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      “Let go of me! Get your hands off me now! Where are you taking me? What do you want?”

      This wasn’t the first time I had screamed at them in protest and, once again, my questions were met with silence. Whoever it was that had taken me, they didn’t say a word. They hadn’t the whole journey here. Not when they stole me from my house and shoved me into the back of a covered wagon at the dead of night. Not when I shrieked, as it bumped across stones and gravel, sending me flying back and forth. And not now, after a full day of travelling. I had spent the journey slipping in and out of consciousness, trying to think of a reason for my abduction. 

      The horses had jerked to a halt, sending me tumbling forwards. It wasn’t the first time they had stopped since they’d taken me and I was expecting us to carry straight on. But, as I steadied myself for the next lurch, the cover was flung off.

      “Why am I here? What do you want?” I edged back, but a hand reached in and dragged me along the stinking floorboards. Boards soaked with my own urine. 

      “Why are you doing this?” I screamed, as splinters pierced my skin. I tried fighting, with everything I had left, but I was nothing to them. A rag doll. Less—a rag. The way they yanked my body out and flung me down, I could have been an empty sack. Pain shot through my knees, but I didn’t have time to care. I had barely landed on the ground, when I was hauled back up and a rope was twisted around my wrists. ‘Where are we?’ I sobbed, finally taking in the blackness that surrounded me.

      My eyes straining in the darkness, I tried to work out where I could be. Silhouettes of trees rose from the ground, narrow, pointed and higher than any that grew near my home. The scent of pine was strong. But there was no hint of sea air. No gulls cawing. I was a long way from anywhere I knew, that much was obvious, but where? Where could a day’s travelling take me? How many miles? For all I knew, we weren’t even in the same country any more. The horses had gone at pace; I had the bruises to prove that. I steeled myself against the waves of fear roiling through me.

      “This way.”

      Those were the first words spoken to me, as I was pushed forwards into the night. That was when I saw it, looming between the trees. There was no light coming from inside. No warmth. A castle of the dead, was my immediate thought, although why those particular words came to mind I can’t say. It turned out to be true, though. In so many ways.

      A dungeon. Of course they led me to a dungeon. That I was prepared for. What I wasn’t expecting was the size of it. Or what else was awaiting me there.  Stepping into the dimly lit space, the air rushed from my lungs. The smell of damp walls and unwashed humanity was ripe in the air. Eyes stared up at me, pleading. Tens of people cowering in the shadows, each locked in their own personal cage. In the centre of the room was a long, wooden table. A butcher’s block, came to mind. Somewhere to carve up meat and bones. And, beneath it, bolted deep into the ground, large metal hoops.  My blood ran cold. Whatever this place was, it was not somewhere I wanted to be.

      “Eat,” I was told, as I was pushed into one of the empty cages and the door was slammed shut and padlocked behind me.

      Sure enough, there was a large plate of food waiting for me on the stone floor. What it lacked in appearance, it certainly made up for in quantity. I shoved the first handful into my mouth. Cold and greasy, the fat on the meat had congealed, and the bread had hardened, but it was food. And I needed it, more than I had realised. Only as I used the back of my hand to wipe the dripping juices off my face, did I realise that dozens of pairs of eyes were still staring at me.

      “Don’t eat all of it,” a woman said. She was crouching in the cage next to mine, her face pressed up against the bars. ‘Leave some out for the rats.’

      “Is there something in it?” A sudden wave of nausea struck me. I gagged. “Poison? Have they poisoned me?”

      She shook her head. “No. They want us healthy. They only choose healthy ones.”

      “For what?”

      My question was met with silence. Given that I’d come from a house with five younger siblings, this was something I used to long for. But not now. The silence that night caused the hair on the back of my neck to stand upright and a cold shiver to run down my spine.

      Gorging on food, after more than a day with nothing, left me very suddenly bloated and uncomfortable. I left the rest of the meal on the floor, hoping the vermin would find it more appetising than I had. I stood up trying to take in as much as I could about my surroundings. At best guess, there must have been fifty people down there, male and female of all ages. Where they had come from was anyone’s guess. There were no children though. That was one blessing, at least.

      “What do they want with us?” I asked. I directed this mainly to the woman, although my eyes wandered around the room, indicating I would be happy for anyone to answer. “Where are we and who are these people?”

      Having received no answers on my journey here, I wasn’t expecting anything now, but one of the men, from a cage on the other side of the table, spoke.

      “To start with, they aren’t people,” he replied.

      “They aren’t people? Then what?”

      “You’ll see.”

      While I didn’t know what I would be facing that first night, I could see that the monsters who had taken me had the rest of the prisoners terrified. Just this exchange had caused several of the men to start whimpering and one of the women was sobbing.

      “And you don’t know what they want?”

      “We don’t. But whatever it is, it’s not working yet.”

      ‘How do you know?” 

      “You’ll see,” he said again. 

      And I did. The very next day.
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      The cicadas had just begun their evening chorus, when the door to the dungeon banged opened and three figures appeared. The whimpering immediately started up again, along with various bouts of coughing and wheezing, none of which had been evident until that moment. I remained half hidden in the shadow of my cage for, as much as I didn’t want to be seen—singled out for whatever came next—curiosity dictated that I at least looked. This is yet another regret on my list of many. For, from that moment onwards, my whole world was turned upside down. After all that I have seen, all that I have been through, it is that first time, that first show that still haunts my dreams, that causes me to wake in the night, howling in terror.

      It’s impossible to say how I knew that two of those men weren’t human. They walked like men, spoke like men. But their bodies, their auras—if that is even the right term for it—were unlike anything I had ever encountered. Their very presence seemed to suck every bit of warmth, every bit of goodness or humanity from the very air around them. Their movements were silent and graceful, yet strong and proud at the same time. Dark angels came to mind, and I was not completely wrong.

      The third man was different. Despite the pallor of his skin, there was just the hint of colour to his cheeks and a thick, scraggly beard reached down his neck. A human. Another captive, perhaps. He was certainly not treated with any respect.

      “Set yourself up,” he was ordered. We shall fetch you the test subjects. You’d better hope one of these works. You are running out of chances.”

      Test subjects. The expression sounded wrong in this context, but I knew immediately what he meant—humans. Us.

      The man placed a large case on the table and opened it.  From inside, he withdrew a smaller box which, once again, he opened. Something glinted. Metal. Brass perhaps although, while the material was familiar, the item itself was unlike anything I’d seen before. He then took thick chains from a drawer in the table and secured them to the metal hoops on the ground. Restraints
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