
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




The Demon of Blood Lust

 


Brenda Bailey

 


Published by Horrorotica at
smashwords.com. Copyright Brenda Bailey 2010. This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. The
e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you
would like to share this book with another person, please purchase
an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re
reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased
for your use only, then you should return it to Smashwords.com and
purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of
the author. This book is also available in
print paperback at http://brendabaileyhorrorotica.yolasite.com
and www.amazon.com.


 


I lovingly dedicate, The Demon of Bloodlust,
to my grandmother, Petra Anskat, also known to all of us as
Oma.

-Brenda Bailey


Chapter One

 


The Earth, post war, 2499: the earth has
been overrun by disease many wars and poverty, reverting it back to
third world status.

The Earth is now bare of its many natural
resources, the ozone is near depletion and the animals and plant
life have all mutated in grotesque anomalies.

Now mankind is at the mercy of a new kind of
evil, an evil in the shape of the time traveling demon, Raebat.

With his minion of gargoyle-like demons, he
has taken over the country side and continues to wreak havoc on the
world, killing and enslaving all that get into his way.

It is rumored that one day a mortal will
rise above the rest and stand up against him and his foul stench of
evil, putting an end to this reign of arrogance and bringing forth
a new chapter in the everyday life of mankind.

 


 


Heidi stood patiently in line awaiting her
turn for some meat and hopefully some wheat.

Swallowing hard, she could mentally envision
her mother slow cooking the beef and shearing it into pot roast,
making gravy out of the fat drippings.

Craning her neck, Heidi strained to see
ahead of the line, silently counting the number of people still in
front of her.

With a heavy sigh, she continued to stand,
staring at her feet. She wore the same black sandals, the same
black cotton pants and the same black tank top, but it didn’t
matter since there were no more winters.

The temperature was always a sweltering
ninety, the sun never seemed to go down and when it did, the nights
were freezing. The sky produced little rain and the river beds were
slowly drying up.

Even wearing her long red hair up in a tight
pony-tail did little to cool her from the sizzling temperatures of
the mid-morning.

Running her hand across her forehead and
flicking the dampness from her face, Heidi recalled the lessons she
learned in history back when she was in school.

There was a time when the seasons on Earth
changed and the white ice called snow fell from the clouds. There
was a time on Earth when all people had to do to get food was
travel to what was called a grocery store and buy everything they
needed.

“Imagine going into a
building and being able to purchase all the food that your family
needs in one place.” Heidi chuckled to herself, for the idea seemed
way too farfetched to visualize.

Finally it was Heidi’s turn and she was
thankful to hit the counter, her eyes anxiously combing the paper
menu that hung above the butchering block.

“What’s it going to be,
Heidi?” Ren asked, wiping the blood from his hands on the front of
his shirt.

“Do you have any beef?”
she asked, opening her mother’s billfold.

“Yeah, but not much left.”
He said in his usual gruff voice, his brown eyes flat and
emotionless. “How many pounds do you want?”

Tipping sideways, Heidi stared at what was
left in the way of butchering cattle.

Three lone cows hovered in the backdrop,
their skin wrapped taunt over their bones as they toddled about on
all six legs.

“I need five pounds of
beef and two sacks of wheat.” She said, thumbing through the
credits her mother sent with her.

Kicking the loose dust with the toes of her
sandal, Heidi’s eyes fell on the glass tank sitting along side the
butcher block.

The strangely colored fish swam in frantic
circles, their human-like eyes wide as if they knew what their
eventual fate would be.

Ren gripped the meat clever with his
calloused hands and began slicing away at the raw beef.

Heidi wrinkled her nose, despising the smell
of the butchered animals that hung thick in the blistering wind.
The powdery ground covered in blood and rotted entrails at her
feet; she frantically waved away a fly that buzzed around her
face.

“That’ll be thirty-five
credits.” He replied, rolling up the bloody meat in several layers
of brown paper.

Heidi handed him the credits and readily
grabbed up her goods and then ducked out of line.

With her produce hugged against her chest,
she raced along the dusty road towards the river where the women
bathed and did their laundry.

Stooping over, she ducked under the wooden
tier of the makeshift fence and hurried to the spot where her
mother busily washed the family’s clothes.

“I was able to get us some
beef today, Mom.” She announced proudly, anxious to see the
surprised look on her mother’s face. They hadn’t been able to
afford beef in nearly a year. They mostly ate vegetables they were
able to grow, bits of pork when they were lucky enough to have a
neighbor that would slaughter their hog and share it with the
community or the strange fish they pulled from the river
bed.

Beef was truly a scarce delicacy, one that
they could not afford often.

Heidi watched her mother, Surana squeezing
out the excess water of a muslin sheet, tossing it into the basket
as she trudged up to the shoreline.

At forty-two years old, it amazed Heidi how
young her mother still looked with her thick golden hair done back
into one massive braid down her back, only flecks of grey at her
temples and the same blue eyes she passed down to Heidi’s sister,
Linzi.

“How much were you able to
buy?” Surana asked, drying her hands on the side of her red
pants.

“I got five pounds of beef
and two sacks of wheat.” She replied, placing the weighty packages
into her mother’s arms.

“Oh, wonderful,” Surana
chortled. “I can make this last us a week, if we’re
careful.”

“Can you make brown gravy
to pour over the meat?”

“Of course I can.” Surana
said, placing the provisions into the basket with the wet clothes.
“Grab the other side of this basket and we’ll haul it home together
between us.”

“I can’t wait to taste
that gravy.” Heidi murmured, grasping the handle on the basket,
leveling it when her mother lifted the other side.

“My goodness, Heidi,
you’re nineteen years old, but sometimes I swear you act as if you
are no older than a ten year old.” Surana chuckled as they walked
along the dusty trail towards their lodge.

“When it comes to your
home-cooking, I’d rather stay a child and live at home with you
forever.” Heidi teased, giving her mother a wink.

 


Back in the two-roomed cabin that the small
family called home, Surana carried the basket of clothes out back
to dry in the sun while Heidi assisted her sister, Linzi in the
kitchen.

Grandmother Petra busied her chubby, yet
still nimble fingers with her sewing. Keeping her curly black hair
up in a tight bun atop of her head, her keen blue eyes still
faithfully glued to the finely knit stitching of the clothing she
altered and mended for credits.

Heidi strained to see past her grandmother’s
chair at her grandfather, Mathew Best, fast asleep with his feet
propped up.

Mathew used to work fulltime as a dairy
farmer, but a crippling bout of pneumonia caused him to hang up his
hat and retire early. As population of dairy cows depleted, the
need for dairy farmers slowly dissipated until the job was
nonexistent.

“Stop daydreaming and help
get supper started.” Linzi murmured in Heidi’s ear, giving her a
playful slap on the buttocks. “Mom says I have to get back to my
studies.”

Jumping with a start, Heidi mischievously
stuck her tongue out at the beautiful girl with the long blonde
hair and the sculptured lips that was only one year younger than
she.

Heidi peeled away the wrapping paper with
the meat and placed it in a small tub filled with salt water brine
to keep it intact over the next few days.

