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CHAPTER 1


Callie huddled in the shadows with the four women
who shared this cold, inhospitable place with her. The women were
strangers to her, but they all shared the same horrible fate.
They’d all been brought here against their will, and she was sure
they were about to die.

Callie tried not to let panic get the best of
her as she recalled the events that led to her being here with
these women. When the van first pulled up beside her on the quiet,
country road, and the door slid open to allow someone to slip out,
she thought it was Carter barreling through his restraining order
to attack her.

She was certain he’d come to make her pay for
filing that order, but though she’d been more than a little buzzed,
hence the walking, she quickly realized it wasn’t Carter who
captured her and put a hood over her head.

She wouldn’t put something like this past
him, but no matter how sick and demented he was, there was no way
he could have found at least four others—judging by the different
voices—to go along with his crazy plan.

Or, at least, she hoped he hadn’t. After
Carter, she didn’t have much faith left in humanity, but she had
enough to hope he hadn’t been able to find four more psychopaths to
help him do this to her.

She’d spent her entire time in the back of
the van sobering up as the reality of her situation sank in. She
was in a van with her hands bound behind her back and her feet
roped to her wrists. Every horror movie and scary news story she
ever heard started this way.

When they first grabbed her, she’d thrashed
against her captors, but it did little good as she was lifted and
tossed into the van. Despite being a little tipsy, she was aware
her struggles were frighteningly ineffective against the freaks
holding her.

Callie bit her lip to keep from crying out as
the van bounced over potholes and weaved in and out of traffic. The
further they drove, the more the sounds of a city greeted her.
Horns blared, car engines revved, and when they stopped for what
she assumed was a red light, she heard the shout of someone telling
someone else to do the anatomically impossible with their head.

Uncertain of what to do, Callie’s mind spun
as she tried to figure out her best course of action. However,
everything she considered terrified her. In the end, knowing that
her chances of survival were dwindling with every mile they
traversed, she waited until they stopped again before screaming as
loud as she could.

She would rather take the chance of being
punished than not doing anything.

All her actions got her was a lift of the
hood and a foul-tasting rag shoved into her mouth. She tried to
spit it out, but a hand clamping over her lips stifled her attempt.
When that hand briefly closed over her nose too, it cut off her
oxygen and her lungs started to burn. She tried to squirm away, but
the hand followed her as the bastard trying to kill her
laughed.

Then those fingers moved away and a low,
amused voice spoke. “Keep your mouth shut.”

Callie tried to tell him to go fuck himself,
but the rag made it impossible, and she was too scared to be
defiant. Not only were these assholes insane, but at least one of
them took sadistic amusement in toying with her. She had no doubt
he would also enjoy torturing her.

Callie refused to sob, even though it was all
she wanted to do. However, she would not give them the satisfaction
of listening to her break.

The noises of the city became more muffled
and she suspected they’d turned into a quieter area, maybe a
warehouse district, or something like it. The van bumped over a
road full of potholes before coming to a stop. She strained to hear
something more, but it was eerily calm until the van door slid
open.

Rough hands grasped her arms and flipped her
over. At the possibility of being raped, she tried to squirm away
from them. No, no, no!

The hands ignored her thrashing as they
yanked free the rope connecting her wrists to her ankles before
undoing the rope around her ankles. Once freed, she kicked out
blindly at her captors but connected only with air.

Hands gripped the rope binding her wrists and
hauled her from the van. When they set her on her feet, the
movement was so abrupt she swayed and staggered a little before
righting herself.

Before she fully recovered, they jerked the
hood from her head in a sharp yank that tore free some of her hair.
She was still trying to get her bearings when they removed the gag.
With her scalp screaming in protest, Callie glared at the faces of
the four men surrounding her.

She’d already ascertained Carter wasn’t part
of this, but she still searched for his face amongst the stony ones
surrounding her. She didn’t know any of them, so why was she here?
What had she done to deserve this?

The same she’d done to deserve Carter,
absolutely nothing. However, that piece of garbage had found his
way into her life. After only three months of dating, he’d shown
his true colors, and she ran screaming for the door.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t gotten far from
him, and she wouldn’t get far now as the three men and one woman
closed in on her. They reminded her of jackals surrounding their
prey as amusement glittered in their eyes and they smiled smugly at
her.

She had no idea who any of them were, but
she’d watched enough true crime TV to know the fact they weren’t
hiding their faces didn’t bode well for her survival. She glanced
frantically around, but the night and their bodies obscured most of
her view. A couple of buildings rose behind them, but she didn’t
recognize anything about her surroundings.

You’re never supposed to let them take you
to a secondary location. You’re supposed to fight to the death if
that’s what it takes, but you never allow them to move you.

She couldn’t recall where she heard that
advice, but now it screamed across her mind. It wasn’t like she’d
had a choice. She tried to fight, but it had proven useless, and it
all happened so fast.

One minute, she was walking down the road,
smiling over the night out with her friends and glad she’d turned
down the offer of a ride and left her car behind. The fresh air
dimmed the glow of the alcohol but not her excitement.

