danger and sex, the love and safety of him. All hers. Her vampire.

      Sweet slave. My beloved. Though she’d expected him to keep the same pace, she wasn’t surprised that, bonded this way, he slowed them down. He showed her Mara and Enrique were gone, having taken their finale elsewhere. As aroused as they both were, she expected that wasn’t much further than the room at the top of the stairs. The lights were dimmed, all the things in here in shadows, so it was just candles and stone walls. Fire and earth, and her and Mason.

      He held her banded in his arms that way and moved inside her. Slow, slow pushes deep, to the hilt, then equally slow withdrawals, controlling everything. She made tiny cries, letting him know how excruciating it was, how close she was, as sensation rippled along her cunt from his advance and retreat, a rolling rhythm like the gradual movement of waves far out from shore. As he kept doing it, his cock convulsed inside of her, his expression tightening as she lifted her face, stared into his. They held gazes, each feeling the sensations of the other as Mason opened his mind to her, let them feed on one another. He was very close to release, as was she, but he was prolonging it, a quiver in all those fine limbs, wanting her begging.

      She could hold out a little longer, knowing he would want to test her limits, because that was his nature. But not much longer. His eyes glinted, knowing it, as he brought her down, driving in deep again. “Oh…” She gasped, hands clutching his shoulders, nails digging in.

      “Drink from me, habiba.” The demand was hoarse, feral. “I want to feel you nourish yourself from me. I want my blood on your tongue when you come.”

      She’d gotten better at it, learning how to use her canines so it wasn’t as difficult to break through the skin, but she knew any pain she caused him was outweighed by what it offered to both of them. She put her mouth to his throat, her breath clogging as it changed the angle, drove him deeper, and then she bit.

      Rich, metallic, life giving. The visceral bond between vampire and servant, the stuff that could restore her energy even if she was grievously wounded. She knew. He’d given her his heart’s blood once before, and it had nearly killed them both, but he would do anything for her.

      Anything but live without her.

      And she understood then. He would do anything for her, but if she loved him as much, she had to do the same.

      As she licked the blood from the wound, swallowing, she made herself say it, though she had to do it in her mind, too difficult to say aloud. I will abide by your will, my lord. Whatever it is. I want…to be with you, but if your heart cannot bear the fear of it, the fear of seeing me exposed to others…I will serve your heart and soul, as much as I serve your body. I love you and will learn to take joy in every command you give me, as an expression of your love for me.

      His arms confined her further, and he turned his head to take her mouth in a kiss then, tasting that blood as he’d desired, one hand coming up to cup the back of her head. As he did, he moved her down, then up, then increased the pace, holding the kiss as they rose and fell, as fire moved up her thighs and centered in her loins.

      “Mason…” She gasped it against his lips. “I can’t—”

      “Come for me, habiba. Prove your devotion and obey.”

      She was already going over, but she clamped down on him with her inner muscles, wanting and needing to bring him with her. Please, my lord, don’t let me go alone.

      She arched back, a scream breaking from her lips as the sensation took over, gripping her relentlessly, all the denied pleasure, all the stimulation, coming together so her pussy rippled and spasmed upon him, her hands now claws, digging into his skin. He abandoned finesse, hands vising on her hips once more, bruising, punishing, and as she writhed upon him, scream going to shriek, he began to release. The hot jets of seed drove her up and over again, before the first wave had even finished.

      There was nothing so primal, so basic and clear as this, being taken by her Master, his amber gaze lifting to fasten on her face, take in her every expression as she took in his, the fierce pleasure, the uncontrolled flood of desire that not only came from his cock, but from the heat emanating off of him, washing over her, making her buck, writhe and rock, undulate and grind herself on him with total physical and emotional abandon. When his hands stilled her enough to take one of her breasts in his mouth, sucking on her powerfully as he was still coming, her shrieks went into mindless wails. The climax kept thundering through her, incredible, building waves. She trusted him to hold onto her on the tossing storm waves, even as she gloried in knowing he was in that storm right along with her, his muscles shuddering, his cock still hard and pumping.