After which she put a kettle over the fire
to boil for coffee and then poured out enough wheat to grind in the
hand mill for brown bread to eat with their beef.

Linzi sat at the plain wooden table in the
small kitchen-living room combination, pouring over her history
books.

Petra sat across from her, her needle
clicking efficiently as she fixed the zipper on their neighbor,
Jonathan Krueger’s pants.

“Sis, did you know the
United States once had only fifty states?” Linzi asked, running her
finger along the top few lines in the old history book.

“We had fifty states
once?” Heidi arched an eyebrow as she tipped a cup of water into
the mixing bowl. “That’s it, holy cow?”

“It’s hard to believe,
isn’t it?” Petra chuckled, lifting the pants to her face and
snapping the finished thread with her teeth. “Everyone knows we
have sixty-two states ever since Mexico joined the
union.”

“What’s money?” Linzi
questioned, flipping through the pages in hurried fashion. “This
book says that everyone used to use money to buy
things.”

Heidi scratched her head. “I don’t
know.”

“People used to use it
like credits.” Petra explained. “Let me show you something I have
that has been passed down in my family for many years. It is
something my great, great grandmother once found; it is an actual
antique artifact.”

Petra laid aside the pants and took up her
sewing box, combing through the contents. Lifting out a small paper
box, she took out an object that resembled a small silver disc and
placed it on the table.

Linzi frowned, not impressed by the small
sphere.

Heidi was curious. She gazed down at the
tiny glimmering item and then back up at Petra. “What is that,
Grandma?”

“It’s called a
dime.”

“Dime?” Heidi cocked her
head to one side as she studied the tiny disc. “Is this that thing
called money?”

“That is correct, Heidi.”
Petra smiled, her eyes dancing in the crimson glimmer of the sun as
it beamed through the window in broken shades of red. “It is equal
to one-tenth of a credit.”

“One-tenth of a credit, I
want to know the point in spending something so little?” Linzi
laughed. “People must have been stupid back then.”

“Not stupid, it was just a
different time and the Earth was a different place a long time
ago.” she retorted, her jaw tight.

Heidi smiled, handing the coin back to her
grandmother. “I wonder how many people had actually used this dime
at one time.”

“That’s why it essential
to learn about our forefathers, history is where our roots
lie.”

“But what good is all of
this studying going to do me?” Linzi whined, closing the book with
a thud. “The local school isn’t even open anymore. Why does Mom
insist that we still have to study this crap?”

“She wants you to go out
into world knowing at least a little something.” Heidi replied,
cramming her hands into the mixing bowl and kneading the harden
mixture with her fingers, rolling the dough into a ball.

“I want to get married and
have children.” Linzi sighed. “So what good is this going to do
me?”

“I don’t know.” Heidi
murmured, wondering herself where this book knowledge would come in
handy when they lived practically third world.

“Speaking of which, it is
almost that time of the month.” Petra sat upright, gathering her
sewing utensils.

“Grandma, you are still
having your period?” Heidi teased.

“No, don’t be ridiculous.”
Petra said, blowing a fallen wisp of hair back from her eyes. “I am
referring to Raebat, the demon giant.”

Shuddering, Heidi looked up over the sink
and out the window to the mountains in the far north.

Raebat was a thirty foot tall demon that
took up residence in those very mountains.

“The Bloodlust Mountains,”
Heidi whispered.

Raebat traveled down from his mountain to
the small town once each month in search of human flesh to consume,
wrecking devastation on everything he touched.

Some say he is a demon in the flesh and
others say that he can travel through time, stealing from past
epochs when the mood struck him right.

Heidi recalled in her mind’s eye the first
time she encountered the vicious beast within their community.

Only a small girl of four years, she still
couldn’t forget the looming shadow of the creature hanging over her
town, suspended in the sky like a dark cloud on the brink of a
storm.

She remembered the people screaming and
fleeing in terror, blood splattering through the dirt streets,
winged demons swooping in and carrying away friends and neighbors
as they thrashed about, shrieking in fright.

Above all of the pandemonium, her father,
Zed Mira, was among those taken.

Having not seen him in the past fifteen
years, the only thing Heidi had as a reminder of him was the same
fiery red hair, the same loyalty to family and of course, the many
fond memories Surana told her of their life together.

Zed Mira had surely been eaten by the demon
giant many years ago.

The small town of Wishbone had over twenty
thousand citizens when it was first founded, now only a few hundred
still lingered.

As long as the demon giant lived, the rest
of the country side would eventually be swallowed up and disappear
from the face of the earth.

“Is the beef cut up and
ready for the oven?” Surana asked, her voice shaking Heidi out of
her reverie.

“Huh?”

“The beef, I asked you if
it was ready for the oven.”

“Almost,” Heidi forced her
eyes back to the table, pressing the dough into the tin tray. “I
wanted to get the bread prepared first.”

“Never mind, I’ll take
care of the beef and you can finish the bread.”

Heidi filled two tin pans with the pasty
dough and then rolled them into the brick hole in the wall that
they referred to as an oven.

The coals burned hot, but Heidi threw in
another few logs to keep the blaze going.

Unable to stand next to the primitive stove
with the blistering heat scalding her face, she moved across the
room, pulled out a chair and sat down at the table.

“Ma, Grandma‘s worried
about Raebat coming back down from the mountains.”

“I know.”

“Do you think he’ll be
coming down soon?”

“Yes.”

“How soon?”

“I don’t know.”

“How long do you think,
though?”

“Tomorrow night,
maybe.”

“Lord, do you really think
it will be that soon?” Heidi gasped, jumping up and touching her
throat with trembling fingers. “Oh no, we have to do
something!”

“Heidi, calm down.” Surana
huffed, sawing chucks of meat and dropping them in a roasting pot.
“We’ll prepare just like we always do.”

“Not by going into the
cellar?” she cringed, making a mock gagging noise.

The cellar was the safest place to hide from
the giant, but unfortunately their cellar also served as the stink
pipe for the town’s underground sewer system. Anyone in town that
used their outhouse, the smells carried through the underground
pipes and out through the basement under Heidi’s house.

Hiding in their underground room was a safe
gamble, regrettably the stench was dreadful.

“I don’t like the feel of
things. Perhaps it would be safer if we gathered our belongings and
headed for the cellar tonight.” Surana replied, gazing out of the
window as she packed up the rest of the meat for usage later
on.

“What about supper, Mom?”
Linzi asked, placing a bookmark in her studies before putting them
up for the night.

“We’ll eat in the
cellar.”

“Oh, Mom, I don’t want to
eat our food in that stinking room.”

“I’m afraid I have to
agree with her.” Heidi frowned. “That room always smells like
shit.”

“Heidi, watch your
language.” Surana gently scolded. “Still I would feel safer if we
were ready ahead of time.”

“Yuk, I hate it when we
have to go down there, phooey!” Linzi spat.

“I have Mr. Krueger’s
pants finished and I made several baby blankets for the Nelsons’,
they’re expecting twins, you know.” Petra said, waddling into the
kitchen with the alterations draped over her arm. “That should
bring in another fifteen credits.”