She’d relished the stars, the chirrup of the
crickets, and her growing happiness as she walked. She couldn’t
recall the last time she took any pleasure in the simple things in
life, but she did then.

At one time, a night out with her friends was
commonplace, but it had been months since she went out with them.
She’d been too scared Carter would show up, so she hadn’t been good
company in a long time. However, she refused to be afraid anymore,
and she refused to miss out on her life because of him.

So, when her friends asked if she would join
them at the bar tonight, she leapt at the opportunity. Being back
with her girlfriends, laughing and joking as they drank beers and
swapped stories, had been so freeing.

For those glorious hours, she was her old
self again, and she loved every second of it.

And then it had all gone so wrong.



CHAPTER 2


It had been hours, maybe a day—she had no concept of
time anymore—since she was taken from the back of that van and into
a building. They led her into a basement before entering a tunnel
carved out of the wall there.

She didn’t speak and didn’t try to get away
as they guided her deep into the cool, damp earth. The beams of
their flashlights played over the jagged rocks surrounding her. She
worried about spiderwebs, but they were so far beneath the ground
that spiders didn’t dwell here.

At the end of the tunnel, they turned right,
then left, before going right again. Despite having a good buzz
before this all started, she was completely sober, and she
memorized their turns as they walked.

She held out little hope of ever escaping,
but if she did, she would know how to do it. That little hope
vanished when they came to a cross section of tunnels. They entered
the second one before making a couple more turns.

The place was one gigantic maze; even if she
remembered every turn, she would most likely end up lost in this
hellhole. The walls were so close, she felt like she was walking
through her tomb. And then she realized this most likely was…
her tomb.

Finally, they came to a stop, pulled open a
gate, unbound her wrists, and shoved her inside. Callie spun back
to them as the gate slammed closed. She opened her mouth to scream
at them to come back, but she bit back the words. She wouldn’t give
them the satisfaction of hearing her pleas.

When she turned back, she discovered she was
not alone in her narrow cage inside one of the tunnels. There were
four other women with her. They huddled in the shadows, their eyes
wide and their arms around their legs as they sat on the
ground.

“Where are we?” she demanded.

Two of them shook their heads, a third cried,
and the fourth choked out. “We… we don’t know.”

“How did you get here?”

That only made the two cry harder while the
third remained little more than a vegetable. The fourth told her
they’d taken her from a jogging trail, tossed her into an SUV, and
transported here. She had no idea how long ago that was.

Callie paced the confines of the tunnel. She
could traverse about thirty feet before another gate stopped her.
Standing on her tiptoes, she gripped the bars of the window high up
on the door and tried to see what was on the other side.

It was too high to see anything, but the
light flickering in the room beyond dimly illuminated their prison.
At least they had that light. She couldn’t imagine being trapped
here and completely unable to see anything. Just the idea of it
made her feel a little insane.

She continued to pace before realizing she
was wasting her energy and slid down to sit on the ground near the
fourth woman. It took all she had not to leap up and start pacing
again, but if she had any chance of getting out of this, she had to
conserve her strength.

However, it was difficult to sit still when
she was becoming increasingly sure her life was about to end.

One of the crying women became so loud she
drowned out all other sounds. Callie almost told her to be quiet,
but if these were the last moments of the woman’s life, who was she
to tell her how to live them?

The third woman remained unmoving as she
stared straight ahead with glazed eyes. Callie had worked with
enough animals to recognize the look of the rabbit caught in the
crosshairs of a coyote. Instead of taking off, this rabbit had
decided not moving was her best option.

She’s in shock.

But Callie guessed she was in shock too.
However, she would not spend her last seconds crying or trying to
hide in plain sight. She wouldn’t go down without a fight; she just
wanted to know what she was fighting.

Was she facing sex traffickers or a group of
serial killers? Would they auction her off or stick her in a pit
and lower a bucket of lotion to her? Or maybe they were a Satanic
cult looking for a sacrifice.

Out of the many unnerving options, she wasn’t
sure which she preferred. Killing her right away would be better
than being a sex slave or skinned alive. But considering she was
sitting in the dark with four strangers, she didn’t think the odds
of instant death were in her favor.

How swiftly her life had changed. Earlier she
was celebrating her newfound freedom, returning to her old life,
and laughing with her friends while she looked forward to a shining
future.

Now, she was sitting in these dank shadows
with her back against a cold rock wall while she prayed for instant
death.

Something shifted, and she turned as stone
scraped against dirt. The two crying women sobbed louder, and for a
second, Callie almost joined them, but then she gathered the
remaining dregs of her courage.

Resting her hand against the wall, she ran
her fingers over its damp surface as she rose. If they decided to
sell her off as a sex slave, she would make them regret the
decision by biting off the first dick shoved in her mouth. The idea
of it made her stomach turn, and the action would most likely get
her killed, but death would be preferable.

Beyond the bars of the gate they led her
through, a dim light pierced the gloom of the tunnel. She had no
idea what was coming toward them, but dirt crunched beneath the
weight of whoever approached.

