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When Cora’s cousin asks her to plan a wedding for the undead she doesn’t expect to fall in love with the vampire king.
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Chapter One







Cora was going to kill her cousin. It wasn’t a big problem—few people would miss her, and as one of the undead, odds were good she would rise again. Still grumbling to herself, Cora pulled up in front of the spooky castle. Taking a deep breath, she tried to ignore the chills dancing up and down her spine and the goose bumps popping up across her flesh.

She couldn’t believe she let herself be talked into this, organising a wedding for an undead bride and groom. If she thought suicide would get her out of this she would willingly jump off a bridge. Unfortunately, her aunt—the voodoo queen—would then calmly bring her back to life and hand over her wedding planner.

Some days she hated her family. Today looked to be one of those days.

Sitting in her car, she stared at the forbidding castle. Gloomy grey brick—check. Gargoyles grinning down in a macabre manner—check. Lightning storm beginning…

Yep, it was like she was on a movie set. She could hear the director now. “Take one of ‘Scare the Crap out of Cora’.”

Shaking her head at her silliness, Cora snagged her pink laptop case and opened the door of her lemon yellow Volkswagen Beetle. She climbed out and slammed the door behind her. If she didn’t use enough force the door didn’t always close completely. It was an old car and even with a full restoration it still had its quirks. The sound echoed in the unnaturally quiet courtyard, rattling her already shaky nerves.

Cora didn’t know why she was so nervous. No one would harm her. Her cousin was marrying the second-in-line for the vampire throne. If anyone touched Cora, Melinda would rip off their head and show it to them.

Still, that didn’t mean someone wouldn’t try something. She almost wished she’d taken the stake that her assistant, Becka, offered earlier. The perky blonde had popped into Cora’s office minutes before she had to leave and plunked down a suitcase full of anti-vampire paraphernalia. Her friend meant well and right about now Cora was yearning for those night vision goggles, but she didn’t think it showed good faith to come to a meeting equipped to kill your customer…even if they were family. Not that she planned on becoming known as the undead wedding planner, but money was money and the amount of cash her cousin promised her would more than finish paying off her mortgage.

“Are you going to stand here all night or do you plan on coming in?”

Cora screamed.

She spun around and came face to face with the most gorgeous creature she’d ever seen. Creature indeed, because she could tell he was a vampire from his pale skin and glowing eyes. Still, he might be undead, but her libido worked perfectly fine. Despite the startled hammering of her heart, she had no problem imaging the tall, dark and undead cutie curled up next to her at night or maybe, in his case, the day.

Beneath his glowing gaze, Cora straightened her spine. “Of course I’m coming in. I was trying to figure out the best way to enter.”

“I suspect the steps would be a good choice.” The right corner of his mouth twitched as if he could barely contain his amusement.

Cora resisted the urge to kick him. It was close, but she didn’t think her cousin would appreciate the assault on a member of her clan.

“Good thinking. Melinda wouldn’t approve.”

“Reading a person’s mind is extremely rude.” She glared at the tall vampire. Really, wasn’t anything sacred around here?

“Very little,” the vampire countered. “However, I apologise if I made you uncomfortable.” His gaze took in her car, his mouth twitching again. “Do you have everything you need?”

Cora looked up at the creepy castle and thought about hopping back into her Volkswagen and making a break for it. Surely it wouldn’t be too difficult to hide from her cousin for the rest of her life? Every good instinct she had screamed against going inside the monstrous stone building.

A cheery ring from her phone told Cora she had a message. The text alert sounded irrationally perky in the dim gloom of the night.

Glancing up at the imposing vampire, Cora searched through her coat pockets. Why did she never remember to put her cell phone in the same place twice? “Hah.” The last pocket she searched contained the small device. She laughed as she looked at the phone’s readout. Her cousin had texted her a message.

Get your ass into the castle.

The little smiley face at the end didn’t make it less of a command.

“Her highness calls.” Cora waved her phone at the vamp.

The vampire frowned. “Your cousin isn’t royalty.”

Cora laughed. “That’s what you think. My cousin’s been a little princess since she was born.”

Feeling better knowing her cousin watched her from above, Cora clutched the handle of her laptop case and headed for the steps.

“Here, take my arm. The stones are uneven.”

Cora gave the vampire a suspicious glance but took his arm anyway. Her high heels weren’t meant for stone steps even if the dainty shoes looked adorable on her feet. For his lean frame, a surprising amount of muscle flexed beneath her hand. New chills went up her arm but these had nothing to do with the cold and creepy atmosphere and everything to do with the sexy man beside her.

“I’m glad you think I’m sexy.”

“Rudeness,” Cora proclaimed with a glare.

“And I thought your cousin was difficult.” The sexy man raised his eyebrows at her.

“You haven’t seen anything yet, honey.”

“Honey?”

Cora bit her lip, wishing she could take the endearment back. Despite being a big scary vamp, she felt comfortable after their banter and had become too familiar. Vampires liked their formality. They wallowed in it. “It’s a figure of speech.”

There was a moment of silence as they continued upwards, their footfalls oddly in sync. “I like it,” he said after they’d traversed a few more steps. “You can call me honey whenever you want.”

“Um, thanks.” She made a silent vow to avoid talking to him whenever possible.

“I don’t think you’ll be able to ignore me,” the irritating vampire said.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m the groom’s brother.”

With that announcement, they reached the front door where a guard stood at attention on either side.

“Good evening, your highness,” the guard on the right greeted him.

“Shit.” Cora glared at the man beside her. “You are definitely not getting called honey again any time soon.”



* * * *



Luckily the inside of the castle wasn’t as grim as the outside, though colour appeared to be outlawed. With a professional eye Cora scanned the space, quickly calculating possible attendance numbers and ways to make it more welcoming. Melinda mentioned she wanted the wedding and reception at the castle, since churches were taboo. As they walked through the grand entryway, Cora’s mind buzzed with ideas for decorations, colour combinations and designs sure to suit her cousin’s tastes. If this weren’t the best vampire wedding ever, it wouldn’t be due to any lack of preparation on Cora’s part.

“Cora!” Melinda rushed across the room to greet her. Her cousin looked stunning with her black hair, white skin and red lipstick. Her outfit was a classy black and white pants ensemble that made Cora feel like she wore rags in comparison.

She tolerated the air kisses before looking her cousin in the eye. “I don’t care what you’ve set up, cancel it. I don’t want to date any vampires, wizards or werekin. I am only here to help you with your party, not put up with your dating shenanigans.”

Melinda pursed her ruby lips as she regarded her cousin with her gold cat-like eyes. “I can’t believe you would suspect me of such a thing,” she complained.

Cora held up her hand to stop the protests. “Do we need to revisit the gnome incident?”

“He was only half gnome.”

“He tried to bury me in the garden.”

“He was courting you.”

“Melinda!”

“Fine, fine. I’ll cancel my plans.”

“Thank you.” Pleased she won the first round of arguments, Cora glanced around the room. Every chair in the place had a vampire draped across its surface. Some of the bloodsuckers had human sidekicks who looked like they were rejects from the gothic hall of fame, while the humanless flopped about on the furniture as if they were too cool to have backbones. It was almost as if all their bones dissolved and what was left was a group of droopy vampires.

The vampire beside her burst into laughter.

“Oh, shut up,” Cora muttered. She knew he’d just read her mind.

“I can’t help it, my dear. I haven’t had a good laugh in a while.” He turned an appealing gaze to Melinda. “Are you going to introduce me?”

Cora glared at the sexy vampire.

Melinda straightened her stance as if she were a military soldier caught slacking off. “Of course. Cora, this is King Basil Bloodthorn.”

Bloodthorn?

Melinda frowned at her. Her cousin probably read her mind but she’d never hid her thoughts before and she wasn’t going to start now.

