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      “Kane, I’m going after her!” Dru snarled.

      She pulled her sword from the dead lycan who lay on the ground at her feet. The stench of lycan blood filled the air. Dru spun around to seek out Captain Kane Thaddeus in the melee. Her gaze landed on the elder vampire in the midst of a heated battle of his own.

      They had invaded a lycan den deep underground in the sewers that ran underneath Crystal Cove. This was a mission of the utmost importance. The lycan alpha was here, and Lethia, the commander, had disappeared after her.

      Dru Moldark had led the manhunt to help find the woman who’d threatened not only her princess but the entire royal family. The alpha had been hard to track down, and she was on a mission to take out the vampire nation.

      That was something Dru refused to allow to happen. While there was air left in her lungs, she’d defend her kind. Dru whipped her sword around and slid it into the sheath on her back. She rushed forward in the direction Lethia had gone. The underground lycan den was in complete chaos. The vampires had surprised them, and they had never expected an ambush to occur on their own territory.

      Dru arrived at a metal ladder attached to the wall and hauled herself up to a ledge. She stalked along a narrow walkway and glanced down a dark tunnel. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. Dru reached for the weapon on her waist and aimed it true. She flipped the safety off and went down the hall. She was sure this was the way Lethia had gone. She released a curse and picked up her speed.

      Her longtime friend may be the only one here who could take down an alpha, but there was no way Dru was going to let her do it alone. For all Dru knew, Lethia could have been running into an ambush.

      Dru arrived at an opening and paused. She glanced through the doorway and found a large room with television monitors along the walls, a table in the center, a cot in the corner, and a few scattered boxes stacked up against the wall. Other than that, the room was empty.

      An opposite door had been left open, and Dru’s senses told her that Lethia had certainly come this way.

      Dru pushed forward and raced across the room to the door. It led her to another darkened hallway. She exhaled and quickened her steps. She had to get to Lethia. Dru didn’t trust the lycans, and an urgency swept through her. A metal door stood ahead. Dru slammed her shoulder into it and forced it open.

      The cool night air greeted her. There was no sight of Lethia. Dru raised her fingertips to the comm in her ear.

      “Your Highness, where are you?” Dru stalked forward while listening intently for any sounds of a fight or scuffle.

      A pain-filled cry sliced through air. It sent a ripple of fear through Dru’s spine.

      Lethia!

      “Where is the princess?” a voice growled behind her.

      Some of her men must have followed her out. Dru motioned for them to go with her. She took off in the direction of the sound and rounded a corner. Ice froze her veins at the sight that greeted her.

      Lethia was pinned to a thick tree with the alpha’s claws buried in her side. Dru instantly raised her weapon and fired several rounds of argentite bullets. The alpha’s body jerked. More gunfire rattled through the air. Azura snarled and turned away from Lethia then raced off into the woods. Lethia slid down the tree and hit the ground as Dru and her vampires advanced. Dru arrived at her side while most of the warriors went after Azura.

      “Your Highness!” Dru fell to the ground in front of her. Panic filled her at the sight of all of the blood. “Fuck. Are you okay?”

      Lethia’s hand pressed against her wound that bled profusely. She grimaced and inhaled sharply.

      “I’ll be good as new in a second,” Lethia gasped.

      “Let me see.” Dru pulled her hand away and glanced down at the sizable gash on Lethia’s abdomen. She cursed and raised a hand to her comm. “We need help. The princess is down.”

      “I’m fine,” Lethia growled. She pushed up to stand, but she fell back down.

      Dru reached out a hand to rest it on her stubborn friend’s shoulder. “Rest, my princess. We’ll get someone to help you.”

      More vampires poured out of the door, flooding the area. A stubborn glint appeared in Lethia’s eyes. Dru was extremely familiar with the look.

      “I’ve got to get up.”

      Dru sighed and jerked her head in a nod. Dru stood by with her gaze locked on the princess. Lethia pushed up and leaned back against the tree before she stood straight on her own two feet. Her golden hair was braided away from her face in an intricate design, but a few wisps had escaped. She held her head high, but there was something different in her eyes. Dru’s body was tense. She’d fought by Lethia’s side for decades and knew her as well as she knew the back of her hand. The color drained from Lethia’s face as she blinked.

      “Report.” She blinked again and tilted to the side.

      She stumbled slightly, and Dru flew to her.

      She brushed Dru’s hand away. “I’m fine.”

      Lethia’s eyes rolled back, and her knees gave way.

      “Shit!” Dru caught the princess before she hit the ground. She was completely dead weight. Now that the princess was out of commission, Dru was in charge. She bent down and scooped Lethia up into her arms and glanced around.

      “We have the van prepared for the princess.” Talbot stopped in front of her. A few of his blades were missing. The experienced vampire waited for her.

      “Good. Secure the area,” Dru shouted.

      The men around her would comply. She didn’t see any sign of Kane yet. He must still be down in the den dealing with the lycans. He’d be able to hold his own. She had to get the princess to healers. Lethia’s head rolled to the side. The blood wasn’t stopping. She might bleed to death.

      “We need to hurry.”

      “Come this way. It’s not too far from us now.” Talbot motioned for her to follow.

      Dru carried her the commander through the throng of men. Once she’d secured Lethia, she’d try to stop the flow of blood.

      Dru thought of one thing she knew Lethia always stressed to her about their warriors.

