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      Sector Four Operational Incident Report

      Location: Facility One

      Security level: Eyes Only - Destroy after reading.

      

      In the early hours of yesterday morning, Control and Command received word of a mass breakout at Facility One. Early reports indicate that the breakout was instigated from outside the facility, by a rogue LY infected element which had been scheduled for termination at Holding Location Four. All attempts to contact Facility One to ascertain their status have failed; however, lockdown codes from several areas have been received.

      No command staff from Facility One have yet reported in, leading to the assumption that pre-arranged contingency plans have been activated. Facility Seven has been warned about the possible imminent arrival of BD infected staff and ‘guests’.

      All other facilities report secure.

      More information to follow….
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      All the hairs on the back of Julia Collier’s neck stood on end.

      This was a bad idea. She shouldn’t have come here, not in the afternoon when there were so many people about. Putting the pickle jar back on the shelf with a small click, she tried to ignore the man at the end of the aisle.

      One of her ex-husband’s goons, he’d been following her all day. Never approaching, never talking to her, just a constant visual reminder that Buddy owned the big mill outside town, and by extension Greenwood itself, and that she wasn’t welcome.

      Standing for a moment in front of the pickles, she pushed back the tears that wanted to well up and spill over onto her cheeks. She wouldn’t cry, not in front of that asshole. There was no way she’d give him, or Buddy, or anyone, the satisfaction. Greenwood was a small town and everyone talked. It was a one-road town where everyone knew each other. Hell, most of the town’s inhabitants were related to one another in some way.

      She picked up jars and put them back again, playing for time as she got herself together. Once she’d thought the close-knit community was heaven, but instead it had turned out to be hell on earth. At least for her. Buddy had left her six months ago to move into one of the swanky big new houses over on the other side of town with his blonde bimbo secretary. Ever since, he’d mounted a smear campaign against Julia that had been shocking in its viciousness. Now most, if not all, of the town was against her.

      To hear him tell it, Julia was a nymphomaniac alcoholic with violent tendencies who’d aborted his children to maintain her figure. Pain lanced her heart. His other claims, that her spending on clothes and plastic surgery had brought him to the point of bankruptcy, didn’t bother her, but to accuse her of killing her unborn children cut deep. Especially when the opposite was true. She’d had miscarriage after miscarriage, to the point that her doctor had told her it was unlikely she would ever be able to carry a child to term. The news had damned near destroyed her, and Buddy knew that. Bastard.

      She forced steel into her frame, head up and poise in every line of her body as she turned and walked down the aisle. Once, long ago, she’d been a dancer. Even though she hadn’t danced for years, she retained the grace she’d learned in the ballroom. She was grateful for small mercies like that. It stood her in good stead during times like these.

      She ignored the goon at the end of the aisle. Terry or Tommy or something. She couldn’t recall the names. This one was an outside man, brought in from a private security firm Buddy had hired because he feared for his safety from his ‘psychotic, soon-to-be-ex’ wife. What a joke.

      His gaze followed her though, the deep rumble of his voice breaking the silence as she moved to walk past him. “Mr. Collier wanted to check your cell is working. He’s been unable to reach you.”

      “My phone works fine, thank you.” She turned her head to give the guy a look, her face impassive. No way was she giving either him or his asshole boss a reaction, even if her heart did pound as cold sweat slicked down her spine. She knew what the message was, of course. Last week Buddy had called her late at night, his deep tones ones that used to delight her but now filled her with dread. Especially when he outlined, in chilling detail, how easy it would be to dispose of a body. She’d read the sub-text. He was telling her how easy it would be to dispose of her body.

      She had few friends in Greenwood. Would they even report her missing if she disappeared? Or would they believe whatever bullshit story Buddy cooked up… that she’d decided to head into the big city to make her fame and fortune as a porn star or something? She wouldn’t put anything past him.

      A shudder rolled along her spine, but she managed to keep her shoulders straight and sail past the hired thug, basket over her arm as she headed for the checkout. Other customers stopped as she passed, their gazes following her and filled with condemnation. She kept her head high and put her basket on the counter.

