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      Downtown Wichita, Kansas, was no place to be once the sun went down. Stormey Jaymes scurried along the sidewalk with terror in her heart. Sounds coming from an alleyway left her fearing for her life.

      It was the sound of vampires feeding.

      And it didn’t appear to be consensual.

      Stormy knew better than to leave this late. Her manager at the Jade Inn had called her, asking if she could pick up a shift.

      Another employee had gone missing, and they were short on housekeepers.

      Even though today had been her only day off for the week, Stormey had accepted the offer. The pay at the inn wasn’t the best, but it was something. Every penny she earned would be put to good use.

      The inhuman screams that echoed behind her sent her heart racing. She was practically running at this point.

      Two more blocks and she would be at work. It would be safe there. She vowed that the next time they called her in, she would come right away so she wouldn’t get caught out late.

      On her one day off each week, she spent the entire day volunteering at the orphanage. She had a soft spot in her heart when it came to children who were the forgotten casualties of the war. So many were left without anyone to love them.

      Stormey knew what it felt like to lose the two people who had meant the world to her. At the young age of three, she had lost her father in the war and then her mother to cancer. She could barely remember their faces, and to be quiet honest, she wasn’t certain the images she held dear were their real faces.

      What if the images were something her brain had concocted all of these years? Stormey didn’t want to even consider it was a possibility. She blocked that notion from her brain.

      She had been so young, and there was no family to take her in, so she’d become a ward of the state. Many of her years as a youth were spent growing up in an orphanage. She may not have had family who were blood related, but she had an extended family who helped her navigate life. She had a claim of about twenty brothers and sisters who had been her rock throughout her younger years.

      She just wished she would have been able to keep in communication with most of them, but thanks to the war, she had lost touch with some.

      Footsteps thudded behind her. Stormey dared not turn around. She had watched plenty of the older films from before the war that showed what happened when someone did that in those horror movies. It was a favorite pastime she loved to indulge in whenever she could get the chance.

      The person behind her quickened their pace. There was a growing number of rogue vampires in their town who didn’t follow the vampire laws. They did what they wanted and didn’t heed the rules.

      Stormey knew all about the vampire laws. She had been infatuated with learning all about this new race of beings from the moment she’d been old enough to understand what a vampire was. When she wasn’t volunteering at the orphanage she was reading as much as she could to learn about the vampires.

      According to folklore, vampires were the undead who were stronger, faster, and needed to consume blood to live. They were allergic to sunlight and lived long lives.

      But Stormey knew she couldn’t believe everything she had heard. Vampires weren’t the undead.

      They were pretty much beings who were alive, just like humans, only with a different thirst.

      Only, humans were their food and apparently could be their mates.

      And one of them was probably behind her. More footsteps could be heard.

      “Oh, look at what we have here,” a deep, raspy voice called out from behind, confirming her suspicion.

      She tried to move faster but she felt their presence behind her. Stormey’s vision blurred. This was not the way she had hoped to die. She had figured she would live a long, full life, find a life partner, and maybe have a kid or two.

      Maybe fate had something else planned for her.

      She was yanked back and thrown into a brick building by an unseen assailant. Their strength was definitely not human. Stormey was a pleasantly plump woman weighing around two hundred and fifty pounds. She wasn’t blessed in the height factor, but the Lord had seen fit to give her ample curves and a plush body. She glanced to her left and saw she was practically steps from the inn.

      Damn, she was going to die on her way to work.

      “Such a pretty thing like you shouldn’t be out at night by yourself,” the voice rumbled.

      Stormey winced, the foul, warm breath of the vampire greeting her. They trapped her, three of them standing before her. Laughter and growls filled area. More vampires raced by as if in a pack. Her eyes widened at the number of vampires running around on the loose.

      What the hell was going on?

      Screams pierced the air. These vampires were on the attack and causing a ruckus. These attacks always came in waves. Usually, Stormey would be safe and secure inside when they occurred.

      Her heart pounded. She sent up a small prayer to any of the gods who may be listening. A rough hand forced her face toward them. It gripped her chin hard and wrenched her to look at the monster standing in front of her. Stormey assumed he was the leader.

      “She smells good,” one of his vampire goons groaned. “Let me get a taste of her.”

      “No, you don’t get to go first,” the other one snapped.

      “I get first bite,” the one holding her growled.

      Stormey shook at the sight of his fangs descending. They were massive and sharp. They would tear into her flesh and make minced meat of her.

      “Maybe I will leave something for you two.”

      “Let me go,” Stormey whispered. Her body trembled out of control.

      Apparently, her plea was hilarious to them. The three barked hefty laughs at her expense. There were other vampires dragging a man toward an alleyway. He begged and pleaded with them, but they ignored him.

      “Oh, no. You don’t get to go anywhere.” The leader pressed closer to her.

      She turned her face away from him, his tongue connecting to her cheek. She whimpered, nausea overtaking her. She tried to lodge her hands in between them so she could push him away, but it was like shoving a steel wall. He didn’t budge.

      “Please,” she cried out.

      “Damn, you taste good,” he breathed.

      His hands went to her hair and grabbed her low ponytail, tilting her head back. She struggled, trying to break free, but he was overpowering her. The other two licked their fangs and narrowed their gazes on her, waiting for their turn at her. Stormey grew frantic and jerked her knee up, connecting with his inner thigh. He howled and backhanded her. Pain burst out on her face from the force of his blow. She fell back against the wall and tried to break free but was snatched by her waist.

      Stormey screamed.

      “Help me!”

      “No one will come and help you,” the second one growled.

      Stormey was slammed back on the wall. The leader glared at her. He gripped her by her throat, crushing her windpipe. She scratched at his hand, trying to free herself so she could breathe. Her lungs burned the second they tried to bring in air.

      “What the hell?” The third one paused. His eyes grew wide while a thin line of blood appeared on his neck. An arrow protruded from the side of his neck. He fell to the ground, his body shaking.