      “One other thing.” Dru bit back a smirk with what she was about to say. “None of you saw me carrying the commander.”
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        * * *

      

      There was so much blood on her from holding pressure to Lethia’s abdomen. Dru sat back in the van, satisfied that the flow of blood from the wound had slowed down. Talbot sat in the front with the driver who drove fast. Lethia had been out cold for minutes. Dru was starting to get worried.

      “Fuck. What happened?” Lethia groaned.

      Her eyes flew open, and she tried to sit up, but Dru gently pushed her back down. A growl escaped Lethia, but she settled back once she saw Dru sitting next to her.

      “Don’t move, Your Highness. Otherwise, you’ll completely bleed out,” Dru said.

      Relief filled her at the sight of Lethia’s blue eyes. This had been a close one. They had both been gravely injured before in battle, and it never got easier. Her friend would need blood to heal. It would help the wound close within minutes if she were able to consume it.

      “Report,” Lethia snarled.

      Dru held back her eye roll but submitted to her princess. She shared with her that the den was taken care of and a few lycans had escaped with the alpha. Lethia nodded at the information. Even a hairsbreadth away from death and the commander was still trying to fight. Dru had always had high respect for the king’s daughter.

      That was why she’d remained loyal to Lethia and the Riskel name.

      They arrived at the castle quickly to a group waiting for them, thanks to the warrior’s skilled driving. The truck halted, and the door was practically torn off the frame by Lane, Lethia’s personal guard. Concern filled his eyes as he reached for Lethia.

      “I’ll walk into my home,” Lethia growled.

      Lane took a step back from the vehicle and gave her a nod.

      “I wouldn’t dream of trying to carry you.” Lane waved his hand for her to step out of the vehicle.

      “I’ve already had to carry her, and let me tell you, she’s not as light as she appears.” Dru smirked.

      Lethia’s blue eyes cut to her, and if looks could kill, Dru would have perished from the glare alone.

      “Tell anyone else you had to carry me, and I’ll kill you,” Lethia threatened.

      Dru chuckled and exited the truck from the door closer to her. She ambled around the back of the vehicle and took in all of those waiting for them. Dru had called ahead to Aubrey to notify her that the princess had been gravely injured. She wasn’t happy with the news and assured Dru the house would be on standby to receive Lethia.

      Only thing was, Aubrey did not share that the queen would be waiting as well.

      “When did she get here?” Lethia muttered. She stood to her full height with her hand pressed against her stomach. Her gaze was locked on her mother, Queen Mira Riskel. She walked toward her, leaving Dru with Talbot and the other warriors.

      “Has there been word from Captain Thaddeus?” Dru turned to Talbot. She had cut off her communicator while trying to staunch the flow of blood from Lethia.

      “Yes. They’re currently burning the bodies of the lycans who were killed,” he replied.

      Dru gave a nod. “You warriors did well today. Rest up. I’m sure we’ll be called back for duty soon.” She stalked toward the castle. Her job was far from over. With the amount of lycans they had found, she was sure it was only a matter of time before they’d be at war. Azura had promised one, and Dru’s gut screamed that it was coming.

      While Lethia was being taken care of in the infirmary, Dru would continue to devise a plan. Hopefully her friend would find a way to consume blood so she could heal properly. It was easy to see that Lethia hadn’t fed from her mate yet. There was no way Azura should have gotten the drop on her. Now that the queen was here, maybe she’d be able to talk some sense into the commander.

      Dru entered the building and headed to her quarters. She pushed aside the thought of Lethia and her mate. Now that they were home, her friend would be fine, she was sure of it. The queen would not allow her daughter to perish.

      Dru devised a quick plan. First wash the stench of lycan from her body and put on a clean uniform. Then she’d call for a donor. After a battle like that, she’d need nourishment. Infiltrating that den had given her much knowledge. Now she was going to have to do what she did best, and that was to prepare for war.
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      “You don’t have to do this. I’ll figure something out until you can find another job,” her brother announced from the doorway of her bedroom, his voice gruff.

      Tomesha Clay stared at the few items of clothing hanging in her closet. A sad smile ghosted her lips. Tarek, her elder brother, was protective of her. He’d always been that way since they were children.

      The big brother shielding the little sister from the harshness of reality.

      If only he could have kept her from truly seeing how cruel people really were, but that wasn’t the case. The world they’d grown up in was different than when their parents or grandparents were the same age. Tomesha and Tarek had listened to the tales of their grandmother who loved sharing the way of things when she was a young woman.

      The twentieth century had been much different. Times had been rocky according to Delonda Clay. The world had always had to face certain changes. From the civil rights movement, hippies, rock and roll, and a war on drugs. The great accomplishment of man making it to the moon, wars between countries to man making leaps and bounds in the development of technology with the creation of computers and the internet. It was amazing to think her grandmother had been a witness to it all. It was fascinating to hear how humans had lived in the past.

      Humans did as they pleased.

      Wait—it was never a thing to say ‘humans’ before.

      It had always been taken for granted there was only one race. What their grandmother did experience was being treated differently because of the color of her skin. Throughout time, one thing hadn’t changed for Black American people.

      Racism.

      The stories Tomesha had heard about how Black people were treated made her heart hurt.

      The war had changed all of that.

      At the turn of the millennia, when vampires presented themselves, humans had banded together for once to fight this new race who wanted to take over the world. The color of one’s skin no longer mattered. The war had commenced, and with all of the advances in military weapons, the humans were no match for the vampires.