      They don’t bother me. They’re just looking, nothing that can hurt me.

      “You should be ashamed of yourself, young lady.” The thin, reedy voice came from behind. She turned to find Mrs. Kelson looking at her as though Julia was something nasty that she’d just scraped off her shoe. Her vicious expression was quite at odds with the genteel old lady she appeared to be. Julia was used to that. Never judge a book by its cover. The pretty or safe looking ones often had monsters lurking between the pages.

      “Messing about a good man like Buddy Collier,” the elderly woman sneered as she looked her up and down. “He’s the best thing a creature like you could have wished for, you mark my words. He’s better off without you, baby-murdering whore.”

      Julia couldn’t restrain her gasp at the vicious words, the instinctive need to suck air in as pain sliced through her heart too much for even her to control. She looked up and around, perhaps looking for one bit of support, or failing that, a face that didn’t condemn her as much as the others on the basis of one man’s lies.

      She met the eyes of the man behind Mrs. Kelson. His expression was hard, cold. Her gaze skipped on, meeting the same look each time. The strip light above her turned into a spotlight, holding her captive as all those around her looked on with unfriendly eyes. A bead of cold sweat rolled down her spine. Even old Mr. Brooks behind the counter, a man she’d always seen as looking like the grandfather she never had, stared right through her, his eyes no longer smiling.

      Mumbling an apology, she put her basket down by the counter and started to walk. Her heels rang out against cracked floor tiles scrubbed so many times the pattern had faded. The distance between the checkout and the door couldn’t have been more than half a dozen steps, yet it seemed like miles.

      “Yeah, go. No one wants you here!”

      Something hit her shoulder and splattered across her back. A tomato. She ignored it sliding down her back and carried on walking. Tears drove hot needles into the back of her eyeballs, but she gritted her teeth and blinked. Hard.

      She wouldn’t cry. Not here, and certainly not now, in front of this group of vultures. What was a group of vultures called… a murder? Or was that crows? She frowned, not able to remember which it was at the moment. It didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that she put one foot in front of the other and got her ass the hell out of there.

      The street seemed clear when she stepped through the door. Breathing a sigh of relief, she headed for her car just down the block. The ageing sedan was nothing like the prestige motors Buddy drove, but it was all hers. She passed the vehicle parked next to it, and paused mid-step, her eye catching on something that wasn’t right.

      Her tires had been slashed.

      She stood for a moment, fighting back the thick feeling in her throat as her gaze sought out the back tire. Slashed as well. Viciously. The rubber wasn’t just slashed to let them down, it was shredded. Whoever had wielded the blade had put some effort into the job.

      “Great.” The small word slipped out before she could stop it, but it was soft and wouldn’t carry to anyone around her on the street. She sighed. There was no point in calling the local garages; they were all in Buddy’s pocket. She’d need to call someone from out of town to collect it.

      Resettling her purse strap on her shoulder, she started walking. The skin between her shoulder-blades prickled as though someone was watching her, but she kept her head down. She was the scarlet woman. A baby-murdering nympho who’d screwed about with Greenwood’s favorite son. Someone was always watching her.

      The feeling became stronger and she couldn’t resist the compulsion to look up. Just ahead of her a man leaned against the side of a truck. Tall and broad-shouldered, he wore a suit like the rest of Buddy’s goons, but seemed a little more refined somehow. She kept the frown off her face, but it was there on the inside.

      This one was a little out of the mold for Buddy. Normally he hired the local brainless goons, but this guy looked different. Sharper. When she was a teen, she’d spent enough time working Grayson’s Diner up on the highway to recognize ex-military when she saw it.

      “Having a little trouble, ma’am?”

      She couldn’t see his eyes thanks to the dark shades, unusual on such an overcast day, but his voice bore out her earlier suspicion. It was accent-neutral, a tell-tale sign of a soldier who’d spent a lot of time deployed away from home.

