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      “You do know you have the worst timing, right?” Lethia peered through the crack in the door. She stared at her guard and friend, Lane Hogan. This was one night Lethia had set aside for herself. She, the warden of the northeast, rarely had time for pleasure. As the middle child of the king and queen, she was a busy woman. Being a princess wasn’t all fancy dresses and entertaining the elite vampires in their society.

      Not that Lethia didn’t enjoy the lavish lifestyle she was born into.

      Her life had been spent defending her race beside her sisters. She was the commander of her own personal army and was lethal. The rumors surrounding her and her sisters being vicious warriors were all true.

      Lane had the nerve to smirk, his gaze flicking to behind her. She raised an eyebrow, waiting to see if he disapproved. His lips stretched into a grin.

      “You called the madam, I see,” he murmured. His dark eyes returned to her with an all-knowing look.

      Maybe she had. Lately, Lethia was craving blood from the source. Madam Rice was a woman who catered to vampires. She provided men or women who wanted to experience the euphoria of a vampire’s bite. They were live donors, humans who had consented to give up some of their blood and more if the price was right.

      Lethia had no problems compensating a woman who wanted to get paid for her time.

      Lethia was a vampire who had lived for two hundred and thirty years. Prostitution was the oldest profession, and she respected anyone who wanted to make their living selling themselves.

      In this case, it was their blood and their body.

      She glanced over her shoulder and took in the woman with the fiery-red hair that cascaded around her shoulders. She knelt on the floor on a large pillow, dressed in a white lace robe that didn’t hide anything. It was identical to Lethia’s only hers was black. Her wide eyes turned and met Lethia’s. Her chest rose and fell swiftly; she was patiently waiting for Lethia to come to her.

      Lethia sighed and gripped the door handle tighter. She dropped her gaze down to the box in Lane’s hand. It was a virtual hologram contraption that would allow her to speak with whoever was on the other side. Apparently, her sisters wanted to have a conference.

      At the most inconvenient of times.

      “Do you think they will be pissed if I have you tell them I will call them tomorrow?” she asked.

      “Not doing it.” Lane barked a laugh and shook his head. His fangs peeked from underneath his lips. “I may be related to your sister, Velika, now, but even I don’t want to be on her bad side. Hegna, we’re not even going to go there.”

      “Remind me why I have kept you around?” She snorted. If he wasn’t going to do this favor for her even though she’d saved his life, then what good was he?

      “It’s my personality.” He snorted, too.

      “Well as my personal guard, see that I am not disturbed any more tonight.” She snatched the box from him.

      A small smile graced her lips as she took in his grin. There was a time when she’d thought she would never see him smile. Lane, a former human, had been captured by a rogue vampire and kept as chattel and food. His previous owner had decided they were done with him, bleeding him almost dry then tossing him out, leaving him to die. The night Lethia had found him, she had sensed his story wasn’t over.

      She had made him an offer. It was his to choose: death or eternal life. There had been a spark in his eye that hadn’t faded yet on that fateful night.

      Lane Hogan had chosen life.

      She had turned him, giving him strength, power, and a new start.

      As repayment he stayed by her side, training as hard as any vampire before him. She had awarded him the position of one of her personal guards.

      Lane believed he owed her his life, but she didn’t see it that way. She may be known as a hardened vampire warrior princess with her sisters, but she had compassion.

      And that night, something had clicked between the human and her.

      They had grown as close as brother and sister. Recently, he had be reunited with his sister, Quinn, who was the mate to Lethia’s sister, Velika. The pair were madly in love and expecting their first child any day now. Maybe that’s what her sisters wanted to talk about. The next generation of the Riskel family.

      How funny fate was. Bringing two families together in more ways than one.

      “Will do, Princess.” He nodded before turning away.

      She watched him walk down the hall until he disappeared from sight. Swiveling back to her guest, she issued a wide, fangy grin. She closed the door behind her and strode over to the sensual siren. Anticipation filled her for what was to come.

      Her fangs itched to sink into the warm flesh of the woman waiting patiently. The sound of her blood rushing through her veins pulsed, almost sending Lethia into a feeding frenzy. Drinking blood warmed up and from a glass was fine, but there was nothing like sucking it straight from the source.

      She had them set up in her moon room. It was one of her favorite rooms to lounge in to enjoy the moon and beautiful night sky. Three walls were complete glass. It was decorated with all the luxuries Lethia enjoyed. Plush leather couches, carefully placed tables and chairs. It was a room in which she liked to entertain. She even had trinkets and souvenirs from her worldly travels on display.

      During the day when the sun was out, as with all the windows of her castle, the steel shutters enclosed the room, blocking out the harmful rays once daylight approached.

      “This shouldn’t take long,” she murmured. Lethia was quite irritated that this call couldn’t wait. She sat the box on an ancient table she had purchased in Egypt twenty years ago. It was sturdy and the wood dark, stained with gold hieroglyphics. Matching chairs rested around it.

      “There is no rush, Your Grace.” The female offered a smile. Her big eyes watched Lethia as she approached her.

      Lethia held out her hand for the prostitute. She assisted her up and guided them back to the table. She took a seat with the female straddling her, facing her. She could have her drink while her sisters discussed whatever was so important.

      The human leaned down and nuzzled Lethia’s neck. “I am to be here all night as you need me.”

      Lethia grinned. Madam Rice was sneaky. If she offered Lethia a deal she wouldn’t be able to refuse, then she would refer more of her rich friends to the madam. Even though everyone in this territory had heard of her. Lethia would take the gift and ensure the madam was compensated.

