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      “Two oh seven!” a harsh voice called out.

      She had been reduced to a number.

      Quinn Hogan sat in the sterile waiting room and glanced up to see a man of about thirty walk over to the check-in desk. He conversed with the woman who had called his number.

      An orderly arrived and escorted the man away.

      Quinn swallowed hard and peered down at the number in her hand. Wrapping her arms around herself, she sat back, afraid of what was to come.

      Today was the day her name had been drawn. She had been called down to the government lab to donate a blood sample for the draft.

      She had made it to age of thirty-five without having to submit to the orders of the government. She had prayed this day never came…but here it was.

      A shiver passed through Quinn at the thought of what they were demanding the humans to do.

      As much as she wanted to run away, there would be nowhere for her to hide.

      At the turn of the new millennium, vampires had revealed themselves to the world. Mankind had long assumed they were the only ones inhabiting this planet.

      For the first time ever, every human on the face of this earth banded together to fight a new enemy—the vampires.

      Humans had not wanted to bend to the will of the bloodsuckers. The ego of mankind could not stand the thought that they were no longer the top of the food chain.

      The war commenced with the armies of every nation working together with a common cause.

      Unfortunately, it was a war the humans lost.

      The number of vampires living among them had been staggering to discover.

      The vampires swept through this world, destroying everything that was ever considered normal.

      Quinn looked around the room at the other poor souls who were subjected to give a blood sample. Each day, names were chosen, and people were to report to their local government lab.

      Cold plastic chairs lined the room, and almost every single one of them were occupied. They tried to soften the decor with plants, warm colors, and light music playing, but they didn’t fool anyone.

      The air was full of tension. No one knew if they would be matched after their sample was submitted.

      To be chosen would result in being uprooted from one’s current life and sent to live with a vampire.

      As their mate.

      The vampires believed in fated mates. Someone destined for them. Even though there were countless amounts of them spread out throughout the world, they claimed their numbers were declining. Per their decree, they needed their fated mate to procreate and continue on their bloodline.

      Quinn had never personally confirmed the myths and legends she had heard about vampires. She tried to stay as far away from them as possible.

      She not only hated them, but she also feared them.

      The war had taken everything from her.

      Her parents had been drafted in the war to fight, and neither of them had made it home. They were not soldiers, but the American government hadn’t cared. They needed bodies to fight these monsters.

      Any healthy person was put in fatigues, given weapons, and marched to war. Age hadn’t been a factor. There hadn’t even been time to train the unexperienced soldiers. The second a gun was put in their hands, they were sent off to fight.

      Her brother, Lane, she hadn’t seen him in years. For the longest it had been the two of them. He was older than her by a few years. They had stayed together, and he had been her protector. Ten years ago, he’d disappeared. She had tried to do everything she could to find him, but not having money meant that her search would be a dead end.

      No one cared about a missing human.

      She had gone to the police who had basically told her he was probably claimed by a vampire and for her to stop looking.

      When she had the extra funds, she hired private detectives to start searching for him, but they all came back with the same outcome.

      No traces of Lane anywhere.

      Quinn sighed and closed her eyes, trying to will the tears that had formed to go away.

      She didn’t want to be paired with a vampire. A tremor snuck through her at the thought of sharp fangs piercing her skin.

      “Two ten,” the voice rang out.

      Quinn froze. She opened up her balled fist, her gaze dropping to the slip of paper in her hand.

      Two hundred and ten.

      It was her number.

      Quinn pushed up and stood to her full height. There was no use in trying to stall. She hefted her purse on her shoulder. There wasn’t much in there, but it gave her something to hold on to.

      It was a struggle to get her feet to move toward the desk. All she wanted to do was hightail it out of there and just run.

      Her gaze landed on the entrance and took in the guard standing outside.

      She wouldn’t get far.

      Quinn exhaled and pushed forward.

      “Hi.” She paused to clear her throat. “You just called my number. Two ten.”

      “Name?” The woman didn’t look up from her computer.

      Quinn studied her and determined that she was human. She had a tan which wouldn’t exist on a vampire. They were highly allergic to sunrays.

      “Quinn Hogan.”

      “Age?”

      “Thirty-five.” Quinn answered her other questions. Address. Place of work. Family status. Height. Weight.

      “Did you bring your birth record?” It was then the woman switched her focus to Quinn.

      Quinn nodded. She reached inside her bag and brought out her birth certificate and identification card. She handed them over to the woman. She watched her scan them into her computer before passing the documents back to Quinn.

      “Please stand over there so we may take your photo.”