      “Fuck, it’s royal guards.” The second one turned and backed away.

      “They aren’t going to take my meal from me,” the leader snapped.

      He drew Stormey to her and bent his head with the intent very clear. Stormey cried out, bracing for the pain she knew was coming. This was it. The end of her life was upon her. His body jerked repeatedly, his hold on her neck loosening.

      He fell to his knees before her. She stepped back, tripping on her feet and landing on her bottom. The vampire fell toward her. Stormey darted to the side and avoided having him fall on her. She glanced down. Large holes appeared on his back. A dark substance leaked from them, staining his jacket. Her three attackers appeared to be dead.

      Stormey glanced up and took in the fighting that ensued around her. She stared, mouth agape, as she watched the royal guards swarm in, fighting the vampires who had been attacking the humans. Their uniforms were dark with purple patches that symbolized the house of Princess Hegna Riskel, the eldest daughter of the vampire king. These highly trained warriors overtook the area and were no match for the lousy vampires who overran her town.

      She scrambled to her feet and pressed her back against the wall. She wasn’t that far from the inn and knew she would have to take the risk and run. With a prayer on the tip of her lips, she took off toward the tall building on the corner. The sounds of swords and weapons firing filled the air. She didn’t look back but kept her eyes on the door.

      Stormey arrived and found it locked. She jingled the handle frantically and glanced behind her. The fighting was growing more gruesome, and her heart all but leaped into her throat.

      “Open up! It’s me!” She banged on the wooden door.

      She peered through the window and took in the sight of Melissa rushing toward the door. It flung open with Melissa ushering her in.

      “Oh my god. Are you harmed?” Melissa asked. She slammed the door shut and bolted it locked.

      The hotel’s foyer was empty. Stormey glanced up the stairs. A few faces peered down at her. There were protocols they had to follow when under attack. The hotel would go on lockdown to protect the employees and patrons. She was lucky Melissa had even come and opened the door. To protect everyone, they could have left Stormey outside.

      “Thank the fates, no.” Stormey raced over to windows, unable to resist looking out. She pushed the drapes aside. The scenery out there was growing worse. Where the hell were all of these vampires coming from?

      She had never seen this amount of rogues before in one place.

      “Are you crazy? Get away from the windows!” Melissa screeched, but Stormey ignored her.

      The windows of the Jade Inn were enforced and could withstand tons of pressure. There was something deep down inside her that had made her go to the window. There was something she had to see. She didn’t know why, but her gut was telling her to stay where she was. The royal guards were winning. Bodies of the rogues lay strewn around on the streets and sidewalks.

      Stormey’s breath caught in her throat as a certain figure caught her eye. It was the princess.

      The heir to the vampire throne.

      Hegna Riskel.

      And she was every bit of the badass warrior they said she was.

      The vampire princess was dressed in black fighting leathers, her dark hair scraped back away from her face in intricate plaits. Her expression was cold and hard. Her speed and skills fighting hand-to-hand were breathtaking.

      Stormey’s face was pressed against the glass while Hegna slid her duel swords out from their sheaths at her sides and engaged with the foolish vampires who thought they could take on the princess. Stormey bit her lip, watching the woman.

      She was powerful.

      Lethal.

      And Stormey was infatuated with the vampire.

      “Stormey, get away from the window,” Jack, her manager, snapped.

      He grabbed her by her arm and dragged her off. Stormey resisted for one slight moment to get one last glimpse of the princess.
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      Stormey pulled her coat closed and slid her gloves on. She noticed small holes on the tips of the fingers and frowned. She would have to go and see if she could fix them later. She couldn’t afford to purchase new ones, and these she’d had for a few years. Grabbing the shovel, she walked outside the front door of the Jade Inn. Jack had asked for a favor.

      She should have known it was something that wasn’t in her job description, but what was she going to say?

      No?

      She snorted.

      It was hard to find a good-paying job. Stormey wasn’t going to risk him telling her to pack her bags and go. There would be at least ten people lining up to take her job and probably for less money.

      So, if he wanted the stairs cleaned off from the snow, then that’s what she would do. It wasn’t that much, and she did enjoy the biting fresh air. She inhaled sharply and took in her surroundings. It was a beautiful day, and there were even some people ambling down the street.

      Stormey blew out her breath and giggled at the sight of it in the air. The crisp winter chill would set in soon. Her coat wasn’t the thickest, and she sensed the cold already settling in her bones.

      “Let me hurry,” she muttered.

      The small shovel was balanced against the wall near the door. She grabbed it and got to work. Her shift would be ending soon, and she had plans that included stopping by the orphanage. The winter was hard on the children, so she made sure she put in extra time to help cheer some of them up. Adoptions were down, and the place was getting a little crowded. She worried about some of the older children who would be aging out soon.

      She paused and straightened. Her back muscles protested slightly at the manual work. She made her way to the bottom stair and glanced across the street. A tremor snuck through her at the memory of that night she’d almost lost her life.

      But then she had shown up.

      The princess.

      The rogue vampires had been dealt with.

      The people of her city had wondered when the princess was going to do something with the overpopulation of rogues who were flooding their city. It had become extremely dangerous to be out after the sun went down. There were so many missing person reports filed every day. The news held daily segments showcasing the photos of the humans who had disappeared.

      Since the war, humans had become dependent upon the protection of the vampires. The human governments around the world were in shambles. The United States government officials answered to the vampire king and his wardens. There were human police departments, but they had no jurisdiction over the vampires, nor did they have the ability to fight them.

      Stormey tore her eyes from the site where she had been cornered and turned back to the inn. The stairs were now free and clear of the few inches of snow that had covered them. She walked back up the stairs and placed the shovel back where it was. She went inside and stomped her feet on the rug.

      “Thanks for doing that,” Jack called out from behind the check-in counter. His dark mop of hair was uncombed and fell forward into his eyes.

      “No problem.” Stormey nodded to him and headed past the counter toward the employee lounge where she could hang her coat back up. She had worked at the Jade Inn for a few years now and was thankful for the inn. It allowed her to have a small home of her own, allowed her to feed and dress herself.