Cora shrugged. It wasn’t her place to stir the waters if the king had a weird name. All vampire names probably had the word ‘blood’ in them. They weren’t known for being an imaginative group. Instead of saying anything further, she turned to the king. “Nice to meet you, your highness.” It wasn’t, of course, and she made sure it was reflected in her thoughts, but she only got an amused look for her trouble.

“Please call me Basil, and my no-good brother should be here soon.” He still wore the same amused expression on his face since she’d arrived. Cora figured he couldn’t be too upset with her.

“I’m right here.”

Cora turned to face a nice-looking vampire with brown eyes and pleasant features who looked at Melinda like she were everything good on the planet, all rolled up into one perfect form. At least one thing was right about this blasted wedding, the bridegroom looked truly enchanted with his bride.

“I’m Alexis. Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too.” Cora knew better than to offer her hand to the vampire. It was considered bad manners to initiate physical contact. They only touched those they were intimate with or people they desired. She gave him a polite nod and received one in return before Alexis’ attention returned to her cousin.

Melinda gave him a sweet smile, an expression Cora had never seen on her cousin’s face. It freaked her out a little. “I’m going to sit down with my cousin and talk about the wedding. I doubt you want to be part of that discussion.” Most grooms wanted to be as far away from wedding talk as they could get. She figured the undead weren’t any different.

A frown crossed the vampire’s face. “I still don’t understand why you insist on this fiasco. Vampires don’t need a piece of paper to be mates.”

Melinda’s eyes narrowed. “Because my mother is traditional and won’t acknowledge our union unless we’re married.”

Cora nudged Basil, completely breaking vampire protocol but she didn’t care. Her cousin’s happiness was on the line.

“What?”

“Do something,” she hissed. Cora didn’t need a blow-up between the bride and groom right before planning the wedding. If her cousin was in a bad mood the meeting wasn’t going to go well and, frankly, she had other things she would rather concentrate on.

“What will you give me if I help?”

Cora seriously contemplated kicking the jerk.

“I’d reconsider that.”

Cora rolled her eyes. “Fine. What do you want?”

The couple’s arguing was reaching new heights, involving relatives she was almost certain Melinda would have to literally pull from the grave in order for them to be pertinent to the wedding.

“A kiss.”

Cora looked back from the couple to the king and back again. “Fine, but I still would rather kick you. You’re the most annoying man I’ve ever met.”

“Vampire. I’m the most annoying vampire you’ve ever met.”

“Thank you for admitting it.” Cora went to the tips of her toes and kissed him on the cheek.

“What the hell was that?” Basil glared.

“A kiss.” She gave him a smug smile. “You didn’t specify where.”

Basil frowned. “You’re rather sneaky for a human.”

“Yep, remember that next time you negotiate.”

Instead of arguing with the couple or saying anything, Basil walked up to them, grabbed his brother’s arm and physically dragged him off, ignoring his brother’s protests.

“Huh.” Damn, Cora could’ve done the same thing with Melinda. Being surrounded by vampires was destroying her brain cells.

“Come on, Cora, we’ll talk in my office.” Melinda grabbed her arm not unlike Basil did to his brother seconds before.

In minutes she was seated at a big table next to her cousin and booting up her laptop.

“I can’t believe we’re still arguing about this wedding,” Melinda fumed. “I spent three days talking him into it and now we’re back to square one.”

Cora shrugged. “Maybe he’s getting cold feet. I can tell he adores you.”

“Really?”

Anxiety crossed Melinda’s features, surprising Cora. Her cousin always appeared so confident. Cora patted her on the arm. “When I saw you two together I knew it was a good match.” She should know, it was one of her few magical talents. She could see if two people belonged together. She couldn’t match them like a true matchmaker—by putting together people from different parts of the world or anything—but she could see if two people would be right for each other. Now if only she could find herself a good match. Hopefully her date later tonight would pan out.

Melinda sighed. “I keep hoping Alexis will want to get involved with this wedding but he sees it as more of a duty than a celebration.”

“Do you want me to talk to him, explain the human point of view?” She didn’t know if she could truly be much help but she didn’t like to see her cousin so upset. Their wedding should be a time of joy, not stress.

Melinda shook her head. “I doubt if it would do any good. If I can’t persuade him, I don’t think he’ll listen to anyone else. Thanks for the offer, though.” She gave Cora a bittersweet smile.

“Are you sure you want to go ahead with the ceremony?” If the groom was set against a ceremony, Cora didn’t know if this was such a good idea. But then her cousin never let anyone get in her way.

Melinda nodded, confirming Cora’s suspicions. “I’ve always dreamed of having a wedding. Just because I’m undead now doesn’t mean I should give up on my dreams.”

“Have you talked to your mother yet?”

She shook her head. “I’m still mad at her.”

“I don’t understand why. If she hadn’t brought you back to life you never would’ve found Alexis. Really, you should be thanking her about now.”

Melinda poked at the computer touch-pad. “It doesn’t have to make sense. So, hot date tonight, huh?”

“Stop reading my mind,” Cora grumbled. “I got enough of that from your king.”

“Basil read your mind?”

“Yes. You vampires are a nosy bunch.”

“Huh. Basil always says he’d rather roll in the sewer than read a human’s mind. He thinks your kind is a tiny step above a cockroach.”

“Eww, thanks for that image.”

“Well, it’s true. Strange, though, that he’d read your mind,” Melinda mused.

“Maybe he wanted to make sure I wasn’t here to cause any trouble.”

“Maybe.” Melinda didn’t sound convinced.

Cora pulled up the file containing the colour scheme and designs she’d come up with. “Let’s talk colour.”













Chapter Two







 After spending the past hour convincing his brother it was in his best interests to show more enthusiasm for his future wife’s wedding plans, or at least pretend interest, Basil went in search of the women. He found Melinda sitting alone in her office.

“Where’s your cousin?”

Melinda looked up from her printouts. “Hmm. Oh, Cora had a hot date.”

Fury burned through Basil. His fangs pricked at his gums while he fought back the urge to attack his brother’s mate. How could she let that sweet wedding coordinator out of her sight?

“What do you mean she has a date?” There, he didn’t sound quite so maniacal.

Melinda’s expression told him he wasn’t quite as successful as he thought. “She had a date. I didn’t ask a lot of questions. She doesn’t like to share after the last time.”

“What happened last time?” The question was out of his mouth before he’d given it any thought.

“She went out with a werewolf and he shifted when he got excited. She ended up having to use wolfsbane on him. She really has the worst taste in men.”

None of that made Basil any calmer. “Why didn’t you stop her?”

“Why? She needs to get laid. She’s too high-strung.”

Basil’s fangs burst through his gums as a red haze filled his vision. “Where is she?”

Melinda expression grew horrified as she finally realised she’d made a terrible mistake. “Basil? Oh, hell. She’s your mate, isn’t she?”

Mate!

It all made sense now. The incredible scent, the allure of dipping into her thoughts, and the irresistible urge to stand as close as possible. Yes, the human was his mate.

“Where is she?” His voice was little above a growl now. His bestial side demanding he claim what was his.

“She went to Harper’s Warren, a steak house off of I-10.”

Before the words were completely out of her mouth, Basil ran out the door determined to get his woman.

Driving would take too long. Two steps from the front door, Basil transformed into an eagle and flew. It was rare he bothered to take another form. Flying took a lot of energy and was flashy in front of the other vamps. Only the king could transform and he didn’t like to throw it in the other vamps’ faces unless it was completely necessary to show them who was strongest.



* * * *



Cora looked across the table.

What the hell was I thinking?

When he’d asked her out, she’d accepted because he’d seemed so normal. He wasn’t a witch, or seelie, or a were-anything. He was human.