      Quinn moved over to where the woman pointed. She stared into the camera, waiting for the woman to finish. The flash went off twice, then she was done.

      The same orderly who had escorted the man away earlier arrived at the desk. He too appeared to be human.

      Quinn tried to keep the expression on her face neutral. How could these people work at a place like this? The results of these labs would totally destroy someone’s life.

      Not that the war hadn’t done enough of that already.

      But forcing humans to comply with this felt almost as if they were traitors to their own kind.

      “Anthony will escort you to the back where you will donate your sample.” The woman motioned to the orderly.

      He offered her a small smile, but Quinn was in no mood to even draw one up. His smile faltered when she didn’t return one.

      “Follow me, ma’am.” He waved her on.

      She walked past the desk and trailed behind him. He led her down the stark white hall of the medical facility. The scent of antiseptic filled her nostrils.

      At least they kept the place clean.

      When imagining the facility she was to report to, she had thought it would be some dark, drab monstrosity that wouldn’t meet any health codes.

      By the looks of it, the lab had to be funded by vampires. Thanks to the war, the government didn’t have any extra money to spare.

      Gripping the strap of her bag, she attempted to will her heart to slow down. Quinn was trying not to panic. She knew she would give her sample and then be able to leave.

      “Here you go.” Anthony gestured to an open door. He placed some paperwork in a folder posted on the wall.

      “Thank you.” She entered a room that resembled a doctor’s office. She sat in the chair and exhaled a shaky breath.

      “They should be with you in a moment.” He gave a nod and pulled the door closed halfway.

      Quinn took in the supplies resting on the table by her. A few vials for her blood to go in along with the tools they needed to draw it. Gloves, Band-Aids, alcohol pads.

      If she wanted, Quinn could pretend she was at a normal doctor’s appointment and getting blood drawn to check her health.

      The door was pushed open, and a pretty woman dressed in scrubs entered.

      This woman was a vampire.

      There was no doubt about it.

      She was pale, beautiful, and everything about her seemed perfect.

      “Quinn Hogan?” The woman glanced down at the papers in her hand, dropping them on the table next to Quinn.

      “Yes.” Quinn tried to act normal, but she was failing. It wasn’t often she was near vampires. This one gave off a calming sense for some reason. Quinn’s fear increased at the thought of how the woman would react once she began drawing the blood needed.

      “My name is Asha, and I’ll be obtaining your sample.” The woman must have picked on Quinn’s anxiety. “Have no fear. This will be quick and painless.”

      “I don’t like needles,” Quinn muttered. She didn’t want to insult someone to their face. Especially not a vampire. Humans, she could handle.

      “I understand. Please push up your sleeve.” Asha began preparing the things she needed.

      Quinn sat up and pushed up her sleeve on her left arm, exposing it.

      Asha cleaned off the area with an alcohol swab and within seconds had a small needle in the crook of her arm. Quinn watched her dark-crimson blood flow into the tubing and enter the vial.

      Three vials, and Asha was done. She withdrew the needle and placed a small bandage on the insertion site, wrapping it up with soft tape.

      “You can take this off in about twenty minutes,” Asha instructed. “I don’t scent any diseases in you that would cause you to bleed excessively.”

      Well, that confirmed what Quinn assumed. Asha was a vampire.

      Quinn nodded as she pulled her sleeve down.

      “Thank you.” She didn’t know why she was thanking the woman. Asha had been correct that the blood draw was painless. She’d barely felt the needle prick her skin.

      “I’m not sure if you know, but I’m obligated to explain this process to you.” Asha placed the vials in a clear bag and closed it, turning her attention back to Quinn. “We will run your blood and enter it into our computer database. It will notify us if you match with anyone. Each evening the positive matched drawings are announced on public television. If you are paired, an armed guard will pick you up and escort you to your mate.”

      Dread pooled in the pit of Quinn’s stomach at the thought of being matched with someone and forced to be with them.

      “What are the chances of me being matched with someone?” Quinn asked.

      “I’m told it’s around one in a million.”

      Quinn relaxed slightly. Hearing those odds made her feel slightly better.

      “If there are no other questions, you are free to go.” Asha handed her some papers. “Here is some general information they give out about the draft and a number you can call if you want to know your blood type and anything else found in your samples.”

      “Really? You run other tests on us?” Quinn took the papers and stood. She hadn’t heard of that before.

      “Of course. We need to ensure any potential mate is healthy so the vampire is aware of it before the claiming.”

      Quinn didn’t want to think what would happen if someone was in the beginning stage of cancer.