When those footsteps got closer, the person
lifted the beam of their flashlight and focused it straight on her
face. She recoiled and held up her hand as she turned her head away
from the light.

As soon as it no longer hurt to do so, she
lifted her chin and glowered at her approaching jailers as they
stopped on the other side of the bars. These three were different
from the ones who brought her here.

How many people are involved in this? And
how can something like this exist?

She knew there was a lot of evil in the
world. She didn’t live under a rock, she saw the news and heard the
horror stories, but she chose to believe there was more good than
bad in the world. Obviously, she was a naïve idiot.

She had no hope any good would come out of
this mess. People didn’t kidnap you and take you underground so
they could surprise you with balloons and a giant check.

Though she was determined not to show any
fear, she stepped away from the man who approached the gate. The
key rattled in the lock before the door swung open. The callous
smile the man gave her, and the malicious gleam in his eyes, made
her blood run cold.

When he grasped her elbow, she jerked at it,
but his hand clamped down with so much force that his fingers dug
into her bone, and it felt as if she’d hit her elbow on a rock. She
almost cried out.

Instead, she bit her bottom lip and scowled
at the man who ignored her. She opened her mouth to scream at him
that she was a human being, but she doubted he considered her such.
She was less than the dirt beneath his feet.

How can someone be so broken as to have no
empathy for another?

She didn’t know the answer, and she didn’t
care what made this man into the monster standing before her. She
didn’t care if he’d been beaten, neglected, or tossed to the wolves
as a child; nothing could justify his actions here.

None of their captors spoke as they entered
the small prison. Another one unlocked the gate on the other end,
and the others shoved them out of their cell and into what she
could only describe as an underground arena.

Callie staggered forward when the man shoved
her before releasing her arm. Realizing this was her last chance at
freedom, she turned and ran. She barely made it three feet before
the man snatched her hair and yanked her back.

She couldn’t stop herself from crying out as
the man threw her to the ground. Kicking out with her feet, she
tried to connect with the man, but he slapped her foot away.

Before she could recover, he was already
walking away. Breathless and uncertain of what just happened,
Callie watched as they closed the gate behind them. That man had
moved so fast, or maybe she was too slow after everything she
endured.

Pushing herself to her feet, she lifted her
head to take in her surroundings and blinked against the
torchlights spilling down from above. When her vision cleared
enough, she spotted the people looking down on them.

Standing behind the torches set into the
rocky ledge above them, she couldn’t make out any of their
features, but their eagerness was palpable on the air. Her mind
flashed back to her ancient history textbooks to the Coliseum and
gladiator fights.

Was that why they were here? Were they
supposed to battle each other to the death? Because if that was the
case, they were going to be extremely disappointed. She wouldn’t
allow these freaks to turn her into a monster for their
entertainment.

But what if one of these women attacked her?
She’d have no choice but to defend herself then. She didn’t want to
be what these people were trying to turn her into, but she wouldn’t
let them kill her without a fight either.

The hair on her nape rose as she became aware
of another presence in the arena. Her mouth went dry, and a primal
fear, unlike any she’d ever known, crept through her.

She became fully aware of what the term fight
or flight meant as adrenaline spiked her heart rate. A cold sweat
broke out on her body as she lowered her gaze from the spectators
and turned her attention to the other side of the pit.

She instantly recognized her mistake.
They weren’t the predators; they were the prey.

On the other side of the pit stood a man so
covered in filth and dried blood on his arms and shoulders that she
couldn’t tell what color his hair was or see any clean spots on his
flesh. A scruffy, dirt-choked mustache and beard covered his face.
His broad shoulders spoke of strength, but his visible rib bones
and protruding collarbone belied that image.

The jeans hanging low on his waist revealed
the sharp edge of his hip bones. She suspected they once fit
perfectly, but now a tug would pull them free. Multiple punctures
marred his shoulders and upper arms. Fresh blood trickled from some
of the wounds, while dried blood caked around a few others.

No chains bound his ankles, but manacles
encased his wrists. The chain between the manacles gave him at
least a foot of space to move his hands as he flexed and unflexed
them into fists.

However, it was not the man’s chains or his
battered and filthy countenance that caused a scream to lodge in
her throat. It was not even the way his shoulders heaved, his
nostrils flared, or the murderous look on his face that gave her
pause.

No, it was the burning red of his eyes that
made the world lurch and her sanity come into question.

She suddenly no longer wanted to know why
they’d taken her. Not having an answer seemed far preferable than
the one staring at her. It wasn’t an answer staring her in the
face; it was death.

Death was locked into this pit with her, and
it would not stop until it destroyed every last piece of her.

There was nowhere to go, but everything in
her screamed to run and never look back. She was about to turn and
flee when the man burst into motion and flew across the pit.



CHAPTER 3


Lucien experienced a moment of lucid thinking as he
took in his surroundings. Then they shoved five women into the pit
with him, and all sense of reason vanished. They were five
human women who all had delicious, life-saving blood pumping
through them.