She watched him as he went on and on about his job at a law firm and wondered if he’d notice if she drowned in her soup. Looking down at the perfectly clear broth, she decided it would be too insulting to the chef.

“Can you believe it?” Howard threw back his head and laughed. Yep, he laughed at his own stories.

“Nope, I can’t believe it.” Mostly, she couldn’t believe she agreed when he’d asked her out.

Looking at her date, she tried to examine Howard critically. There really wasn’t anything wrong with the man. His brown hair curled appealingly, his lashes were long and fringed melting brown eyes. His only flaw appeared to be that he was overwhelmingly, soul-crushingly dull. The question was whether she would find him as dull if he were tall, dark and undead.

“Enough about me. What latest parties are you arranging? Anyone famous?”

The new sparkle in his eyes told her more than anything that she’d picked the wrong date. She’d had them before, men excited about dating someone who rubbed shoulders with celebrities. Although Cora did occasionally throw big bashes for well-known actors or billionaires, most often her parties were for average people with something to celebrate. “Nope, no one special.”

An enormous bird landed on the patio outside.

“Holy crap, what is that?” Howard stared at the bird.

Cora watched with an impending sense of doom as the eagle transformed into the big vampire she’d met not an hour before. Somehow he still retained his clothing, a neat trick she was almost sorry to see.

“Oh, hell.”

Cora gritted her teeth when Basil waved at her cheerily through the window.

“You know the vampire king?” Howard’s excitement told her she wasn’t getting any help from that quarter.

Great. Her date was star-struck. Apparently even lawyers weren’t immune to vampire glamour.

“His brother is marrying my cousin. I’m planning the wedding.”

“Wow. That’s great.”

Howard got to his feet as Basil approached. Cora folded her arms, stayed seated and glared.

“Cora, my sweet, I was looking for you.”

Before she could protest at being called his sweet anything, the vampire wrapped an arm around her waist and all but dragged her out of her seat, scooped her clutch off the table and shoved it into her hands.

He gave Howard a patently fake apologetic look. “Sorry about your date but I need to talk to Cora now. Wedding plans, you know. Have a good night.”

Without giving Cora a chance to object, he ushered her out of the restaurant. “Where’s your little car?”

“What makes you think I didn’t come here with Howard?”

“I met Howard…it’s your first date… You’d make sure you had an exit strategy.”

“You could just fly back to where you came from,” she offered sweetly.

“Car.”

Cora sighed. “Over there.” She pointed out where she’d parked in a well-lit area.

“Good girl.” His hand was still wrapped around her waist as they walked to the vehicle.

“Why are you here again?”

“Because you left without saying goodbye.”

Cora laughed. “Seriously. Were your big bad vampire feelings hurt?” What was really going on here? “Did my cousin send you to check on me?”

“No. I came to check on you myself. Let’s get you home. I’m sure you have a lot to do tomorrow.”

She stopped outside her car, key in hand. “I’m almost certain I can make it home without your personal escort. I’ve been doing it for years.”

“Badly from what Melinda says,” Basil responded, unperturbed by her ire.

“You can leave now! Go fly back home, little birdy.” She made a shooing motion with her hands in case he didn’t get the point.

“I think as future in-laws we should get to know each other better.”

“Your brother is marrying my cousin. We’re not exactly going to be close.”

“Oh, I think we’re going to be real close.” Basil pressed her against her car. “In fact, I think we’re going to be as close as two people can possibly be.”

Cora sucked in a breath as Basil’s tall, lean body propped her smaller frame against the car. Miles of muscles slid across her softer form. His hard, firm chest rubbed her breasts, making her body heat with desire. She barely resisted the urge to grind against him. In the little black dress she wore, that action would make her boobs pop out to greet him. She had little confidence in the built-in bra keeping her in place.

“I wouldn’t mind if they greeted me,” Basil said, his eyes glowing with a green supernatural fire. He slid his fingers into Cora’s hair, tilted her head up and placed the softest kiss she’d ever received on her lips. Strange emotions filled her. The need to jump up and wrap her legs around him burned through her like a raging wildfire.

I want him.

The thought brought her up short, snapping her out of the cocoon of lust Basil had cast about her. Cora had never been one of those people who found the idea of a vampire lover particularly attractive. With a hard shove she pushed him away from her.

Unprepared for rejection the vampire stumbled backwards.

“You keep your vampire tricks to yourself,” Cora snarled. Quickly deactivating her alarm, she opened the door, shoved the key in the ignition and started the car. Without another look at the vampire king, she peeled out of the parking lot. “Damn, sneaky vampire.”

She knew he could’ve recovered enough to chase her but for some reason Basil let her escape. Tomorrow she’d call Melinda and tell her she wasn’t going to organise the wedding. Her aunt could do with Cora what she wanted but there was no way she was going back into that dark castle with its vampire king.



* * * *



“She’s immune,” Melinda said baldly, staring at Basil as if he’d lost his last two brain cells.

“What do you mean immune?”

“I mean, she’s a member of my family. We’re all immune to magic. It can’t be cast on us at all.”

Thinking back to the encounter, he had to disagree. “But she was falling for my mystique.”

Melinda shook her head but he could see the laughter trying to get out. “It wasn’t your mystique she was interested in, it was probably your hot body.”

Basil stared at her, stunned. “You mean she finds me attractive even if she doesn’t feel the spell?”

“Yes.” Melinda gave him a smile. “Just as I find your brother attractive without his. Sometimes it’s more chemical attraction than magical.” She set down the book she was reading before he’d barged in. “I know my cousin very well and she has horrible taste in men. She probably shoved you away because she didn’t want to fall for another sexy deadbeat.”

Basil stood up straight and looked down his nose at his future sister-in-law. “I am king and have been for four hundred years. I am one of the strongest of my kind and I can shower her with all the fur and jewels she requires. If I am not enough, then her standards are too high.”

“My cousin isn’t interested in your jewels and if you give her a fur, be prepared for a long lecture on animal rights. Cora isn’t like the women you usually have sex with. She’s independent. She wants someone to be her partner, not her keeper.”

Basil stared at Melinda. He knew he was missing some strange underlying message the woman was trying to get through, but he couldn’t quite grasp it. “She doesn’t want my money?”

“No.”

“And my mystique doesn’t work on her?”

 “No.” Melinda smiled. She really was a pretty girl. Not as pretty as her cousin but his brother could’ve done worse.

“What does she want with me?”

Melinda sighed. “At this point I’m guessing she just wants your body. It’s been so long she probably has cobwebs in her vagina. I’d give her a few days to calm down and then give her a call.”

 “Can’t you demand she come here and help you with your wedding?”

Melinda shook her head. “I’m willing to bet she’s already trying to find people to take her place. Cora might be sneaky but she’s predictable in her own way. She always runs from confrontation.”

Basil tried to think of a better way to capture the woman who his soul screamed belonged to him. “So if you wanted to capture our elusive Cora, what would you do?”

“I’d send her flowers.” Melinda held up her hand, palm towards him to indicate no interruptions. “Don’t empty out the greenhouse or buy out a flower market, just send her a dozen daisies.”

“Daisies? But they are so…”

“Simple? Elegant?”

“Cheap,” Basil said in disgust. “Can’t I throw in some roses also?”

Melinda shrugged. “You could but she’s always loved daisies—the brighter the better.”

“This romancing thing is hard,” Basil admitted. He should’ve known his mate wouldn’t be easy. After all, it had taken him hundreds of years to find her—why would getting her be any easier?

The door to the den swung open and slammed against the wall. “How could you?” Deva shrieked.

“How could I what?”

Skintight leather pants and a red silk top that dipped low between her breasts highlighted Deva’s perfect form. Her white flesh glowed against the vibrant colours. Basil had bedded her once but found her too power-hungry for his tastes.