      Their vampire would probably just eliminate them and moved on.

      Quinn spun around and left the room. She followed the exit signs and tried to not think of being matched. She couldn’t have that bad of luck.

      She wasn’t sure why, but the sense of dread was still there.
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        * * *

      

      “Shit, shit!” Quinn speed-walked toward her job. After she had left the lab earlier, she had gone home and taken a nap. It was rare for her to do so, but she was just too anxious about the results. The moment her head had hit the pillow, she was out like a light.

      Now, she had a few minutes to get to work before she would be late.

      She had grown up in a small town, but after Lane’s disappearance, she had moved to the nearest city, figuring it was better for her to be amongst more humans. Her hometown had been run over by vampires who brutalized humans. If she had stayed, she was certain a vampire would have captured her and drained her.

      So she’d moved to Stramford. The town was not what it used to be before the war. No city was.

      To make a living for herself, she worked odd jobs here and there. There weren’t that many opportunities for employment, so Quinn could not afford to lose this job.

      The economy was in the toilet. Many buildings that used to be thriving were now boarded up. The area she lived in was a run-down part of Stramford, but it was full of hard workers trying to survive.

      Finally, she arrived at The Diner with two minutes to spare. Flinging open the door, she burst inside and headed straight for the bar.

      “There she is!” Sara called out.

      “I’m here.” Quinn stuffed her bag in one of the little cubbyholes behind the bar. She spun around to grab an apron off the hook on the wall.

      The Diner was a small restaurant located in downtown Stramford. It gave off old-school vibes, decorated in early twentieth-century decor. It wasn’t much, and the food was decent and cheap. The bar was for single patrons who may not want a table. A couple of guys were eating their supper while eyeing the television on the wall.

      The place wasn’t that big, but it always had a steady flow of traffic due to it being one of the only respectable places to get a good hot meal.

      That’s why Quinn couldn’t afford to lose this position. She was easily replaceable by anyone dying to have a steady job.

      She was to work the evening shift, and there were a few people sitting in some booths. It was still early. Soon the place would be packed with the dinner rush.

      She eyed a couple who was just seated in her area. She grabbed a notepad, pen, and stuffed her apron with straws, heading over to them.

      “Hello,” she greeted them with a smile. One thing that hadn’t changed since the war was the service industry depending upon tips for their salary. Quinn ensured her customers always got top-notch service. “Welcome to The Diner. I’m Quinn and I’ll be your server today.”

      She quickly took their order of drinks. She fell into the rhythm of work and tried to push her adventure to the lab to the back of her mind. She didn’t want to think about that now.

      A few more guests began to file in, and she threw herself into taking care of her tables with time escaping her.

      “Shush! The draft is about to come on,” Sara called out.

      Quinn was in the middle of busing her emptied table and froze in place. She turned around to see Sara fiddling with the television.

      Sara and Quinn had become somewhat friends when she’d started working at the diner. It was no secret that Sara was dying to enter the draft. Quinn couldn’t believe her friend was a vampire enthusiast. She wanted to be claimed by one of them. Quinn didn’t know why her friend lived in a fantasy world. Didn’t she know what vampires were known for?

      Why couldn’t they just take the people who wanted to be paired with vampires? Let them volunteer?

      But that wouldn’t work for vampires. They wanted the true mates of their species.

      Quinn shuddered and glanced around the diner. Everyone’s attention was drawn to the television.

      Quinn would rather die than be mated to a vampire.

      They were known to be cruel, powerful, and used humans as a food source.

      It was no way to live.

      The show that had been on was now interrupted by the draft. A beautiful brunette sat at a desk, as if this was the regular nightly news. It was apparent she was one of them.

      Her tiny fangs peeked from underneath her top lip painted red with lipstick. She smiled, and the full sight of her fangs came into view.

      “Good evening, America. Here are your nightly draft picks,” she announced.

      Quinn studied her and felt insignificant to the vampire. Why would they want humans? Quinn was definitely the opposite of the woman on the screen. She wasn’t tall, was plus-sized, and brown-skinned with short curly hair. Quinn chose to keep her natural hair close to her scalp for it was easier to care for.

      She glanced back up and tuned back in to the announcements. A woman’s name and picture appeared on the screen. It must have been the photo they’d taken of her at the lab.

      Quinn’s mouth grew dry watching another name and photo appear on television. They continued revealing other names of humans were who matched.

      Her heart pounded while she sent up a prayer that her name would be not chosen. She blinked and froze in place.

      Quinn Hogan.

      Her photo appeared.