Fire burned through his veins and tore
through his insides as hunger clawed at his stomach. Like a rat
trying to flee a flame, it gnawed and clawed and tore at his
intestines as it shredded what remained of his sanity, caused his
head to spin, and almost knocked him to his knees.

If he went to his knees, he couldn’t feed,
and he so badly needed to feed.

He hadn’t known it was possible to be so
starved yet still live. He hadn’t known it was possible to be so
mad with hunger yet also so coherent and focused on one thing…
assuaging that hunger with those women.

Their blood and lives would sate the ravenous
appetite that had taken control of him so many days, weeks, months
ago. He had no concept of time anymore or any idea how long he’d
been like this.

He’d once been a man, a good one too, but he
could barely recall that man, and he no longer gave a shit about
anything other than feeding and making the insanity stop.

Lucien didn’t realize he was moving or hear
the rattle of his chains as he raced across the pit. He didn’t know
he’d reached the first woman until the softness of her flesh rubbed
his palms as he gripped her upper arms.

He didn’t know he was striking until he sank
his fangs into her throat. Animalistic sounds issued from him, but
he couldn’t stifle them as the sweetest blood he’d ever tasted
filled his mouth. Dimly, in the back corner of his mind, he
realized they’d turned him into a monster, but he didn’t care.

The second the creature’s fangs pierced her
flesh, it felt like someone had taken a fork, stabbed into her
neck, and released acid into her system. With every beat of her
heart, that acid ate away at her insides until it melted her
muscles and liquidated her bones.

The only reason she didn’t scream was that
every part of her froze. She couldn’t move to push this monstrous,
foul-smelling beast away from her.

Inwardly, the scream grew until it became an
echoing cacophony in her head. She tried willing herself to lift
her hands and shove him away, but her muscles had become encased in
a block of ice as the acid tore at her insides and burned away
everything she was.

He was taking his second pull of her wondrous
blood when pain exploded inside his head. More of her blood filled
his mouth, and he was desperate to keep feeding, but the hammer
battering against his skull made it impossible.

Desperate to sate his thirst for blood, but
unable to take any more of the pain, he retracted his fangs and
staggered back. He blinked against the light as he tried to focus
on her. Something inside him screamed to kill her for causing him
such agony, but something else surged to the forefront.

And that something else was ferocious in its
need to protect her. A brief clarity pierced through the haze of
his insanity as he took in hair the color of a crow’s wings and
eyes the color of cognac.

The sweetness of her blood burned itself onto
his tongue and into his cells. He craved more, but as he stepped
toward her again, the alarm in her eyes stopped him.

Eat. Feed. Blood. Blood. Blood. Make it
stop. Kill her!

The incessant urges pounded at his brain, but
he couldn’t bring himself to feast on her again. He didn’t
understand any of this. He was starving; how could he deny himself
the wonder of her blood when he’d just discovered it?

But even as he thought that he couldn’t hurt
her again, he reached for her. She recoiled and staggered away,
which only made him more determined to hunt her. She’s mine, and
she’ll learn where she belongs.

He had no idea where the thought or the
conviction behind it came from, but once it hit him, it wouldn’t
let go. He lunged forward and seized her upper arms again. The
squeak she emitted pierced through his overwhelming impulse to make
her his.

With the pain fading, Callie’s senses were
coming back, and all of them screamed at her to run. Her brain
lumbered to process this information as the creature pulled her
forward and tossed her over his shoulder.

Lucien gazed wildly around the pit for some
way out of it. When his eyes fell on the women closest to him, they
scampered away from him like cockroaches from the light. Above him,
a murmur went through the crowd, but they seemed more confused than
upset by his actions.

They weren’t the only ones confused. He had
no idea what he was doing or what was propelling him, but he had to
get her out of here.

His hunger still churned like a tumultuous
sea inside him, but getting her to safety was what propelled him
now. He just didn’t know where to go to accomplish his mission.

Then his gaze fell on the door they led the
women through. They’d locked it, but when he twisted his head to
look back, he saw it wasn’t as solid as the gate he’d come through.
Starvation caused his muscles to tremble, and his legs didn’t feel
as sturdy as they should, but he could get through that gate. He
knew he could.

Keeping one hand locked around the backs of
her knees, he charged at the gate. Lowering his shoulder, he
crashed into the door and threw all of his weight behind the
charge. Metal bent and twisted before giving way with a wrenching
screech.

He staggered forward when the door tore from
its hinges, and he almost fell to the ground. Catching his balance,
he managed to stop himself from going down as figures emerged from
the shadows. Lucien snarled at the vampires coming toward them, and
keeping his shoulder down, he charged at the first one who tried to
stop him.

Callie cried out when the impact of hitting
the door jarred her. She had no idea what was happening, but she
would take her chances with the freak who bit her if he was trying
to break out of this place.

He’d most likely try to kill her once they
were free, but she had a better chance of surviving outside of
these tunnels than she did inside them. Resting her hands on the
small of his back, she pushed herself up so she could see more of
what was happening.