“It’s all over the castle how you went chasing after that little girl. I won’t stand by and let you make a queen out of a mere human.”

Melinda jumped to her feet, her book heedlessly falling to the ground. “I was once one of those ‘mere’ humans and so were you,” she hissed.

Deva flushed. “I didn’t mean you, my lady.”

“No, you meant my cousin. I can tell you that my cousin would make a fine queen if she ever chose Basil.”

Deva looked between them. “I thought she was already here.”

“And what were you going to do if she were? Hmmm. As your king I have the right to pick anyone I choose as my mate. If you don’t like it, feel free to join a different clan.”

“B-but I’ve been part of this one for two hundred years.”

Basil felt a bit of enjoyment in seeing her pale even further. It was a mark of esteem to be a member of the king’s personal household. “Remember you are here only owing to my favour. I will withdraw it if I find you were the least bit rude to my future queen or her cousin.” He tilted his head to indicate Melinda beside him.

He saw the flash of resentment in Deva’s eyes before she lowered her lashes. “Yes, my king.” She gave a reluctant curtsey, making the motion surprisingly graceful considering her tight pants.

“Dismissed.” Basil left no room in his tone for misunderstanding. He wanted her out of his sight before he really did something to get the castle talking.

The door was barely closed behind her before Melinda spoke. “You’re going to have problems with that one.”

“Yep. I’ll have to keep a good eye on her. At one time I thought she might make a possible queen but I decided against it.”

“Why? I thought the leather pants screamed royal potential.”

Basil shook his head at Melinda’s sarcasm. “It wasn’t the pants. It was the fact she likes to scare and chase her victims before she feeds.”

“Why? I thought most of them wandered into the castle to be feeders. I know mine do.”

“She likes the thrill of inspiring terror in her victims and draining them of most of their blood.”

“I thought that was illegal?” Melinda asked horrified.

“No. Only if you drain a person completely. They can still recover when she’s done.” Basil grimly remembered her last victim.

“You might want to assign a watch on Cora. I don’t want psycho woman painting a bulls-eye on my cousin’s back.”

Basil nodded. “Good idea.” He wouldn’t put it past Deva to try to hurt Cora or have someone do the dirty work for her. Her eating habits hadn’t been the only reason he’d crossed her off the potential mates list. She was a mean, manipulative bitch and that was on a good day.









Chapter Three







“I think you’re getting an undead reputation, boss woman,” Becka said, walking into Cora’s office.

Cora looked up from her computer. They were both at the office late trying to finalise last minute projects for an event the next day. “What are you talking about?” Glancing at the vase of yellow daisies, she wondered if Basil had shown up on her doorstep.

“A woman is here and wants to book an event.” Becka lowered her voice. “She’s definitely a vamp.”

“Damn.”

“Here.” Becka handed over a small spray canister.

“What’s this?”

“Garlic spray.”

Cora tried to hand it back, but her assistant shook her head. “Trust me, you’re gonna want to keep it close to you. She really gave me the creeps.”

“Are you heading out?” It was getting past seven and she knew Becka had a young daughter at home in the care of her elderly mother until she got off work.

Becka’s expression showed she was torn. “I could stay.”

Cora shook her head. “I’m sure your mother is exhausted by now.” Six-year-olds had a lot of energy and Becka’s mother was pushing seventy.

“All right, but keep your cell phone close and hold onto that spray. I don’t trust her.”

“Send her back on your way out.” Now Cora was getting nervous. She hadn’t heard or seen Basil since she’d ditched him two days ago. He’d sent the flowers but she hadn’t been back to the castle yet and she wasn’t in a huge hurry to return.

“Hello there.” The woman was sex personified and she knew it. Her neckline dipped almost to her stomach with a few strings holding it together, and her leather skirt could only graciously be called mini if two more inches were added to the length. Add in the spiked heeled boots and she looked like she would fit right in with the S & M crowd.

“Hello, can I help you with something?”

For the first time in her life Cora knew she was looking into the face of pure evil. The woman’s calculating smile sent shivers down Cora’s spine especially since it didn’t touch the vampire’s cold eyes.

“I would like to throw an engagement party.”

“Oh?” As far as Cora knew her cousin was the first vamp to marry and this woman didn’t look like someone Melinda would befriend.

“Well, it is more of a mating party than a true engagement. Vampires don’t get married, after all.” She finished in a mocking voice. Cora resisted the urge to punch her. First, because the vampire was a potential client, and second, because she could probably bench-press Cora before chucking her body out the back window.

“That’s very kind of you to want to throw a party for the happy couple.” If this woman had a single kind bone Cora would eat her laptop, hard shell case and all.

“That’s me. I love to do things for others.” She gave a laugh that almost froze the blood in Cora’s veins.

“When did you want to throw this bash?” Carefully keeping her mind blank, she pulled up her calendar.

“Oh, I think his highness will make a move very soon. Maybe even tonight.” In the brief second Cora looked down at her keyboard the vampire went from across the room to right behind her.

Sharp fingernails dug into Cora’s flesh as the vampire grabbed her by the neck. “You don’t need to check your calendar, pretty Cora, because I can guarantee you won’t be available.”

Cora whimpered as the vampire lifted her with one hand, her feet clearing the floor.

I’m going to die.

Thoughts of her imminent death flashed through Cora’s mind. As she clawed at the hand holding her aloft, the small cylinder bit into her palm. Bless Becka.

Barely holding onto consciousness she blindly sprayed the liquid garlic at the vampire.

The vampire screamed, tossing Cora to the floor. “Bitch!”

Cora scrambled backwards as the vampire wiped the spray from her eyes.

“You’re going to die for that.”

She’d been pretty certain she was going to die before. Exactly why, was the detail she was unclear about.

“You’ll never be queen. I’ll kill you before then.”

“Queen?” Cora croaked. That was as much as she could get out through her bruised throat.

“I warned you to leave her alone,” a male voice spoke behind her. Spinning with her spray clutched tightly, Cora turned to see Basil in her doorway.

“She tried to strangle me,” she whispered, still unnerved by the events of the evening. Shaking, she wrapped her arms around herself.

“You bitch, you hurt my cousin.”

Cora looked up in time to see Melinda rush into the room and impale the strange woman with a sword.

“Melinda!”

“Shh, cuz. We’ll talk later. Bitch woman has to die first.”

Screaming, Cora’s attacker fell to the ground.

As Melinda moved in for the kill, the strange vampire grabbed her ankle and flipped her off her feet.

Cora cried out as she saw her cousin fall. The female vampire jumped out the window and, before anyone could move, vanished out of sight.

“Melinda!” She rushed to her cousin’s side only to see her sit up and shake her head.

“I’m fine, just a little dazed. Sorry I didn’t get to kill her though.” Melinda gave her a wry smile. “I never did like Deva.”

“Is that her name?”

“You didn’t know?”

Cora shrugged. “She didn’t introduce herself before she tried to kill me.”

She started to shake all over again.

Melinda wrapped an arm around her, a soothing contact she needed after her harrowing night. “Come on, cuz. You come stay with me. I’ll help you with the nightmares and protect you if anyone else tries to take you out.”

“That’s a good idea. Melinda, I officially name you protector of the crown,” Basil said in a solemn, sonorous voice.

Cora gave a rusty laugh when her cousin looked scornfully at the king. “You don’t need to give me an official title to watch my cousin. I’ve been looking after her since she was a little girl.”

“Nevertheless, you have it. It should also quell any rumours about your lack of an official capacity with the crown.”

Melinda sighed. “Whatever.”

Still shaky from her vampire encounter, Cora let her cousin lead her out.

“How did you get away from psycho lady?” Melinda asked.

Cora showed her the canister. “Becka gave me this.”