      “It can’t be,” she whispered. Fear accosted her.

      No.

      She couldn’t have been chosen.

      The odds were one in a million.

      She swallowed hard, feeling sympathetic gazes land on her from the patrons.

      “Quinn!” Sara exclaimed. She turned around with a grin that immediately died. She must have seen the horrified expression on Quinn’s face.

      “It’s going to be okay.” Sara flew over to her side. Her wide blue eyes locked with Quinn’s. Her friend was a pretty blonde who was more optimistic than Quinn.

      “No, it won’t.” Quinn shook her head.

      Sara wrapped her arms around her and drew her in for a tight hug.

      “It won’t be as bad as you think,” Sara whispered. She pulled back and cupped Quinn’s face. “Whoever is your mate will be lucky to have you.”

      Her friend was truly delusional.

      The bell over the door sounded. Quinn and Sara jumped, turning to look at the newcomers.

      Two of the largest men Quinn had ever seen entered the building. Both were dressed in dark uniforms with an insignia on the chest. The first one had long blond hair while the other was dark-skinned and bald.

      Vampires.

      “Quinn Hogan?” The bald one’s voice was a deep baritone that brought goosebumps to her skin. No man’s voice should be that low.

      “Yes?” Quinn’s voice shook. She stepped away from Sara with one final glance. This was probably the last time she’d see her friend and this diner.

      “You are to come with us. We are your escort,” Blondie said.

      As much as her first instinct screamed for her to run, she knew she wouldn’t make it far. These men were deadly vampires with weapons adorning their body.

      She untied her apron and walked over to the bar. She refused to meet at anyone’s gazes for she didn’t want to see the pity in their eyes. She hung up the apron and grabbed her purse. She stood up straight, waiting.

      “Come with us.” Baldy motioned for her to walk with them.

      She exited the building with them and was escorted to a large SUV. They drove her to her apartment building that was located five blocks away.

      They followed behind her as she entered her tiny apartment. It wasn’t much. An efficiency with everything in one room along with a bathroom. This had been her home for years.

      “Pack one bag with anything of value to you.” Blondie walked over to the window and peered out of it.

      Nodding, she threw together a bag with the few items of clothing she owned. Quinn peeked over her shoulder at the two vampires speaking in hushed tones. She reached underneath her pillow and drew out a small knife she kept hidden. A girl living alone could never be too careful.

      She hid it in her bag, burying it inside one of her sweatshirts. This would be her get-out-of-jail-free card. She refused to bend to the will of vampires.

      Quinn walked over to her dresser and picked up the one picture she had of her family. She stared at her parents, her brother, and herself. This picture had been taken a few months before her parents were forced to fight in the war.

      They all appeared happy.

      Her vision blurred with tears. Blinking them back, she turned and gently placed the picture in the bag with her belongings.

      Taking one last glance around her drab place, she faced the vampire guards.

      “I’m ready.”

      Blondie gave a nod and stalked over to her, hefting up her bag. Her gaze flew to it, her heart skipping a beat.

      She kept her mouth shut and followed them out of her apartment. They got into the waiting vehicle.

      They sped away from her building. Quinn glanced back at it, until it was no longer able to be seen.

      She spun back around in her seat and bit back a sob.

      Vampires had taken everything from her.

      Now her freedom, and probably her life.
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      “Your Grace.”

      Velika ignored the warrior vying for her attention. She gave a shout and swung her sword. It clashed with that of her opponent’s.

      His blue eyes flashed, his fangs on display. He didn’t back down and he was a worthy vampire who was just as competitive as Velika.

      She growled, spinning around and sending her weapon toward Luther’s. The force of his weapon knocked hers from her hand.

      This was how she trained.

      As if her life depended upon it.

      She dodged his advances. His sword came at her, but she used her vampiric reflexes to spin out of the way. Luther swore, too slow for her. She lashed her foot out, landing a powerful kick to his back. He stumbled for a second then caught himself.

      Velika Riskel was a highly experienced vampire warrior. She was the youngest daughter of the vampire king and warden of Northwest America.

      Luther, her second-in-command, had trained with her for years. She had never been beaten by him or anyone else when it came to hand-to-hand battling. Not that she thought Luther would lose on purpose.

      No, Velika was just that good.

      They met daily for sparring. Velika wanted to ensure she was in top shape. Those who wore her family’s crest on their chest, were loyal and willing to die for them, had to follow a leader who was willing to fight alongside them.

      Her warriors had to know they followed a female who was hard to defeat. It gave them confidence and helped the morale of vampires to know their leader would die for them.