      She had an idea of rewarding her men with the madam’s stable of whores. They deserved it. The madam had the best men and women a vampire could choose from. She made a mental note.

      “Well then, let’s see what my dear sisters want.” Lethia gripped the woman’s face and brought it up so she could meet her gaze. The deadly warrior in her came out. She gripped her chin firmly. “I expect anything you hear will remain in this room.”

      “But of course, Your Grace.” The woman’s eyes widened. She jerked her head in a nod. She slid closer to Lethia, closing the gap between them. “Confidentiality is part of my job.”

      Her full breasts brushed Lethia’s. Their robes were useless. They might as well have been naked, which they would be as soon as this conversation was over.

      “Good. It would be a shame for a pretty thing like you to meet your end on my dagger.” Lethia tipped her neck up, watching the pulse at the base of her neck race. She leaned in, inhaling the sweet scent of the female’s skin. She threaded her fingers in the redhead’s hair. She held her in place, sending her tongue on an exploratory journey. The box chirped, signaling her sisters calling. “Hologram, answer.”

      “Seriously, Lethia. This is how you answer?” Hegna’s exasperated voice filled the air.

      Lethia tilted her head to the side to take in her sisters’ figures. Hegna with her infamous scowl stood with her arms folded in front of her. Velika, a smirk on her lips, strode over and leaned back against the table.

      “You are the one calling me, interrupting. What do you expect me to be doing? Sitting around waiting for the moment you decide to call me?” Lethia’s free hand was on a mission of its own. Maybe if she made her sisters uncomfortable they would reschedule the call. She bit back a snort.

      “This is important,” Hegna growled.

      “All calls between us are important,” Velika muttered. She glanced at both of them. “I can’t stay away from my mate too long. She isn’t feeling well.”

      “Is it the babe?” Lethia asked. Her roaming hand had opened the redhead’s robe. It fluttered open, showcasing her perfect dusky areolas.

      Yes, they needed to hurry the call.

      “Not sure. The healer has said that Quinn is full-term and the baby should be arriving any day now.” Velika stood tall, pride in her eyes.

      There was a small twinge of jealousy in Lethia’s chest. Out of the three of them, she was the only one who hadn’t been fazed at their mother entering them into the draft. She had hoped to be matched, but it would seem fate had gifted Velika first.

      Lethia wouldn’t mind a mate of her own. Someone she could spend her life with. If ever that day came, Lethia vowed her mate would never leave. Even if it was a human who didn’t want to be mated to a vampire, Lethia would make them. She’d keep them locked away until they couldn’t help but love her. For vampires, it took only one look and one scent, and they knew. For humans, it wasn’t that easy.

      Velika was lucky. Quinn had come around and fallen in love with her sister.

      “Well, if Velika can’t talk for long, and I’m preoccupied…” She grasped the female’s ample ass in her hand. She moaned, leaning her head back for Lethia. The move pushed her breasts forward, presented her neck, and she pressed her hot core to Lethia’s waist. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Fine.” Hegna pinched the bridge of her nose. “We’ve tracked a large pack of lycans headed to your territory, Lethia.”

      “Going where? You need to be more specific than that.” Lethia wasn’t too impressed so far on this important discussion. She gave half her attention to her sisters while the other half was on her prostitute in her hands. She slid her tongue along the slender, pale column of the redhead’s neck. Her fangs, already descended, pierced her slightly. The woman’s strangled moan filled the air. A small drop of crimson appeared where Lethia had nipped her. Lethia growled low, lapping up the tiny drops.

      “Maine,” Velika answered. It was she who had put her men in charge of tracking down the lycans. Rumors had been swirling around that their numbers were increasing. For centuries their numbers had died down, but word on the street was they had a new leader and were organizing them.

      Lethia blinked.

      Maine.

      She was located in the small coastal town of Crystal Cove, Maine.

      It had been her home for over a hundred and twenty-five years. She ruled this town and this territory. She’d be damned if lycans would come here causing trouble.

      “How many is in this pack?” She tilted the blood-giver’s neck back, no longer able to wait for her drink. Her vision was clouding over, and she heard the need in her deepening voice. She had waited too long since her last feeding. She still had control of herself and would try not to hurt the female.

      The thirst must be satisfied.

      “One hundred,” Hegna answered. “We believe this alpha is with them.”

      Lethia closed her eyes. Yes, this was damn important. They couldn’t have some new alpha lycan running loose, trying to claim lands that were now ruled by vampires.

      Vampires had made their presence known, creating a chaotic society that couldn’t withstand the revealing of their kind. Humans had been ignorant, assuming they were the only ones inhabiting the earth. War had broken out with the humans with vampires as the victors. Now they lived in a new world governed by the seven vampire kings. Lethia’s father, King Niall Riskel, ruled the North American continent.

      “This new alpha. Does he have a name?” Lethia asked. The scent of her guest’s arousal was thick. Lethia licked her lips, wanting a taste, but it would appear her sister was correct. This would need immediate attention.

      “The new alpha is a female,” Velika announced. She stood to her full height, her gaze landing on the redhead writhing in Lethia’s arms. “Do you want me to send the intel to you tonight? Or should I wait until tomorrow?”

      Lethia growled, frustrated.

      “Send it and I will look it over,” she bit out through clenched teeth. They already were dealing with rogue vampires, human rebels who retaliated against vampire laws, and now the lycans.

      “If you need assistance, we are a phone call away.” Hegna gave her a satisfied nod before she and Velika disappeared.

      “Call terminated,” the box announced.