“Garlic spray?”

Cora nodded.

“Huh. You should double her salary. That stuff’s expensive.”

“I probably should at that.” If it hadn’t been for Becka’s spray, Cora had no doubt this evening would’ve ended differently. Melinda wouldn’t have arrived in time to stop the psychotic vampire from killing Cora. “Why did she want to kill me?”

“Because Basil wants you for his mate.”

Cora laughed. “Great. I finally get a hot guy interested in me and he comes with a lot of baggage.”

She let Melinda help her into the limousine. Apparently, when you went to rescue your relatives from psycho vampires you took luxury automobiles. Who knew?

The ride back to the castle was done in silence. Cora knew Basil watched her but she didn’t have the energy to care. She had no idea how he thought this entire thing was going to work out but she had no interest in being the undead vampire queen even if the position did have one very sexy perk.

When they arrived at the castle, Melinda led Cora to a spare bedroom and tucked her in. “I’ll have someone go by your apartment and get you some clothes.”

“’kay.” She could feel Melinda hovering over her bed but she was too shaken and exhausted to expend energy making her cousin feel better.

“Well, if you need anything…”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Yes, you will.” A maternal kiss landed on her head. She heard her cousin move away, then the sound of the door opening and closing.

Sighing, Cora closed her eyes and tried to will the troubling thoughts away.









Chapter Four







Cora awoke to someone stroking her forehead. Instinctively, she turned into the soothing touch.

“That’s it, my sweet, I’ll keep you safe.”

Blinking she looked up into the amused green eyes of the vampire king. With a strangled scream she sat up in bed. “What are you doing here?”

“Watching over you.”

“Um. Thanks.” That wasn’t the least bit freaky, nope. Then she remembered stripping out of her clothes before going to bed last night. She scooted a little further away from the vampire.

Basil frowned at her. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

“I’m not afraid of you. I…I don’t have any clothes on.”

The vampire gave her a wicked smile. “I don’t see that as a problem.”

“Shoo. Go away while I dress.”

“You are always telling me to go. For once I’d like you to ask me to stay.” His green eyes glowed as he watched her. For a moment she wondered if he could see through the blankets.

Cora sighed. “You’re not very good at the listening thing, are you?”

“I’m very good at hearing things that are important. But I believe you’re mistaken about wanting me to leave. I think you really want me to stay and join you in your lonely bed.”

“You really are delusional.” She hoped he wasn’t scanning her mind. Cora didn’t need the overly confident vampire to know she thought he was the sexiest thing with fangs she’d ever seen.

“Is it the vampire thing? Do you have a thing against vamps? I can understand that, after Deva attacked you, but I’ve done nothing to you.”

Except make her wet between the legs and her nipples stand at attention like Rover wanting a treat.

A wide smile crossed the king’s face. “Oh, I see now. You want me.”

Before she could form a thought he stripped off his shirt, exposing miles of pale flawless skin. Normally she liked her men a little more tanned, but in that moment she couldn’t find it in herself to care. It took all her effort not to leave a puddle of drool on the bedding.

“I—I don’t think this is a good idea.” There, she’d made her token protest. Surely she could get resistance points for that.

“I’ll give you all the points you want, honey, as long as you don’t mind me sliding one of them into your hot hole.”

Cora burst out laughing. She laughed so hard tears dripped from her eyes. “That has to be the worst line anyone has ever used on me, and that includes the dryad who went on and on about his wood.”

Wiping the tears from her eyes she saw Basil’s chagrined expression. Damn, he was adorable, cheesy lines and all. Of course, the lack of shirt helped his case, too.

She couldn’t think of one good reason not to let him in her bed. It wasn’t like she was against relations with paranormals—her past dates were proof of that. Just because she hadn’t been attracted to any of them didn’t make her less willing to date paranormals.

While she was still mulling over dating the vampire king, he slid into bed with her and covered her with his body. His larger form pushed her into the mattress.

At the sensation of his smooth bare skin, Cora had to concentrate on not coming immediately.

“I’ve had dreams about feeling your skin against mine.”

“Really?” Her mind raced as she remembered how hours ago he’d turned into an eagle. “How can you be an eagle?”

He looked down at her with a hot, sincere expression. Supporting his weight with his upper arms, he covered her entire body from chest to toes with his warm, masculine presence. The scent of flowers and ash filled her nose. Strange but not unpleasant, more late-night camp fire than mortuary.

“I was born a vampire, not made. Which is why I have talents the others don’t.”

“Alexis doesn’t…at least I don’t think he does.” She hadn’t had a chance to talk to her cousin much lately but she was almost positive Melinda would have mentioned if her future husband could turn into a bird.

Basil leant down and pressed a sexy kiss on her cheek. It was more sweet than sexual but her body heated up faster than a race car engine. “We aren’t truly brothers. He was my first made and with me the longest. There are no blood ties between us. I am the last of my kind until I bond with my mate and create children of my own.”

“Children?” This was obviously more than a brief fling to the sincere man hovering over her. “I didn’t think vampires could have children.” A stupid thing to say after he’d just told her he was born, but until that moment she’d thought all vampires were made.

“Only between a vampire and a mortal woman.”

“Oh.” Good thing she was on the pill.

Basil gave her a wicked smile. “We will talk of this later. Right now I want to make love with you.”

She didn’t know if it was the sexy accent or the hot eyes, or maybe it had been just too freaking long since she felt a man inside her, but Cora reached between them and slid down the covers.

Basil slipped off the bed and whipped the covers the rest of the way back.

“The angels must have cried the day you left heaven,” he mused. Cora blushed as he unbuckled his pants and lowered the zip. The man obviously didn’t bother with underwear—as his heavy cock fell through the opening and pointed at Cora.

Her mouth watered with the need to taste. She didn’t have a lot of experience sucking men off, few of her dates ever got to that point, but in that moment she desperately wanted to feel Basil in her mouth.

“Can I?”

The vampire gave a broken laugh, quickly divesting himself of the rest of his clothing. “Like I would ever say no to that, especially with the images going through your mind.”

He started to climb back on the bed.

“No. Stand right there.” She sat up on the bed and spread her thighs so he could stand in the vee of her legs. Pressing her hands against the back of his knees, she urged him closer. He quickly stepped forward. She marvelled at the heat of his skin. She’d always thought vampires would be cooler to the touch. Basil’s skin warmed her hands and the crinkly hairs on his legs tickled her fingers. Neither fact received more than cursory attention, however, when she had other, more important things to focus on.

His long cock lined up with her mouth as she sat on the low bed. The perfect height.

Sliding her hands up the back of his legs, she squeezed his ass before settling her touch on his hips. She tentatively leant forward and licked the tip, capturing the clear, leaking fluid with her tongue.

“Oh fuck,” Basil whispered.

A powerful rush heated her core as she enjoyed her control over the powerful man towering above her. Cora might not have had a lot of practice but she did have some experience. A low growl made her look up.

“If you want this to go any further you won’t think about any other men you might have experimented on.”

“You could stop reading my mind!” Even during a blow job the man couldn’t give up his control. She wondered how he’d do if she tied him up.

“But then I wouldn’t know about the Fae prince you dated for two months…and I don’t do well being confined.”

Cora ignored his bondage comment. If they pursued a relationship, she had all the time in the world to change his mind. Instead she addressed the other issue. “Look a little deeper and you’ll figure out why he’s history,” Cora dared.

Basil ran his fingers through his hair. She could see he wanted to yank it all out; she tended to have that effect on men. “I can’t believe we’re having an argument when I could be enjoying your mouth on me.”

Cora shrugged. “Your choice.”

A growl left his throat. It was cute in an ‘I’m going to snap and bite you’ kind of way.