      That was how she’d got the title she held. It wasn’t because of her father. It was because of her aggressive nature to conquer.

      Luther’s fist came within a hair’s breadth of her face. She drew back just in time. It would have hurt like a son of a bitch had he connected.

      Velika was tall, lithe, and fit. She was a hard opponent when it came to fighting. She wasn’t one of those small vampires who only cared about wealth and status.

      She was a warrior princess who fought for the good of vampires everywhere.

      Luther gave a yell and charged at her. He wrapped her up in his arms, squeezing the breath out of her.

      She grinned. He had made a lethal mistake.

      Getting too close to her.

      She braced herself and brought her knee up sharply, catching him in his nether region. The air was knocked out of him, and she took advantage. Her elbow connected with his face, and when he released her, he bent down in agony. Velika brought her knee up, connecting it with his chin. He jerked back, falling to the floor.

      She took out a dagger from the sheath on her waist and fell on top of him, resting her knee on his sternum and her knife at his throat.

      “Do you yield?” she growled.

      They were both breathing hard, covered in sweat and a little blood. Tendrils of her blonde hair escaped her high bun and fell into her face.

      “Yield,” Luther breathed. His head fell back against the floor.

      Velika barked a laugh and stood. She replaced the weapon on her hip then offered her hand out to Luther and assisted him from the floor. The training room was where warriors could come to spar. It was a large room with different mats for sparring; weapons lined the walls that allowed them to practice.

      Velika pushed for her warriors to be the best.

      “I only yielded because the poor chap looks as if he’s going to shit bricks if you don’t answer him.” Luther nodded to the young lad standing off to the side.

      Velika turned and finally focused on him. He barely had hair on his chin. A young trainee. She narrowed her gaze on him, pissed that someone would send him to interrupt her.

      “Well? What do you want?” she snapped. She rested her hands on her waist and waited.

      “The queen is requesting your presence via holograph.” He swallowed hard and waited to be dismissed.

      “Tell them I shall be there in a minute.” She waved him off.

      She didn’t miss the relief that crossed his face. He gave her the standard salute of a fist over his heart and bowed. Then he spun around on his heel and practically sprinted from the training room.

      “You are too hard on the young ones,” Luther murmured. He tossed her a bottle of water.

      She caught it with one hand.

      “If I’m not tough on them, they die.” She twisted off the cap and took a long pull.

      “And that is why they follow you.” Luther winked at her. He leaned down and snagged his towel from the floor and wiped his face. His dark hair stood up on end. He was a handsome vampire, and women all over always practically threw themselves at him. It was a wonder he wasn’t mated off.

      “Let me go see what my dear mother wants.” She flung the empty bottle to him and stalked past him. His laughter filled the air behind her. She knew what he was hinting at.

      She, a big bad warrior, still had to answer to her mother.

      Velika snorted. She would like to see someone ignore her mother. People called her and her sisters ruthless.

      They needed to meet their mother.

      There was a reason Mira Riskel was the queen of the American vampires, and it wasn’t because of she had a pretty face.

      Velika left their training room. Her feet ate up the distance. She was irritated that she was being called away from training.

      She refused to change before speaking with her mother. The queen should understand that she put defending the vampires as top priority. She proudly wore her leathers and weapons.

      Her skin was still damp with sweat, and she was sure she looked a mess.

      Apparently, whatever the queen wanted, it had to be important. The queen was never to be ignored. If Velika didn’t take her mother’s call, the woman just might show up.

      It didn’t matter that she was a vicious fighter for their race. Neither her nor her sisters would ever ignore their mother. Her sisters were spread out across North America, defending the continent in the name of their father, the king.

      When vampires conquered the planet, the seven kingdoms were officially revealed. It was decided vampires would no longer live off the grid and underground. No longer would they hide in the shadows. It was time for vampires to showcase who they were and their power.

      The humans gave pushback.

      Their arrogance led to an all-out war. The humans believed they would be able to eradicate vampires, and it was the vampires who had to prove just who was the more superior race.

      Which was such a shame.

      But it was either kill or be killed.

      Now that the dust had settled, the vampires were trying to help integrate life with the humans. Some still fought back.

      Their government finally broke down and agreed to the terms set by the vampires.

      Velika never understood how humans were ignorant to the fact that they were not alone on the planet.

      Velika’s father, Niall Riskel, was the king of all of the North America continent and had been for centuries. Vampires were blessed with slow aging and could live for centuries.

      They weren’t immortal, for a vampire could be killed.