The other four women had turned to stare
after them; their mouths hung open as the monster carrying her
stepped on the gate he’d destroyed.

One of the criers started to run after them,
but before she made it more than ten feet, some of the people
watching from above jumped into the pit. When their red eyes shone
in the sputtering light, Callie realized her ride out of here
wasn’t the only freak in this place.

The women’s screams abruptly cut off as
guttural noises filled the air. Callie almost slapped her hands
over her ears to block out the awful sounds of the feeding frenzy,
but if she moved her hands, she would end up with her face against
this thing’s back again.

She’d already been close enough to know she’d
prefer not to be that close again. While he didn’t smell as bad as
a full Porta Potty at a music festival in July, he wasn’t something
to be savored either as the stench of B.O., dirt, and blood clung
to him.

And she should know about those Porta
Potties; she’d been to many festivals over the years, including
Coachella, Lollapalooza, Stagecoach, Desert Daze, Firefly, Burning
Man, and Bonnaroo.

Plus, she’d attended a lot of smaller ones
near where she grew up in the Catskill region of upstate New York.
She’d lived within a couple of miles of the original Woodstock site
in Bethel, New York. She spent many summer days trudging or riding
her bike down the steaming asphalt road with her friends so they
could listen to the acts that arrived every summer to play at the
venue.

When they were young, they never had the
money for tickets, but they sat in the fields or woods outside the
festival to listen. When they hit their teens, they would drive as
close as they could before parking somewhere. They would walk the
rest of the way with the alcohol they stole from their parents and
the small bag of weed they’d purchased from the kid with all the
connections at school.

Then college came, and they went their
separate ways, but they still got together every summer to
celebrate the anniversary of Woodstock. Except now, they could
afford to buy tickets; they just didn’t. They returned to the woods
to share their beer and pot while they discussed their lives and
listened to the music flowing through the air.

Her childhood years had fostered a love of
music in her, and she was determined to attend as many festivals as
possible. She’d planned to travel overseas too; the Download
Festival was at the top of her bucket list.

However, now she realized she might have run
out of time to complete her bucket list. That knowledge didn’t help
her increasingly queasy stomach. Memories of those simple childhood
days flooded her mind as snarls and the stench of blood permeated
the air.

A part of her realized she was going into
shock, but she couldn’t stop her mind from traveling between the
past and her horrific present. Part of her was coasting down a hill
with her legs over the handlebars of her bike and her hair whipping
behind her.

The other part was trying not to register the
slaughter unfolding around her. She was becoming more like that
woman who’d turned into a rabbit in front of the coyote, and she
couldn’t allow it to happen.

No matter how awful this was, she would not
spend what might be the last minutes of her life hiding. She shook
away the memories and focused on the now. She almost retreated
again when a shriek followed the loud snap of bone.

No matter how badly she wanted to hide from
this awful reality, she couldn’t retreat. Retreating could mean
death, and she’d never hidden before. Or at least, she hadn’t
hidden until Carter walked into her life. And over the past couple
of months, she’d grown sick of hiding.

She’d vowed never to hide again, and she’d
meant it.

Lucien released the woman’s legs when a
Savage leapt out of the shadows at him. His manacles rattled and
clinked as he punched the side of the Savage’s head. There was a
time when a blow from him would have knocked the asshole
unconscious or, at the very least, caved in the side of its head,
but he was too weak to unleash that kind of damage right now.

At least the manacles added weight to his
hands and made the blow harder, but instead of going down, the
Savage only staggered to the side. However, it was enough to get
the creature out of his way.

Lucien grabbed the woman’s legs again and
sprinted down the shadowed hall. He had no idea where he was going,
only that he had to get her to safety. He couldn’t let her die in
this hideous place.

But as that coherent thought blazed through
his mind, voices started chattering at him again. Hungry. Eat.
Feed. Drink her!

The scent of her blood was so enticing that
he couldn’t resist turning his head toward her. He rested his mouth
against her jeans before sinking his fangs into her calf. Like
before, the sweet taste of her blood was ambrosia on his lips until
stars exploded behind his eyes, and he felt as if someone had taken
a stick of dynamite and detonated it within his skull.

He was certain his eyes were going to erupt
out of his head as he released his bite on her.

I hurt her. Shit. I can’t hurt her!

The insanity, self-hatred, and hunger tearing
at him made it feel like someone was digging their fingers into his
brain and peeling it apart. What was wrong with him?

But he knew the answer to that. It had been
too long since he’d fed; he was out of control, and for some
reason, this woman affected him in a way no other ever had.

When the paralysis from her pain eased,
Callie hit the asshole carrying her in the small of his back. She
didn’t care that he was unstable and a sick freak who ran around
biting people; she wouldn’t let him continue to abuse her in
such a way.

Her fist connecting with his solid flesh made
a thwack sound and caused her hand to sting, but he showed no sign
that it affected him at all. He didn’t even grunt from the impact,
which infuriated her as much as the fact he kept biting
her.