      Life since the war had been hard. It had certainly taken its toll on the world. Life as humans knew it had changed the moment vampires presented themselves. Humans who were unaware that others existed amongst them were cocky and thought they would be able to eradicate the vampires.

      The humans had their asses handed to them.

      Vampires were the superior beings. They were masterful hunters and didn’t hide the fact that humans were their prey.

      Many humans had lost their families to the war. The human governments put a gun in any able-bodied human’s hand and sent them off to fight. The draft had been unfair and was forced. Many humans tried to outrun being sent to war. Some were successful in evading their imposed duty while others weren’t. The loss of human life had been astounding. The numbers were depressing but were on the rise again. As with any deadly event in history, there was a boom in the number of children born.

      Stormey dreamed of a day where she would find that special someone in her life.

      She arrived at the lounge and shucked off her coat and hung it up. The air in the hotel was chilly. She doubted Jack would want to turn up the heat in the areas that were designed for employees. She changed her shoes and moved to the closet where her cart was. She was sure Jack had a few rooms that needed to be cleaned from late checkouts.

      She got her assignment and saw that she only had one room to clean.

      “Room two thirty-seven. Perfect,” she muttered. She pushed her cart and headed over to the service elevators. It wouldn’t take her long to clean this room. It was a standard, and by the time she was done, it would be time for her to clock out.

      She arrived at her destination and knocked on the door.

      “Housekeeping,” she called out. Even though Jack had listed this room as one that needed cleaning, it didn’t mean the people had actually left. Hearing no sounds from the other side of the door, she opened it with her key. Stormey wrinkled her nose at the stale air that greeted her. She turned back to her cart and grabbed some gloves and slid them on.

      She entered the room and immediately found the remote. She turned the television on so she could watch the news while she cleaned. She was unable to afford a television of her own, so she got all of her news at work. There were a few shows on that she was guilty of watching when they were on while she worked. Also, she took advantage of being able to watch some of the old movies that were streamed.

      She flipped through the channels and didn’t see any of the news programs on. She found a movie and set the remote down on the dresser. She hadn’t seen this one before. She spun around and got to work.

      Even with the TV to keep her company, her mind wandered. She still couldn’t get the image of Hegna Riskel fighting the rogues out of her mind. Stormey would admit she had a little crush on the princess who was the warden who oversaw her area.

      There was just something so fascinating about the vampire. She was tall, beautiful, strong, and quite older than Stormey’s age of thirty-five. The princess was said to be around two hundred and thirty-six years old.

      “She looks good for an old woman.” Stormey chuckled. She stripped the bed of its sheets and blankets while trying to not think of what a few of the stains she spotted were. She became lost in her thoughts while working. She hummed to herself, occasionally glancing at the television.

      “She’s my mate,” the man on the screen swore.

      Stormey froze in place, her attention now on the television. The movie that was playing just so happened to be an old vampire flick from the twentieth century. The man, a vampire, had dark hair, pale skin, and he fought against another trying to get to a woman. He was frantic and desperate.

      How ironic that this movie played. The real vampires of the world were all in search of their mates. It was one of the reasons they had presented themselves. Aside from securing more food for their people, they were in search of their fated mates. Stormey found it fascinating that the vampires had come up with a way to find them. They had used science and designed a test that would connect them with their intended.

      The draft.

      This was instilled by the ruling vampires once they came into power on this planet. Humans, when called, were to submit a blood sample. A simple test where the results would determine if the donor had a vampire mate. If the human matched to a vampire, then they would be shipped off to the vampire.

      Not all humans wanted this. There were plenty of protests from groups on both sides, human and vampire. These anti-vampire groups felt that humans should not be forced to become a vampire’s mate or food. According to them, it was against human rights to make them submit to a vampire.

      Then there were the anti-human groups that felt vampires should not take humans as their mates. They were against a mixing of the species. Mating with humans and producing children was an abomination, and the vampire race should remain pure.

      Stormey had heard both arguments. There was no way to get away from it. Both sides were fierce in their protests, and one couldn’t go anywhere without running into one side voicing their disgust.

      Stormey was captivated by the movie on the screen. She knew what she wanted.

      She wanted to belong to a vampire.

      Her heart quickened just thinking about it.

      Who did she dream of belonging to?

      None other than Hegna Riskel.

      What she wouldn’t give to be taken from this life and given to the warrior princess. Stormey desired to be loved, cherished, and protected. She’d heard rumors that all the mates to vampires were satisfied. She didn’t know anyone personally, but she’d heard from others who did know someone that vampire mates never wanted to leave their vampires.

      Stormey’s infatuation may be next-level stalking. She had researched everything she could find about the heir to the throne. The amount of information that as available left Stormey confused on how the world hadn’t known about vampires before the war. Stormey knew everything about the vampire that was made public. Her obsession with the princess was like that of a schoolgirl crushing on a famous rockstar.

      It wasn’t the wealth that was attractive. Stormey wasn’t that shallow.

      It was Hegna’s sense of strength and power. That night where she and her vampires had come in and defeated the rogues was still ingrained in her mind. The way her army followed her commands had been impressive.

      The woman was downright sexy. Her dark hair, toned body, and ice-blue eyes. Stormey had viewed multiple pictures of her on the web. She had spent many hours at the library doing her research into vampire history, traditions, and the Riskel family.

      Stormey had caught stories of the princess’s prowess on the news. There were tales of her lovers and her love of adult entertainment. The heir to the throne was the last of the Riskel daughters to be mated. Her sisters, Velika and Lethia, were mated to their human women via the draft. Hegna was considered one of the most eligible bachelorettes on the continent, if not the world. The princess had been photographed with various unnamed women, and Stormey could never confirm if she was in a relationship with any of them.

      She couldn’t wait for the day her name was picked so she could go down to the government lab and get her blood drawn.

      She wanted someone to claim her.

