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He bent his head and pressed his mouth to mine. His tongue swept over my lips, and I opened up to him, allowing the moment to pull me in. His kisses were the complete package. Toe tingles, heart racing, nipples pearling.


He pulled away.

“How do you do that?” I said, needing to catch my breath.

“Practice.”

I narrowed my eyes, once again hating the thought of his mouth on someone else’s. “You mean with your pillow or the back of your hand. Right?”

He chuckled. “Of course.”

“Thought so.”

“Now, are you ready to see your home for the next several months?”

My jaw dropped. “You said we’d be here for a month.”

“No. I said the most difficult part of your transformation will be the first month.”

He had not said that. Who did he think he was fooling? “You said that after a month you wanted to get married—”

“I said that if you survive, I would like us to marry; however, that does not mean the work stops after four weeks or that we would marry immediately.”

I wiggled my lips, trying to work out the pieces. “Not that I’m in a hurry for any of this, but why not?”

“Marriage between vampires is a process. So why not enjoy some relaxation here while I conduct things?”

I raised a brow. I had the impression he wanted to drag out my stay. But why? Was he afraid I’d go bananas and eat up my entire town if I left?
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WARNING


This author still thinks trigger warnings are bananas. Because, hello! Spoilers!

I mean, do you really want to know ahead of time that someone in this story gets murdered in a hilariously unexpected way? Or that nothing can prepare you for the heart-wrenching ending?

No! Of course not.

This author wouldn’t dare ruin the surprise by telling you—a mature, grown adult—that there will be horny vampires, blood drinking, and vampire-drug usage, too.

Nor would she disclose that there’s very bad language and a mouthy Southern chick who likes to—eh-hem—sometimes use her mouth?

Nope. Not saying a word.

However, she will say this: if you are not an adult, you put down this book right now, young lady! (Or young man.) You should be doing homework or engaging in wholesome activities like knitting or decoupage. This book is not for you.

Your mother, on the other hand, well, she secretly loves this dirty stuff, and doesn’t she deserve to have her secrets (Southern or otherwise)? After all, she gave birth to you (probably). She takes care of you (hopefully). She works hard (very likely). So leave her and her vampire book-smut alone.

Now shoo! Shoo, I say!

To the rest, I invite you to grab some popcorn or a chilled glass of wine (skip the moonshine. Trust me on this!), and enjoy the bumpy ride.

With love,

Mimi
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PROLOGUE


To the editor of Supernatural Enquirer:

Hello. Me again. Masie Kicklighter.

The last time I wrote you, I was in prison for a murder I didn’t commit. (All Montgomery Stark’s wicked fault, of course. Ugh. Vampires!)

But this time, I am writing to confess to a murder.

Or pre-confess?

Whatever. Point is, this time I fully intend to kill that no good, lying POS Montgomery Stark—the world’s cruelest, most evil vampire.

Yeah, you heard me right.

I’m gonna kill, kill, kill that fangy man-trash! And I’m inviting you and your readers to join in your own murder-fun.

Now, before you start accusing me of sounding all crazy or like a woman scorned, I will admit that I’m spittin’ angry, but that’s not why I’m planning to end this beast of the night or why I’m urging you to do the same to your local evil vampire.

There is a new law about to pass, and it’ll give vampires “living” status. They want the same rights as humans!

Can you believe that crap? (Sorry, Mamma, I still can’t stop swearin’.)

Why any politician would vote for this pile of crusty turds boggles the mind, but I guess the lot in DC does love those donations. And vampires, well, they’re freakin’ loaded.

The only problem is that vampires have a plan, and spoiler alert: it don’t involve a peaceful coexistence with the livin’. They want to conquer us and make us feel all comfy-cozy and ooey-gooey warm inside until one day…blam! World domination.

Not that any of them bloodsuckers’ll say it to your face when you’re lying there naked in bed together. They’ll tell you how perrrty you look. They’ll say things like they love you, that they “want to spend eternity making your toes tingle,” and that they’ve “waited their entire existence for you.” That’s what them nasty ol’ vampires will tell you.

Well, wanna know what I say?

Liars!

Every single one of them!

Especially that Montgomery Stark, who betrayed me in the worst possible way.

So you tell your readers that we got us a few days to kill as many evil vampires as possible. Do not wait! They can’t be trusted!

Especially the one who broke my heart. And for that, Montgomery Stark will pay.

Yours Truly,

Masie Kicklighter


CHAPTER ONE


Leiper’s Fork, Tennessee. Five days earlier.