“Grandma, Mom says we have
to eat supper in the cellar.” Linzi whined, stacking her books on
the makeshift shelf across from the table. “It stinks in
there.”

“We’re eating in the
pooh-pooh room?” Petra questioned, giving Surana a sideways
glance.

“Yes, we’re going to sleep
down there, too.” Surana sighed, pulling down a basket and readying
it for the dishes and other needed accessories. “Heidi, wake up
your grandfather.”

Heidi scooted out from the table and hurried
to the easy chair where Mathew Best sat with his head tossed back,
snoring loudly.

“Grandpa, wake up. Wake
up.” She said, grasping his shoulder and giving him a slight
shake.

The old man snorted, sniffed and then went
right back to sleep.

Heidi grasped him by both shoulders and
shook him frantically.

“Wake up, Grandpa!” she
shouted in his ear.

Mathew’s eyes flew open wildly and he cried
out, coughing. “Lord of mercy, what on earth is happening?”

“Ma says we have to start
packing for the cellar.”

“What, tonight?” he asked,
his bushy brows furrowing into a frown. “We have to sleep in the
crapper room?”


Chapter 2

Heidi sat cross-legged on the cold dirt
floor. Even with a wool blanket wrapped tightly around her arms,
she could not get warm.

The only light was a small oil lamp with a
mesh glass chimney for safety purposes. One did not want fire
flickering freely when there was gas afoot.

Petra sat on a wooden crate, a blanket also
covering her shoulders; she stared miserably at the ground.

Linzi sat on the floor by her grandmother’s
feet, hugging herself, though she wore a thick, pink wool
sweater.

Mathew sat with his legs out-stretched on a
blanket; Surana perched next to him with a knit shawl swathed over
her arms.

“I know everyone is
unhappy about this, so how about we unpack the food and have our
supper.” She said, breaking an unnerving silence that hung over
them for the past hour that they had been confined to the musty
underground room.

Heidi had been so uncomfortable with the
present sleeping arrangements; she almost forgot how hungry she
was.

Lifting her eyes to meet her mother’s, she
forced a weak smile.

Surana lifted the basket in her lap and
combed through the contents.

“Here you go, honey.” She
said, breaking off a piece of the freshly baked bread and handing
it to Linzi. “This will make you feel better.”

Smiling, Linzi scooted closer on her
buttocks and plucked the bread from her mother’s hand, nodding a
silent thank you.

Suddenly a raspberry-like noise echoed
through the pipe sticking out of the cellar wall, followed by cloud
of rotten gas.

“Never mind, I’m not that
hungry after all.” Linzi grimaced, handing the bread back to her
mother.

Another sputtering noise came from the duct,
filling the tight space with the distinct stench of fecal
matter.

Heidi wrinkled her nose and frenetically
waved the odor from her face, coughing.

Squishing-type clamor such as one hears when
one has diarrhea echoed from the cylinder, leaving the earthen room
covered in a haze of foul-smelling gas.

“My goodness, I think I’d
rather take my chances with the demon.” Petra cried, holding her
nose with the corner of her blanket.

“It’s not so bad; you just
have to learn to ignore it.” Mathew chortled. “Try not to think
about it.”

“It’s hard to ignore a
hole in the ground that smells like ass.” Heidi moaned, also
covering her nose with the side of her wool blanket.

“Maybe one of these days
someone will kill that beast.” Mathew replied, resting his hands on
his knees. “I’d like to live long enough to see that. That guy
would be living high on the hog.”

“Why’s that? Nobody around
here would have the kind of credits to pay him what he would
deserve.” Linzi murmured.

“Legend has it that the
one who slays the beast can rightfully lay claim on his castle and
all of his belongings.”

“Who would want to live in
such a dreary fortress?” Heidi said, cringing when another wave of
sewer gas blasted through the room.

“If anything, one could
take some pleasure in destroying that horrid place.” Mathew
mentioned, opening a pouch of tobacco and sprinkling it into his
wood pipe. “I know I’d like to be one to help rip that place
apart.”

“I think we’d all like a
shot at that.” Linzi smiled. “Rip it down stone by stone to avenge
our father and everyone else that was killed by that horrible
demon.”

“That is so.” Mathew
mumbled, the pipe stem clenched in his teeth as he flipped a wooden
match from his pocket and swiped it along the stone walls, a small
flicker of a flame bobbing up and down.

Just then, another gust of disgusting odor
blew in from the stink pipe.

With wide eyes, everyone whirled their head
in Mathew’s direction, watching in horror as he dipped the lit
match into the bowl of the pipe.

“Grandpa, put out that
match!” Heidi screamed, but it was in vain.

A loud “whomp” boomed through the cellar,
followed by a cloud of grey smoke.

The tiny flame at the end of Mathew’s match
shot into a soaring blaze that singed his fingers, hair and
eyebrows and left his face etched with grey soot, and then it died
down into nothingness.


Chapter
3

 


The town of Wishbone became the center of
total pandemonium. True to Surana’s fears, Raebat came down from
the bleak mountains, followed by an army of winged demons.

Smoke curled up into the sky from the edges
of the settlement, houses and buildings quickly set on fire and
burned to the ground.

Heidi felt a lump jump into her throat at
the sound of hundreds of feet pounding overhead, followed by
ghastly screams that seemed to echo far into the night.

Surana said nothing as she stepped closer to
Heidi and eased her arm about her waist.

Shaken, Heidi rested her head on her
mother’s shoulder, swallowing hard the grief of hearing their
friends crying out for help.

The sound of gunfire rang out; the thunder
of horse hooves breaking into a mad run above shook the underground
shanty.

Linzi sat huddled in Petra’s embrace. “I’m
afraid, what if they find us down here?” she whispered,
trembling.

“Shhh, just stay still and
quiet and everything will be all right.” Petra whispered against
her cheek, keeping her wrapped tightly within her arms.

Heidi curled into a ball and laid her head
on her mother’s lap, waiting, listening to the dreadful screeches,
the evil cackles of the demons as they raced above and the hum of
so many pleading for mercy, until she finally fell into a fitful
sleep.

 


 


Blinking her eyes open with a start, Heidi
bolted up to the sound of shuffling in the cold cellar.

Mathew was standing by the ladder folding a
blanket.

“Grandpa?” she said low,
shifting her weight to one side when her mother stretched, yawning
after a night of uncomfortable sleep.

“I don’t hear anything.”
He said his eyes hopeful. “I hadn’t heard anything for about an
hour now. I think they’re gone.”

Linzi bounded to her feet, brushing the dust
from her pants.

“It’s so quiet.” Petra
whispered, her insides knotted with worry. “I don’t like it. What
do you think has happened out there during the night?”

“More houses burned, farm
animals slaughtered, probably most of the people were stolen for
slaves or worse.” Mathew said, scowling.

“Maybe even our house?”
Linzi asked, emitting a low sob as she covered her mouth with a
hand.

“We can only hope not,
sweetie.” He said, shaking his head back and forth sorrowfully.
“I’ll step outside and take a look.”

Mathew clamored swiftly up the ladder and
carefully lifted the trap door.