      Lethia was determined to have her drink. She gripped the redhead’s hair tight, yanking her head back, fully exposing her neck. Her gaze zeroed in on the rapidly fluttering pulse. The female gasped, her body trembling.

      Lethia struck.

      Her fangs sank deep into her neck. Warm, thick copper filled her mouth. She may not be able to enjoy all the woman had to offer, but she’d make sure she was taken care of.

      Lethia brought her body close to allow her to slowly drink her fill. Fingers threaded their way into Lethia’s thick blonde strands. Her whimpers filled the air, Lethia sensing she was already close to climaxing off the bite alone. She slipped a hand in between them and found her core drenched. Lethia parted her slit and pressed on her swollen clit. She strummed it while she continued to drink.

      The woman stiffened, her hips rocking forward to meet Lethia’s fingers. Her cries rang out, breaking the silence of the room. Lethia lifted her head, releasing her neck. She licked the puncture wounds; the proteins in her saliva had a healing mechanism that would seal the small holes.

      The redhead’s body collapsed against Lethia; she was obviously spent. Many humans craved the bite of a vampire. Had Lethia had more time, she would have taken a few more drinks before morning.

      Lethia withdrew her fingers from the wet cunt and offered them to her. The human immediately licked her fingers clean. Her pale skin now had a rosy blush to it. Her hooded eyes were filled with lust and need. The first bite always had them craving another. Lethia stood and carried her to one of the oversized couches and laid her down.

      “Are you going to send me away?” she asked, looking up at Lethia. Her robe was askew, revealing her beautiful body. She widened her legs, showing off her slick pussy. Her mound was free of any hair, and her swollen nub peeked out from between her fat labia.

      Lethia almost caved and put aside her duties, but she knew she couldn’t. Fighting for her kind was of the utmost importance.

      “Business calls, I’m afraid, but I’ll make sure you are taken care of. What is your name?”

      “Savanah.”

      Lethia strode over to an old rotary phone sitting on a small table next to the couch. She lifted the receiver, pressing it to her ear.

      “How may I help you, Your Grace?” the voice asked.

      “Send Lane to me.” She replaced the receiver in the cradle and turned back to her guest.

      She was still in a state of euphoria, almost like a high. Her hands skated along her body while her gaze tracked Lethia’s movements. One of her hands dove between her thighs, reaching her core.

      A knock sounded. Lethia cursed, spinning on her heel. She tightened her robe while padding over to answer the door.

      Lane stood waiting.

      Lethia scowled at him.

      “I take it the call didn’t go so well.” He chuckled.

      “Oh, you know my sisters,” she replied, her words dripping with sarcasm. The one day she’d planned for herself was ruined. At least she’d got to briefly feel a soft woman in her arms and drink from her. “But you’re in luck. Take the night off. Consider Savanah a gift.”

      A soft moan sounded behind her. Lane flicked his gaze over Lethia’s head before settling it back on her.

      “Don’t mind if I do.” His grin spread across his face.

      She widened the door and stepped aside to allow him to enter. He followed behind her as she returned to Savanah.

      “Since I have to leave, I’m gifting you to Lane for the rest of the evening,” Lethia said.

      Savanah’s attention landed on Lane. Approval filled her eyes. She openly rubbed her clit while meeting his gaze.

      “I hope I’m pleasing to you,” she said softly.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll do.” He tossed Lethia a wink.

      She turned, stalking from the room, shutting the door behind her. If she couldn’t enjoy a night between Savanah’s pale thighs, then at least her good friend could.

      Lethia took the back halls and stairs that would lead to her private quarters. She would change her clothes then head to her office to review what Velika was sending over. She would deal with the lycans.

      If she couldn’t fuck, then she would hunt and kill.

      Both were in her nature.
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      “We are not just food. We have rights!” Reed Hull shouted. He glanced around the room amidst shouts and cheers.

      Alima Morgan stood off at the back of the crowd watching the Rebels leader give a speech.

      They were in an abandoned warehouse where the Rebels had gathered on the outskirts of town. They met at high noon when the amount of vampires circulating would be at its lowest. The suck-heads were unable to withstand sunlight, and humans were safer then.

      Alima had joined this group years ago and was what one would consider a foot soldier. The Rebels was a resistance movement consisting of humans who fought against vampire rules and laws. She stood to her full height, proud to belong to this great organization.

      The war between vampires and humans had taken its toll on the world. Had she been old enough at the time, she would have joined in on the fighting. But the war ended years ago when she was just a young child. Now she chose another way to fight against the species who’d tried to eliminate hers.

      Alima scanned the room and took in the crowd mesmerized by Reed. He had a way about him that attracted people to him. Every person in the organization was dedicated to him and would be willing to do whatever he requested in the name of mankind. Those attending the event were the locals. The Rebel organization needed funding. What they did, they couldn’t do without financial support or donations. This was the point of the events that Reed hosted. They had to connect with the community, and with each rally, they gained more followers. Word had gotten around, and more people showed up with each event they hosted.

      “He sure knows how to work a crowd,” Terry murmured beside her.

      She glanced over at the foot soldier. He had been around longer than Alima had.

      “Yeah. I’m sure everyone will support him after this.” She chuckled and folded her arms. No sooner than she’d spoken, people shouted out their agreement. Donation buckets went around, and any money that could spare was being dropped into them.

      “This should be ending soon. Once everyone is gone, Reed is calling a meeting for us,” Terry said. He patted her on her shoulder and dipped away. He walked around the edge of the crowd and went over to another Rebel. He must be spreading the word so they didn’t leave once the event was over.