      No one had known vampires had truly existed. They had always been considered a myth or legends. Tomesha had watched all of the old movies from the twentieth century that were based around vampires. Some of the lore and customs shown were outrageously off about vampires. There was no sparkly vampire skin, nor did they turn into bats.

      These vampires were strong and overtook the world by storm. The human government rolled over and allowed the seven vampire kings to rule their lands they had apparently overseen, and humans were ignorant to it.

      Tomesha and Tarek were born during the war. Their father, Maynard, was a Marine Veteran who’d fought. He’d come home a changed man according to their grandmother. Tomesha and Tarek only knew their father as the quiet, stoic man who liked to sit on the porch and drink his whiskey.

      Fighting in the war hadn’t made him a hero.

      There was no special treatment for those who’d risked their lives in going off to fight for those who were unable. Not that many had choices. Men and women were both drafted. A weapon was placed in their hands, and they were sent off to fight. Their mother, Maggie, had been saved from being drafted. She hadn’t passed the health physical test and was deemed unfit to serve. Maggie had done her best while their father was gone.

      Unfortunately, their beautiful mother passed away due to complications of a gall bladder removal surgery. Something that should have been an easy hospitalization and discharge turned into a nightmare with Tomesha losing her mother at the age of thirteen.

      Not wanting to fall into a puddle of sadness thinking of her parents, Tomesha pushed aside the clothing she was staring at and took out a dress she’d made herself at her old job. She loved to sew. It had been something she’d been taught when she was younger, and she’d always had an eye for fashion. If she could have, she’d have attended one of the fashion schools that still existed. Not many were left, and it was extremely hard to be accepted. Tomesha had chosen not to even apply. Even if she got in, how would she pay for tuition? Her family could barely afford to keep a roof over their head and food on the table.

      So Tomesha had taken jobs wherever she could. Her most recent was as a seamstress for five years. It hadn’t paid the best but provided her an income where she could contribute to the family housing needs and still do something she loved.

      Two weeks ago, she’d been let go. Mrs. Davenport could no longer afford to keep her on.

      “We need the money, and I have to contribute someway.” Tomesha sniffed. She took the black dress out and ran her hand along the detailed stitching. She’d imagined herself using this to attend a fancy party when she’d created it. The dress was her most prized possession, and it always made her feel confident and beautiful.

      “It’s only been two weeks, Tomesha. There are other places you can apply,” her brother snapped.

      She held her dress up to her chest and turned to face him. He stood with his hands braced on his hips and a scowl on his face.

      “I’ve applied for ten jobs and have received ten rejections, Tarek. This may be my only chance. Plus, it’s not even guaranteed that I’ll be hired.” She shrugged. It was true. There were so many women and men applying to work at the establishment.

      Madam Rice’s was an exclusive club for vampires. Tomesha had done her research after hearing the rumors of the type of place it was. Her cheeks warmed at what she’d learned. It was a place that was considered safe grounds for vampires and humans. It was a lounge that catered to vampires. The humans were paid well to service the vampires. Humans were known to be willing donors of their blood, allowing the vampires to drink from them. Her breath caught in her throat at the thought of someone piercing her neck with their fangs.

      But what really had her cheeks burning was the tidbit about humans being allowed to offer more than their blood for money.

      From what she’d learned, that allowed the humans to be paid even more. No expense had been spared when the building had been constructed. Working for the madam was a way for her to get her family out of poverty.

      Tomesha had heard the bite of a vampire during sex was an out-of-this-world experience and was the reason why many humans lined up to apply for the open positions.

      Who would have thought they’d put such an establishment in their small town of Butterbush, North Carolina.

      But then again, the vampire presence in their town had been strong ever since the war ended. Butterbush was a vampire outpost run by their military.

      “Then apply for ten more!” Tarek stalked into her small bedroom and stopped before her. Concern was evident on his face along with the frustration in his voice.

      Tomesha’s heart all but lurched into her throat. He was really against her having to sell her body. They hadn’t talked about it, but she was sure he knew exactly what type of establishment the madam’s was.

      Tomesha stared up at him. Her lip quaked as emotions raced through her. Tears blurred her vision. She blinked, a warm trail of tears burning down her skin. She never wanted to disappoint anyone, much less her brother. They had grown up close, and she always tried to make him and their grandmother proud. Would he think of her differently if she were to allow vampires to drink from her?

      She had to admit the thought was thrilling.

      And the money alone was something they needed.

      Tarek’s finger rested on her chin and nudged her head up to meet his gaze. He sighed, his features softening as he wiped her cheeks.

      “I can do this. Don’t worry about me.” Tomesha tightened her grip on the dress. It was her body, and she could do with it as she wanted. She inhaled sharply and stood to her full height. “It’s my decision and I’m sticking to it.”

      Tarek’s deep-brown eyes were the same as hers. They shared many of the same features they had inherited from their father. Their warm brown skin, dark hair, and slim build. His temper he got from their father, while Tomesha was like their mother, calm and loving.

      He closed his eyes and bent down to rest his forehead on hers. More tears flowed as she sensed the pain and frustration radiating from him.

      “I wish there was more I can do,” he said. “Maybe I’ll go down to the blood bank and donate⁠—”

      “Tarek. This is my decision,” she repeated.

      She blinked and stepped back away from him. Tarek had to understand that she was an adult and this decision was hers to make. She couldn’t stand by and watch him work himself to death to try to provide for her and their grandmother. She wiped furiously at her cheeks, now angry that her emotions had got the best of her.