      Stormey knew she would make a damn good mate to whoever. She had skills that would be helpful. She was a great cook, but vampires didn’t consume food. Her cooking skills could be useful for entertaining. She was kind, loyal, and at times a night owl. She could get used to the nocturnal way of life.

      She chuckled and shook her head.

      “Enough daydreaming,” she muttered. She walked to her cart and grabbed clean linen. She turned around and went back in to finish her job. Once she got home, she could daydream about Hegna Riskel until she drifted off to sleep like she had done so many other nights.
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        * * *

      

      Stormey’s body ached, but she ignored her complaining muscles. It had been a long day at work, but she wasn’t done yet. She was going to stop by the orphanage, Friends of Greta, which was on her way home. Friends of Greta was run by Greta Brothers, a former nun. She was an older woman who’d started the orphanage thirty years ago. After the war, her orphanage had been flooded with children in need.

      Volunteers like Stormey helped her to keep it running as smooth as could be. Greta was getting up there in age and needed all the help she could get to keep up with the rambunctious children.

      The war had caused so much devastation. The vampires had swept through their world and destroyed everything. Life as humans knew it was never the same. Humans were no longer at the top of the food chain.

      And lately, the world had been in another uproar. It would appear that it wasn’t just vampires they had to deal with.

      Now there were the lycans.

      Stormey shivered at the thought of the wolf shifters. It felt as if she were living in a paranormal movie. Shifters and vampires? Who would come out next?

      It would seem that humans had been so arrogant to think they were the only ones inhabiting the planet. Stormey was sure there was so much more out there that they didn’t know about.

      She hefted her bag onto her shoulder and marched out of the employee lounge. A new wave of energy flooded her with the thought of spending some time with the kiddos. She pushed open the door that led to the hotel’s front desk and saw Jack on the telephone.

      “Goodnight,” she called out and waved.

      “Stormey.” Jack motioned to the phone. “Phone is for you.”

      “Me?” She skidded to a halt. Who would be calling her? Whoever it was, the call must be important. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a phone of her own and gave her work number for anything important. Her heart seemed to leap into her throat. Her feet were heavy as she walked toward the front desk. “Who is it?”

      “I’m not your secretary.” Jack blew out a deep breath. “I understand why some of you give out this number, but I’m not in the business of taking messages.”

      He thrust the phone into her hand. She swallowed hard and lifted it to her ear.

      “This is Stormey Jaymes. How can I help you?” Her voice didn’t shake, and she was proud of that.

      “Yes, Ms. Jaymes, this is Lucy Donovan from the Wichita Draft Office. I need to ask you a few questions to verify your identity.” The woman’s voice was cold and lifeless.

      “Yes, of course.” Stormey answered the simple questions. She had to contain her excitement. She had been waiting for this day to come. Deep in her gut, she knew her life was about to change forever.

      “Thank you, Ms. Jaymes. You have been identified as a human who will need to report for the draft. Do you understand what this means?”

      “Yes, I do.” Stormey had to fight to keep a smile from forming.

      “Good. You will need to report to the following lab. Do you have a pen and paper to write down the address?”

      “Give me one second.” She motioned to Jack to give her a pen while she snagged a blank notepad from the counter.

      He rolled his eyes and passed her the one in his hand.

      “I’m ready.” She scribbled down the address and recognized that the place wasn’t too far from where she worked. She hadn’t even realized the lab was so close.

      “You are to report there within the next two hours. If not, you will be in violation of penal code⁠—”

      “Don’t worry, I’m on my way now,” Stormey interjected. She could no longer contain her excitement.

      Jack rolled his eyes at her again as she hung up. “You are excited about being called down for that draft?” He folded his arms in front of his chest.

      She tossed the pen down on the counter and ripped the piece of paper from the notepad. She stuffed it into her pocket and grinned.

      “Have a great night!” She ignored his question, tossed him a wave, and was out the door in a matter of seconds. She didn’t want to know his opinion about the draft, nor did she care what he may think of her.

      Stormey glanced at the sky and took in that the sun was still out. She had a few hours left of daytime before she needed to seek shelter. She pulled out the piece of paper and stared at the address. She walked down the street in the direction she needed to go. It should take her about thirty minutes if she hustled hard.

      Stormey couldn’t keep the smile from her face. Her body heated at the thought of being matched with a vampire. She had read studies that revealed the test was one hundred percent accurate on revealing fated mates. They would take a sample of her blood, and by tonight, she would know if there was a vampire out there for her.

      Now, she knew not all vampires were registered at the moment. It was a big deal when the vampire princesses were entered into the database. The media and tabloids went crazy. From what Stormey had read, the queen herself had entered her daughters into the draft. The two youngest daughters had been matched right away, and their mating had even led to the birth of the royal family’s next generation.

      Stormey sighed. Her hand drifted down to her stomach. She yearned to have a family of her own. She had dreamed of the day where she could hold her little bundle of joy. There was no doubt in her mind that she would be a great mother. She may not have been lucky enough to be raised by her own, but Stormey knew what she’d missed out on growing up and vowed that her children would never go without and would always know of love.

      She took in the area, having become lost in a daydream. She laughed and sped up. She rounded the corner and glanced down at the piece of paper again.

      “Almost there,” she murmured.

      She nodded to a woman who was walking with a little one in tow. The small boy grinned at her, revealing his two missing front teeth. She chuckled and waved at him. Her ovaries quivered at his cuteness.

      Yes.

      Her life was going to change.

      Stormey paused and looked at the brick storefronts, not seeing one with a sign. She eyed the paper again and searched for the address. She continued down the sidewalk, scanning the area.

      “Bingo.” Her gaze landed on a building across the street that was unmarked. She jogged across, narrowly being hit by a speeding car. The driver laid on their horn as they flew past her. Stormey hopped up on the curb and gripped her bag handle tight. She stared at the entrance, the butterflies in her stomach fluttering to life.

      Even almost getting run over couldn’t kill her vibe.