      Alima wondered at the nature of the meeting. Knowing Reed, he’d gotten some intel on the vampires and had a mission for them. Alima lived for the thrill of defeating the suck-heads. Crystal Cove had been overturned by vampires. Apparently, the town had been inhabited by vampires for centuries and humans never knew. Alima shuddered to think that they had been living unknowingly beside the monsters.

      When vampires first presented themselves, the world had burst out into chaos. Vampires proved they were higher up the food chain.

      They were masterful hunters.

      Their prey—humans.

      Anger and rage grew in Alima at the thought. Her family had certainly paid the price from vampires hunting. She had lost her younger sister, Joslin, to vampires. Joslin had been hunted down, her throat ripped out, and she’d been left for dead.

      This was why Alima had pushed for her parents to leave the town they had lived in their entire lives and escape to a human settlement over the border in Canada. It was a beautiful, small community of just humans. It was safe. Alima had stayed behind so she could avenge her Joslin’s death.

      There were countless stories just like Joslin’s. This was why Alima fought. So that humans would have a chance and could live in peace. With the vampires running everything, that day would never come. Humans needed to take back what was theirs.

      The human governments all around the world folded, giving vampires power of the planet.

      The Rebels’ prime goal was to give that power back to humans.

      Applause broke through Alima’s thoughts. She blinked and took in the crowd dispersing. She nodded to a few and moved to open the doors behind her that led to an alley beside the building they were in.

      Once everyone had left, they locked up the building and tried to make it look as it had before the meeting. They always covered their tracks. Words was the vampires had heard about their organization. At the moment, their human group wasn’t thought of as a threat to the vampires. The vampires underestimated the drive of the humans.

      One day, they would take their town back and then move on. There were other Rebel groups forming all over the country. Alima looked forward to the day where she could safely bring her parents back to the town they loved. It had torn her apart to send them away. Crystal Cove was a beautiful coastal town in Maine. Some parts hadn’t been affected by the war. It still held on to the old-world charm it was known for, while other areas were abandoned and looted when mankind had gone into survival mode.

      The most devastating part of the war had been the loss of life. Many of the humans had been drafted into the war. If they were healthy and able-bodied, they were outfitted with a weapon and marched to fight. The numbers the humans lost worldwide was depressing, but lately, numbers were beginning to rise. Alima grimaced, not understanding why anyone would want to bring a child into this world.

      But alas, it was all part of nature—procreation.

      At one point in her life, she had dreamed of having a family. Finding a partner, settling down and having a baby or two. That dream was snatched the moment she had seen her sister’s mangled body. Reality had set in that this world was cruel. No one cared about the loss of a human’s life to a vampire except their family.

      Alima took one more glance around the room and saw there was nothing else left for her to do. It was once again in shambles, appearing undisturbed. She made her way to the stairwell that led to the basement level. It was dark and eerie, but it was the perfect place for them to meet. It was hidden away from the world and was near a series of tunnels built underground.

      Alima arrived, finding Reed already pacing in front of her fellow foot soldiers. His second-in-command, Nolan Culp, leaned against the wall nearest him.

      Something was wrong.

      Alima took in the sight of her good friend, Javari. He waved her over to where he stood near a table and chairs. A few other people came in behind her before Nolan moved to close the door.

      “Is that everyone?” Reed asked.

      “Of who was here, yes,” Nolan replied.

      She gave Javari a nod and stood next to him. He motioned for her to take a seat at the table, but she shook her head. If he was standing, so was she.

      Javari and she had been friends since their school days. He was one of the few she would call a true friend. He’d seen just as much horror in the world as she had. He was someone who she could count on and was there for her when her sister was murdered. He had been a great comfort for her, having experienced his own loss. Both of his parents had died fighting in the war when he was a kid. He and his brother had practically raised themselves with the help of their father’s brother.

      “Stubborn,” he murmured, resting a hand on her shoulder. He gave her a squeeze and let go.

      She stuck her tongue out at him. At one point, a few people had thought something would come of her and Javari’s relationship, but it was strictly platonic. He was a good friend and someone who she knew would always be there for her. She didn’t want to lose what they had. It meant too much to her.

      “There will be double the number of drafts this week. Due to the successful mating of Princess Velika with her human mate, the number of vampires entering into the draft has exploded,” Reed started.

      Alima stiffened. She turned to her leader, wanting to ensure she paid attention to what was going to be discussed this week. The low chatter died off as Reed became everyone’s focus.

      “As always, if any members are chosen for a blood sample, we will fight as we always do.”

      Nods went around. There was a protocol for this wretched draft. Alima shook her head, still unable to believe how their government consented to such a thing.

      Vampires were in search of their “mates.” Apparently, their race would die out if they could not find the one designated for them. For vampires, the only way to produce heirs was with their fated mates. Through scientific testing, it was learned that humans were compatible with vampires and could produce children.

      Humans had no say about this, it was required that all humans chosen for the draft were to report to a vampire laboratory to register and submit a blood sample. It was then entered into a database where it was determined if they matched to a vampire. If a match was found, then that human was forcibly escorted to their vampiric mate.

      The Rebels fought against this. It was their duty to free any human who didn’t want to be matched with a vampire. There were some who did, and that was their right. Even though the Rebels may disagree with their decision, it was theirs to make. Their organization would rather put their focus and resources to those who requested help.

      That was the purpose of the secret rallies. They had to get the word out that there was help. When a person was contacted about the draft, they could reach out to the Rebels. Like a well-oiled machine, the Rebels gathered the person, a few belongings, and helped them disappear, giving them a chance at a new life and a new identity.