      “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to dress for my interview.”

      Tarek stared at her for a brief moment before jerking his head in a nod.

      “If you’re sure about this then I guess there is no persuading you otherwise.” He ran a shaky hand over his face. His gaze dropped to the dress in her arms. “Working somewhere around the vampires could be a good way to make connections to where you may not have to work there long. Maybe you can⁠—”

      “Tarek.” She nudged him toward the door. It was good he was coming to terms with her applying for the club. “I cannot be late.”

      He tried to get another word in, but she successfully pushed him out and shut the door. She turned around and leaned back against it. Out of all the applications she’d submitted, this was the first one she’d actually gained an interview for. Hundreds of people had applied for the club, and Tomesha was one of the lucky ones to be called for an interview and tour.

      She pushed off the door, determination filling her.

      She would get this job.

      She would be the best damn human blood donor or prostitute they had ever seen.

      She cringed at the term prostitute, but to be honest, that was what she was applying for. She was no virgin and enjoyed sex. It had been a while since her last relationship with a woman had ended. Chanel had been someone she’d a light sexual relationship with where there were no promises of a future. It was just what they’d needed. A way to release built-up sexual tension, but then Chanel had moved to Oklahoma, and they’d decided to end what they had between them.

      Tomesha held up the dress again so she could take one last glance at it. A small smile played on her lips. Dressed in this, she was bound to get the job.
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        * * *

      

      Tomesha’s nerves got the better of her. She blew out a deep breath and continued down the sidewalk toward Madam Rice’s. When she’d left home, Tarek had made himself scarce. Her grandmother had sat on the porch and gushed over her dress.

      “Where you going dressed so pretty?” Delonda asked.

      Her grandmother smiled up at Tomesha from her rocking chair. Delonda spent a lot of time on the porch watching the neighborhood each day. Some days she was confused and delirious. Other days the matriarch of their family was sharp as a tack. Today was a day Delonda had the spaced-out vacancy in her eyes that alluded today was a day she wasn’t all there.

      “Off for a job interview,” Tomesha replied. She smoothed a hand along the short black skirt of her dress. She hoped she looked good enough to fit in with the other humans who were already working at the club. She’d ensured her hair was washed, dried, and straightened. It hung past her shoulders in dark waves. She’d bartered with a woman a few months ago for some makeup at a swap meet. She didn’t know where she’d be wearing it at the time. She’d traded a pretty blouse she’d found and mended to obtain the makeup set. Tomesha just had a feeling that one day she’d need it.

      “You’re going to get the job, my dear.” The wrinkles in the corners of Delonda’s eyes deepened with her smile.

      Tomesha moved closer to her and bent down to press a kiss to her cheek. Her grandmother may not know where exactly Tomesha was going to get a job, but it felt good to know she had confidence in her.

      Tomesha eyed the neighborhood of the club and took in the prosperity the community certainly held. It was much different than hers. The homes where she lived may not scream wealth, but they at least showed some kind of pride. The humans were hard workers. Many jobs had become available as of late. For some strange reason, Tomesha just couldn’t snag one. That was why her brother wanted her to continue to apply for more, but she couldn’t wait. She wasn’t one to sit around and let someone take care of her. She had to contribute to their household.

      If they didn’t pay their bills, they were at risk of the collectors coming to pillage anything of value from their home to make up the payments missed, or if rent wasn’t paid…become homeless.

      Tomesha didn’t want to put that type of pressure on her brother. If she landed it—no, when she landed it—the money she’d bring in would do much for them. Her lips curved up into a smile at the thought of having extra money. She didn’t know what that felt like. They’d always been poor and barely making it.

      The vampires were now helping humans in ways they’d never seen before, and it had to be because of their new mates—human mates. Everyone had heard that Princess Lethia, who was the warden, had mated with a beautiful human, Alima.

      Rumors had it that Alima had been a member of the human group, the Rebels. It had been an organization that was supposed to be for human rights and assisting humans who wanted to escape the mating draft.

      But that appeared to not be the case.

      It had been all over the news that the Rebels’ leader had betrayed those he’d been helping. Humans had been disappearing at record numbers, and it seemed he was at the center of it. Now it was he who was missing, and speculations were that the princess had dealt with him.

      Tomesha swallowed hard at the thought.

      Had the princess tortured him? Drained him dry? No one knew or at least was talking about it.

      Anyone who tried to go against the royal vampire family would be an idiot. The princesses, Velika, Lethia, and Hegna, were all known as vicious vampire warriors. Vampires were just now fighting the lycans, and they had so far defeated them. These wolf shifters were enemies of the vampires and desired to wipe them out.

      But so far they’d failed in their attempt.

      How had the humans thought they’d win against a race as strong as the vampires? Tomesha snorted. Humans were arrogant in thinking they were the stronger race. The number of vampires existing on the planet along with humans was staggering.

      And now they had to worry about the wolf shifters. Who knew how many different races were truly out there. Who would be next to come out? Earth was a large planet, and it would be ignorant to assume there wasn’t anyone else calling it home.

      Princess Lethia and Alima were very up front on how they’d rule together. Tomesha didn’t miss a broadcast when the two were on television. She was infatuated with the couple. She’d ensure she was at the local diner where she could catch them onscreen. The women were absolutely breathtaking. Anyone with eyes could see they were in love with each other. The heat in Lethia’s eyes when her gaze landed on Alima was enough for Tomesha to fan herself. She loved a good romance story. She was sure there was a hot one between the princess and her mate. Two women from different sides of a coin had fallen in love. It hadn’t mattered that they’d been matched in the draft.