Memories of the past swirled up again as she
recalled the time her friend, Jeannie, bit the tongue of… of…

Callie couldn’t remember the name of the kid
Jeannie bit, but they were playing spin the bottle, and he’d landed
on Jeannie. Until then, they were only doing chaste pecks on the
lips, but this kid was a couple of years older and a whole lot
bolder. When he shoved his tongue into Jeannie’s mouth, she bit
it.

Callie recalled his muffled shouts as he
slapped his hands over his mouth. Jeannie started shouting at him
that he was a freak, and everyone else, torn between laughter and
disgust, watched as the kid stormed out of the house.

Less than a week later, they learned sticking
your tongue in someone’s mouth was the way adults kissed, but at
the time, it was gross.

They never saw that kid again, but over the
years, spin the bottle became a whole lot more interesting, and
Jeannie stopped biting and started playing a whole lot nicer.

Callie didn’t much feel like playing nice
with the asshole who kept biting her, and why was it so
excruciating? A normal bite should never be as paralyzing and
punishing as what this freak was doing to her.



CHAPTER 4


When another Savage stepped in his way, Lucien drew
on the strength the few drops of her blood had given him. He
remained far weaker than he used to be, and his mind was a
convoluted mess that made him feel like the rat hunting the cheese
in the maze, but her blood helped to focus him.

He needed to kill; it had been too long since
he felt the thrill of snuffing out the life of a Savage with his
bare hands, and now he was too weak to experience that thrill. It
had been too long since killing helped smother the demon part of
him, and he had to unleash that part of himself on something
soon.

The delicious aroma of her blood teased his
nostrils until all he desired was to taste more of her. But no
matter how much his mind churned with its incessant chatter to
feed, he couldn’t do that to her again.

The woman’s hands pressed into the small of
his back as she kept herself propped up and hit him again. He
barely felt her fists against his flesh, but he lowered her and set
her on the ground when he spotted two Savages running toward him
from the end of the tunnel.

Unprepared for the abrupt motion, Callie
staggered to the side and almost hit the wall before righting
herself. She glared at the brute, but her irritation with him
vanished as, from both sides of the tunnel, footsteps slapped
against the dirt and monsters raced after them.

Lucien caught the first Savage by the throat
and slammed it into the wall. He tore its throat out as the second
came in low and wrapped its arms around his waist. He lost his hold
on the first Savage and hit the ground with a loud oomph.

He twisted beneath the clawing hands of the
Savage as it pulled at his flesh. Its fingers threaded through his
hair, and gripping it firmly, the creature lifted his head from the
ground. Before it could smash his head into the earth, Lucien
jabbed his palm up and into the Savage’s nose.

Its foul-smelling blood sprayed his face, but
though the blood reeked worse than him, it pricked his appetite.
Before he could stop himself, he sank his fangs into the Savage’s
throat. The vampire started to howl, and its fingers dug into his
flesh before it stiffened and the creature became immobile against
him.

Uncaring about the suffering radiating from
this victim, Lucien greedily consumed the blood until the thud of
footsteps penetrated his bloodlust. More Savages were coming, and
if he continued to feed, they would get to him and the
woman.

Lucien tore his fangs from the Savage’s
throat, drove his hand into its chest, and captured its heart. A
feeling of rightness stole through him when its heart beat against
his flesh before he tore it free.

He crushed the heart in his hand as he lifted
the Savage’s body and threw it aside. The first Savage was sitting
against the wall, its hand to its throat as blood spilled out
around its fingers. A glint of silver at the thing’s waist caught
his attention, and he lunged forward to rip away the keys hanging
from its belt.

He was about to end the asshole’s life when a
shout caused his head to turn. A horde of Savages was only twenty
feet away and closing in fast. Leaping to his feet, he shoved the
keys into his pocket and turned for the woman.

She was gone.

His heart stuttered before he spotted her
disappearing into the shadows ahead of him.

“Shit!” he hissed and took off after her.

He was the only hope she had of surviving
this place. Of course, she didn’t know that, as he kept biting her.
Self-hatred rose from the depths of his conscience, but his thirst
for blood also warred back to life; the Savage had done little to
assuage that.

However, as Lucien sprinted after her, he
realized the rotten blood of the Savage had helped him regain some
of his strength. His steps were faster as he chased her into the
tunnels.

He didn’t dare look behind him; the thuds of
the Savage’s footsteps and the excited rush of their breaths were
far too close as they pursued him down the corridor. Their fetid
stench permeated the air until he felt as if he were running
through a landfill instead of these damp, mildew-scented
tunnels.

Callie turned left when the corridor split.
She’d long ago lost any sense of direction, but she couldn’t pause
to take in her surroundings no matter how badly her lungs burned
and her legs ached.

In high school, she was on the track team,
but she was far from the star. She’d joined because it would look
good on her college applications. It had been years since she ran
for any length of time, but she pushed herself to keep going. She
would die before she stopped.

However, it didn’t matter how fast she pushed
herself as she heard them closing in on her. No, no, no!