He squint his eyes at the sudden ray of
sunlight that glared brightly in his eyes, filling the room under
him with a blazing white light.

“What do you see?” Linzi
asked, shading her eyes with the side of her hand as she looked up
from the bottom of the ladder.

“Lord,” he gasped, looking
past the clothes line, through the break in the trees, spotting the
ruined remains of the house next to theirs.

“What?” Linzi questioned,
holding the ladder.

“It’s horrible.” He said,
craning his head out further to look at the devastation. “There’s
nothing left of the Nelsons’ house, it’s completely
demolished!”

His words became choked, as were his
insides.

“You’re kidding.” Petra
breathed, recalling the happy young couple in her mind’s eye.
Shelby and Ryan Nelson had only been married a year and they were
expecting twins.

She shook her head regrettably.

Mathew opened the door the rest of the way
and climbed out, Linzi trailing behind him in her hurry to feel the
sunshine on her face and breathe the fresh air again.

“Oh, Grandpa,” she said,
swallowing back a lump in her throat.

Only charred timbers remained of their
neighbor’s house, not a sign of life was evident anywhere.

Heidi wrenched herself away from her
mother’s arms and went to the bottom of the ladder, gazing up the
steep steps that led into a blaze of fiery radiance.

“Is it safe to come out?”
she called, shading her eyes.

“Yes, I believe so.”
Mathew shouted back, his eyes raking in the turmoil that sat in
smoldering embers along the ground. “I think Raebat is
gone.”

Turning around, Mathew paled when he found
himself standing face to face with a winged demon, its stare ice
cold, teeth pointed and yellow and his flesh red and slick with
oil.

Behind the demon stood the thirty foot
stance of the demon giant, Raebat, his eyes as big as saucers and
his teeth the size of kitchen knives. His skin and hair took on a
dark yellow tint and his body was covered in brownish-grey
rags.

Mathew’s jaw dropped and then finally
finding his voice, he cried. “Never mind, he’s not gone, he’s still
here.”

Linzi let out a blood curdling shriek, but
before the rest of the family could scurry out of the cellar, the
trap door came down with a bang.

An involuntary shudder engulfed Heidi. With
her heart racing unmercifully fast, she scampered up the ladder and
threw back the door to the cellar.

Whirling her head in all directions, she
couldn’t see anything, momentarily blinded by the abrupt ray of
sunlight.

Climbing outside, she waved away the spots
before her eyes and quickly combed the perimeter for any signs of
her sister and grandfather.

Surana and Petra raced out behind her.

“Linzi! Papa!” Surana
cried out, growing faint. “They couldn’t have been taken, they just
couldn’t have!”

Heidi flew into the house, screaming for her
sister and grandfather, but no one would answer. Racing out the
front door and peering down the unusually quiet streets of
Wishbone, smoke spiraling from another establishment burned to the
ground, her heart thundered wildly against her ribs, and her eyes
hazed over with fear.

“They…were…stolen.” a
raspy voice called out, drawing Heidi’s attention toward an over
turned shed.

Shuffling to the other side, Heidi found one
of the neighbors, Milton Glenmora lying on the ground covered in
blood.

Falling to her knees, she cradled the man’s
head in her lap.

“Mr. Glenmora, tell me
what happened? Are you talking about Linzi and Grandpa?”

“Yes…a demon…he grabbed
Linzi and flew…away with her. Raebat…he grabbed Mathew.” The man
stammered, a wave of red-iron pain sweeping over him, causing him
to grimace.

“Where did he take them?”
she cried, her eyes wild.

“Bloodlust…mountains…” he
whispered, pointing across the horizon towards the pinnacle of
mountains that shown in the distance.

“He took them to the
castle?” she asked, looking down at him, only to discover that he
was gazing back at her with eyes that could no longer see, his face
now locked in a death stare.

She rolled him from her lap and raced back
to the root cellar just as Petra circled around, falling into her
arms, panting.

“Did you see your sister?”
she asked, her voice strained. “What about Grandpa?”

“They were carried away to
the Bloodlust Mountains.” Heidi said, tears silvering in the
corners of her eyes. “Mr. Glenmora saw them and now he is
dead.”

“We must go for help.”
Petra said, swallowing hard. “We have to get someone to help us
find them.”

“Travel to the Bloodlust
Mountains, that’s absurd!” Surana retorted, wringing her hands. “My
God, no one is going to help us!”

“We have to try.” Petra
shook her head, bustling around the corner of the house. “Linzi and
Mathew’s lives are at stake here.”

“Wait, I’ll go with you,
Grandma!” Heidi said, trekking to her side and grasping her
hand.

 


 


Running through the break of trees, Heidi
and Petra gasped, taken aback after seeing first hand the utter
anarchy that whirled through Wishbone at the hands of the evil
Raebat.

Drawing closer to the center of town, they
could hear the distinct sounds of people talking and many weeping,
they could smell smoke rising from the skeletal remains of the
church and the clopping of horse hooves galloping along the earthen
streets.

Dashing to the side the river, Heidi and
Petra ducked under the fence post and ran to the small group of
citizens that were seated in the choppy grass, listening to the
town pastor preaching a sermon of encouragement.

“What’s going on here,
Reverend?” Petra called breathlessly, as everyone in the small
flock looked up at her in unison.

“Petra, Heidi, please sit
down and join the meeting.” Reverend Zimmerson replied. “As you can
see, many are without homes and many more are mourning the loss of
loved ones taken from us by the horrid demon.”

“Linzi and Mathew were
stolen from us.” Petra cried, shaking as Heidi held her firm by the
elbow for support. “Raebat and his winged devils flew away with
them only a short time ago.”

“Lord have mercy,”
Reverend Zimmerson murmured, shaking his head pitifully. “My heart
goes out to you and your loss.”

“My daughter was also
taken.” Patsy Manes, a long time neighbor said low, reaching out
and grasping Petra’s hand, dabbing her falling tears with a tissue.
“All I can remember hearing is her screaming out for me, calling
for help.”

“My wife was killed by one
of Raebat’s damned demons!” Another fellow citizen growled in
between clenched teeth, shaking a fist. “My children are going to
be raised without their mother!”

Reverend Zimmerson lifted his hands to the
sky. “Calm down, we must help each other rebuild and together we
can overcome this obstacle.”

“That’s why we’re here!”
Heidi said, looking from person to person. “We’re going to need
some help traveling to the Bloodlust Mountains to see if we can get
Linzi and Grandpa back.”

Reverend Zimmerson’s brows furrowed into a
frown. “Heidi, you should not tease your grandmother in such a way.
This is a time of heartache and sorrow; it is not a time for you to
be making jokes!”

“I’m not joking, I mean
every word.” She replied, fighting back her own tears. “We have to
try!”

“Heidi, I know you mean
well, but Linzi and Mathew are no more.” Reverend Zimmerson sighed,
wiping the sweat from his bald head. “We have to focus on
rebuilding our lives.”

“You do not think there is
a chance that they may still be alive?” Petra asked, choking on a
sob, her fingers twined tightly around Heidi’s.

“I am sorry,” Reverend
Zimmerson said, drawing Petra into his arms. “Tell us how we can
help lighten your burden?”