      They were made for each other.

      Tomesha sighed.

      Is there anyone out there for me?

      Someone like Princess Lethia? A badass woman who wanted to protect her and provide for her? Not that she needed anyone to provide for her; Tomesha would do what she must to ensure she had what she needed, but it would feel damn good to have a partner she could go through life with.

      Tomesha came to a stop. She stood on the corner of the street and took in the fancy structure. It was located in the center of town near the business district. It was made of black slate, with big glass windows outlined in what appeared to be pure gold. The awnings were even black and hung over the windows. Two large doors dripped in gold paint and stood out against the dark colors of the building. There were no markings; it didn’t need any signage.

      A guard stood well over six feet tall, muscular in a dark suit and sunglasses. It was hard to tell if he were human or vampire. Tomesha glanced up. There wasn’t any sun out today. Clouds filled the sky, keeping any rays from reaching through. It may be dreary, but the temperature was nice in the low seventies. Thankfully, it wasn’t too hot, otherwise she’d worry about sweating and trying to stay fresh for her appointment.

      “Now or never,” Tomesha muttered. She stood to her full height and pulled out a welcoming smile. The butterflies in her stomach began to freak out and flutter hard. She waited for the few cars to pass before walking across the street. With her head held high, she approached the building.

      A few people strode along the sidewalk going about their business. She arrived in front of the guard and widened her smile. She had to tilt her head back to look him in the face. His dark glasses hid his eyes from her.

      “Hello, sir. I’m here for⁠—”

      “Go around to the back,” he interjected.

      “I’m here for an interview,” she announced, confused. Maybe he thought she was someone else.

      “The human interviewees need to enter through the back. This door is for paying customers.” He leveled her with his gaze.

      She could feel his eyes on her through the dark shades. She jerked her head in a nod and pointed down the street. “Around that corner?”

      “Take a left, and then you’ll see an alleyway. That’s the door.” He turned his attention from her, apparently done with their conversation.

      “Thank you.” She smiled even wider, not letting his rude attitude ruin her day. She was still a little early.

      He snorted and folded his hands in front of him. She spun on her heels and headed down the street.

      Nope, Mister Grumpy wasn’t going to ruin her mood. She was going to stay upbeat and positive. She was going to get this job. If her grandmother was confident she would, then she’d believe it, too.

      Tomesha arrived at the alleyway and paused. In the daylight, the area was suspect. She’d hate to see what it looked like at night.

      “Oh boy,” she murmured. The scent of human or animal waste filled her nostrils. She grimaced and walked toward the back of the building. Scattered trash lined the pavement. She picked up her pace, stepping around a dead animal carcass.

      Well, she certainly wasn’t a paying customer. She’d be considered the help. She arrived at the end of the alley and peeked around the corner, unsure what to expect. She breathed in fresh air and saw a cleaner area where a line of people waited at a red door. Men and women dressed in all kinds of fashions. Some were in business casual while others were in skimpy outfits with body parts hanging out.

      Tomesha hadn’t expected this. She’d received a time for an interview and assumed she’d be the only one at that time. The hope inside her dimmed.

      You’re going to get this job, she reminded herself.

      Tomesha held her head high again and joined the line. She needed this job and she’d best all of these people. With a jolt of confidence, she looked around, taking in her competition. The guy in front of her was young with bright-blue eyes and thick brown hair. He’d opted for ripped jeans, and a clean turquoise shirt highlighted his eyes.

      “Your first time applying?” His gaze did a quick sweep of her before returning to meet her eyes.

      His softened in the corners, and she immediately felt comfortable with him. She really didn’t have any friends.

      “Yeah, it is.” Tomesha nodded.

      She peeked around him and eyed the line again. A large man in a suit opened the door and waved a couple of women in. She sent up a prayer that she’d be invited in.

      She turned her attention back to the guy in front of her. “Is this yours?”

      “Yeah, but I have some experience.” He held out his hand to her. His face softened completely, and he appeared younger than her thirty-four years.

      She smiled and slid her hand into his for a firm shake.

      “My name is Conner.”

      “Tomesha,” she replied softly. She cleared her throat and took her hand back from his. It would appear that her gut was right.

      “Well, Tomesha, I can tell you that I think you’re a shoo-in,” he said.

      Tomesha’s eyes widened at his confident comment. She glanced around and took in the beautiful women and handsome men, all different nationalities present.

      “Thank you, but why would you think that?” she asked nervously. Tomesha reached up and tucked her hair behind her ear. She hoped what he’d said would come to fruition. She needed this job.

      “You’re a knockout. You have smooth flawless skin, big pretty eyes, a toned figure, and a smile that is captivating,” Conner said.

      Tomesha was speechless. She’d never had anyone describe her in such a way. If someone asked her, she’d have just said dark-brown skin, plain brown eyes, and a body that needed some work.

      “I don’t know what to say.” She swallowed hard, a smile forming. Tomesha stood to her full height. If he, a stranger, was confident she’d be able to get the job, then she had to believe the same. “Thank you. You sure know how to make a girl feel good about herself.”

      “I just call them like I see them.” He chuckled.

      They faced the door. A woman stepped out of the building. The bodyguard in the suit followed her. She had extremely pale skin, oval-shaped blue eyes, and chin-length dark hair. Her black dress hugged her figure and stopped just below her knees. Her heels were staggering, adding about four or five inches to her height.