      “Not at all,” she answered with a smile, as though she often decided to take a walk in the hair-frizzling humidity instead of driving. She could do with the exercise anyway. “Just taking a walk since it’s such a lovely day.”

      “Very good, ma’am.” He inclined his head as she passed, calling after her. “You be careful now, the heat can be… treacherous.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk home wiped all of Julia’s energy, her steps almost shuffling and her clothing soaked with sweat by the time she reached the small house she was renting. Thankfully the place was owned by a national chain, so she didn’t have to be worried about eviction as long as she paid her rent on time. Which just left the worry that Buddy would have her killed off and buried in a shallow grave somewhere out of town.

      One long, cool shower and a nap later, she wandered into the kitchen to pour a large glass of wine. A glance out of the window into the garden assured her that the shadows had begun to lengthen into evening. This time of year, darkness would fall quickly, but that didn’t bother her. A night owl, she liked to sit outside on the porch and watch the stars.

      She put the bottle back in the fridge and turned. There was someone standing in her garden, a shadowy broad-shouldered someone by the bushes in front of the back fence. She shrieked, shock loosening her grip on her glass, and it fell to shatter on the tiles.

      “Shitshitshit,” she muttered, glancing at the mess on the floor for a second before fear dragged her gaze back to the window. The figure was gone, as though it had never been. Someone had been there though. She hadn’t imagined it.

      Her gaze shot to the side door. The front she always locked, but had she locked the side door after taking the garbage out? Shit, she couldn’t remember, and even so, the flimsy lock wouldn’t stand up to much. She needed to throw the deadbolt.

      Heart slamming against her ribs, she slid her feet through the broken glass, trying to push it out of the way instead of stepping on it. Shards stabbed into the delicate skin, but she gritted her teeth and carried on. Secure the house first, deal with the blood later. A footstep on the porch outside drew a squeak from her lips and she threw herself across the remaining space to throw the bolt.

      She leaned against the wall by the door, her breathing coming in ragged pants as she listened. The soft chuckle on the other side of the door froze her in place. She hadn’t imagined it; there was someone outside.

      Buddy’s men. This was it. Tonight was the night he’d been telling her about in his little body-disposal call last week.

      Fear galvanized her, and she took off across the kitchen. Blood on her feet made them slippery and she almost fell on the wooden floor in the hall, one shoulder slamming hard into the wall but she recovered immediately and hit the stairs. Taking them two at a time, she turned right at the top and raced into her bedroom.

      Her hands shook as she yanked open the drawer on the bedside cabinet. At the back was a handgun, one given to her by her lone friend in the town, Thomas. Her fingers closed around it, and she yanked it free to check it as she’d been shown. As she did, she moved to the window, trying to look down on the back garden from behind the blinds. Dark figures moved in the lengthening shadows.

      “Oh my god .” There was more than one of them.

      Trying to suppress her panic, Julia reached for the phone by her bed and lifted it to her ear. It was dead.

      “Nonono....” She pressed the button a couple of times, waiting for the tone, but it remained stubbornly dead. They’d cut the phone line. “Shit.”

      Dropping the phone, she took another look down into the garden. Three figures stood motionless, watching the house. As though they sensed her attention, all three looked up. A cold chill washed over her, and she backed up out of sight, looking around the room. Without a car, she was screwed. Probably with it as well, since she was sure they’d have the front of the house covered. And since no one in this town gave a rat’s ass about her, screaming wouldn’t help.

      She needed her cell, needed to call Thomas. The local sheriff, he could help her, even if it was only getting her to the nearest city she could disappear into.

      “Dammit. Downstairs.” She’d left her purse by the front door. She had to get to it, before they got in.

      Ignoring the bloody footprints she left in her wake, she launched herself out of the room, thundering down the stairs. No sense in being quiet. They knew she was in here. Almost at the bottom, she screamed when she heard the back door burst open. Turning that way, she fired blindly, backing up to reach her purse. If she could just get her cell.

      “Hello, ma’am. Pleasure to see you again.”