“You can help us lighten
our burden by helping us journey to the mountains to find my sister
and Grandpa.” Heidi said determinedly, lifting her chin.

“I’ve heard quite enough
from you, young lady!” The reverend growled, his eyes flashing
angrily. “Take your grandmother home and have mercy on your soul
for being such a heartless child!”

“I’m heartless because I
want to hunt for my grandpa and my sister?”

“You’re heartless for
giving your poor grandmother hope when there is none.”

Petra’s eyes lowered to the ground. “Let us
go home, child.” She sighed, her voice breaking.

Tightening her grip on her grandmother’s
hand, Heidi looked past the Reverend Zimmerman, beseeching the
congregation. “Anyone out here interested in helping us?” she
asked.

“Go home, Heidi Mira.”
Reverend Zimmerman growled, purposely standing in between Heidi and
his followers, blocking their view of each other.

“I wasn’t talking to you.”
Heidi said and, craning her neck only to have the minister lunge
from the left and to the right to keep her from looking at the
crowd. “Could you move aside?”

“I said, go
home.”

“And I said to move
aside!”

“Heidi, you mustn’t argue
with him.” Petra replied, pulling to her to the road. “Please,
let’s go.”

Heidi fought the urge to cry. All the eyes
from the congregation were on her, a hush falling over the crowd as
they sneered and frowned.

Heidi tightened her hands into fists at her
side, wishing she could stomp right up to the cold-hearted preacher
and slap him across the face.

“We could try.” She said
low, her stance defiant.

“What did you say?”
Reverend Zimmerson asked, looking up from a bag of provisions that
he started to pass among the people.

“Heidi, that’s enough.”
Petra whispered, covering her mouth with her hand and turning her
sharply towards the road.

Heidi said nothing else, just walked along
side her grandmother until they were far enough down the road not
to be heard.

Marching down the dusty trail in silence,
Heidi folded her arms irately across her chest.

“If I had half a mind, I
would have slapped that damn preacher in his big mouth.” She
snapped, stomping through the dust.

“If I was not a Christian
woman, I would have helped you.” Petra sighed, huffing and puffing
as she fought to keep up with Heidi’s quick strides. “But staying
there and picking an argument with the Reverend isn’t going to get
the job done.”

“I’m afraid for them.”
Heidi said, sniffing. “I wish I knew what was happening to them
right now.”

“So do I,” Petra nodded,
tears streaming down her cheeks like a waterfall. “I believe not
knowing and wondering is the worse.”

Heidi stared down at her feet as they
walked. She could imagine her mother’s desperate fear as she stood
on the front lawn watching for them. She would be envisioning the
worst.

She could only visualize the pain that must
befall her mother two-fold, everyone in the family taken to the
Bloodlust Mountains, leaving only Heidi and the elderly Petra.

Knowing that gave her an eerie foreboding, a
sinking, ill feeling at the pit of her stomach.

 



Chapter 4

 


Long shadows were cast along the ground.
Heidi looked anxiously at the horizon where the sun was almost
concealed behind the mountains, the uppermost pinnacles clothed in
burgundy flame. Soon it would be dark.

Heidi sat on her knees in front of the small
bonfire that they built in front of the house.

She again looked up at the sky. The dusky
branch of night was flooding the heavens, the moon glistening
overhead as the stars began to fill the sky.

Heidi lowered her eyes and then gazed at
Surana. “We have to go at it alone,” she said softly.

“How are we to make it to
the mountains?” Surana asked. She moved to her haunches as she
began to stack the wood for the campfire. “Nobody in town is going
to help us and your grandmother is too old and fat to make such a
trip.”

With a long and heavy sigh, Heidi gazed
through the fire at her grandmother stretched out across a blanket
in the grass, latent in what appeared to be a restless sleep.

Heidi wondered if was a bad idea to camp
outside tonight and gaze at the stars. It seemed no amount of
starlight was going to help lighten the mood.

Silence fell between them as they each
stared blankly at the criss-crossed logs of the fire.

Shivering, but not from cold, Heidi couldn’t
help but envision her sister being whipped with a leather strap,
demons taunting her, maybe even taking turns raping her and then
leaving her for the mighty Raebat to consume. She pictured her
beloved sister crying out for mercy, her hand reaching out for help
that would never come.

Surana uttered one soft, silent prayer after
another.

Heidi chewed on a thumbnail, her gut
twisting painfully with worry.

Her eyes again fell on her sleeping
grandmother, her heart bleeding when she watched her toss and turn
fitfully.

Her mother was right, even if they wanted to
chance traveling to the great mountains, there was no way her
elderly grandmother could make such a journey.

Looking back over her shoulder, in the far
distance lay minor ranges, covered with pine forests. To Heidi at
this distance what she saw were mere gray shadows against a sky of
pure ebony.

Who was to say what dangers lay hidden
within the secret confines of those evil mountains?

She also knew that she could not sit idly by
and do nothing!


Chapter 5

 


Morning came with bright sunshine filtering
through the cracks in the roof, settling along Heidi’s skin in soft
rainbows as she sat anxiously sipping her tin cup of hot
coffee.

Surana shuffled across the kitchen floor
gathering food, blankets and other supplies.

Petra waddled to the table and sat across
from Heidi, propping a wooden box in her lap and busily combing the
insides with her portly fingers.

“I have some things that I
think might benefit you on your journey.” Petra replied, lifting
out a tightly wrapped bundle.

Peeling away the cloth, she lifted out a
small pearl-handled pistol and handed it to Heidi.

“What is it?” she asked,
handling the smooth cold steel as she turned it over and over in
her hand. “Is this a gun?”

“It’s an old gun, but it’s
a gun.”

“Is it loaded?”

“No, but I have bullets
right here.” Petra said lifting out another small paper box filled
with shells, laying them on the table.

“How do you load it,
Grandma?”

“I don’t know.”

Heidi frowned, she was afraid to try to use
it. She had never been taught any kind of skills regarding the use
of firearms. She might even manage to shoot off one of her
toes!

Laying the gun aside, she craned her neck.
“What else do you have in there?”

“I have your great
grandmother’s hunting knife.” She said, handing her the pointed
steel weapon, handle first.

Heidi lifted it high causing the sunlight to
glint off the silver sheen of the blade. “Don’t you mean this was
my great grandfather’s knife?”

Petra chuckled. “No, your great grandmother
did all the hunting; your great grandfather washed the dishes and
minded their seven children.”

“Oh.”

“I also have
walkie-talkies.” Petra smiled, handing Heidi a rusty steel box with
a twisted antennae while she handled the other one.

Heidi ran her fingers along the front,
eyeing the various buttons.

“What does it do?” she
asked.

“You talk into it and then
the person holding the other one can communicate with you.” She
explained.

“That would come in
handy.” Heidi beamed. “Does it work?”

“It needs
batteries.”

“What are
batteries?”

“I don’t know.” She
sighed. “I know they help the mechanism work, but I don’t know
anything else about them.”

“How do you talk into
it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh.”

“One more thing, I want
you to take this for good luck.” Petra said, dropping something
small and cold in the palm of Heidi’s hand.