      The unmarked building was plain, brick, and didn’t give off the appeal that it was a medical facility. Stormey exhaled and moved to the door. She gripped the handle and opened it. She was immediately met with the scent of antiseptic. Inside, she found herself in a waiting area that was filled with people. Chairs were lined up, and there were only a few free.

      “Hello.” Stormey arrived at the check-in desk.

      There was a man sitting behind it, focused on the computer screen, his fingers flying along the keyboard while he worked. His skin was extremely pale, and his dark hair was perfectly combed away from his face. Small fangs peeked out from underneath his top lip. Vampire. Interesting. It was daylight. How was he working here?

      She glanced back at the doors and windows and took in the special coverings. “I received a call and was instructed to report here.”

      “What is your name?” He paused his typing and pulled out a clipboard.

      “Stormey Jaymes.” She even spelled it out to ensure he had the correct spelling. She wanted to make sure she got credit for showing up. She was used to people misspelling both her first and last names.

      “Initial here then fill out this questionnaire.” He flipped the page and set the clipboard on the counter in front of her then slid another piece of paper beside it. He placed a pen down for her.

      Stormey scribbled her initials then filled out the short form. Her name, address, place of work, family status, height, and weight. She paused. Why did they need to know her clothing sizing? Shaking her head, she quickly finished filling out the form then gave everything back to him.

      “Do you have your birth records with you?”

      She nodded, reached inside her bag, and removed her wallet. She handed him a copy of her birth certificate and her identification card. He scanned them into the computer, offering the documents back to Stormey. She always kept her records on her just for this moment. She figured she would always be ready for when she was called down for her donation.

      “Please stand over there so I can take your picture.”

      Stormey did as she was instructed.

      A few moments later, he motioned to the waiting area. “Have a seat. Here’s your number, and they will call that when they are ready for you.”

      She took the small piece of paper that held her number.

      Three hundred and sixty-six.

      This would be her lucky number.

      Stormey made her way through the sterile waiting area and found a seat in the corner. She rested her bag in her lap and relaxed. With the number of vampires searching for a mate, she was sure there was one out there for her. She understood things between her and the vampire may be awkward at first. She just hoped that over time a loving relationship would develop and grow.

      The decor of the waiting room was simple and resembled a doctor’s office. Plastic plants, old magazines resting on a few tables scattered around the room. Even light music played through invisible speakers.

      Time passed, and Stormey watched the room. She could see fear written on some of the people’s faces who were around her. There was a slight tension in the air. No one knew for certain if they would match with a vampire. Numbers were called out, and the person holding the correlating one would stand and follow the orderly to the back.

      Stormey shifted in her seat, anxious for hers to be called. No one spoke while they waited. She noticed it didn’t take long for the donation. Each person who was called back would be leaving shortly afterwards. Her leg bounced uncontrollably. The woman sitting across from her kept staring at her leg.

      Stormey paused the motion. She offered the woman a smile. She scowled at Stormey before turning away from her.

      “Three sixty-six.”

      Stormey’s heart stuttered.

      It was time for her to give her sample. She stood and walked over to the desk where the same vampire who’d registered her sat. A short woman stood by the desk.

      “You called my number. Three sixty-six.” Stormey held up the piece of paper.

      “Follow me, please.” Her dark hair was pulled up in a tight bun. She was dressed in navy-blue scrubs and walked briskly through the halls.

      Stormey hefted her bag up on her shoulder and followed. She bit her lip and didn’t say a word. The scent of antiseptic filled her nostrils. She was impressed by the sight of the place. This was run by the vampires. The human government didn’t have money to run something so elaborate.

      “How long have you worked here?” Stormey asked in an attempt to make small talk.

      The woman glanced back at her with a raised eyebrow.

      “A few years,” she responded.

      “Do you get a lot of people every day?” Stormey couldn’t stop the questions from tumbling from her mouth. She was downright curious. She had waited forever to get here, and now that she was, her curiosity was getting the best of her.

      “Yes.”

      “And do you know how many people are actually matched?”

      The woman drew to a halt and faced Stormey. She rested her hand on her hip, and it was then Stormey saw her fangs peeking from underneath her lip.

      A vampire.

      Stormey swallowed hard and clutched her bag to her.

      “I don’t keep up with the humans once they give their samples.” She turned and motioned for Stormey to follow her again.

      She had increased her pace, and Stormey struggled to keep up. She was beginning to think the woman was irritated by her questions. Did others not ask questions when they came to give their sample?

      “Do vampires come here to give their samples, too?” Stormey asked. What would be the chances that she and her future mate gave blood at the same laboratory?

      The woman replied with a snort and shook her head. “No, their facilities are different.” She stopped outside a closed door. She opened it and motioned for Stormey to enter. It was small and looked like a medical exam room. “Please have a seat. They will be with you soon.”

      The woman slid a file into the plastic holder on the door. She gave Stormey one last look that was very familiar. One that she’d received plenty of times when people found out she was for humans mating with vampires. The woman shook her head and closed the door.

      Stormey removed her coat and hung it up on the hook on the wall. She took the seat and waited.
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      Stormey let herself into her tiny home. She shut the door behind her and engaged the locks. She didn’t live in the best part of town, but everyone in her neighborhood was like her. Part of the lower working class. The home she rented was just in her price range. It was less than four hundred feet. It was an open floor plan with the living room and kitchen connected. There was a small bathroom in the back, and her bedroom was in the loft.

      It wasn’t much, but it had been her home for the last few years. It was decorated sparsely with only the necessities. She had an oversized chair and a table in the living room as her only furniture.

      She was proud of her house. As a child who’d bounced around between orphanages to foster homes, she had been so excited to find a place of her own. She had moved countless times. There were some families who’d taken her in. Some had been good while others were questionable. She had tried to be a well-behaved kid in hopes someone would want to keep her and adopt her, but it always ended with her being sent back to an orphanage.