      A vampire.

      She had to be. There was no other explanation for how pale her skin was. This wasn’t Tomesha’s first time meeting a vampire. They were all over, but it was the first time she’d be judged by one. The air fell silent. The woman strolled down the line observing the men and women. She pointed to a woman in a pink barely there dress with almost white hair.

      “You,” the pale woman said.

      The lady in pink stepped forward. The vampire continued down the line and chose a tall muscular male with dark hair. He went to stand by the lady in pink.

      Tomesha held her breath. The woman came toward her and Connor. Tomesha’s heart raced. Was this how they were chosen? She stood straight. The woman stopped in front of Connor, her gaze sweeping over him.

      “You,” she said, pointing to him.

      Tomesha celebrated on the inside for him. Her newfound friend was moving on to the next step in the process.

      The woman’s eyes cut to Tomesha who froze in place. She met the bright-blue eyes. The woman assessed her, and by the time her attention reached Tomesha eyes again, she thought she’d have passed out from lack of oxygen.

      “And you,” the woman said.

      Tomesha exhaled and stared at the finger aimed at her. She blinked as the woman spun on her heel and marched back toward the building. Tomesha scurried behind the others, beside Connor.

      “I told you so,” Connor whispered.

      Tomesha grinned at him and took note of the groans and shouts of complaints that followed them. Additional security appeared and took control of the crowd growing rowdy.

      They arrived at the door, and Tomesha paused. Connor stopped ahead of her with curiosity in his eyes. She looked at the unruly people who were upset they hadn’t been chosen. Tomesha breathed a sigh of relief and turned around, entering the building.

      At that moment, her life would be forever changed.
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      “My name is Romana Beatrix, and you may call me Mistress,” the vampire announced. She stood tall as she paced in front of the line of humans she’d handpicked. She stopped in front of the lady in pink and eyed the entire line. “I run this establishment under Madam Rice. You will answer to me.”

      Tomesha’s heart had yet to slow down. She was still in shock that Mistress had chosen her out of the lineup of humans vying to get in. Now that she’d made it this far, what was next? Was she automatically hired?

      “Consider yourselves very lucky. As you saw, competition for new positions is very stiff,” Mistress continued.

      They had been escorted into a fancy receiving room. With the decor, Tomesha felt as if they had been thrust back in time: a large fireplace, high-backed chairs, thick drapes covering the windows, and even sconces on the wall burning bright with fire.

      The four of them were lined up before the fireplace. A guard stood at the door, and Mistress spoke with them. Tomesha took a quick glance down the row. The others appeared to be in the same state of shock she was in.

      “Madam Rice’s is an establishment that began hundreds of years ago. I’m sure you’re surprised to hear this, but humans have been donors for vampires since the beginning of time. We’ve lived amongst each other in harmony. Humans providing vampires something they need to survive while being compensated handsomely.” Mistress paced in front of the group again with her hands collapsed behind her back, an air of superiority to her.

      She held power.

      Tomesha had seen it immediately the way she’d exited the building to make her choices. Mistress held Tomesha’s new career choice in her hand. To secure a financial future for herself and her family, she’d have to do as this woman said.

      “This is not the type of establishment that forces a human to do anything they don’t want to do or are not comfortable with.” Mistress stopped in front of the woman in pink again. She eyed her for a moment before gazing down the row.

      Her focus landed on Tomesha whose breath caught in her throat.

      Yes, the vampire held power.

      “We’re not savages. You’ll be highly paid for your services. In order to prepare you for your new career, you’ll be paired with an experienced associate who will train you well.”

      At that moment, two men and two women entered. They were all beautiful and dressed in a provocative manner. Black sheer dresses draped along the females’ bodies and did nothing to hide their figures. The men were dressed in similar fashion with black pants that rested low on their waists. They stood behind Mistress without saying a word.

      “Have no worries. Each of these men and women have worked for me for some time, and I trust their insight on whether you’ll make it here or not.”

      Tomesha blinked.

      She hadn’t thought that she’d get the job but then not succeed at it. How could one not succeed at being a donor? Vampires needed blood. She had blood. Where in this process could she fail?

      Tomesha swallowed hard. She couldn’t afford to lose this opportunity. Her family needed this money. There was no way she’d be released from another employment. Determination settled inside her.

      She’d do what she must to secure this job.

      “Ah, I see it has dawned on some of you that this isn’t a guaranteed employment.” Mistress moved down the line and stood in front of Tomesha.

      She met the vampire’s bright-blue eyes. Tomesha tried to not tremble as she came under the eye of the powerful woman.

      “But I’m sure you’ll prosper. This job is not easy and will demand a lot from you physically and mentally. My one piece of advice to you is not to get attached to any of your clients. They’re just that—paying clients. They provide your salary. They provide the food you’ll purchase with your monies earned here. Make them returning clients and you’ll be successful.”

      There was an icy note in her words. Tomesha didn’t plan to get involved with the vampires. She understood what Mistress had said. Tomesha nodded gently to confirm she’d got the message.

      The vampires were her ticket out of poverty.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Tomesha murmured.

      There was an approving glint in Mistress’s eyes. Tomesha breathed a sigh of relief. The others followed, expressing the same sentiment. A smirk appeared on the vampire’s lips.

      “Good.” She spun around and moved over to the men and women who’d entered. “Mortan, you’ll be paired with him.” She pointed to the male who Tomesha hadn’t caught the name of.