      Velika arrived at the communications room. A few techs were working at the bank of monitors. They glanced up when she entered the room. They immediately stood and bowed to her with their fists over their hearts.

      “I’ll take my mother’s call in the conference room,” she barked out.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” one replied.

      She marched into the smaller room and shut the door. A table and chairs were in the center. A small black box rested in the middle of the table. A series of lights lit up, and within seconds her mother’s figure appeared, standing at the head of the table.

      The clarity of the image was amazing. Had Velika not known she was speaking with her mother virtually, she would assume the queen was physically in the room.

      “Mother.” Velika gave her the customary bow as a show of respect.

      “Oh, please, Velika. You are my child. I do not want you to bow to me,” Mira snapped.

      Velika raised her eyes to look at her mother. She was beautiful. All her daughters resembled her. She had long blonde hair that was styled into a regal high bun, her makeup was light, and her royal crimson robes touched the floor. The woman was five hundred and eighty years old and didn’t appear a day over fifty.

      “Well, I figured since you interrupted me during training, this must be official royal business.” Velika stood to her full height and folded her hands behind her back.

      “Watch your tone, young lady.” Her mother’s image ambled over to her. A smirk was on her lips. “You have always been a smart-ass just like your father.”

      Her parents were one of the lucky couples. They were true mates and had found each other through an accidental meeting. They would spend all of eternity with each other.

      “How is the old man?” Velika relaxed and smiled at her mother. There was something about being the youngest of three children. It didn’t matter how old she or her siblings got, Velika was the one who always got away with murder when it came to their parents.

      “Your father is busy as ever with political issues and demands to kill everyone. You know, the usual.” Mira smiled. She sighed and stared at Velika. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you in person. When are you coming to visit?”

      “Soon, Mother. You know it’s been busy here, too.” There were always rebels and protests that Velika had to deal with. Humans and vampires protested the war. The threat of rogue vampires was always on the horizon, there was always the threat of human radical militia groups who despised everything vampire, and now the lycans were creating mischief.

      “How is the Northwest?” her mother asked. Her figure sat in the chair at the front of the table.

      Velika chose a seat near her. It always amazed her how lifelike figures were through the hologram.

      “Dreary, just how I like it.” Velika loved Washington state. The town of Ensfield did not experience much sunshine.

      Not having too much sun was better for her kind. She could move freely around during the day as much as she wanted. The thick clouds always held the dreadful sun away.

      “I still don’t understand why you choose to go out during the day.” The queen visibly shuddered. “It’s just not normal. Our kind are nocturnal and belong out during the nighttime.”

      “Well, Mother, those who are conspiring against vampires walk around during the day and night. A good warrior is always prepared.” Velika sat back. She didn’t want to try to argue with her mother. She did not want the queen’s wrath upon her. She may be a seasoned warrior and commander of an army, but she was no idiot.

      No one crossed the queen.

      Not even the king himself.

      “I guess you have a point. It’s no wonder your father appointed you as a warden.” Pride appeared in Mira’s eyes. She crossed her legs and sighed. “I am sure you are curious as to the nature of my call. As much as I would love to catch up, I have to tell you that there is a certain matter that I have taken into my hands.”

      Velika wearily stared at her mother.

      This wasn’t good at all.

      “If there was an issue that needed to be taken care of, Mother, my sisters and I would have handled it.”

      “I have been demanding this of you and your sisters, and you all ignored me.” Mira rolled her eyes in the most un-queen-like fashion. “Well, no more. Now we will do this my way.”

      Dread filled Velika. She jumped up from her chair and rested her hands on her hips.

      What the hell had her mother done?

      “I’m not following you. Will you please stop talking in a code,” she growled.

      Mira slowly pushed up from her chair, a devilish gleam in her eyes. Velika remained cool and collected.

      A nagging feeling at the back of her mind alerted her that she wasn’t going to be happy with what her mother was about to say.

      “I have entered you and your sisters into the draft. It is time for the three of you to take mates.”

      “What have you done?” Velika demanded. She wasn’t ready to take a mate. She was in the prime of her life.

      She was fighting for her father, securing her area of their kingdom. She didn’t have time to take a mate. Her prime focus in life was protecting all that vampires stood for.

      The draft was something that all vampires were familiar with. It was a system the seven kings had created with her father leading. As the years passed and vampires hid underground, the chances of finding their fated mates were slim.

      Only fated mates would produce offspring. With the number of true mates declining, the number of vampire births were dwindling.

      It was discovered that humans and vampires were compatible when it came to mating. After the war, the draft went into effect.