Heidi opened her hand. It was the dime.

Surana filled a wicker basket with two
loaves of wheat bread, two pounds of jerky and several jars of
canned beans. She poured fresh water in two metal flasks. She
covered the top with a heavy wool blanket and then carried the
basket to the table.

“I think I have enough
food to last you the trip and back if you’re careful.”

“How long do you think
you’ll be gone?” Petra asked.

“I don’t know.” Heidi
answered honestly. “I don’t even know how long it will take me to
get there.”

“I’m going to pack you
several candles and some matches.” Surana mentioned, trekking back
into the kitchen and fumbling through the cabinets.

Rising to her feet and going to the front
door, Heidi stared down at her own feet sticking out of her soft
leather sandals.

Reaching over her head, she quickly tied her
thick red hair up in a tight pony tail and then turned back towards
the kitchen.

“If I’m going to head out
today, I’d better get going.” She said, feeling herself choke with
apprehension. “I have a long way to go.”

“What happens when you
find Linzi? What then?”

Heidi shrugged. “I don’t know, Ma. I don’t
even know what I’m up against once I get there.”

“Maybe we should go with
you.” Surana said. “Your grandmother and I could make camp a few
miles away from the castle.”

“But I have no idea how
long I’ll be up there.” Heidi replied, slapping her fist in the
palm of her hand. “Oh, if only there was a way for us to
communicate with each other.”

“We do have the
walkie-talkies.” Petra piped.

“Walkie-talkies will not
be of any use to us without batteries, Grandma.” Heidi
sighed.

“I have an idea.” Surana
said, hurrying to the homemade hutch that stood in one corner of
the family room next to Petra and Mathew’s bed.

Yanking open the top drawer, she plucked out
a small writing tablet and a shaved pencil, bring them to Heidi and
tucking them neatly into the waiting basket.

“Once you are settled and
know the layout of the mountains, write us a letter and tell us
what we are to do next, if anything.” She explained. “Leave the
note in an area where we shall be sure to find it. Grandma and I
will head out towards Bloodlust if we hadn’t heard anything from
you in a week.”

“What if we miss each
other, or…I never come back.” Heidi asked, swallowing
hard.

Surana fought back the tears that threatened
to fall. She reached out and pulled Heidi into her arms. “I have
faith that through it all we will see each other again.”

“Ma, promise me that if
you make camp in the mountains and after a week you don’t hear from
me, you’ll take Grandma and return to Wishbone.”

Surana shook her head. “I can’t make that
promise.”

“You have to.” She
insisted. “I don’t want you to take any chances being caught by
Raebat or any of those other nasty demons.”

“We shall see.”

Grasping her basket, she lifted her chin and
headed out the door, but not before Petra rushed to her side and
threw her chubby arms around Heidi’s neck, squeezing her
tightly.

“Whether you find Grandpa
or Linzi, please, come back to us.” She whispered dryly. “I want to
be able to hold you once more before I am lying dead in the
churchyard.”

“I will.”

“Do you truly think that
you’ll be able to find them?”

“Honestly, I don’t know,
but I have to try.”

“I do wish you’d take the
walkie-talkies with you.” Petra said, clutching one and while she
held up the other. “They’ll help you in your time of
need.”

“Grandma, what good are
they with no batteries?” Heidi sighed as she watched Petra place
the rusty box into the basket.

“Take it for luck. Every
time you see that walkie-talkie, know that your grandmother is
holding the other one, waiting for your return or traveling to make
camp, whichever comes first.”

“Ok,” Heidi lifted her
lips into a slight smile. “I have the dime, too. I will keep it for
good luck.”

“Wouldn’t you rather take
the pistol?”

“I guess, every little bit
helps,” she nodded.

Petra raced back to the table, grabbed the
gun and carried it back, tucking it neatly into the basket.

She eased away and Heidi went on her way,
stopping to turn around and take once last look before she trudged
onward.

She gazed back at her mother, her heart
going out to her as she held herself in check, the pain she was
feeling over losing her heavy in her eyes. She wanted to rush into
her arms and tell her she loved her, but time was being wasted on
idle thoughts. There would be plenty of time for hugs after she
found her sister and grandfather.

“I’ll have a letter
waiting in a week!” she called out.

“We’ll be up there in a
week!”

“I love you, Ma,
Grandma!”

“We love you,
too!”


Chapter 6

 


Trekking through the dust, the sun beating
down on her back in weighty rays, Heidi continued forward.

Sweat pearled on her neck, locks of hair
stuck damp to her face and her throat quickly grew dry and parched,
but she refused to stop.

She had been walking for hours, but it
seemed the base of the mountain range still lay miles ahead.

Anxious and yet apprehensive, she couldn’t
help but wonder what she’d find up there in the mountains. Her
growing curiosity was now overpowering her fears, making her trudge
forward more heroically.

Although her stomach began to ache
unmercifully from hunger, she didn’t want to waste any more time on
herself.

She trudged onward, her back aching, her
legs and feet burning where the jagged edges of the rocks scraped
the sides of her sandals.

After what seemed an eternity, she became
aware of a different smell.

She stopped and sniffed hard, then grew
eager with anticipation. What she smelled was the distinct odor of
fresh pine.

The dry and rocky ground slowly turned into
patches of soft grass beneath her feet as she passed one pine tree
after another.

Soon she was walking under a canopy of
towering pines, the mighty branches hovering overhead like an
umbrella, the air around her changing instantly to a much cooler
degrees.

Exhausted, Heidi dropped to her buttocks
under a towering oak, savoring the feel of the cool grass that sat
in lush green all around her.

Running her hand along the ground, in awe at
its flourishing foliage, having never seen this much grass in one
place in her lifetime.

Unrolling the wool blanket, she draped it
over her shoulders and then dug her hands through the basket, now
ready to appease her appetite.

She broke off a chunk of the wheat bread and
crammed it into her mouth, also thumbing for the satchel of dried
fish jerky.

Fingering the dried piece of fishy meat,
Heidi remembered the strange fish in which she pulled out from the
drying riverbed back in Wishbone used to make the jerky.

The mouth of the river was growing smaller
as each month passed on and the fish were growing stranger.

Heidi recalled in her mind’s eye the fish
that got caught up in her makeshift net; it was dark yellow and had
a face on its side instead of in front of its body.

Its eyes were round black saucers, its lips
puckered and fat and she could have sworn she heard it whisper,
“Help”, but she couldn’t be sure.

Of course when one is hungry, a talking fish
doesn’t make it any safer from the frying pan that any other fish
pulled from the mossy river.

With a half-hearted shrug, Heidi shoved the
rest of the meat into her mouth and then washed it down with the
water in one of the flasks.

Rested and feeling comfortably full, Heidi
wrapped the blanket tightly around her shoulders and then rested
her head back against the trunk of the tree, closing her eyes and
falling into a sweet, but very light sleep as the sun once again
lowered in the sky.


Chapter 7

 


A wisp of cool air zigzagged across Heidi’s
face jolting her into a sudden tremble.

Blinking her eyes open, she tightened her
grip on the wool coverlet and gazed roughly at the searing darkness
that whirled around her.