Her back hit the mattress as a large, annoyed vampire lost patience and pinned her to the bed. He moved off her enough to wrap one hand around both of her wrists and pull her the rest of the way onto the bed. Hmm, she could see he didn’t mind bondage if she was the one confined.

“We need to get one thing straight, my sweet one. You can push, prod and annoy me all you want, but when it’s time for bed, I’ll be the only one keeping you company.”

“Maybe.” Cora wasn’t going to give an inch. Her aunt told her once to start any relationship the way she planned on continuing it. She had a feeling if she didn’t lay down the law right now with Basil, she would always give in to his demands.

The vampire king smiled. Not the reaction she was expecting. “You think if you annoy me enough I’ll decide you aren’t worth all the trouble, don’t you?”

“It usually works.” Damn, she’d never had a man figure that part out before. Her defence mechanism was to ditch the man before he ditched her. A psychologist had once told her she had abandonment issues. Her father had died when she’d been young and her mother had quickly followed. Her aunt essentially raised her and her cousin Melinda alone. When Melinda died in an accident it took little thought and only brief begging to have her aunt bring her back from the dead. Problem was, her cousin hadn’t appreciated the favour.

Hopefully now that Melinda was in a relationship of her own, her aunt and cousin could move past their differences.

“It won’t work with me.”

Basil’s hot tongue lapping across her nipple snapped her back to the present. Memories of her cousin and aunt fighting slipped away as she fell beneath the spell of the sexy vampire’s surprisingly hot mouth. With a bounty of hard muscles and silky skin she didn’t know where to rest her hands. She slid her fingers into his thick black hair ready to yank him back if his touch started to hurt. Her breasts had always been super sensitive and it was easy for the wrong touch to go from exciting to painful.

A fang scraped across her nipple. Cora gasped as her back arched off the bed and liquid gushed between her thighs.

The vampire looked up with a wicked grin. “I think I found the spot.”

He gripped her thighs, pulling them apart so he could slide down between them. Cora missed his touch on her breasts for only a second before his amazing mouth lapped at the apex of her femininity.

“Oh shit,” Cora moaned as he sucked and nibbled. She didn’t know what the fuck else he was doing but she’d give him anything if he kept it up for the next thousand years. Wave after wave, the orgasms came fast and furious until she was drained, and muscles she didn’t know she had ached from clenching.

“Please,” she sobbed. “I can’t take any more.” Her body was too sensitive to the touch and her nerves tingled with sensation.

“Shh, I’ve got you.” Relief went through her when he finally lifted his mouth. She barely noted his body sliding up across hers before he lifted her legs and pushed inside.

Her body, primed beyond belief by his previous attention, clamped down on him as another orgasm ripped through her.

“Yes,” he moaned. He moved inside her with rough, needy strokes as if he were already driven to the brink by the taste and feel of her. “I’m so close.”

“Ahhh,” she cried. Was it possible for a woman to have this many orgasms and not die of dehydration?

Basil laughed against her throat. “You are the most infuriating woman.”

Cora didn’t get the chance to reply because at that moment he plunged his fangs into her throat. She jolted with a powerful orgasm as he drank from her vein. Completely exhausted, her body shut down and she welcomed the blackness.



Basil licked the wound, pleased when it healed instantaneously. The transference had worked. As much as he enjoyed going down on her, there was a method to his lovemaking. At the moment of penetration she’d been too far gone to insist he wear a condom. When his semen had entered her system it had started her transformation towards creating a viable environment for his seed. She wouldn’t get pregnant, not this time—he wasn’t that much of a bastard. He’d only prepared her for giving birth to the next set of royals. True vampire children to lead the new generation of vampire kind and rebuild his family’s dynasty.

Smiling, he left the bed to clean up and returned to wipe her down so she wouldn’t feel sticky in the morning. Tomorrow he would move her into his suite. Now that they were bonded, she would need to live with him.

Feeling indulgent, he stroked her hair back from her face. “I’ll even let you organise a wedding if you’d like,” he whispered to the still form.

He slid back into bed and snuggled up with his mate. Everything would be fine now. Cora was his.



* * * *



“Ow.” Basil sat up in bed clutching his stomach. “You hit me.” He glared at the hellion who’d taken over his mate’s body. Obviously a doppelganger had appeared in the night and replaced his sweet Cora with this angry creature.

“You screwed me without protection.” She punched him again.

“Stop that. You aren’t pregnant.” He read her concerns easily since she was practically announcing them to the world. Hell, the entire compound probably knew that she was mad at him.

“And you can ensure that!”

“Yes, I can.” His calm reassurance took the edge off her ire.

“What about disease?”

“Vampires can’t get disease or carry it.”

“Okay, then. I won’t stab you.”

“Thank you.” Basil hoped he sounded appreciative but the suspicious glance she gave him said he lacked the proper degree of humility. Her stomach rumbled, reminding the vampire that although he could subsist on blood, his human mate wasn’t so lucky.

“Come, go take a shower and get dressed and I’ll go get you some food.”

She gave him a relieved smile, whether it was because she wanted a shower or just his absence, he wasn’t sure. Scanning her mind, he was surprised to see she’d learned to block some of her thoughts. The transformation was beginning.

“Sounds good.”

Before his appreciative gaze she slid out of bed and headed for the attached bathroom.

Smiling, he quickly dressed and went to get his mate some food.









Chapter Five







She needed an exit strategy.

Cora scrubbed her skin almost raw as she thought over how she was going to get out of this mess. It didn’t take a genius to figure out Basil was planning on keeping her. She didn’t know if she was ready to be kept.

Still dripping from her shower, she wrapped her body in a towel and grabbed her purse. Pulling out her cell phone she called the one woman she always turned to when she was having a crisis. Her Aunt Karen always knew what to do in bad situations.

“Hello, Cora, dear.” Her aunt’s voice calmed the panic building in Cora’s chest since she’d woken up next to the vampire king.

“Auntie, I have a problem.”

“Spill it and I’ll see what I can see.” The second reason to call her aunt was that she had limited premonition abilities and might be able to get a vision about Cora’s future.

In one breathless rush of confession she told her aunt everything. Her aunt made encouraging noises until she got to the end, then there was silence.

More silence.

Cora strained her ears to hear any possible noise from the other side. She checked the phone display—yep, still connected. She didn’t want to interrupt her aunt if she was having a vision but…

“Cora, get out of there now!” Aunt Karen screamed.

“I’m wearing a towel.”

“Get out now!”

Shit!

Despite only wearing a towel Cora grabbed her purse and headed for the door. She could get whatever she needed later. Never in her life had she ignored her aunt’s warning.

Just as she was about to reach it, the door slammed open.

Deva stood in the doorway, her eyes wild. “I will kill you, little slut.”

Cora dropped her purse and ran for the balcony hoping there was a place to reach another room or floor or something. A hand grabbed her hair, yanking her back. With a scream of rage Deva slammed Cora to the ground. The air left Cora’s lungs in a quick whoosh as black dots filled her vision.

“I’m going to cut you open and wallow in your blood,” Deva said, her voice filled with satisfaction.

“Basil will come and kill you.”

“Maybe, but I can come back. The same can’t be said for you, stupid human.”

Cora wished she was strong enough to punch the bitch in the face but her head hurt and her arms felt like noodles from clutching Basil so tightly. Somehow she found the strength to shove Deva off her.

The surprised look on the vampire’s face was worth the effort.

“No! He changed you!”

What?

“I’m not going to let you be the next vampire queen. He’s mine!”

Cora scrambled to her feet. She was certain it wasn’t a dignified movement with her towel gaping open, but if she stayed on the ground she knew her seconds would be numbered.

She barely dodged a blow to her face but Deva’s hand landed on her shoulder where a loud crunching noise accompanied a shitload of pain. “Damn.” Something had definitely broken. Her arm lost most of its feeling and the little she could feel told her nothing good about its condition.