      This allowed them to further the reach of finding mates for vampires.

      “Withdraw my name,” Velika demanded. Desperation filled her. This couldn’t be happening. She had her life planned out and didn’t need her mother meddling.

      Neither of her sisters would want this either.

      “It is too late.”

      An icy chill slithered through Velika. She shook her head, not wanting to believe that she could not withdraw. She began thinking of who was on the council she could contact to bend the rules. Being the daughter of the king had to amount to something.

      “It can’t be. Call them and tell them it was a mistake. You are the queen.” She stepped near her mother. Anger filled her at the thought of being forced to do something. Her gums stretched and burned as her fangs descended.

      She was going to hurt something.

      The moment the call with her mother was over, she’d go hunting.

      “The other reason why I’m calling you is to notify you that a match has been made with a female.” Mira smiled, clapping her hands. “A human one.”

      “Mother—”

      “It will do good for the world to see that the royal family is not above finding their mate through the blood match. This person is perfect for you in every way.”

      “I don’t want a mate!” she shouted, her voice echoing through the room. Her hands balled into tight fists.

      “I cannot undo what is done, my dear. She is already on her way to you.”

      Fuck, they sure worked fast. It was common knowledge that they quickly secured the human before they had a chance to run.

      Velika stalked away from her mother and rested her hands on the table.

      This just couldn’t be. Maybe she was having a dream and this was turning into a nightmare. She closed her eyes, sliding her tongue over her sharp fangs until she nicked it slightly. The taste of copper filled her mouth.

      No, this was not a dream.

      “Mother, you don’t know what you have done.” Her chest was rising and falling fast. Velika lifted her head and looked at her mother.

      “I know I have help bring the other half of my daughter’s soul to her.” Mira’s eyes were sincere, and Velika knew her mother meant well in her own way, but this was going too far. “You must teach her our ways and claim her so that she may join you in all eternity.”

      Velika shook her head. She wouldn’t do it. She didn’t have time to concentrate on a mate. If what her mother said was true and a human showed up, she would let her go. She refused to tie a person to her whom she would neglect.

      Hell, Velika was sure the human probably didn’t even want to be entered in the draft. There were plenty who protested that it took away human rights.

      Velika bit back a snort.

      What about vampire rights?

      “Mother—”

      “You must do this, Velika.” An angry storm rolled onto her mother’s face. She moved to stand next to Velika. “Once you’ve won her over, then we can be certain that your line won’t die out anytime soon.”

      Velika’s balled fists tightened. She could feel the pain of her nails digging into her skin.

      What would she do with a human?

      They were too delicate and weren’t built for the life of a vampire’s mate.

      She didn’t care what her mother wanted.

      Velika would release the human.

      “I have alerted your staff to prepare a room for her when you were training with Luther.” Her mother walked away from her and stood near her abandoned chair. She had calmed down and presented as the regal queen again. “A mate is a blessing from the goddess above. You should be happy and thankful there is someone you will be able to spend the rest of your life with. A lifetime of loneliness is not worth it. Take this gift and cherish her.”

      Her mother’s figure disappeared.

      Velika grabbed the nearest chair to her and threw it at the wall with all her strength. It splintered into pieces and fell to the floor.

      She glared at the mess. It didn’t fix anything, but it did calm her a little. She knew what would make her feel better.

      Hunting.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      “Who is it?” She growled. She faced it as it opened.

      Luther and her personal advisor, Petra, entered. Luther’s eyebrows rose sharply at the sight of the broken chair while Petra shook her head.

      “Everything good in here?” Luther asked.

      Velika ignored his question and turned her attention to Petra.

      “I’m going to assume your mother told you the news,” Petra said. She folded her hands together, meeting Velika’s gaze head-on. They were longtime friends, and Petra was always allowed to speak her mind. “I have just received word that the human will be here within the hour.”
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      Quinn sat frozen in the SUV while her vampire escorts drove her to her destination. She had only been given the name of the vampire she would now belong to.

      Velika Riskel.

      The guards hadn’t said much to her other than to answer that question.

      She had much preferred it.

      The shock of the vampire she was matched with had rendered her speechless. How did she get matched with royalty?

      A vampire princess. Commander of the Northwest territory.

      One of the most ruthless vampires in the country.

      Fear gripped Quinn. The Riskel royals were known for their fierceness and ruthlessness. Everyone knew of King Riskel, the ruler of the North American continent. The human government had basically rolled over and showed their belly. The king ruled the lands. The United States and Canada all answered to the king.