Lowering her head, she pumped her arms as she
pushed herself faster. She only made it another ten feet before
hands seized her waist.

She didn’t have time to react as she was
lifted off the ground, turned around, and flung over a shoulder
again. When her nose smacked off the taut muscles of a lower back
and the potent scent filled her nostrils, she realized he’d
been the one to catch her again.

She supposed she should be grateful it was
him instead of one of the other monsters hunting them, but she was
too damn pissed about being treated like a sack of flour again to
be grateful.

However, though he kept biting her, she
sensed a lot more malicious intent from the other creatures than
she did from him. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t finish what he’d
started and eat her.

Eat me. She shuddered as those words
sank in. He may not be Hannibal Lecter enjoying her liver with fava
beans and chianti, but he kept biting her and drinking her
blood.

A possibility tugged at her mind. It was an
impossible possibility, but once she considered it, she couldn’t
shake the notion that he wasn’t human…. maybe he was something
more.

She thought of his red eyes when she first
saw him. Those red eyes hadn’t really pierced through the haze of
terror choking her, but they registered now.

However, she refused to let herself traverse
the pathways of what the something more he was might be. She had
enough to deal with right now.

Placing her hands on the small of his back
again, she lifted herself away from him. Her arms almost gave out
when she saw what was pursuing them.

Their pursuers reminded her of cockroaches or
gremlins as they chased them down the tunnel. Their vivid red eyes
were bright against the darkness enshrouding them. When the man
took another turn, those eyes became the only source of
illumination.

What are they? As the question ran
through her mind, a primal part of her whispered the answer. You
know what they are.

But it was impossible. They simply could
not be what she thought they were.

Vampires did not exist. They were a myth made
up to scare people into behaving centuries ago. They were scary
stories to tell around campfires. They lived in movies meant to
frighten and came to life in fantasy books. They did not pull you
off the street, drag you into some unknown underground hell, and
thrust you into a pit to…. What?

Why had they taken her? What was her purpose
here?

Her fingers dug into the flesh of the man’s
back, but he was not a man. She couldn’t deny that anymore. His red
eyes, his bites, and the slurp of her blood told her what he
was.

And he was also the reason she was here. She
didn’t understand it and had no idea what was happening, but she
was sure she was here because of him.

The rest of these assholes were free;
shackles bound his wrists. The rest were clean and dressed like any
other person walking down the street. He was filthy, missing a
shirt and shoes, and his clothes were too baggy on him.

She wanted to get as far from him as fast as
she could, but she suspected he was as much of a prisoner in this
place as her. Which meant he was also an ally—the enemy of my
enemy—even if that enemy kept using her as a pincushion.

Prisoner or not, he was also the only one who
had caused her to experience the worst pain of her life, not once
but twice.

She had to get away from him, but right now,
he might be her only chance of escaping this mess. With the
creatures closing in on them, she realized she was going to die.
She didn’t want to die. She had so many dreams and things she
planned to do.

And she especially didn’t want to die at the
hands of these monsters as their red eyes and loud breaths echoed
around her. They all but drooled at the prospect of her death.

She slapped his back a couple of times.
“Faster.”

Lucien didn’t need her to tell him that; he
heard them closing in, but starvation and weakness were starting to
wear on him, and his step faltered even as he was overwhelmed by
his compulsion to get her to safety.



CHAPTER 5


Lucien took a right and plunged onward through the
darkness. He relied on his senses to guide him as the slap of his
bare feet rebounded off the walls. A sound change indicated an
opening ahead. He smelled it when the air became fresher and a
barely perceptible shift in the currents drifted over his skin.

The shift pulled him to the right, and though
the fresh scent of the outdoors beckoned him. The possibility of
freedom propelled him faster as he felt himself growing weaker.

Callie couldn’t tear her eyes away from the
creatures spilling over the top of one another. Maniacal, rabid
clowns were less terrifying than these monsters as some of them
crawled over the walls and heads of their fellow psychopaths. She
had no idea how they were doing it, but their speed must have made
it possible for them to defy gravity.

Her bladder clenched as she made a
concentrated effort not to piss herself. She wasn’t exactly
thrilled with the freak carrying her, but she didn’t want to piss
all over him either.

The air whipping by her blew her hair like
she was riding in a convertible with the top down. She felt
nauseous and dizzy as the ground rushed past her in a blur while
those things clambered forward.

One of them took a swipe at her. Its fingers
brushed across her cheek and nose. She cringed away and slid back
over the man’s shoulder as she tried to get away from it. She
didn’t get far as his arm remained locked around her legs.

“Oh shit,” she breathed.

The terror in the woman’s voice and her nails
digging into his shoulder somehow made it possible for Lucien to
run faster. The aroma of fresh air grew stronger as he held her
tighter, and increased the distance between them and the Savages.
He would get her out of here.

From out of the darkness, a small pinprick of
light pierced the gloom ahead of him. The sides of the tunnel
narrowed until it became only large enough for two men, walking
side by side, to get through it.

And then a flash of light caught his
attention as it shone off the gates barring his way.
Fuck!