      As they were finally driven to shore, her arms fell limply around his shoulders again, her face against the side of his. He banded his arms around her once more as well, holding her so close they were a tangled pillar of flesh, one of those intricate sculptures inspired by the Kama Sutra, its celebration of the joining of two hearts at all levels of existence. She never wanted to move.

      “It is a closed circle, habiba,” he said at last. She noticed his voice was thick, both with residual passion and something more. “You will stay here, because you love me too much to see me worried and fearful for you. I will take you, because I cannot bear your loneliness and fear for me when I am away.” His hand traced her face, lifting it, and he drew her back so her bottom was pressed deeper against his thighs. She made a small whimper at the feel of him shifting inside of her. His eyes darkened as she pressed her mouth to his palm, biting him gently, but then she brought her gaze to his, putting her trembling fingers on his mouth, teasing a fang, following his jaw, trailing along his brow.

      “But when it comes down to it,” he rumbled. “I cannot deny my servant’s wisdom, or the eight hundred years of my own.” Those amber eyes held hers. “There are always things to fear. As you said earlier, there is never enough time to love, and so to let fear steal one single moment of loving you…that is something I would be a fool to permit.”

      “And you are not a foolish man.” She whispered it, but her lips curved, inspiring a quirk from his own tempting mouth.

      “Perhaps not. But it’s also my experience that fools love the best and deepest of any of us. So maybe I will strive to be a fool, and give up my wisdom to love you with everything I am.”

      She was overcome, but she knew her Master well, that hint of a smile. Cocking her head, she gave him a dubious look, though she knew it couldn’t diminish the telltale adoration in her eyes. “Give up your arrogance? Your know-it-all attitude? I don’t know, my lord. That might even be beyond your significant capabilities.”

      “You think so?” He settled back, lifting a brow, his knuckles sliding along one of her breasts, stroking. “Perhaps the same could be said for a woman giving up her stubbornness, her belief that she always knows best.”

      “But we do, my lord.” She blinked at him innocently. If her limbs had had an ounce of coordination right now, she would have hopped up, instigated one of their playful cat-and-mouse games that he could easily win but he always indulged, letting her play until he was aroused enough that the play became something else. As if he expected her to try regardless—and he might have been right—he surged up from the chair with her held securely in his arms.

      “None of that right now.”

      “I think you far overestimate my stamina, my lord.”

      “Not at all.” He hitched her in his arms, a quick bounce that made her grab onto his neck, hold him closer. “But I might test your weakened state by taking you to the beach. We can discuss who’s right. While I hold you underwater.”

      “You know third marked servants can’t drown.”

      “I know that full well, habiba.” He gave her a wicked look. “Perhaps you can occupy yourself with something down there until I decide to let you up.”

      Jessica let the bubble of laughter take her, content to be held as he carried her toward whatever he next had planned for them. Maybe he would forgive Mara and Enrique fully and let them join them on the beach. They’d eat dinner out there, the cook would make cookies for desert, and Mason would taste the sugar and chocolate on her lips as they all lay out under the stars, naked and wet. Mara would tell stories of desert djinns and treasures hidden in the sand, and Jess would lay with her head on Mason’s chest, feeling his heart beat and knowing there was no greater treasure than her desert tiger.

      He was right. No fear should steal away the precious time they had, and she was determined to honor that, with every moment she was given with him. She would give him her faith, and they would banish fear forever.
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      Find more free vignettes and friends to share them with at The JWH Connection, a Joey W. Hill fan forum created by and operated for fans of Joey W. Hill.

      For even more free content, check out StoryWitch.com for free excerpts from all of her books, and buy links when you’ve just got to have more Joey!

      Also, be sure to check out the latest newsletter for information on upcoming releases, book signing events, contests, and more at this link.
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