      She turned, eyes wild and heart pounding, to find the guy from the street by the front door, her purse dangling from his hand. But something was wrong. He wasn’t wearing shades now and his eyes were too dark.

      Then he smiled, revealing sharp fangs. Julia screamed and turned to run. These weren’t Buddy’s men, but she didn’t care. One nightmare or another, if she didn’t get out of here, she was going to die.

      She didn’t make it. Another figure stepped into her path, a hard hand closing around the handgun and plucking it from her grasp with ease.

      “Well hello, pretty one,” he leered down at her.

      Tall and handsome, he could easily have passed for a poster boy. Except for the darkness in his eyes and the cruel twist to his lips. She shivered, unable to stop the whimper escaping her lips as he leaned down.

      “I do hope the boss lets me have a little playtime with you when he’s done.”
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      Brett Perkins had always believed in life after death. He’d just never thought it would be the same one.

      It was a question he’d thought about a lot. Occupational hazard. Up to a few months ago he and the three others in the room with him had been soldiers. An assignment to a base in the ass-end of beyond had seemed like a dead-end move for his career. Until he’d realized that he’d been sent to a top-secret project. One so classified that he’d been told most of the higher-ups didn’t even know about it. That knowledge had puffed his chest out until he’d figured out the truth. The Project was top-secret for a reason. Genetic experiments on soldiers didn’t go down so well with anyone who had a conscience.

      Trouble was, no one left the Project. Not alive. Definitely not human.

      Now he was neither human nor alive.

      And life after death sucked hairy-ass donkey balls. Gigantic ones.

      “Would you hold still?” he demanded. He squinted, trying to match up the torn flesh on the arm of the man sitting in front of him so he could staple it shut.

      “Sorry. How’s this?” Evan Fredericks, their section leader, altered his position so Brett had better access. For some reason Brett had found himself designated as the team medic. Which, given their newly dead-but-not-dead state, meant he got to get busy with the office supplies.

      “Perfect, thanks.”

      Ignoring the white of the bone deep in the wound, if he could even call it a wound since it didn’t bother Fredericks at all, Brett pulled the ragged edges together and pressed down quickly with the stapler. Stolen from the desk behind him, it was bright pink, with a happy face and some chick’s name on it. Sophie. He grunted. Nice name.

      Wrapping a length of stretchy bandage around his handiwork, he tapped Fredericks on the shoulder. “Okay, good to go,” he said. “But you’re gonna need to eat something soon, to seal that up.”

      A grimace crossed Fredericks face momentarily. Brett ignored it as he moved to root through the drawer of a nearby desk for more staples. Some elements of their new natures were taking more time to adjust to than others, but the need to eat was one Brett suspected none of them would ever get used to.

      Because they weren't talking about hitting up the local diner and chowing down on a burger. In fact, just the thought of cooked meat made his stomach churn, even if his brain told him he wanted it. No, their new bodies needed something else to power and repair them. To stop their dead flesh falling into rot and decay.

      Warm meat. Hot blood. Something that only moments before had a heartbeat. Something with a heartbeat if the need got bad enough. Either way, they only had a small window of opportunity. As soon as the flesh cooled, their bodies rejected it and they couldn't eat.

      In a sick twist of irony, their dead bodies needed food nearer to alive than they were. And they couldn’t avoid the need. If they refused to eat, wounds didn’t close, and their flesh began to look wrong. Like they were starting to decay. None of them wanted that.

      Dying wasn’t the worst of it. Decaying in your own dead body with no way to end it all? That was a nightmare Brett didn’t want to contemplate. With the Project always on their tails, looking to recover their wayward creations, they had enough problems without adding to the burden.

      Methodically, he searched the small office they’d holed up in for anything useful. They’d torch the place before they left to cover their tracks and remove any genetic material, just in case, but he had to do something to occupy his hands. Keep busy. Anything to avoid thinking.

      He cast a surreptitious glance around the room. Dominic Fletcher sat at a desk by the door, and Kelwood was across the room, rocking to himself. Brett caught Fletcher’s eye and shared a look of worry. Jared had been that way since they’d been infected, his only conversation about his wife and child. A wife and child he wouldn't be able to see again. He was dead to them now; he had to be. There was no way back to their old life. Not with what they were now.