The gate consisted of bars that would weaken
its structure and make it easier to get through than if it were
solid metal, but it would slow him. He also didn’t know if they’d
designed those to withstand a vampire.

He was about to find out as he shifted the
woman further back, locked his arm around her legs, lowered his
shoulder, and smashed into the metal.

The bars twisted and screeched as they bent
beneath his weight. He kept the woman sheltered the best he could
as he pushed against the metal barring him from freedom. Digging
his toes in, he continued to shove against the bars as he fought to
break free of the prison holding him for far too long.

He felt the Savages closing in, heard their
excited chatter, and pushed harder. If he were at full strength, he
would have broken through already and carried her to safety.

But he wasn’t at full strength, and it was
taking far longer than it should to get free. Every second of delay
was one in which they got closer.

The bars abruptly gave way beneath his
weight. Unprepared for the sudden release, he stumbled forward and
nearly hit the ground. He was stopped from doing so and jerked back
when a bar snagged his jeans and sliced open the flesh around his
ankle and calf.

Hands skimmed his back, but they weren’t her
hands. With a sinking sensation, he realized the delay would be his
death. It would not be the end of her.

Yanking her from his shoulder, he tore his
skin further open as he jerked his jeans free of the bar. Blood
spilled down his leg as he shoved her toward the beckoning rays of
the sun. The woman cried out when she hit the ground on her ass and
bounced toward the end of the tunnel. She came to a stop only feet
away from the exit.

“Get in the sun!” he shouted at her.

Callie shook her head as she tried to figure
out how she’d gone from hanging upside down to being thrown across
the ground. Then his words pierced through her mind, and her heart
lodged in her throat.

The sun! Freedom! Vampires hated sunlight, or
at least that’s what so many things said anyway. And right now, she
was willing to go with that myth as she’d always believed vampires
were a myth too, until now.

On her hands and knees, she scrambled forward
and threw herself into the day. Bursting out of the tunnel, she
almost fell over the ledge running along the outside.

She blinked as she tried to get her bearings.
Her eyes stung, and tears filled them as she remained on her hands
and knees, staring down the rocky hill leading into a dry
riverbed.

She clambered back before recalling that put
her within arm’s length of the tunnel. Throwing herself forward,
she clawed at the dirt beneath her and pulled herself up the
pathway running along the rocky wall against her left side. Though
her nails were short, one of them tore as it bent back.

Gritting her teeth, she rose and flattened
her palms and back against the wall. She panted for breath and
tried to control the riotous beat of her heart before she risked a
peek back into the tunnel.

Straining to see, she spotted the man coming
toward her, but before he made it to the end, those creatures
pounced on him and brought him down. However, not all of them were
content with their prize as some ran past him and toward her.

She ducked back from the entrance and turned
to flee, but it wasn’t easy to run along the slippery, jagged
rocks. It had rained overnight, and that rain had turned the
surface of the stones into something akin to ice.

Her feet slipped, and she nearly went down,
but she caught herself and pushed onward. She traversed twenty feet
before she chanced a glance back. It felt like someone dumped a
bucket of ice water over her head when she discovered one of the
creatures following her.

She blinked at the smoke spiraling from it as
she tried to understand if what she was seeing was real. However,
the more she blinked, the more it remained. The thing was
smoking as it hunted her.

She couldn’t decide if she wanted to laugh or
cry more as it closed in on her.

Lucien’s chains rattled as he kicked and
punched at the Savages pulling and grasping at him but they
provided enough room that he could fight with them on. He would not
go back to that cell. He was weak, but they’d have to kill him
before he ever allowed them to imprison him again.

Grasping the heads of two Savages, he grinned
as he bashed them together. Bone gave way as the skulls caved in
and their eyes bulged. He shoved the Savages away before turning
over.

Clawing at the dirt, he rushed forward. One
of his hands brushed against a broken piece of bar as a hand landed
on his shoulder. Gripping the bar, he spun and plunged it straight
through the vamp’s eye before yanking it free again. He turned it
in his hand and used it to batter the temple of the next Savage
coming at him.

His body thrummed with pleasure as he beat
and maimed more Savages. It had been so long since he’d killed; he
needed this release almost as much as he did blood. He relished the
brutality he unleashed and the screams of his victims as he
released the demon part of him.

This was what he’d been born to do. He
was a killer, and he loved it.

Staggering back from the crush of bodies, he
used the foot-long section of bar to beat away the Savages pursuing
him. He was almost to the end of the tunnel when hands clawed at
his back.

Unwilling to tear his gaze away from the
horde of assholes pursuing him, he twisted his head to discover
that one of the vamps who chased after the woman had returned to
the tunnel. The sun had probably driven it back inside, but the
other Savage was not with it. Which meant it was still chasing
her.

Lucien’s mouth went dry, and his hands
constricted on the bar. He’d beat every last one of these things to
death if that’s what it took to keep her safe. He twisted away from
the clawing hands of the vamp and, ducking low, sank the bar into
its stomach.
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