      Many of the families who’d fostered her did it for the money. The government paid them to look after children. They didn’t really want her but wanted the benefits of having a foster kid.

      That was what drove her to find someone to love her.

      She wanted to belong. She wanted to share all of the love she harbored inside her. When she was sixteen years old, a woman by the name of Lori Silver had agreed to house her. Finally, she had found a foster mom who cared for her. Those last two years in the foster system were the best of Stormey’s life. They had lived in a small town in Alabama.

      Stormey still communicated with Lori whenever she got a chance. They exchanged letters to keep each other updated. Lori was getting up in age, but she was still caring for older foster children. Whenever Stormey had extra money, she sent it to Lori. The woman never thought of herself. Stormey insisted that the few dollars she sent be spent on her. Lori was stubborn, and Stormey was sure her foster mother spent that money on her children.

      She took her coat off and dropped it onto her chair along with her bag. She rushed to the ladder that led to her small bedroom.

      She stripped off her work clothes and threw on her best outfit. If tonight was going to be the night she met her mate, then she wanted to look her best. She chose a pair of black leggings and a soft cream sweater she had found at the secondhand store. It was thick and long, stopping just below her plump bottom. She frantically gathered her belongings together and tossed them into her bag. Clothes, shoes, some personal trinkets, and the letters from Lori.

      She wanted to make sure that if—no, when—her name was drawn, she would already have her belongings together. She didn’t own much. Once she left, she was sure her home would be rented out by the next morning. Her landlord would not miss her at all. The only thing that mattered was keeping someone in the house so he could get paid. Not that he fixed anything. There was plenty that needed attention in her home. She didn’t want to complain and risk getting thrown out. So she patched up what she could.

      “This is sad,” she murmured, staring at her bag on her bed. She hadn’t realized that all of her personal belongings fit in one duffle. Not that it mattered. After she paid the few bills she had, she donated as much as she could to the orphanage. Those kids needed it more than she did.

      Stormey carried the bag downstairs and sat it on the floor near her chair. She scanned the rest of the house to see if there was anything else she wanted to take. She didn’t keep anything of value downstairs. If someone broke into her home, she didn’t want to make it easy for them to take from her.

      She moved over into the kitchen. Her stomach grumbled, alerting her that she hadn’t eaten since earlier that day. She opened the fridge and found there wasn’t much in there. She frowned, unable to remember the last time she had gone to the market.

      “Today will be a day to splurge.” She slammed the door shut and went over to her bag. She peeked inside her wallet to make sure she would have enough to cover dinner. She tossed her coat back on and decided she would go to the local diner near her home. They served good, hot food, and she had enough time to grab something to eat and could watch the draft on their television.

      With it being wintertime, the sun didn’t stay out as long. Ever since the princess and her small army had come to town, attacks on humans had decreased drastically. There were even guards and human police who patrolled areas, making it safer for humans to be out at night.

      Martha’s was a cozy little diner that was located a few blocks from Stormey’s neighborhood. Stormey locked up her home and left. She slid the straps of her bag across her chest to be able to hold on to it. She picked up her pace and stayed aware of her surroundings.

      It wouldn’t do her any good to donate her blood, be matched, but be found dead in an alleyway.

      Stormey blew out a deep breath and increased her speed. She made it in record time. She entered the restaurant and was immediately hit with the aroma of good, home-cooked food. The decor was that of the late twentieth century. It may be a little outdated, but it was clean.

      “Hello there. Just one?” a short lady with olive skin and jet-black hair greeted her. The woman’s smile was infectious. Her tag held the name Cecilia.

      “Yes, please.” Stormey returned her smile.

      “Would you like a booth or table?” Cecilia grabbed a menu and waved for her to follow.

      “A booth would be perfect.” Stormey glanced around and took in the other patrons. There were a few couples, a family, and some singles spread around. “Can I be near the television? I just want to catch the news.”

      “Of course.” Cecilia walked over to a booth and set the menu down.

      Stormey removed her coat and slid into the booth. She settled her belongings on the seat next to her before picking up the menu.

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Water would be fine.” Stormey began going over the short menu. She wanted to save some of her money. Luckily enough, water was free.

      “Want a lemon for it?” Cecilia asked.

      “Sure, thanks.”

      Stormey turned her attention back to the menu once Cecilia disappeared from her table. Everything sounded good, but she needed to stay within her budget. When Cecilia returned, she had her decision made and placed her order.

      Her anxiety was rising. She peered down at her watch and saw that it was time for the news. She glanced back over to the television, and the opening credits were rolling. Stormey wiped her hands on her leggings and reached for her water. She pushed her lemon in it, picked out a few sugar packets from the table, and put them in. She chuckled as she took her spoon and mixed it together. She sipped then settled back and turned her attention to the television.

      The anchors were discussing the latest string of robberies and investigations. None of this appealed to Stormey, but she knew they had a job to do to inform the public of the latest happenings in their city and across the nation.

      One of the stories caught her attention.

      “Another lycan sighting has been reported,” the male anchor announced.

      Stormey inhaled sharply. She leaned forward to listen better. She was terrified at the thought of encountering one of these wolf shifters. Nothing she had heard was good about them. Between rogue vampires and lycans, she didn’t know which would be worse.

      “Tom Jones has more on this story. Tom?”

      The picture cut to older bald gentleman standing outside. He and the camera crew appeared to be in one of the public parks.

      “Thanks, Michael.” The camera swung around and focused on Tom. “We are here where multiple people have stepped forward claiming to have seen lycans. Now we all know from mythical tales that lycans are beings who can shift into a beast. A ferocious wolf who is larger than their natural counterparts and is extremely dangerous.”

      “Can these lycans be identified from regular wolves?” Michael asked.

      “Oh, most definitely. These shifters are three to four times the size of a regular wolf and will attack at will. Allegedly, their bite is infectious and can pass on the virus that will turn a human into one of them.”

      Gasps went around the diner. Stormey’s eyes grew wide at the announcement. She took another sip of her free lemon water and couldn’t take her eyes off the screen.