      Mortan walked over to the taller guy who stood next to Connor. She matched each person up before she turned and pointed to Tomesha.

      “Starla, I want you with her.”

      “Yes, Mistress.” The woman was a tall leggy blonde with makeup as flawless as her body. Starla walked over to Tomesha with a welcoming smile on her lips.

      Tomesha began to feel uncertain. She didn’t look anything like this woman. Yes, she’d tried to keep herself together and worked out when she could, but this woman was a knockout.

      Starla stopped next to Tomesha and faced Mistress along with everyone else.

      “Each person you’re paired with will be the ones responsible for your training. It is not their responsibility to make sure you succeed. That is on you.” Mistress clasped her hands in front of her and nodded. “You’re all dismissed.”

      Tomesha’s heart skipped a beat. It was time for her to learn what she needed. She glanced over at Starla who smiled.

      “Hello. I’m Tomesha.” She reached out her hand to the woman.

      Starla took it in a light shake.

      “That is a beautiful name. Unique. I love it,” Starla replied in a husky voice. She motioned for Tomesha to follow the others leaving the room.

      “You two wait. I want a word with the both of you,” Mistress said.

      Tomesha panicked and watched Connor leave with the others. He glanced over his shoulder with a worried look in his eyes. Once the security guard closed the door, it left Tomesha alone with Mistress and Starla.

      “Have I done something wrong?” Tomesha asked warily. Whatever it was, she’d apologize profusely for it. She clutched her hands together and waited as Mistress approached her.

      “Not at all, my dear.” She stopped in front of Starla and Tomesha. Her gaze perused Tomesha again before meeting her eyes. “You, my dear, I feel are a special one. You will not be a donor until I say so.”

      “I don’t get it. I thought that was the real reason I was hired.” Tomesha swallowed hard. She hoped she wasn’t going to get kicked out already for defending her position. Being a donor paid well, and she needed that money.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll still be paid handsomely.” Mistress reached out a finger and caressed the side of Tomesha’s face. “You, my dear, I can scent that your blood is special. Many will want to taste it, but we’ll reserve it for only special guests. The first bite of someone like you should be reserved.”

      Tomesha relaxed but still didn’t understand. How could Mistress scent her blood? She didn’t have any cuts on her. What was special about her blood?

      “Okay,” Tomesha replied shakily. “Then what will I be trained to do?”

      “You’ll work the blood bar and be a server. You may also indulge in any sexual acts you desire and be rewarded for them. What the vampires pay you, you keep aside for a small tax that we impose to provide for you.”

      “This is an amazing offer, Tomesha.” Starla turned to Tomesha and took her hand. “You’ll get used to being paid for your sexual favors. Having a stipulation that vamps can’t drink from you will make you even more desirable to them. They’ll pay more just because you’re something that they can’t have fully.”

      “She’s correct.” Mistress raised an eyebrow. “Believe me. I know what I am doing. Work the bar, turn your tricks, and you’ll be a wealthy woman soon. When the time is right, I’ll allow you to become a donor. The vampires will be practically fighting to have you. Starla here started the same as you.”

      Starla nodded, tightening her grip on Tomesha’s hand.

      “I trust that you would know best,” Tomesha murmured.

      A pleasing glint passed through Mistress’s eyes. Tomesha was a fish out of water. She had no choice but to do as Mistress had suggested. If she felt that this would lead to Tomesha being wealthy, then she’d do what she must. She was tired of living in poverty, living a life fearful of being put out on the street or going without necessities.

      So she’d work the blood bar, serve, sell her body…she’d expected all of that. But to hear that she was special, this was a first for her.

      “You honor me with your trust. Starla, show Tomesha around and get her outfitted.” Mistress paused and ran a hand along Tomesha’s shoulder, caressing the material of her dress. “Who made this dress?”

      “I did.” Tomesha fought hard to keep from glancing down at her outfit.

      “Hmmm…talented. I’ll keep this in mind.” Mistress stepped away and jerked her head toward the door.

      “Yes, Mistress.” Starla smiled at Tomesha and led her from the room. She released Tomesha’s hand and walked beside her. She guided them down a long hallway and through a door that led them to a lower level. “Come. Let’s get you measured for your uniform.”
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        * * *

      

      Tomesha stared at herself in the mirror and had to keep her jaw from touching the floor. Uniform was a loose term for the sheer material draped over her body. The way it caressed her skin sent a shiver down her spine. The white dress had a single tie on the side. One tug and the outfit would fall to the floor. Her tawny skin appeared soft and supple, her dark areolas visible through the fabric.

      This person staring back at her was beautiful.

      Sexy.

      A siren.

      Starla had done her makeup and promised to teach her how to do it herself.

      “Now this is a human the vampires will be begging to bite.” Starla chuckled. She stood behind Tomesha and rested her hands on her shoulders. Her smile disappeared. “It may be hard at first, you know. Getting paid for sex, but once you have paid your bills and put food in your pantry, it gets easier.”

      Tomesha met Starla’s gaze in the mirror. They had gone to Starla’s private quarters at the club. Soon, Tomesha would have her own room where she could entertain clients. She swallowed hard again, but determination filled her. Just thinking of being able to provide for her family gave her the will to do this job.

      “Who was your first bite?” Tomesha would worry about the sex part later. What worried her was who Mistress deemed as worthy to be the first vampire to drink from her.