“Bitch!” Melinda’s scream ran through the air. Cora turned her head to see her cousin swooping into the room with the same sword she’d stabbed Deva with before.

Instinct had Cora dropping to the ground as Melinda’s sword whooshed through the air. Deva’s head landed on the ground beside her. Bile rose in Cora’s throat—she swallowed it down but her stomach threatened to return it.

“She’s dead now. You’ll be okay.” Melinda wrapped an arm around Cora, giving an awkward one-armed hug. “Let’s get you dressed. You can rest in my room.”

Minutes later she was sitting on her cousin’s bed drinking warm tea. “How did you know she was there?”

“Mother texted me.”

Cora laughed. “I’m surprised you read it.”

Melinda shrugged. “I read it before I realised who it was from.”

“You’re going to have to invite her to your wedding now. She helped save the life of your wedding planner.”

“I was going to invite her anyway. I just wanted her to sweat it out a little more. Besides, it’s not like I have tons of family.”

“Why are we having this big wedding if you don’t have people you want to invite?”

Melinda smiled. “The wedding isn’t for me, it’s for you.”

“Me!” Cora squeaked.

“Mom’s not the only one with the sight. I had a dream you married the vampire king and the only way to get you here was to get you to plan the wedding. I didn’t think you’d almost get yourself killed, though.”

“I don’t know if I’m ready to get married,” Cora protested. “I’ve only known the man for a few days.”

“Trust me, you’ll marry him.”

“Yeah.” Cora nudged her cousin. “How many kids are we going to have?”

“Six.”

“Six!” Cora’s hand shook so much she almost spilled her tea. She quickly set it on the table beside the bed.

Melinda gave her a wicked smile. “Gotcha!”

“Bitch.”

Laughing, her cousin stood up. “I’ve got to get that mess cleaned up. Try and get some rest. From your state of undress I’d say you already had an eventful morning before Deva.”

Memories of her bout of love play with the king made her cheeks burn.

As she sat on the bed, the aches and pains from her fight with Deva made themselves known. Her shoulder especially hurt. If it got any worse she was going to have to go see the doctor.

Just as her eyes started to close, the door slammed open. Cora sat upright in bed, blinking.

“I just heard what happened. I got waylaid in the kitchen by a few of my people asking questions about you. Melinda told me everything. I’ve not protected you well. In the future you will have a guard at your door.”

“Um, about that future.”

Basil’s eyes widened as he looked at her firm expression. “What?”

“I think we should take things slow. Build up to the wedding and six kids.”

“Six kids?” Instead of the stark terror she expected on his face he looked disturbingly delighted. “I had only hoped for one or two.”

“Keep that hope alive,” Cora cut in brutally. “I was kidding.”

Damn, the disappointment on his face almost made her feel bad.

“I don’t think having six children is outside of our abilities,” he said coaxingly, “but we can start with one and see how it goes.”

Cora held up her hand, palm out. “I haven’t even agreed to one. Didn’t you promise me food?”

“Damn, I forgot it in the kitchen when I heard what happened.”

Alexis appeared in the doorway holding a tray. “Looking for this?”

“Thank you.” Basil walked over to take the food. “I was in trouble for forgetting it.”

“I figured as much. I heard human women get cranky when they don’t eat,” Alexis offered as a bit of wisdom.

“I also heard they get cranky when referred to when they are sitting right here.”

Alexis gave her a wide smile. “Sorry, sister.”

Cora rolled her eyes. “I am not your sister. I’m more like a cousin-in-law which barely even counts as a relative.”

“I hate to argue with a lady, but Melinda considers you her sister, and the brother of my soul all but considers you his wife and since you’ve planned your wedding, you might as well give in.”

With that sage advice, Alexis left.

“I could really get to hate him,” Cora said towards the receding back.

Basil closed the door behind his brother and turned to face her. He walked over and set the tray down. “Am I such a bad guy?”

For the first time since she’d met him, Cora looked at the vampire king as a potential husband. As a man he was the requisite tall, dark and handsome with a big dose of sexy thrown in. He also really appeared to care about her feelings, not to mention he was the king of the whole damn vampire race. Maybe Melinda was right. Her standards were a little too high.

“I’m a bad bet,” she confessed to the puzzled vampire. “I’m cranky, easily annoyed and I like to have my way.”

Basil sat on the bed beside her. “You’re strong-willed, decisive and know what you want. Not bad traits in a vampire queen.”

“Would I need to convert to vampirism?”

Basil laughed. “We’re not a church and not until you have our six kids. Vampires can’t have children, that’s why they take human mates and later convert them.”

“What if you decide I’m not worth all the trouble once you have your kids?” she asked, stating her biggest fear. What if she gave him everything, then he tossed her aside like yesterday’s news.

The vampire took her face between his big hands. “Vampires mate for life. I found you, I claimed you, I’m going to keep you. There is nothing you can say or do that will change that.”

A knot of anxiety she hadn’t realised had built in her chest unfurled. “Okay.”

“Okay? Okay what?”

“I’ll be your mate.”

Basil let out a shout, lifted her off the bed and spun her around. With a happy smile he dropped her back on the bed. Surprisingly her injuries didn’t hurt any more. Maybe she’d just pulled the muscle after all.

“For a brooding king you sure smile a lot.”

“Hmm, maybe you can help me work on that.”

Cora nodded. “We could call it Brooding One-oh-one and I can give you pointers.”

“I’d like that, my love.”

There was a moment of silence before Cora gave in and asked, “Am I really your love?”

Basil nodded. “Vampires know their mate within minutes of mating. I met, mated and fell in love with you within a week, Cora. No one can ever part us.”

She looked at him hesitantly. “I don’t know if I’m ready to declare undying love quite yet.”

Basil smiled. “That’s all right. I know you love me. I just need to work on getting you to admit it to yourself.”

“Sounds like a project.”

A long hot kiss broke off her words. When he finally lifted his mouth, Basil said, “I look forward to our many projects together.”

Smiling, Cora grabbed Basil by the shirt and pulled him down onto the bed beside her.

“I thought you were hungry,” he teased.

“I think I need to work up more of an appetite,” she said against his lips.

“Sounds like a fabulous plan.”

Pleased with her future husband, Cora even let him take the lead in removing all their clothing.

“Now I believe you said something about bondage.” Basil gave her a sexy smile before reaching into the side table drawer and pulling out a pair of handcuffs made from soft leather.

Cora snatched them out of his hand. “You’d really let me tie you up?”

The glow in Basil’s eyes told her his answer before he even spoke. “I’d let you do anything you’d like to me.”

“Lie down.” Cora wiggled out from beneath her husband.

The vampire’s mouth quirked up on one side. “Does giving you cuffs make you think you’re in charge of this relationship?”

Cora laughed. “Honey, I’ve always been in charge. Women always are—we just don’t usually tell the man. But since you can read my mind, it’s pointless to hide the truth.”

Basil laughed and docilely let Cora cuff him to the headboard. “You do know I can turn into a bird and escape the cuffs.”

“Yeah, but if you do, I’ll tattle and tell Melinda…and she’ll tell everyone in the house that the big bad vampire king can’t handle his wife.”

The vampire didn’t look overly concerned as he watched her with laughing green eyes. “I guess I’d better lie here and take it like a man, then.”

Cora nodded. “You’re a brave, brave man.”

“Now that I’m at your mercy, whatever are you going to do with me?”

Cora traced Basil’s body with her eyes before doing the same thing with her hands. Her fingers barely grazed his skin as she moved in random patterns across his body.

“Touch me!” he demanded.

“Shush, I’m in charge, remember?” Cora admonished him.

Basil growled and the tips of his fangs appeared.

Damn, that was sexy.