The moonlight glimmered through the shade of
trees in broken shades of silver.

Heidi trembled to the sound of a wolf baying
in the distance and dotted hoot of an owl in a nearby tree.

Scooting sideways, she gasped aloud at a
black snake that shimmied past her feet and disappeared into the
brushes.

“Holy crap.” She murmured,
pulling the blanket over her head.

The hair bristled at the nape of her neck
when loud screams echoed through the black sky.

Lifting the corner of the blanket, she
swallowed hard at the sight of a winged demon flying high over the
trees, a lone village woman crying and trouncing about in his arms
as they glided overhead.

Jumping to her feet, she watched the demon
struggling with the woman, his flight pattern uneven and
erratic.

Dipping low, she was sure to stay hidden
under the hovering branches of the oak so that the creature
wouldn’t see her below.

Shaking, she suddenly felt her heart skip a
beat and her scalp crinkle when the demon released the woman in
midair and she dropped from the sky, her shrieks blood-curdling,
and her arms flaying in every direction.

Heidi covered her mouth her hands, frantic
with fear.

“Could that woman have
survived such a fall?” she said in a harsh whisper, afraid a demon
might hear her if she spoke any louder.

Gathering up her supplies, she gripped the
basket and hurried through the trees in the direction where the
woman fell from the skies.

Running through the grass and dodging one
tree after another, Heidi stumbled over several dead tree trunks
before reaching the spot in which the silhouette of the fallen
woman lay still in the grass and mud.

Drawing closer, Heidi touched her lips with
her fingertips, feeling ill.

Her eyes locked on the grisly sight of the
woman lying on the ground dead, her face a mask of pure horror.

“Shit!” she cried and then
spun around on a heel and took off in a maddening run through the
darken forest.

 


 


The stars were fading as a faint glow of
pink lit the horizon.

Pushing her way through the forest, she
fought twisting vines that hung from the trees, and thorn trees
that grew in heaps on the ground underneath the trees.

Panting and hardly able to walk much
further, Heidi managed to make her way toward the shine of water
she glimpsed through an opening in the trees ahead.

She broke into a quick trot, forcing herself
through the small clearing.

She smiled when she saw thick blackberries
hanging from a vine beside the rushing river.

Heidi fell to her knees beside the vines and
began picking and eating the sweet and succulent morsels, her
fingertips turning blue in the process.

Feeling better, she knelt down beside the
river and cupped the swirling cerulean water, splashing it on her
face and hair.

Reaching up, she yanked the tie from her
hair and shook her head, letting her hair fall in crimson waves
down her back.

Cupping another handful, she washed away the
dirt and sweat that clung to her face and neck, combing wet fingers
through her hair.

Again she leaned over the river, but before
she could fill her hands with anymore water, she gasped when she
found another reflection in the water behind hers.

It was the face of a scarlet-fleshed
demon!


Chapter 8

 


Heidi scrambled to her feet and slowly
backed away, her heart hammering inside her chest.

“How is it you escaped
from the all powerful Raebat?” The demon sneered, his teeth greasy
and yellow, his eyes boring right through her.

“I didn’t escape.” She
muttered in a shaky breath.

“You are a liar!” he
cackled, pointing at her with a long, crooked finger. “Nobody
ventures to Bloodlust, especially a weakling woman!”

Heidi opened her mouth to answer, but the
words held frozen in her throat.

Springing into a sudden jump in front of
Heidi, the demon grasped her by the wrist and yanked her towards
him. “You are going back to the castle!”

Terror-stricken, Heidi tried to free her
wrist from his tight grip. She looked up into his dark, determined
eyes. “Let me go, you butt-hole!”

The demon jerked her against his body, the
feel of his bare flesh oily and sweltering against the palms of her
hands as she tried to shove him away.

“Quiet, bitch!” he
growled, jumping up once and then spanning his massive wings, he
took flight, carrying Heidi over his shoulder.

Hanging over his steel-like shoulder with
nothing between her and the ground below except this demon and his
clammy skin, she felt a tremor of revulsion course through her as
his arm snaked around her waist, holding her steady.

Heidi could not believe she had been found
this easily. Feeling foolish to the point of anger, she began
striking the demon’s back and shoulders with her fists. “Let me
down, you creepy son of a bitch!” she half shrieked, kicking her
legs.

“Stop it, woman!” he
groused, holding her in a vice-like grip.

Pushing hard against his shoulder, she
forced herself erect and slapped his face. “I said, put me down!”
she spat.

“I’ll put you down! I’ll
drop you after I fly you another seventy feet in the air if you
don’t shut-up.” He threatened, swooping under a low hanging limb of
a pine tree and then gliding upward, over a mist of fog.

With wide eyes, Heidi recalled the woman
whom she watched fall to her death just moments ago. Looking down
the demon’s back, she shuddered at the great height in which they
flew. Fearful that this demon could possibly choose to throw her to
her demise below if she continued to be uncooperative, Heidi
quickly stilled her thrashing and remained perfectly immobile.

The spires of Castle Bloodlust loomed in the
distance, a dark shape rising out of the smoky gray mist that
shrouded the mountains in both summer and winter.

With each slapping noise of the demon’s
wings, Heidi’s trepidation increased.

“Oh, holy crap,” Heidi
grasped as the demon fell into an abrupt drop, his feet landing
neatly on the stone walkway of the medieval courtyard.

His grip on her loosened and he tossed her
from his shoulder, shoving her down with a thud.

Landing on her buttocks, her forehead
wrinkled into a frown as she quickly surveyed her surroundings.

The lawn was fertile and green, blossoming
fruit trees lined the acreage with rosy red apples, glimmering red
cherries and sparkling green pears and a border of shrubbery and
vines filled with juicy grapes, both violet and white,
blackberries, raspberries and tangy gooseberries, surrounded the
outskirts.

A stone fountain stood in the center of the
makeshift orchard, crystal clear water spraying down in cascades of
blue, song birds that flitted tree to tree.

Heidi sat looking around, her mouth
agape.

She certainly didn’t expect to see such
beauty within the precincts of Bloodlust. This place was like
paradise!

“Get up, girl!” another
demon growled, poking her with the end of a spear.

Heidi paid little attention as she rose to
her feet, still marveling at the wonders of the garden of
Bloodlust.

“I said, go, dummy.” The
red-fleshed demon snickered, black curved horns protruding from his
head.

The knife-like edge pricking the flesh of
her arm jerked Heidi out of her trance. “Ok, fine.”

The demon grasped her by her elbow and
shoved her roughly through the stone canopy and into the massive
threshold of the castle.

Glimpsing to one side, Heidi’s heart skipped
a beat and her mouth suddenly ran dry.

She could make out several rows of dungeons
facing the outer corridor to the right of the castle entrance; they
lined the foyer to the east side of the garden. Soft rays of gold
shone through the vine covered canopy, she could detect the faint
sound of people talking, and cursing as a fleet of demons poked
various spears and rods through the cell bars, taunting the
captives.

Could Linzi and Grandpa be among those held
within that chamber?