      Fredericks stood by the window, rolling his shoulder as he tested the range of motion in the injured limb. Despite the fact that the cut had opened his arm to the bone, no pain registered in his expression. Wounds didn’t bother them. No physical damage did.

      Brett looked down, opening and closing his hand. He could still feel… touch, sense. But it was like their pain responses had been turned off the instant the Project had pumped whatever crap they had into their veins.

      He didn’t remember their infection. All he remembered was being brought in injured and wondering if the pitted ceiling of the temporary med-bay would be the last thing he’d ever see. He’d woken up in a cage with the others, and it had all gone downhill from there.

      The project had thrown everything it had to offer at them. Bloods, Lycans… even Reanimates. Brett shivered at the memory. Zombies powered by nothing more than the need to eat, their dead, empty eyes had always given him the creeps. And they’d killed them all. Nothing thrown into the cage stood a chance. Bloods, Lycans, Reanimates.… Nothing stood a chance against what they were.

      S.A.R.A.

      The initials hung in his mind like a shimmering jewel. They called the creature he was a Self-Aware Re-Animate.

      They’d turned him into a fucking zombie.

      Anger surged through him and he slammed the drawer shut. The force shot it through the back of the desk and into the one behind it with a loud crack that made the others look around.

      “Sorry,” he muttered. “Wasn’t concentrating.”

      He went back to searching, but kept his attention on the others. Fredericks watched over Fletcher’s shoulder as he tapped away on the keyboard in front of him. Like their leader, he wore field dressings like they were a new fashion. His ribs had been taped up until he could eat enough to seal the vicious claw marks he’d gotten in an altercation with a vamp three nights ago.

      Fletcher frowned at the screen, muttering something, but then his expression cleared and his fingers flew over the keys faster than he’d been able to when he was merely human. Like every night since their escape, he used the internet, hacking into police databases to gather intelligence about possible Blood attacks.

      The Project made one big mistake when it had created its super-soldiers. It forgot the men and women it had experimented on had been soldiers. It had only taken one pack, Alpha Three, and their determination to rescue one of their own, to bring the Project to its knees. The subjects, the SARAs included, had escaped. Brett had naively imagined a world where they could disappear, pretend to be human and live out their lives.

      Then the fucking Bloods had started killing civilians. So now it was game on.

      “Got something.” Fletcher’s voice broke the silence. “Shots fired, woman missing. Black blood-like substance found at the scene. Cops think its oil or something.”

      “That’s their MO.” Without thinking or feeling himself move, Brett was right at Fletcher’s shoulder, looking down at the screen for the address. “Not far from here. Greenwood. Sounds like a shitty place.”

      “That’s an hour at most,” Fredericks confirmed. “Right, let’s move. Fletcher, torch this place. Perkins, get some transport. Kelwood… Kel! We’re up, let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The town of Greenwood was just as much of a shithole as Brett suspected it would be. Nose wrinkling, he waited in the shadows as Fredericks cased the house. The police had long gone, but Brett could smell that they’d been here. Hell, he could practically still hear their heartbeats and, if he lapsed into his new senses too far, he’d be able to track each and every one of them back to their homes. Break down the doors that separated him from the hot, sweet flesh and blo—

      “Keep it together, mate,” Dominic Fletcher’s rough voice broke through his little daydream. He turned his head. Dom had one shoulder propped up against the fence, but his eyes were steady on Brett’s.

      “How’d you know I wa—” He couldn’t bring himself to say it, but the expression on Dom’s face said it all. He shrugged.

      “You were tweaking,” he said, shaking his head rapidly to the side. Brett easily followed the movement, but to anyone else, it would be too fast. Like a DVD caught in a rapid replay loop. “Figured the ’mares had gotten you.”