Cora shook her head, trying not to get distracted. Her goal was to drive him insane. If she let him tease her with his sexiness, she’d never get to be in charge again.

“I’ll let you be in charge any time you want, wife. Now climb on top and show me who’s in charge.”

Cora laughed. “Yeah, that’ll teach you.”

Leaning forward, she captured his mouth in a kiss. “Mmm.” The heat from their lips connecting travelled down her body and settled between her thighs. Damn, she’d hoped to draw this out, but she needed him. Her nipples hardened as she unconsciously rubbed herself across his body.

His hard length became even harder as she felt the rod beneath her. Letting out a soft sound, she spread her thighs and wiggled until she’d coated his cock with her wetness.

With a roar, Basil snapped the cuffs, flipped her over and slid inside her soaking hole. Cora gasped as he cupped her ass and lifted her at the perfect angle.

“Y—you cheated,” she gasped. It was difficult to find the proper level of indignation while moaning but she thought she did pretty well. “Oh, right there.”

Basil gave a warm chuckle. “I know where to go, my sweet. I can feel your pleasure.”

Cora locked her ankles around his sweat-slick back and clenched her inner muscles.

“You vixen.” Basil groaned. “We are going to have so much fun together.”

Cora arched her neck, giving access to the vampire. “Bite me.” This was her chance to live out her favourite paranormal fantasy—the one she’d always read about in books.

“Of course. After all, you are in charge.”

Basil pegged her G-spot, using an unfair advantage to get her to forget to be bossy. Hell, she wasn’t even positive she still knew her name. “D—don’t forget it.”

“Never, my dear, never.” Basil plunged his teeth into her neck at the same moment he pushed into her body, accessing parts she was almost positive had never been reached before.

“Oh!” She knew there was a snappy comeback begging to be made but it completely escaped her at that moment. As Basil sucked her blood, his emotions swept through her like wildfire. Her entire body gripped him as she convulsed with pleasure.

Cora lost all sense of time and space…as well as the feeling in her fingers from gripping him so hard. Her body became boneless and it barely registered when Basil came then removed both fangs and cock from her body.

Basil wrapped his long arms around her. “Did I break you?”

“Uh, huh. But I’m still going to tell my cousin you couldn’t take my teasing.”

“Go ahead. It’ll just make the others more jealous of my mate. After all, if you can make a vampire king lose control, no one else has a chance.”

Cora gave a tired chuckle. “Mmm, there is that.”

“Go to sleep, my dear. Tomorrow we can decide what to name the baby.”

“Remind me to kill you tomorrow. Tonight I’m too tired to look for a stake. I’m not ready to have a baby.”

Basil kissed her on the cheek. “No one is ever ready to have a baby, my love. Some are just fooled into thinking they are.”

“Ah. Am I having a boy or a girl?” She should be angry—or distraught or…something—but with her body still boneless and her libido satisfied, she didn’t have the energy to push her husband off the bed. That didn’t stop her from mentally sending the idea his way.

“Not nice. I don’t know what we’re having, but it will be adorable because it will be part of you.”

“Hmmm. I’m still going to stake you in the morning, you sweet talker. Don’t forget to remind me.”

Basil cuddled her closer. “Of course, my dear. I’ll put it on your to-do list.”

“Good plan.”

Her husband’s soft laughter made her smile. Cora decided she might be in love with him after all.

“Of course you are, darling. I am the king.”

“So you keep telling me.”

She never heard his response as she released her worries for the future and let sleep take her away.
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Chapter One







Three months ago I attended a staff dinner dance too far from home to make for a comfortable, quick drive back. Besides which, I wanted to have a drink, so I opted to book a hotel room for the night. That way I could taxi back and fall into bed within minutes of leaving my work colleagues if I fancied.

I hadn’t had too much to drink—only a few glasses of wine, and white, at that. Even one glass of red was enough to send me loopy. I’d thought I was playing it safe. Cue a casual conversation with Sebastian, a suggestion that, as he and Tyler were carpooling, they could drive me back to wherever I was staying…

Before I knew it, I was in a car with the two best-looking Pearson’s employees in the region, desperately chanting to myself, Don’t say anything stupid, Jess. Don’t say anything stupid.

Turned out Tyler—the Manager of his store no less—was the one to take that step. And he was the designated driver, stone cold sober.

After pulling up outside my hotel, he looked over his shoulder and smirked. “Here we are.”

“Yeah.” His smile was infectious—I couldn’t help returning it. “Here we are.” I’d not yet laid my hand on the door handle. It would have seemed rude to just hop out and go upstairs, but by the same token I had no idea how to wrap up the conversation.

“Would you think I was pulling rank if I mentioned a goodnight kiss?”

I knew I hadn’t had that much to drink, and alcohol always seemed to affect my balance and speech first of all, anyway. Not my hearing. Three glasses of white spread over the whole evening, with a meal and soft drinks, too… I definitely wasn’t tipsy enough for my ears to have stopped working. “I…what?”

“Jesus, Ty.” Sebastian, who worked in the same store as Tyler, as his menswear manager, play-punched him on the arm. “You’d take advantage of a drunk woman?”

“I’m not drunk.”

“See?” Tyler held up both his palms in a perfectly-executed gesture of innocence. “She’s not drunk.”

“Yes, because that’s exactly what a sober person would say.”

“Are you accusing me of…?” I began, but the look on Sebastian’s face halted me in my tracks. God damn it—I’d been talking to him all night and never seen him in that light before. The half-light as it was, from some nearby lampposts and the neon sign of my hotel.

He was leaner than Tyler, but in no way less of a presence. There was a quiet intensity to him that I’d noticed during our conversation that evening, an ability to make me feel like the only woman in the room. It wasn’t that he’d stared at me while we conversed—that would have been too aggressive. But he’d paid attention and made me feel witty, urbane, like the sort of woman who stood a chance. I’d not had much to do with him up until now—we worked in different branches of Pearson’s—but this evening had thrown us together, almost like it was meant to happen.

Like it was planned.

A shaft of artificial light caught the contours of Sebastian’s face as his mouth widened into a teasing grin. I paid enough attention to him to see the silhouette of his eyelashes as he searched Tyler’s face for some reaction or other.

“Well, if it’s a goodnight kiss you’re after…”

Tyler’s head whipped around and he eyed me as I sat in the back seat, sitting erect but not moving. Not leaning any nearer to him.

“…don’t let me stop you two guys.”

“You what?”

“Well, you seem very close. Work in the same store, hang out together…”

“Hey, hey, come on. Ty’s my best mate but not…we’re not…”

I lifted my eyebrows and took the opportunity to stare Sebastian down. I made out just enough to keep my interest up and my nerves down. “No?”

“Fuck, no.”

“I would have thought… Two good-looking guys…” And my blood pressure inevitably rose a few notches. No, I hadn’t had much to do with either of these two guys professionally, but when our paths had crossed of course I’d noticed them. I was the fucking Visual Manager at a sister store. Clearly not blind, for God’s sake.

“Did you hear that?” Tyler laughed quietly. “At least she thinks we’re good-looking.”

“Good-looking and…” I looked from him to Sebastian and back again. “Work colleagues.”

“From another store,” he pointed out.

“Even so.”

“No goodnight kiss, then?” Sebastian asked, and I could have sworn he looked me down and up again in a flirtatious instant. “Damn it. Maybe me and Ty will have to…”

“Now that would be seriously hot.” The words were out before I could stop them and if we’d lingered in broad daylight, they would no doubt have laughed at the burn spreading across my cheeks. “I mean… Jesus, I’d better…” I groped for the door handle and missed.

“Come here.” He tilted his head, motioning for me to near him, and three glasses of wine, a few months of being single and sheer bloody curiosity and want made me.
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