      There was no way Quinn would be able to survive whatever Velika had in store for her. She was already planning to run the moment she got the chance.

      She would be willing to risk the wrath of the princess.

      The commander’s skills with weapons and fighting were always being covered on the news. Quinn was sure the princess had some weird deadly fetish for humans that would lead to her being drained dry.

      She swallowed hard, not wanting to imagine what would happen to her.

      Vampires claimed they were protecting the humans, but Quinn had heard otherwise. Terror overtook her at the thought of what the vampire would probably do to her. She had heard about people who were drafted, never returned to their homes and never seen again.

      When she was a little girl, her mother would always tell her she shouldn’t listen to what she heard through the grapevine.

      Nothing ever good came out of gossip.

      If Quinn closed her eyes, she could hear her mother’s voice.

      The rest of the trip was completed in silence. She had been uprooted from her home and swept away to a town in Washington. She settled pack in her seat, trying to come up with a plan of escape. She’d have to wait until she arrived at her destination to see what she’d be up against.

      Quinn must have dozed off. She opened her eyes and found her head resting on the door. She jerked to a sitting position and looked around. The interior of the vehicle was still dark and silent. The two vampire guards remained in the front, not speaking.

      She glanced out the window and watched the dark scenery fly past. The road became winding, curving up the side of a steep hill. Quinn grew curious and pressed her face against the window to try to catch sight of anything that could help her later.

      Finally, the thick trees that lined the road gave way. A large castle came into view. It was nothing like she’d ever seen.

      Her eyes grew wide. She knew the royal vampire family was filthy rich, but a freaking castle? She had imagined a mansion of some sort. While the rest of the country suffered and was barely making ends meet, the vampires prospered. They lived lavish lives, and by the looks of this castle, Velika Riskel was no exception.

      Who could escape from something like this? It appeared like a fortress that was impenetrable. They drew closer to the building, and the sight of guards walking along the perimeter became visible.

      Any hope of escaping was slowly dwindling.

      The vehicle finally drew to a halt in front of the building.

      She stared at the structure. This was where she would live out the rest of her days as the vampire’s slave and blood source.

      Images of her being tied up and bled daily to feed the princess came to mind. She cringed.

      Maybe she shouldn’t have listened to the gossip mill. But everything she’d heard wasn’t all entirely false. Word how vampires treated their humans back home traveled around. That was why so many humans hoped to avoid being matched with a vampire. If humans ran from their vampires, if caught, they were turned back over to their vampires for punishment.

      She shivered at the thought of what some humans may have suffered.

      Her gaze landed on the front door that opened. A man in a suit stood, waiting.

      A butler.

      The two guards exited the SUV.

      Her door opened, and Baldy stood waiting for her step out. She cautiously got out, and her eyes were immediately drawn to the building again. Her feet automatically took a step toward it. Had the circumstances been any different, she would have admired the structure. It was breathtakingly beautiful. Even in the darkness she was captivated.

      In the daytime, she was sure it was magnificent.

      “I will take that.” Baldy took her bag from her before she even had a moment to object.

      She bit back a protest and followed him over to the front steps.

      “Miss Hogan,” Baldy announced.

      Quinn stood behind him and peeked around him. The butler regarded her with such disdain. His lip curled up as if she stank and was filthy.

      Quinn resisted the urge to smell herself. She glanced down at the outfit she had put on for work. Her heavily distressed jeans and soft t-shirt with sandals were clean and decent. It was one of her favorite outfits.

      She was completely out of her league.

      That was very apparent.

      “Follow me, please, Miss Hogan.” He didn’t even bother to introduce himself.

      Quinn didn’t see any sight of Baldy or her bag. She walked inside and froze.

      The butler peered over his shoulder and must have seen the expression on her face. “Don’t touch anything, miss. My name is Mortas. I have been the butler for this home for years.”

      Holy cannoli.

      She wouldn’t be shocked if she looked down to see her mouth dragging on the floor. The foyer reminded her of something one would see in those fantasy movies from before the millennium. She’d seen a few old movies, and the wealth that was on display in this house was out of this world.

      The massive crystal chandelier was the star of the room. Her eyes were drawn to the ceiling. The molding along the walls appeared to be handcrafted. The dark wood was a direct contrast to the light paint.

      She continued slowly behind the butler, trying to take it all in.

      Expensive paintings were on display, crisp white marble floors, and even the scent permeating the air was fancy.

      “I’m sure after your long trip, you will want to freshen up,” Mortas said. He led her over to a wide winding staircase. “The princess will want to meet you, and we should have you outfitted in something more appropriate.”
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