      Alima had assisted with plenty of relocations. She felt good with each one, knowing she was helping someone take their life back. Her assigned job was that of a driver. They had acquired some tough off-road SUVs that allowed them to avoid roads in some areas to get to their destination. She wasn’t one of the fighters, but as with all members of the organization, she had been trained in self-defense.

      “If your name is drawn, you need to contact us immediately. There is a short time frame before you are arrested and taken against your will to their so-called labs,” Reed snarled.

      Alima’s phone call would be to Javari and his call was to her. The moment they had joined the group, their decision had been made. They would then activate the relocation protocol amongst organization members. With as much danger they were exposed to by being members, they’d both agreed to contact each other’s families should something happen to the other.

      “Now I understand some of you have cellphones for emergencies for personal reasons. I just want to remind you that is a way for them to not only contact you but track you. If you are able to, I would get rid of them.”

      Alima had long ago disconnected from the digital world. There was no trace of her that could be found. She didn’t trust any of it anymore. She’d heard tales of how the world used to be dependent on the internet and how everything was once connected to it, from communications, banking, to business. It was no wonder vampires had overtaken the world as fast as they had. Everything was uploaded in a way that put the world at their feet. Not having a cell made it harder to communicate with her family, but she had been creative in notifying them she was alive and healthy.

      Even if the vampires wanted to sequester her for the draft, they had no way of contacting her or finding her. She had chosen to live off the grid in a small human compound.

      “With this new knowledge, we will need everyone available all times. We are sure the relocation requests will increase,” Nolan said. He braced his hands on his waist and glanced around the room. “Now what we really wanted to meet was to discuss our plans to neutralize the labs. It is imperative that we move up our timeline of attack.”

      “He’s right,” Reed said.

      He walked around the small area. Members parted to allow him room to move. Alima grew excited about this. They had been meeting and strategizing on ways to take out the labs throughout the entire state. It was a high number considering there was one in each town and multiple ones in larger cities.

      “This will be dangerous, and once we make our move, vampires will react. So this will have to be a joint effort with our branches around the state. We pull this off, and it will be a large blow to vampires.”
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        * * *

      

      “Want to stop and get something to eat?” Javari asked.

      They strode along the sidewalk in what was considered downtown Crystal Cove. They were a few blocks away from the warehouse. She took in the beautiful stone and brick buildings that housed small shops, inns, and restaurants on one side of the road that faced the river. The waterline enhanced the beauty of the once-thriving human town.

      “Save your money for something more useful,” she murmured. A slight breeze blew across the river. Even though the sun was high, it was still chilly. She tugged on the edges if her hoody and zipped it closed. She pulled her hood over her head to ward off the chill.

      “There’s something more important than eating?” Javari paused.

      She took a few more steps before she stopped and spun around. He stood in front of a sandwich shop. The scent of fresh bread hit her and sent her stomach into a rumble. His dark-brown skin glistened from the sunrays. His hair, twisted into locs, hung just above his shoulders. He was fit and kept himself in shape with workouts. He’d tried to get her to join him, but it just didn’t interest her. Not that she had much of a life. Javari was handsome, and she never understood why he was still single. There were plenty of women who showed him interest at the compound. That was one thing she never knew about her friend. Was he a male whore in secret or was he truly celibate?

      She ambled over to stand next to him, catching their reflection in the window. Where he was tall, over six feet; she was of average height at five and a half. He was lean and muscular, she was thick with wide hips, a narrow waist, and full breasts. Last she was weighed, she was around two-forty. She sighed, taking in her fair brown skin and her dark hair she kept plaited in two braids. Maybe she should take him up on his offer to work out.

      “We can go to the soup kitchen, that’s free,” she said.

      He grimaced at her response. Alima, having lost her job a year ago, had learned to rely on the free handouts at the soup kitchen or barter for work doing odd jobs to pay for things she needed. She hadn’t gotten so desperate to have to sell her body.

      At least not yet.

      Work was difficult to come by. Javari held a part-time job working in the mines. It was hard, back-breaking work, but it paid him a decent wage each week as long as he was not injured. Men who were hurt and unable to perform were let go and replaced immediately.

      “I can afford to buy us two sandwiches,” he muttered. He snatched her hand and tugged her to the door.

      She tried to pull away, not wanting him to spend his hard-earned money on her. “You don’t have to buy me⁠—”

      “Shut it,” he snapped.

      She stopped struggling and followed him inside. The aromas assaulted her as she stood beside him in front of the counter. The woman behind it eyed them. Alima knew the look. She was trying to determine if they could afford to be in there or if they were thieves.

      Alima hated the feeling the woman’s appraisal brought about in her. She turned away, not wanting her to see the anger in her eyes. She did understand that there were plenty of thieves who would steal what they needed—and what they just downright wanted.

      “You have cash?” the woman asked. She reached up and pushed her bright-pink hair behind her ear.

      “Of course I do. I wouldn’t be in here if I didn’t,” Javari retorted. He placed a hand at the small of Alima’s back and guided her forward. “What do you want?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Order me whatever.” She glanced out the front window and took in the pedestrians going by as he placed their order. Alima winced at the amount the woman said it would cost. She would find a way to pay him back for her half.

      “Come on. Let’s grab a seat.” He ushered her over to a table that was next to the window. He dragged out her chair and assisted her into it.

      “Manners, I see. Someone will be lucky to have you,” she joked, trying to break the sour mood she knew she had cast over them by not wanting to eat there.

      “Hush up.” He rolled his eyes and walked back over to the counter.

      Alima turned back to the window and wished this was a regular day, no vampires, no dangerous threats, no draft to worry about.