      “Has this been confirmed?” Michael asked.

      This same question was on the tip of Stormey’s tongue. She knew vampires could turn humans, but it wasn’t off of one single bite.

      Word on the street was the human would have to be on the brink of death, bleeding out, and then would have to drink from the vampire. She had heard multiple stories that the drinking of vampire blood was only the beginning of the process. She had read conspiracy theories that said the human would need a full blood transfusion of vampire blood, or the vampires had a venom in their bite that they called forth that would initiate the change. There were so many stories floating around that Stormey didn’t know what to believe. She didn’t know anyone who had been changed into a vampire.

      “We are waiting to hear confirmation from the Centers of Disease Outbreaks and the Vampire Caucus. As soon as we have word, we’ll share. Back to you, Michael.”

      “Here you go, dear.” Cecilia returned with Stormey’s food. She placed a plate with honey butter chicken, biscuits, and a side of broccoli.

      Stormey couldn’t help the splurge. This was her celebratory meal for finally being called down to the government lab. She had a good feeling deep down inside. This would be the last night she would have to worry about money and food.

      She was going to be drafted.

      She just hoped her vampire wasn’t too old and would be welcoming to her. Maybe they could start out as friends and it could grow into something more. Stormey was optimistic that everything was going to work out.

      “Thank you.” Stormey’s stomach grumbled. The food looked amazing, and she was happy that she had decided to come out to eat. Whatever she would have scraped together at home wouldn’t be anything like this.

      “Let me know if I can get you anything else.” Cecilia rushed over to another table.

      Stormey dug into to her food. The taste exploded onto her tongue. It was delicious and everything she had hoped it would be. She turned her attention back to the news. She was growing impatient. Why didn’t they do the draft at the beginning of the show to get it over with? She couldn’t be the only person interested in seeing if they matched with a vampire.

      “Good evening, America. Here are your nightly draft picks.” A beautiful brunette came into view on the television. The news broadcast was interrupted by the draft.

      Stormey dropped her fork down and crossed her fingers. She sent up a prayer that she would hear her name called. Her heart raced while her leg bounced.

      Would she hear her name?

      A man’s name and photo came onto the screen. It had to be his photo from his registration at the lab. Another photo was shown, and a name was read. This time it was a young woman. They continued revealing photos and names.

      Stormey Jaymes.

      Her photo appeared on the screen.

      Stormey bit back her excited scream. She felt eyes turn to her. She blinked a few times in disbelief. The odds of being drafted was one in a million.

      Her name had been called. She held back a smile as she took in the sympathetic looks of the patrons in the diner. She didn’t want to appear like a weirdo and grin at them. Instead, she nodded and gave them a tight smile. She pushed her plate away just as Cecilia returned to her table. Suddenly, she was no longer hungry.

      “Here’s your check, hun. Pay when you’re ready.” Cecelia gave her a look of pity as she sat the small piece of paper on the table.

      “I’m ready now.” Stormey gave a dry laugh.

      Cecilia just didn’t know how ready Stormey was, and she wasn’t talking about paying for her meal. This was something she had been waiting for. She stood and walked to the front and paid her tab.
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        * * *

      

      “Stormey Jaymes?”

      Two large men were waiting for her at her home. A dark-colored SUV was parked on the road in front of her house. She swallowed hard at the size of them. They were pushing six and a half feet tall, muscular, and she pitied anyone who tried to fight them or run.

      She slowed down and paused close to them.

      This was it.

      She hadn’t thought they would arrive that fast. But then again, they were probably alerted before the draft was announced. She imagined there were many humans who didn’t want to be drafted and sent away to a vampire. She had heard of people who had run and been captured. Occasionally there was a news story of a human who was evading the draft and there was a manhunt for them. These two would get no fight out of her.

      “Yes, that is me.” She cleared her throat and tightened her grip on her bag.

      “You are to come with us. We are your escort,” the one with long dark hair said.

      “Am I allowed to get my things?” she asked. Stormey walked toward her home and prayed she would be able to take her things with her.

      “Of course.” The blond one kept his hair cut close to his head.

      They parted to allow her to go inside. Blondie followed her in. His massive size made the place feel like a small closet. He took up basically all of the living room.

      “Pack one bag with anything of value to you.”

      “I’m actually already packed,” she admitted sheepishly.

      His eyebrows rose, but he didn’t say a word. Stormey took one last look at the house. She wouldn’t miss anything here.

      She turned back around to Blondie. “I’m ready.”

      Stormey followed him out. She closed and locked the door behind her. The dark-haired escort held the SUV’s back door open for her. Blondie took her bag from her and walked to the back of the vehicle. She got in the truck and settled back in the plush leather seat.

      She took a final glance at the house that had been her haven for the past few years. Her vision blurred slightly, but she blinked back the tears. She wouldn’t be sad, no, this was a joyous occasion. She felt it deep in her bones that her life was truly just beginning.

      Her two escorts entered the SUV. They soon sped away from the life she knew. Once she was settled, she would send word to the orphanage of her being drafted. She hated that she hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye to the children and Ms. Greta.

      “Are you able to tell me where we are going?” she asked.

      There was a snort from the front seat. She couldn’t tell which one of the guards it was.

      “We are not to give you any information,” Blondie said.

      “Not even the state or the city?” She gasped. Well, that was unfair. They had been traveling for a short while now, and it was going to kill her to not know where she was going.

      “We can at least tell her the town,” Dark Hair muttered. He was driving the SUV. He guided them onto the nearly empty highway.

      Stormey leaned forward so she could see Blondie.

      “Who am I going to tell if you give me a tiny bit of information?” she stated. If they could just give her a little, it would calm her nerves. She rubbed her palms on her thighs.

      “Fine.” Blondie sighed. He ran a hand along his face.

      She couldn’t tell if they were vampires or human. It was widely known that humans were employed by vampires. With the size of these two, they had to be vampires.

      “Our destination is Black Hollows, Oklahoma.”