      “It was a wealthy councilman. He was traveling from afar and had visited the club for nourishment. Mistress was honored he chose our establishment to feed.” Starla took a step back from her and went over to snag a pair of sandals. She brought them over to Tomesha. “Try these on. I think they’re your size.”

      “And?” Tomesha slid them on. They were the perfect fit. She hadn’t worn anything new in a long while. She returned her gaze to the mirror, still in awe of her appearance. “How was it?”

      Tomesha had heard stories of humans becoming addicted to the bite of a vampire. There was something in their saliva that activated something inside humans that left them craving more from vampires.

      “I can’t really describe it. I mean, after the initial bite, the pain disappears almost immediately and you get this euphoric state. I remember feeling as if I were floating on clouds and didn’t want to come down from it. I know this sounds weird, but it’s very pleasurable.”

      “Did you have sex with him?” Tomesha was asking too much, but this was the first time she’d actually spoken with a donor.

      “I did.” Starla smiled and shrugged. “He comes around once a year for business to see me.”

      Tomesha canted her head and studied Starla. She didn’t appear to be some addict or a human strung out on vampire bites. She seemed healthy and strong. Her small suite was decorated with the finest that money could buy. If she could start out like Tomesha and have become one of Mistress’s top donors, then one day maybe Tomesha would be like her.

      “Now enough about me. Important question for you. Do you have a preference between men or women?” Starla folded her arms in front of her.

      “I’ve been with both in the past, but I do prefer women,” Tomesha responded honestly. She’d had her share of lovers and had always preferred females. Her last few lovers had been women, and she hadn’t really looked at another man since.

      “That’s the good thing about working for Madam Rice. We have the power to determine which clients we’ll take. Any other type of establishment, you may not have a choice on who you service.” Starla picked up a box from a table in the corner and walked back to Tomesha. It was pink with a black lace bow on top. She held it out to her. “And this is the last part of your uniform. Go ahead. Put them on.”

      Curious, Tomesha took the box from her. It was almost too pretty to tear open. She slipped her nail underneath the edge to keep from tearing the box. She lifted the lid and found three black leather straps inside. Each of them carried the large initial M.

      “What are these?” Tomesha picked up the largest one. It looked like a collar with a button to collapse it closed. Two smaller ones nestled inside the tissue paper.

      “This is to remind the vampires they’re not to bite you. As long as you wear this around your neck and those around your wrists, you won’t be bitten.”

      Starla took the leather collar and helped Tomesha put it on. They quickly put on the bracelets as well. They were not uncomfortable at all.

      “And what if this doesn’t deter a vampire from biting me?” Tomesha glanced at herself in the mirror after the finished touches of her uniform were now on.

      “That vampire will pay well, and believe me when I say, no one wants to get on Madam Rice’s bad side.” Starla snorted. She waved to Tomesha. “Come, it’s time for your first lesson.”

      “Should I be afraid of this?” Tomesha chuckled nervously.

      She followed Starla out of the room. They walked down the hallway that Tomesha remembered would lead into the club. The leggy blonde glanced back at her over her shoulder with a smirk on her lips. They arrived at the doorway that opened out to the main area of the establishment. A large vampire guard stood watch to protect the women who stayed in this section.

      “It’s time for a quick crash course in serving our clients, and I’m not talking taking them a goblet of blood.” She tossed Tomesha a wink and took her hand.

      The guard sensed them behind the door and opened it for them. The sounds of the club filtered through the air.

      Tomesha inhaled sharply and nodded.

      There was no turning back now.
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      “Their heat signatures have still spread,” Dru murmured. She stared at the digital map of the North American continent highlighted on the wall of her office. The royal military had top-notch technology that was recently developed to track the lycans. She stepped forward with her hands behind her back. A growl threatened to erupt at the sight of so much of the enemy.

      For centuries, they had believed they had hunted the lycans down to abysmal numbers. To see they had been wrong and the mangy animals had not only brought their numbers back but had organized and had an alpha who was set on conquering the world astounded Dru. Never before had the lycans showed such organization. In the past, they had been overcome by their beasts. Even when they were under vampire ruling, they were difficult to control.

      Dru had truly believed, as everyone else had, that the lycans were almost extinct. She’d been on many of the missions where they had wiped out entire dens. She scowled at the thought of their current numbers.

      Next time, they’d obliterate the lycans. There would be no coming back.

      “How are their numbers still increasing?” Ishmael murmured.

      Dru had called in her most trusted warriors who fought under her. These vampires had assisted with her mission to hunt down the lycans. Gale and Ciro stood behind her as they, too, took in the highlighted areas on the map.

      There was only one answer to the question they all were thinking.

      “They have a new alpha,” Dru murmured.

      Pure-born lycans’ numbers wouldn’t explode in this way. It would take decades, if not centuries, to increase in the way they had from new births. This was a result of lycans turning humans. Not many humans could survive a lycan bite. There was no telling how many had died in the process.

      Dru ran a hand along her face and blew out a deep breath.

      “Azura’s sister?” Gale moved closer to the map and studied it.

      Dru eyed her and gave a slow nod. It would only make sense that the twin of the alpha who was killed would take over and lead.

      “I need proof.” Dru turned to face her warriors.

      They all stood to their full height. She’d need to put as many ears to the ground as she possibly could. Azura may have been a powerful alpha who’d led the lycans on their attempt to dominate and overthrow the vampire rule, but little was still known about this twin, Rayna Vaughn. For all they knew, another lycan could have overthrown the prior alpha’s twin.
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