From the comfort of Stark’s antique-filled mansion, I rolled over in bed and beamed into his sultry, pale blue eyes, my chest heaving with postcoital exertion.

His long dark hair shined like glossy strands of midnight against the crisp white pillowcase. In the background, the glowing embers in the stone fireplace gave his bedroom a velvety feel that cocooned us in the moment.

Dang it, he’s so beautiful. I sighed with a contentment that plucked at my heartstrings. Had I known that sex could be (sigh…) so soul-consuming, leaving me raw and vulnerable in the best kind of way, I wouldn’t have waited my entire life to give it a whirl.

Though, on second thought, I doubted any of the men I’d come across during my twenty-seven years of life could butter my biscuits the way Stark did.

This vampire knew what he was doing—when to linger and when to pump those narrow hips. Even his breathing felt like a sexy slow dance: a deep guttural groan to let me know he was losing his mind with pleasure, followed by the softest breath on the crook of my neck to keep me in the moment, experiencing every touch, every beat of his heart (yes, heart!), and every spike of pleasure. In bed, he was in total control, but that control was for my pleasure.

“If you continue sighing like that,” Stark said in a smooth, deep voice, “I will be forced to make love to you again.”

A shamelessly goofy smile popped onto my swollen lips. “Welp, Stark, no one ever said I’d be easy to please.”

He propped himself up on one elbow and gazed down at me. “You are a demanding little vampire. This pleases me.”

Vampire. The word bounced around in my head like a pinball going nowhere. Was I really one of them now?

I still felt just as human as I had on my last day alive, when Stark’s brother, Lazlo, and Lazlo’s evil sidekick Fiona took my life in the parking lot behind the Flaming Rooster—my family’s bar, which I now owned. Next door to that was the distillery where we made award-winning Tennessee whiskey. It was a great life that I’d worked hard for, and that night, I’d thought I was done for.

Until I woke up.

Two days ago.

As a vampire.

“You look uneasy. What is the matter?” Stark asked.

“I know you said it’ll take some gettin’ used to, but shouldn’t I have super-hearing or super-smell or something vampiry?” My stomach grumbled.

“You have super-hunger. Shall I bring you the drink?”

The drink. Earlier, he’d offered me a concoction he called “moonshine” in a brown glass bottle, and I’d turned it down. He claimed it was an ancient herbal elixir with a small amount of human blood to ease my discomfort during the transformation.

“No, thanks,” I said once again. The thought of drinking vein-juice just didn’t sit well, though, according to Stark, I’d already had some. He said he’d fed it to me while I’d been unconscious to complete my transformation to vampire.

I didn’t remember any of it. Fine by me, because this whole vampire thing had been foisted on my life.

The truth was, I loved being human. I loved a slow sunrise and lazy afternoons. I loved soft worn sweatpants on a chilly winter day. I loved going to the farmer’s market on Saturday morning to buy fresh-baked bread, homemade jam, or a bouquet of sunflowers. I loved long walks down by the creek where my older sister, Maybell, and I used to sunbathe when we were teenagers. There were thousands of things I would miss about being human, but I’d miss the simple, everyday moments most.

Damn that Lazlo! Why’d he have to go and kill me like that? All because I’d rejected him. Okay, and lit him on fire and left him for dead. But he’d had it comin’. I swear he did! Long story.

Stark rose from bed, flashing his round hard ass as he strolled across the bedroom to a minifridge concealed within his built-in bookshelves.

He must’ve had over a thousand old books in this room, along with an assortment of dramatic paintings depicting angels and demons duking it out. They looked expensive, but that was Stark. He loved collecting old things with his piles of cash. Not that I’d ever seen his money, but clearly the man knew how to invest and stay rich. Of course, his money wasn’t what interested me.

Sex GOAT. I sighed again, unable to get enough of his broad shoulders, muscled arms, and the generous summer sausage between his powerful thighs. Stark is one manly specimen. Maybe this vampire situation wasn’t all that bad?

Stark returned with the brown glass bottle. “Drink, Masie. You must nourish yourself.”

I sat up, hugging the crisp white sheet to my bare breasts. Not sure why I bothered with the modesty since he’d been on all the rides at the Masie county fair: the tittie-whirl, the Masie-go-round, and the bottoms up. We’d done everything except the ring toss because no man had any business hitching to my wagon.

I eyed the bottle skeptically. “I don’t know, Stark. Your moonshine just doesn’t sound appetizing.” Herbs and blood? “How about some more wine?” I glanced at the empty bottle of Chateau Meeso Hoeney on the nightstand. We’d drunk it last night before making love in front of the fireplace.