      She watched the people pass by as if it were any other day. Some looked like her, a little ragged, presentable but poor, while there were a few who appeared well-off. She wondered how they had survived the war untouched.

      One thing they all had in common—they could be drafted. Money, wealth—or lack of it—didn’t mean crap when it came to being sent off to live with your matched vampire.

      “Here we go.” Javari arrived back and placed a tray with two large sandwiches, two bowls of steamy soup, and two drinks.

      “Javari, this is too much,” she exclaimed.

      “No it’s not. It’s a meal that I wanted to buy with my own money to feed myself and a dear friend.” His dark eyes met hers.

      She softened, her shoulders slumping. Javari was too good to her.

      “Just think of it as a one-time splurge,” he said.

      “Okay.” She reached for her sandwich. She could no longer fight the scents, and her stomach was growling. She took the first bite and couldn’t help the moan that escaped. The bread was warm and flaky. The tastes of the meats, the lettuce, and tomatoes exploded on her tongue. It had been a long while since she had eaten something so fresh and divine. She picked up the spoon and tasted the soup.

      She was in heaven.

      Javari’s chuckle broke into her food-laden lust.

      “What?” She blinked.

      “Nothing. I’m just glad you’re enjoying it.” He jerked his chin toward her food.

      “How could I not?” She sighed and ignored his knowing grin. He was going to take great pride in reminding her of this day and how she’d tried to resist.

      He left her alone, and they ate in a comfortable silence. The little shop was nice. A few patrons came in and ordered food to go while others settled in and enjoyed their meal. Alima sat back in her seat, belly full and her meal all gone. She bit her lip, thinking maybe she should have saved some of the food for later. It would have been nice to eat it before bed.

      “Thank you.” She glanced over at Javari.

      He leaned back, too, and shook his head.

      “There is no need to thank me. If the roles were reversed, you wouldn’t let me thank you.”

      He was right. There were times in the past when she had treated him with cookies or baked goods she had purchased at the farmer’s market. Now she didn’t have a job, those little perks were gone.

      “Still. It’s the proper thing for me to say.” She shrugged.

      They stood and cleared their table, carrying the trash over to the receptacle. They exited the café and ambled down the sidewalk.

      “What do you have planned today?” Javari asked.

      She went to answer, but her words were drowned out by the screeching of wheels. Alima turned around and took in two large black SUVs headed their way. She stared at Javari with wide eyes.

      It could only mean one thing.

      One of them had been chosen for the draft and had missed the appointment.

      “Run,” he shouted.

      They took off sprinting along the pavement. Alima’s heart pounded as she tried to keep up with Javari. Her chest burned with her trying to bring in gulps of air. She wasn’t going to outrun them.

      “Come on.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her with him.

      “I’m going to slow you down. Leave me.” She gasped.

      They turned the corner, but they weren’t going to be able to beat the speeding vehicles.

      “I’m not leaving you,” he growled.

      They dashed across the street but were cut off by one of the trucks. The other one parked behind them, trapping them. The doors opened, and guards on the vampire payroll exited with guns drawn. They were dressed in full tactical gear, and their fierce expressions led her to believe they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot them.

      “Alima Morgan,” one of them shouted.

      Alima closed her eyes. It was her they were after. She held her hands up and peered over at Javari who had a murderous look on his face. His hands were fisted at his sides. She shook her head, already knowing what he was thinking.

      “Don’t,” she whispered.

      “They can’t take you,” he snarled.

      The men approached with their guns aimed at them. Tears welled up in her eyes. She refused to watch her friend be shot for trying to prevent these men from taking her.

      “It will only be to the lab. I’ll be free to go after that, then you will do what you know you need to do for me,” she murmured.

      He turned his eyes to hers and gave her a nod.

      She breathed a sigh of relief. She faced the men. “I’m Alima Morgan.”
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      Alima winced at the tightness of the cuffs surrounding her wrists. Her shoulders burned from her arms being restrained behind her. The truck rocked taking the corners. She held back the tears that threatened to spill. Javari’s expression had been furious, but he hadn’t said a word as they’d led her away.

      Apparently, her name had come up where she was to report to the lab and had missed her deadline. She wasn’t sure how they were able to track her down to the café, but they had.

      Once they’d taken their sample, she would rush home so Javari could activate her escape plan. She’d leave Crystal Cove and start a new life somewhere. She’d get word to her parents later, but first she had to leave.

      She remained quiet. The truck turned into an alleyway. The men in the vehicle had not said a word to her after they’d charged her with evading the draft. The truck drew to a halt at the back of a building.

      The lab.

      Alima swallowed hard. It was just registering and submitting a blood sample. After that she would be free to go. She’d have to race home, pack her one bag, and disappear before they could determine if she matched any bloodsucker.

      The men exited the SUV. Her door opened, and she was pulled out. She struggled to land on her feet, not wanting to fall to the ground. She had some dignity left and, dammit, she was going to keep it.

      She’d walk into this building with her head held high.

      “Watch it,” she muttered. The grip on her arm was tight. She glared at the guy manhandling her. How could he turn on his own kind?

      “Shut up,” he said.

      “Traitor to your own kind,” she uttered.

      “What did you say?” He swung her around, meeting her glare with a hard one of his own.

      “You heard me. All of you should be ashamed of yourselves,” she cried out. She couldn’t help it. How could they do this? How could they knowingly lead a fellow human to their end? The draft took everything away from humans.

      “Shut your trap. You know nothing,” he growled.

      “Move, Ducane. I’ll take her.” Another one pushed him away from her.