      “Yeah.… Hard to shake them off sometimes.” Brett let a heavy sigh escape him and leaned back against the fence. His gaze slid sideways to Dom, to the width of his tattooed chest and shoulders and frowned. “You gettin’ bigger, dude? Or did you find a weight-bench at the last place? And eat it?”

      Dom looked down, and grinned as he tensed. The dressings pulled again as his abs popped into high relief. “No. At least if we gotta be zombies, we’re fucking ripped zombies, hey? Think the ladies will like me like this?”

      “Nah, muscles like that they’ll want a monster prick. And yours… even with the increase, we’re talking maggot at best.”

      Dom chuckled, his face splitting in a broad grin. “Wanker .”

      “Asshole.”

      The conversation degenerated into comfortable name-calling and then fell into silence for a moment until Dom spoke again. “Seriously though, whatever they put in that shit worked. If they could get rid of the side-effects, they’d make a fucking fortune in gyms.”

      Brett arched his eyebrow. “You mean like… having no fucking heartbeat? And generally being dead?”

      “Yeah, that.” Dom kicked at the dirt with a booted foot. “Bit of a downer that.”

      “No shit.”

      The side door opened, the sound bringing them both to attention, only to relax when Fredericks and Kelwood emerged from the shadows at the side of the house. There were no lights on; they didn’t need them.

      “Definitely Bloods,” Kelwood rasped, the first time any of them had heard his voice for a couple of days. Of all of them, his sense of smell was the keenest. “And a human female. She managed to shoot one before they took her.”

      Brett frowned. “They didn’t kill her?”

      Kelwood shook his head, his pale blue eyes focused for once. They were red-rimmed, but no one commented on it. They had more shit to deal with than bothering a guy about a tear or two.

      “If they did, it wasn’t here.” He looked back at the house, a frown on his face. “Which is odd. Generally they kill their vics on-site and leave, but that makes at least three they’ve kidnapped.”

      “And we haven’t found the bodies yet.” Fredericks looked around the group. “I’ve never seen a Blood consume a whole body, you?”

      They all shook their heads, but it was Dom that spoke. “Nope, they usually just drain their vics. Never seen them take so much as a bite.”

      Fredericks’ lips compressed into a thin line. Brett suppressed a shiver. As a human Evan Fredericks had been an easy-going, affable sort of guy. Post-infection as a SARA, the dude was fucking scary, even for them.

      “Okay,” he said. “That means they’re taking these women for a reason. Kel, can you track the scent?”

      Kelwood took a breath, his eyes unfocused as he concentrated. He nodded. “Yeah. It’s faint, but I can follow it. We’re going to need to go on foot though. They took her over the back here.”

      Fredericks nodded. “Okay, let’s grab our gear and move out. I want to know what the fuck they’re doing with those women.”
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        * * *

      

      A groan was the first thing Julia heard when she woke up. It took her at least thirty seconds to realize the drawn out, painful sound came from her own chest.

      “Ugh.” She opened her eyes, fighting lids that seemed to be made of lead, to see.... Nothing. Her eyes searched the darkness, looking for something to focus on. Crap. Where was she?

      She fought back panic and took deep breaths. In and out. In and hold for a couple of seconds to slow her racing heart. Just the same as she did when she ran. Work the body like a machine, obey its rules and use those to make it behave.

      The panic shoved to a small corner of her mind, she focused on what she knew. She was alone. Only her own breathing rasped in the darkness. It surrounded her like a blanket, but not one she’d want to wrap herself up in. It was cold, wet and with a chill breeze from somewhere that froze all the hairs on the back of her neck where they stood upright.

      She lay on a hard surface, one that was uneven with something. Pebbles? She moved her hand, and the unmistakable texture of dirt and loose stones pressed against her skin. Sitting up, she looked left and right, eyes wide to try and catch the tiniest bit of light.

      Her breath caught. She was underground. The air had that dank, close quality she associated with cellars and basements. Carefully, she scooted back until she hit something. A wall. The rough brick rubbed shoulders bared by the vest top she’d put on after her shower.