      “Black Hollows…oh.” Stormey’s eyes widened. Black Hollows was the home of Princess Hegna Riskel. Her heart pounded at the thought of being so close to her crush. She settled back in shock. “Thank you for sharing.”

      “Don’t ask any more questions. The only reason I’m telling you that is you are making this job easy.” Blondie grunted.

      “Well, I’m glad,” she said. She folded her hands together on her lap. “Most people think I’m crazy for accepting vampires and wanting to be drafted.”

      The vehicle was silent. She hadn’t expected a response at all from the two of them. She turned and watched the scenery pass by. Darkness surrounded them, and it was slightly comforting. She stared at the sky, wondering if her mate had been notified of her impending arrival. Was that person happy? Were they frantically getting their home ready for her?

      “You’re not crazy,” Dark Hair replied gently.

      Her head whipped around in shock.

      He met her gaze in the review mirror. “Vampires are not all bad. My wife is a vampire.”

      Stormey’s breath escaped from her. She didn’t want to get in trouble by asking any more questions. She was definitely intrigued that this big man was the mate of a vampire. She yearned to ask if he was part of the draft.

      “I can see the question on your face, and the answer is yes. I was drafted. My wife is my entire world.” He turned his attention back to the road ahead.

      Stormey smiled, her heart full of hope. She leaned toward the window and dreamed of her meeting with her mate.

      It wasn’t long before they arrived at a small airport. She was escorted onto a private jet plane. The ride wasn’t long. Once they were on the ground, she was whisked away into another SUV.

      Oklahoma was a state she had never visited before. Most of her life she had lived in the south. She had moved to Kansas to find employment. It was hard to find jobs in Alabama that didn’t involve her selling her body. It wasn’t uncommon for humans to move around the country to look for safe places to live and to secure work.

      Stormey held back a yawn. She had been up for most of the day, and it was starting to take a toll on her body, but she refused to fall asleep. She sat up straight, taking in the area. It was hard to see with it being so dark outside. This was her new town, and she vowed to explore and get to know it. She wasn’t sure her vampire would be rich, and it didn’t matter. If the person was a vampire and had been around for a few centuries, she hoped they weren’t poor. That wouldn’t make sense at all. She bit back a chuckle at the thought.

      Stormey was no stranger to hard work, and she wouldn’t mind getting a job. No matter if they were rich, she would need something to do with her time. Hopefully, when it was time to talk children, she could work part-time or quit all together. She was determined to be a fully accessible mother and would love to stay at home with her children.

      The SUV turned down a long winding road. She took in a large body of water that was noticeable through the thicket of trees. Curiosity got the best of her.

      “Are we almost there?” she asked.

      “Yeah. We should be there in a few minutes,” Blondie answered.

      Stormey jerked forward and reached into her bag. She pulled out her brush and ran it through her thick, dark hair. She wanted to ensure she looked her best for her mate. She finished and applied a coat of lip gloss. That was the extent of her makeup. It was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

      Stormey tossed everything back in her bag and glanced up. She froze in place at the building coming into view.

      A castle.

      A freaking castle.

      The air in her lungs was snatched out of her. She couldn’t breathe. There was only one castle that she knew of in Black Hollows and who lived here. Stormey shook her head. The fates couldn’t be this good to her. This had to be a joke, or maybe her mate worked at this castle and they were just bringing her here to meet them.

      Dark Hair hit the brakes, bringing them to a stop in front of the stone stairs that led to the entrance.

      She gulped.

      “Who is my mate?” she asked. Her voice was hoarse and cracked at the end. She gripped her bag tight. This had to be a dream.

      Yes, she must have fallen asleep in the truck. She reached over and pinched herself. The pain burst out from underneath the skin on her wrist where she had nipped.

      She was awake.

      Blondie got out of the car and opened her door. He held his hand out for her. She stared at it for a moment before sliding hers into his larger one. He assisted her from the SUV and shut the door.

      “Miss Jaymes, you have been matched to Princess Hegna Riskel.” He bowed his head to her.

      She snatched her hand back from him and stared at the castle.

      “You are lying,” she whispered. Her pulse thundered in her ears. She stepped back, falling against the SUV. Were they playing a cruel trick on her? Did someone know how much of a crush she had on the princess?

      “A draft match is nothing lie about. We take this very seriously. It is true. You have been matched with none other than the heir to the throne.” Blondie stood firm, staring at her.

      She swallowed hard. She had lost count of how many times she had fantasized about being mated to the vampire princess. Never in her wildest dreams would she have thought she would be matched to her.

      “Come.” Dark Hair strode around the truck and motioned for her to follow him.

      It took her a few attempts before her legs were able to move on their own. She walked behind him while Blondie ambled along beside her.

      The castle was a large and imposing structure made of stone. It was giving off fairy-tale vibes, and Stormey couldn’t wait to see what it looked like during the day. It was sure to be a magnificent building. She had only seen pictures of it in the news or the papers.

      The doors opened, and a gentleman dressed in a suit stood waiting for them. He had to be the butler of the residence. All places like this had one. She wondered if he was a human or vampire.

      “We have Miss Jaymes for the princess,” Dark Hair announced.

      They arrived at the top of the stairs and stood on the landing. The elderly man’s eyes swiveled toward Stormey. He did a quick perusal of her, but she was unable to read his expression.

      “The princess is not here. She is away on business, but we will get Miss Jaymes settled,” the butler said.

      Dark Hair handed him Stormey’s bag.

      “Miss Jaymes, Edward will take care of you from here,” Blondie said.

      He and Dark Hair stepped down a few stairs. She turned to them and offered them a warm smile.

      “Thank you for escorting me here,” Stormey said.

      They both gave her a nod.

      “Will I see you again?” she asked. “I don’t even know your names.”

      “I am Elwin, and this is Caleb,” Dark Hair replied.

      “Thank you, Elwin and Caleb. I will remember your kindness.” She gave them a tiny wave and entered the castle.
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