“You are a vampire now, and while you can consume wine, it will not sate you. This is what you need.” He held up the moonshine.

“Then why am I hankering for pizza?” Extra cheese. Hot and bubbly.

My stomach groaned loudly.

He raised a brow.

“Sorry. Can’t help it.” I shrugged.

He set the moonshine on the antique nightstand and sat next to me, brushing back a stray lock of my long hair—black just like Mamma and Maybell. We all had the same espresso-colored eyes, too. My friends at the Rooster liked to tease me and say I looked like a cross between Penelope Cruz and Dolly Parton on account of my generous lady melons.

“For some vampires,” he said firmly, “the mind takes months to accept the change. In the meantime, you must follow my rules, or you will become very sick.”

But I wasn’t ready to take the next step of knowingly drinking blood. Maybe because I kept hoping for a miracle that would return me back to human.

“How sick?” I asked.

“Dead sick.”

“Aren’t I dead already?”

“We both know the dead do not speak, laugh, and…” he bent his head and kissed me with a sweeping tongue, “make love like a frisky ferret.”

“Hey now!” I smacked his beefy arm, which was tattooed with vines and odd symbols—like charms on a bracelet—snaking up from his wrist to his shoulder. The other arm was the same. He still wouldn’t tell me what the designs meant, which made me think the answer was unpleasant. “Don’t make fun of my sex noises!” And for the record, it had been more of a shriek, like a fan belt slipping. Eeeee…

“Who could make fun of those?” He grinned, flashing a bit of fang and two small dimples hiding beneath his dark stubble.

“In my defense, I’ve never felt anything that incredible.”

“Of course you haven’t,” he said arrogantly, trailing his fingertip over my jawline. “It took five centuries of practice to refine such skills in the bedroom.”

I didn’t like thinking about his age, but I hated thinking about all the women he must’ve gone through over the years. A girl like me, who’d only had one lover—him—used to dream about my “one true love.” You know, eyes locking across a crowded room, and your heart just knowing you were meant to be. Kind of like Cinderella. My first encounter with Stark had been more like Little Red Riding Hood. I guessed I got my fairytale after all. Just not the one I’d expected.

He went on, “But let us not become sidetracked by my endless masterful tricks in the bedroom. Masie, you must drink—”

“Well, now you’ve got me all curious because I’ve only seen a handful of your tricks. What’re you holdin’ back?”

“If you wish to find out, you will do as I ask and drink,” he growled, grabbing the bottle and placing it in my hand.

He wanted to play it that way, huh? Well, I could fight dirty, too.

I gazed into Stark’s now moss-green eyes, preparing to say that he couldn’t have me again until he stopped pushing the moonshine, but the intense look on his face caught my attention.

It reminded me of the night we’d met, when I’d been waiting tables at the Flaming Rooster. Stark came in, drawn to my scent because it reminded him of his first love, Anna. Queen Anna. If only I’d known what was to come next. So many sad, terrible things, like my friend Deedee being murdered right outside the Rooster and her attacker coming after me, too. I’d fought for my life that night and would’ve died if Stark hadn’t shown up. Bottom line: I was sitting here, alive-ish, because of him.

My stubbornness took a small step back, making way for more serious thoughts. “Tell me the truth. Is there any possibility I’ll turn back?” Seemed a little unfair to have gone through so much to stay alive, only to end up like this.

“One cannot be un-vampired, Masie. It is a one-way ride. Now drink,” he ordered.

“Just-just gimme a sec, okay? I’m not ready.” My insides were turning into knots.

“Becoming a vampire is like parenthood. No one is ever ready,” he argued.

How would he know?

Stark added sternly, “The sooner you accept the situation, the easier it will be to shepherd you through the transition.”

“Okay, but you’re not helping with that tone.” It was making me feel cornered instead of strong and calm, ready for the leap.

Stark stood, still fully naked, his irritation written all over his handsome face. “My tone is a reflection of my desire to keep you safe, which you will be if you follow a few simple rules: do not wander into the sun no matter how enticing it looks; do not tell anyone you are a vampire until you have mastered your defenses; and, thirdly, the most vital of all, do as I say.”

I narrowed my eyes defiantly. I was a nice girl. Loyal, too. But I wasn’t his obedient pet. He knew that.

Noticing the poison darts shooting from my face, he added, “Please? You are…worrying me.”

I appreciated his attempt to soften the pitch. It showed he cared, showed he loved me.