      Ducane’s hand fell away from her as the other guard took his spot.

      “Come this way, ma’am,” this one said.

      They marched over to the building. The doors automatically slid back, allowing them to enter.

      “Another outburst like that from you, and I’ll duct tape your mouth shut.”

      Alima sniffed and shot him an evil glare. She prayed that one day, they would have to experience their loved one being dragged to this place. Alima looked around and took in the stark white walls. The smell of antiseptic filled her nostrils. The four men marched along with her. She smirked, wondering why it would take four of them to bring her in.

      They made their way through interconnected hallways until they came to a desk with a female sitting behind it. Alima eyed her and recognized she was a vampire. Her pale skin was the first hint, but the fangs peeking from under her lip were a dead giveaway.

      “What’s her name?” the vampire asked. She turned to the computer in front of her and typed out a few commands.

      The guard squeezed her arm.

      “Alima Morgan,” Alima answered. She grimaced, sensing she was going to bruise from their manhandling.

      “Ah, yes. Here you go. We’ve been trying to reach you.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard before she focused her attention back on Alima. The printer behind her flared to life. “Your name was drawn four days ago.”

      Alima’s eyebrows shot up high. Four days? She smirked, wishing she could have hidden longer. Had she known her name was drawn, she would have left.

      “That’s it?” Alima couldn’t help the smart-ass comments that flowed from her mouth. She was proud that it had taken them that long to find her.

      “Four days is nothing. One human took us three months to find, but we brought her in.” The vampire smirked.

      Alima’s smile disappeared, replaced by a scowl. The petite female rose from her chair and strolled over to the printer, picking up the papers that sprouted from it. She walked back over to them, a grin on her lips. Her fangs were in full view.

      “Take her to room thirteen.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The guard tugged on her arm, directing her down the hall. Another one flanked her other side as they traveled to where the vampire had requested.

      She felt like a common criminal. Not someone who wanted to make her own decisions in life.

      They arrived, and he practically shoved her in. She stumbled, then righted herself.

      “Sit down,” he growled. He motioned to the chair next to a desk.

      The room resembled a doctor’s office. Alima had assumed they would look like torture chambers. Something to hold her down while they took all the blood they wanted. She shivered and nodded to her arms.

      “Can these come off?” she asked.

      “No.” He grunted, moving toward the door.

      “Well, how the hell are they going to draw blood from me?”

      “Turn around,” he commanded.

      The other guard stood in the doorway, watching. She followed his instructions and felt him tug on her handcuffs. Within seconds her arms fell away, free. She rotated them, glad to finally be able to move them. A sharp pain radiated from her shoulder blades.

      “Thanks,” she muttered.

      “Have a seat, don’t move, and don’t touch nothing,” he barked. He stalked out and shut the door.

      She sighed and sat. It wasn’t like there was much for her to touch. The room was windowless and had all the standard things a doctor’s office would have.

      Her foot nervously twitched while she waited for someone to come in. How much blood would they take from her? What would they want from her? She rubbed her eyes, wishing she and Javari had been able to dodge them.

      At least she had some information that someone had evaded them for months. She would definitely have to share this with Reed and the others. Her boss would definitely want to hear this tidbit. How had they done it? How had they got caught?

      Alima stood and paced. Patience wasn’t one of her virtues. Her mind raced with all of the things she would have to do when she left here. It was sad that she would have to leave her beloved town, but it was necessary. She could transfer to another town and work with a local Rebels’ group if not start one herself. She knew all of the ins and out of the organization.

      Alima swung around at the sound of the door opening. A tall male vampire walked in with a few items in his hands.

      “Please, Miss Morgan. Have a seat. This won’t take long,” he said.

      His voice was light, and there was a hint of an accent she couldn’t decipher. Her gaze moved to the guard scowling at her from the doorway. The vampire lightly closed the door and motioned to the chair.

      She took her seat and eyed him warily. He sat on the stool in front of the computer. He tapped out a few commands and asked her standard questions about herself. Full name, date of birth, height, weight, clothing size and more. He even took her photograph.

      “What do you need to know all of that for? Isn’t my blood sample the only thing you care about?” she snapped.

      “Miss Morgan, how much do you know about the draft? I’m going to assume it’s not much,” he said. His tone was very condescending.

      She glared at him but remained in her seat. There was no point in trying to attack him—he was a vampire. Even if she did, those guards would be in the room in a second to restrain her.

      “I know enough. Your people take my people against their will and ship them off to a bloodsucker who will probably use them as food.” Her hands curled up into fists. She refused to be one who submitted to the draft. Whether or not she was matched today, once her name was entered, she could be pulled in the future. If her vampire mate wasn’t entered yet, but decided to enter in five years, they would seek her out. That was why some people chose to give up their lives; they had to disappear.

      “You believe that vampires who are presented with their mates, someone they will cherish for the rest of their lives, would be so cruel as to use their humans as food?” He arched an eyebrow at her. He shook his head. “This draft is bigger than you or I⁠—”

      “Save it. I don’t want to hear it.” She turned away and focused her attention on the wall across the room.

      He sighed and finished typing out a few commands on the computer. He asked her more useless questions. She answered them with one-word replies.

      “Now we will take your sample.” He stood and donned a pair of gloves.

      “Just make sure you leave enough for me to live,” she muttered.

      “This is what I’m taking.” He held up a three blood vials. He narrowed his gaze on her after placing them down again.

      He pulled the armrest up from the side of her chair and placed her arm on it. She stiffened, having never liked needles. She really didn’t like the fact that a vampire was the one who was going to draw her blood. What if he saw it and wanted a taste⁠—

      “I am not going to drink your blood,” he bit out.