      As she looked around, her eyes became a little more accustomed to the lack of light. She was in a small room, the walls disappearing into shadow, but she didn’t think the ceiling was very high. Probably lower than normal. The air felt too close for anything else.

      Sliding her back up the wall, she rose to her feet and took a step to the side, then more until she reached the corner of the room. Corner meant she had walls on either side, so anything had to come at her from the front.

      If she could see it.

      Where the hell was she? Back braced in the corner, she rubbed at her face, trying to clear the fuzziness from her mind. She’d been in town, and her tires had been slashed. She’d had to walk home, the heat blasting down on her. She remembered taking a shower…. Then her memory got fuzzy and soft, like cotton wool. She hissed in frustration. What had happened next ? Something had, because this sure as hell wasn’t her bathroom.

      More details came into view from the darkness. Opposite her, there were faint outlines like there was a door there. The sight of a door triggered a flash of memory. The door in her kitchen. Fear slammed into her, the instinctive reaction pressing her back into the rough bricks of the walls as memory returned in fits and starts.

      Buddy’s men had found her. They’d gotten in. She’d shot one. But they weren’t Buddy’s men. Unless her ex-husband’s men had taken to sporting vampire fangs. A whimper escaped her as the scene in her head changed. Being carried through the darkness over someone’s shoulder. But no one could move that fast, the ground a blur beneath them. There was darkness and pain. Her heart raced as she relived the memory. Agony slicing through her neck, the fear she was going to die. A man over her, his knee forcing her thighs apart. She’d fought him, lashing out like a wild cat. The memory of a man’s face recoiling from her blow, nail marks across his face, swam to the surface of her mind. His features twisted in anger, became something terrifying as he swung his fist back. Pain in the side of her head, her face and then nothing. Darkness.

      She whimpered, her face pressed to the cold brick as she tried to control the trembling of her body. Tentatively, she reached up to her neck. Her fingertips brushed the skin there, searching carefully. She winced. Dull pain at the touch warned her that all was not right. A bruise maybe? She searched the borders, and worked her way across the tender spot. Two scabs nestled in the center.

      “Shitshitshitshit.” Her brain didn’t want to comprehend the facts. She hadn’t been bitten. She couldn’t have been, because Vampires didn’t exist. So if they didn’t exist she couldn’t have been bitten. But if they didn’t exist, who had kidnapped her?

      Putting the question aside, she moved her hand down. Over her ribs and her stomach. Her thighs quivered, fear of what she’d find taking root. A hand between her legs, she pressed gently. And closed her eyes in relief. Everything felt normal. No soreness. She hadn’t been raped.

      A soft snuffling sound broke through her thoughts, dragging her head up to listen. Was that someone crying? A frown on her face, she lifted her hand. Her cheeks were dry. Okay, it wasn’t her. So that meant there was someone else down here.

      She launched herself across the room, reaching the door in less than a heartbeat.

      “Hello? Is there anyone there?” Mouth against the lock, she called out, then put her ear against it to listen.

      The snuffling became soft sobs. She’d been right. There was someone down here with her. New purpose filled her, chasing away her fear.

      “Hey… hello? Who’s that? I’m Julia,” she called out, pitching her voice to carry but not too far. Her discovery she wasn’t alone was tempered by the fact that she and whoever else had been brought down here on purpose. The kidnappers could be listening.

      The sobs stopped. Shit.

      “Hey… talk to me. Who are you?”

      Silence. Julia cursed softly under her breath and ran her hand over the door. It was wooden, with iron bands across it. A crude handle jutted from the surface to the left. Grabbing it, she rattled the door. It was locked. Further investigation revealed a barred window near the top. On her tiptoes, she managed to look out and could just make out what looked like a corridor, more doors like her own lining it.

      “Be quiet. They’ll come back.”

      The voice was so soft Julia thought she’d imagined it, but it got stronger at the end of the sentence. It was female, that much she could tell, but that was it.

      “Who’s ‘they’? Please, I just woke up. What’s going on? Where are we?”

      The response was short, succinct and stole Julia’s breath.

      “In hell.”
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