My knots began to untangle. Ugh. Why was I fighting him on this? I had no reason to doubt Stark after he’d saved my life multiple times.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “I guess I have to do something to stop the hangry viper slitherin’ in my stomach, but can you please tell me when all this will be over?” He’d been annoyingly vague about the process of turning. “When will I actually get to enjoy this? Where are my fangs? When will I start running really fast like you—”

Quicker than my eyes could register, he was sitting next to me again, forcing the upturned bottle into my mouth. The liquid slid past my tongue, coating the back of my throat with a sweet, creamy concoction. It reminded me of a strawberry milkshake.

This stuff is…yummy! I dropped the sheet, grabbed the bottle with both hands, and chugged, my body flooding with euphoria. Even better than the buttermilk fried chicken at the Rooster! And that was saying a lot. Our chicken was second to none. Perfectly crispy. Never too greasy. Tons of spices and heat.

I downed the liquid with greedy gulps until the final drop dribbled out. “More.” I looked at him, licking my lips.

“You may have another bottle later.”

“I want more,” I demanded, my body screaming for another fix.

“Listen to me,” he swiped the empty bottle from my hands and set it aside, “this is part of learning to become a good vampire, one who does not succumb to bloodlust or kill indiscriminately. One who is worthy of being my wife.”

My eyes went wide. “Wife?”

He nodded. “If you survive this first month, yes, I would like you to marry me.”

If that had been a proposal, it sucked squirrel nuts, but I was more worried about that first part. “Whadduya mean survive?”

He took my hand between his large palms. “Being a vampire is not for everyone. It takes discipline and restraint. Especially now when we live in such tumultuous times where there is little room for error.”

He was referring to the fact that vampires had only recently come out of hiding, and the world was still digesting that big old pile of holy cow. Of course, some humans wanted to immediately exterminate vampires, while others wanted their blood for its healing properties, and more than a few wackos wanted to become them. In any case, vampires were skating on thin ice, so they’d made killing humans illegal under vampire law as a peace offering.

“You’re afraid I might attack someone and be punished?” I asked worriedly.

He nodded. “And until you can control your thirst, humans are not safe in your company.”

“But what about seein’ Mamma? And Maybell? What about the Flaming Rooster?” My uncle Jimmie had retired recently and left the business to me. Sure, I had staff to help run things. Even Daddy worked there, and he was a vampire, too. Another long story. Point was, they needed me to keep the wheels on the family bus.

Stark pressed a finger under my chin, forcing me to acknowledge the seriousness in his gaze. “Until you’ve settled into your new body, you must keep a low profile. That includes socializing with any humans you are personally associated with. If you make a mistake, it will be more difficult to conceal if the victim is someone known to you. Or worse, someone you love.”

I gasped. Dear Lord. He thinks I’m gonna kill Mamma or Maybell.

Stark continued like a schoolmaster in lecture mode, “In addition, while you are in this vulnerable state, I think it best not to tell anyone you are a vampire. It might make you a target for any humans wishing to exploit your blood, and I would be forced to kill them.”

But my family already knew. Mamma, Daddy, and my older sister, Maybell, had been at my bedside after Lazlo and Fiona nearly drank me to death and fed me vampire blood. Stark’s only option had been to wait and see if I’d turn, die, or pull through.

I frowned. “Can’t I at least check in with my folks?”

“By phone, yes. But you cannot see them.”

“Not even Daddy?” He would be in no danger from me. Stark had turned Daddy years ago after Daddy had a heart attack while working at the distillery. Stark had just happened to be there and happened to be friends with my uncle Jimmie, who knew what Stark was. As a favor, Stark turned Daddy.

“I hate to point out the obvious, Masie, but your mother is not right in the head,” Stark said.

Rude. Also true. “What’s your point?”

“She and your sister will not react well if you refuse to see them but allow your father visitation. They will think you have turned your back on them for being human.” He lowered his voice. “You must trust me on this. I am over five hundred years old, and I have witnessed countless families turn on each other for far less. Do not sow the seeds of distrust.”

Maybe he had a point. I looked down at my hands, feeling them tingle with heat. Was it the effect of the blood in the elixir? “Am I really a vampire, Stark?”

“Yes, you are a vampire,” he said with a voice so potent that it vibrated through my head, as if sinking into my brain cells. “And you will be the most beautiful vampire ever to live. A creature to be feared.”

Huh? “I don’t want to be feared.” I wanted to manage the Rooster, work to make my family’s business as successful as possible, and keep Leiper’s Fork from turning into just another place to gas up on the way to somewhere else.