      She flicked her surprised gaze to him. How had he read her mind? She didn’t think they could do that.

      “It was apparent on your face,” he said. “Please. I have more decency than that.”

      “Well, most don’t,” she replied dryly.

      There were plenty of vampires roaming the streets hunting down humans. Some who didn’t care about human life and thought of humans as only food. There were times when she’d picked up nights to help with the patrols because of her insomnia. Bad dreams of her sister’s death plagued her. So on the evenings she wasn’t working as a driver, she volunteered for the patrols. She’d lost track of how many human attacks she’d come across. Some they had been able to help, others had already been gone from the amount of blood loss.

      He didn’t reply to her but carried out his job and drew her blood. The small prick was the only pain she felt. He had her bandaged up and the vials labeled before she knew it.

      “Just so you know, I don’t smell any disease on you,” he said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Aside from testing for the match, we run health screenings on each human to ensure they are healthy.”

      “Why? So if not, they can be put out to pasture?” She smirked. Wouldn’t it be like the vampires. Not finding a perfect human and discarding them like waste.

      “No, so we can offer treatment. Vampires cherish their mates. The humans who are matched are well taken care of.”

      “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. Her thoughts flicked back to some of the humans she had seen walking down the street looking well-off, not as if they were starving.

      Were they humans bonded to vampires?

      She’d never be bold enough to ask a person why they weren’t living in poverty like her and the others.

      “The drawing is tonight. We need your telephone number.” He sniffed, turning back to the screen.

      “Does it look like I own a phone?” She motioned to her clothing. It was clean but faded and purchased secondhand. She was jobless, living in a compound, and here he thought she would own a phone.

      “So that explains why you were unaware of your name being drawn.”

      “Not everyone is as lucky as others to have a television.” She folded her arms in front of herself.

      “Don’t worry. If your name is drawn, they will find you.”

      A shiver rippled down her spine. She held back a smile.

      That’s what they thought.
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        * * *

      

      Alima scurried down the street. She glanced behind her, making sure she wasn’t followed. She dipped down an alley and jogged. It was a shortcut that would take her to her living quarters. She was sure Javari was worried shitless. She was going to miss him, but there was nothing else she could do. She had to disappear if she wanted to survive. They would be able to connect later.

      She continued on until she came to the building where she stayed. She walked through the front door of the old, abandoned brick structure. She ran up the stairs until she came to the room she shared with a few other women. She paused outside the door and decided to go find Javari first.

      Packing her belongings wouldn’t take too long. She didn’t own much. Spinning on her heel, she went back down a level to find him. He shared an area with men. She arrived at their door and banged on it. She stood back and waited. The door flew open with Javari standing there.

      “Alima.” He strode forward and wrapped her in his arms. He pulled back and assessed her. “They didn’t harm you, did they?”

      “No, they were asses, but just took blood for the most part.” She sighed.

      He shut the door and took her hand.

      “We don’t have time. Let’s go. Pack your bag.” He towed her behind him and marched to the stairs.

      Even though she didn’t want to leave him, she must. She bit her lip and followed him back to her level. They arrived at her apartment. They went in and headed straight to her room. There wasn’t much in there. A mattress on the floor, a crate with some of her belongings stored there. In the closet hung her meager clothing, and on the floor was a bag.

      She swallowed hard, unable to believe she was going to have to use the bag.

      “I’ve already put everything in motion. Reed was notified that you were taken to the lab.”

      “Okay.” She blinked and flew into escape mode. She grabbed her bag and stuffed her clothes in it. She walked over to the crate and took a picture she had of her family before her sister had been taken from them. She smiled at it, tears forming. She blinked them back and gently slid it into the side pocket, not wanting to damage it. This was the only photo she had of all of them together.

      Once done, she turned to find Javari staring at her.

      “What is it?” Alima hefted the bag on her shoulder. Her heart raced at the thought of her new beginnings. It would be scary, and she’d be truly alone until she got to know new people. She had been used to having Javari at her side.

      “I’m going to go with you,” he said.

      “No.” She rushed across the room and took his hands in hers. “You can’t. You have a good job you can’t give up.”

      “But it doesn’t mean anything if you are out there with no money or anything.” He brought her close and held her.

      “Once I’m settled, maybe I’ll allow you to send me money.” She stepped back and tilted her head to meet his gaze.

      “Allow me?” His lips curved up in the corner. He shook his head and ran a hand along his jaw. “You have always been too damn stubborn for your own good.”

      “And you know I don’t like hand-me-outs. I can take care of myself.” She softened her voice and stared at her friend. “I can’t have you leave everything behind. You know you can’t know where I went. I’m sure if I’m chosen and they can’t find me, they will interrogate any known associates. If you don’t know, they can’t get to me.”

      “But if I go with you, then I won’t be here for them to question.” He arched an eyebrow at her.

      She shook her head fiercely. He’d said she was stubborn.

      “I will send word that I’m okay once I get to my destination. I promise. We’ll find a way for you to help me.”

      He studied her for a moment before apparently giving in. “Fine. But I want word immediately. I’m going to worry.”

      “I’ll be okay. And if I’m not chosen, then all will be well. I’ll definitely be safe.” She offered him a smile and took his hand. She just prayed her name wasn’t chosen. A part of her looked forward to seeing other parts of the country. She’d never been far from Maine. In all of her thirty-two years of life, this would be the first time she’d left the East Coast. “Let’s go. We don’t have time to waste.”
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