This last year, I’d been working hard to help the town grow its tourism, even turning the country club where Stark lived into a meet-a-vampire spa and healing retreat. Okay, and golf, too. Now people were traveling from all over to talk to ancient vampires one-on-one so they could overcome their fears. Some came to drink vampire blood to cure an illness.

Sure, there were other places to get vampire blood, but with so many illegal vampire-juicing farms and counterfeit blood bars, people wanted something safe and ethical.

The best part was that our human guests could choose to pay by making a donation of their own blood to feed a vampire. It was a win for everyone, including the small businesses in town. It was the least I could do after turning down a big role as the national leader of the VCP, Vampire Coexistence Party. My heart just wasn’t into politics, but it had all worked out. My good friend Charlie Cross took the role, and I got to keep my quiet, small-town life.

Which is why being feared is not on my bucket list.

“I understand that you are still learning our ways,” Stark said, “but believe me when I say that fear is the most valuable asset a vampire can possess. It is the only thing that will keep you and those you love away from harm, which I know you value. It is the very reason you must obey me and stay away from humans until you’ve mastered the art of self-control.”

Self-control. “How am I supposed to do that sittin’ in this room with your smokin’ hot body?” I eyed his gloriously chiseled pecs. “I’m feeling friskier than that gopher on the ninth hole.” I said that on account of Stark’s mansion being next to the golf course. He didn’t golf, but he did seem to enjoy the luxurious surroundings. Also, the golf carts.

“I am glad you asked. You and I are going on a trip,” he said.

A trip? Now? “Where?”

“It is a surprise, but think of it as an early honeymoon—a well-deserved respite, too.” He pressed his lips to mine, gently floating his rough hands over my bare breasts, triggering goosebumps and girl plumps. “I know you can do this, Masie. I believe in you. In us. And when the month is over, we will begin plans to marry.”

Marry? He hadn’t even asked me properly or gotten permission from Daddy, but I expected that was on account of him not wanting to jump the gun. There was a chance I wouldn’t survive this transformation—a troubling thought.

He lowered his voice to a deep, firm tone. “Now, you must rest. Rest deeply and allow your body to recover from our lovemaking.”

“But I want more of your hot…sausage…” Suddenly, I felt drowsy, like cold bricks stacking up inside my head, blocking out the light. “Wow, I can’t seem to…keep my eyes open.”

He gently lowered my head to the pillow and tucked the covers around me. “You rest, my sweet Masie, and when you awake, you will be somewhere magical.”

“I like the sound of that…” I closed my eyes, melting into the mattress, where I drifted off into a thick forest of dreams. My mind wandered from one fantasy to another, filled with all the things I would miss most as a human: going to the beach on a warm sunny day with the wind on my face, BBQ ribs slathered in tangy sauce, and waking up knowing every day was a gift because I wouldn’t live forever. I dreamed of dancing with Stark under a moonlit sky, my body lighting up as his lips touched mine.

At least maybe that last one wouldn’t stay a fantasy. But the rest? They were now a thing of the past, and I wasn’t sure I could live with that. Not even for a future filled with endless nights with a smoking hot vampire.


CHAPTER TWO


The smell of briny air wafted past my nose, pulling me from another dream. In this one, I’d been sipping red wine and enjoying a juicy steak by candlelight from inside a dark room that smelled like rust. Weird.

Still, I didn’t want to wake up. Mostly because my heavy limbs ached for more sleep, and the pounding in my head made it nearly impossible to open my eyes. Was part of the transformation feeling like I had a hangover to end all hangovers, including hangover’s cousin, the wine flu?

My eyelids peeled open like an old fruit roll stuck to its plastic. The artificially lit room was filled with white wicker furniture, khaki linen fabrics, and obscenely large bouquets of fresh tropical flowers. Stark stood at the foot of the large bed, unpacking my things from a suitcase. He wore faded jeans and a white, button-down dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, exposing his tattooed arms.

“Where are we?” I muttered, rubbing my throbbing forehead. That was when I noticed someone had put me in a pair of white satin PJs (one of my favorite sets), and my skin smelled like strawberries and cream lotion. Same as the moonshine tasted.

“On the island of El Corazón.”

I’d never heard of it. “What country?”

“Technically mine,” he replied without a blink.

“You own an entire country?” Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. He’d once offered me a billion dollars in gold coins plus my own country in exchange for sex, which I’d turned down. Another long story.

“My island resides in international waters. Very few know of it, though it is mentioned in several mythological mermen tales. No pun intended.” He continued unpacking my things, pulling out my strapless bra and setting it at the foot of the bed on top of the white comforter. “Of course, such creatures do not exist. Fish men. Ridiculous.” He scoffed.
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