Ignoring the demon’s shouts of fury, Heidi
broke away from him and ran towards the wall-lined prison.

She only made it a few feet when another
demon jumped in front of her, blocking her way.

She dodged to the left, but so did he. She
darted to the right and he copied, so she reared back and kicked
him between the legs.

Instead of grabbing himself and dropping to
the floor, as Heidi might have expected, he laughed in
amusement.

“This wench is hilarious.”
He cackled and then drawing nearer, his breath foul on her face, he
sneered roughly. “I don’t have balls, bitch.”

Hearing this revelation, Heidi’s eyes
lowered to the spot between his legs, indeed seeing nothing but
smooth crimson skin.

“Like what you see?” he
mocked.

“I don’t see anything.”
She murmured, frowning sideways.

“Bitch!” he huffed,
clenching a fist.

Circling around, Heidi cried out, finding
herself standing face to face with the horned demon.

Grabbing her wrist and twisting it around
her back, he turned her around and pushed her into the main sitting
area of the castle.

Keeping her tightly within his grasp, he
shoved her in front of the throne room.

Standing with a slight stoop, Heidi lifted
her head.

The bulwarks were covered in a peach-colored
spread, paintings and rich tapestries hung on the walls.

A long trestle table sat along the side of
one wall, next to it a chair made of dark wood. Weapons of every
kind imaginable decorated the walls.

Raising her head even higher, she gasped
aloud.

Directly in front of her lay a massive
throne made of spun gold sitting high on a pedestal, the arms of
the chair engraved with sparkling jewels of all colors.

The king of demons, Raebat sat atop the
throne, staring down at her with burning black eyes. His skin dry
with yellow tufts of fur and his stench carried a stagnant, foul
smell that reminded Heidi of the centuries old tombs that lined the
village cemetery back home.

“Why do you bring me this
wench?” he said in a deep voice that carried in echo, his lengthy
claws curving over the sides of the heavily jeweled
bench.

Heidi stared up at his grotesque image with
wide eyes, shivering. “Lord have mercy,” she silently prayed.

Raebat’s gaze moved over Heidi. “What is
this?”

“She was found wandering
the mountain, sire.” The horned demon replied. “She escaped from
one of the cells.”

Raebat stood to his full height of thirty
odd feet, his eyes followed her and his mouth opened and a gigantic
tongue rolled out and hung to his chest.

Heidi’s knees wobbled, she knew if she
survived this ordeal it would be a miracle.

“She’s not one of mine.”
He said in a deep, yet raspy rumble.

The horned demon raised an eyebrow. “She has
to be, my lord. She was found by Gamier wandering in the Forest of
Shadows. The humans are too cowardly to venture this way, she must
have gotten out of one of the cells.”

Raebat’s lips raised in an inhuman sneer,
his teeth clenched. “It does not matter how many lowly humans I
have captured over the years, I know each and every one of them and
she is not one of them! Do you dare question my power, Gamin?”

“No, of course not, my
lord.” He replied, humbling himself.

“Where did you come from?”
he asked, averting his attention back to Heidi.

Heidi trembled beneath this creature’s close
scrutiny. She wasn’t sure what to say, fearful if she revealed the
truth, he may return to Wishbone to wreck more havoc on the
villagers, especially her mother and grandmother.

“Well, speak up!” he
roared, shaking Heidi violently from her thoughts.

“I came from a town.” She
squeaked, her lips tight.

“What town?”

“A town.”

“What is the name of this
town?”

“I…don’t remember.” She
gulped, feeling nervous sweat bead along her brow.

“She’s foolish for coming
up here!” a small demon of three foot stature giggled, skipping
around her in snide merriment.

“Yes, she’s foolish and a
liar.” Raebat hissed, licking his fangs with the tip of his long
tongue. “I like her.”

“You’re toast, you’re
toast!” the small demon chanted, tittering.

“Slave, come take this one
to my private cell aside from the others. She amuses me.” Raebat
shouted, lifting his chin.

Heidi grimaced when Raebat gazed down at her
with hungry eyes, suddenly a slimy silhouette of a dog’s head poked
out of the side of Raebat’s torso, its eyes burning balls of
fire.

It turned its sopping skull towards Heidi
and grinned.

“Kill her, master.” It
hissed.

Cringing, Heidi stared down at her feet,
trying to avoid gazing at the strange inner beast.

“Oh, shit.” She whispered,
biting her lower lip.

The horned demon released his grip on
Heidi’s wrist; she could feel him handing her over to someone
else.

Afraid to look over her shoulder, Heidi
swallowed hard and purposely kept her eyes to the floor.

The hot oily hands on her wrists were
replaced by the feel of smooth skin, cool and soft to the
touch.

The grip was firm, but not harsh and
demanding. Another hand on her shoulder turned her towards a
different corridor, urging her to step forward.

Leaving the main throne room, Heidi felt the
stranger lead her down the hallway opposite the east cells.

Reaching the end of a hall lined with
flowering vines and glimmering streams of sunlight, the stranger
halted her in front of a small chamber.

Shaken, Heidi felt him release her wrists
and circle around her.

She took a quick intake of breath, not
believing her eyes!

Raebat’s slave, the one who was imprisoning
her…was a human!


Chapter 9

 


Heidi arched an eyebrow curiously and her
eyes glittered as she looked at him.

Standing maybe five foot eight, this man was
a perfect human figure, his features regular, his forehead and brow
suggested kindness and bravery.

His eyes were a warm brown, the pupils
midnight black and his hair was a chestnut brown that hung just
past his shoulders.

Her gaze lowered and she studied his wearing
attire. He was clad in flared blue jeans and a plain russet
tee-shirt and black sneakers.

He looked no older than she and just as
normal and everyday as anyone else.

The man plucked a set of iron keys from a
wall shelf and jingling them in his long fingers; he unlocked the
cell door and then waved a hand inside the sill.

“Please, step inside,
miss.” He instructed in a low voice, his face all but
expressionless.

Heidi stepped in, but immediately clung to
the steel bars and watched as he closed the door with a thud and
then locked it again.

“How long will I have to
stay in here?” she asked, her voice quivering.

“I don’t know.” He
shrugged, replacing the keys on the shelf and then going to a
nearby table; he seated himself on a plain wooden chair and then
began peeling potatoes.

Heidi was puzzled. She gazed across the
golden corridor to the cell diagonal from hers that housed a group
of ten prisoners.

The people appeared all right, some sat on
the floor, while others aimlessly paced the small margins, a few of
them even exchanging knowing glances at her before resuming their
monotonous pattern of waiting.

Looking back at the young man sitting and
busily peeling potatoes as if nothing unusual was going on, Heidi
wondered who he was and why was he allowed to wander free when
everyone else was held captive?

“Excuse me, sir.” She
called out meekly, watching him through the cell bars.

Instead of answering her, the man continued
to peel as if he didn’t hear.

“Excuse me, sir?” she
called a bit louder, but still he ignored her.

Growing impatient over this man’s insistence
at pretending she wasn’t there was unnerving Heidi. She knew she
spoke loud enough; he had to have heard her! Why wouldn’t he
answer?

“Hey, I’m talking to you!”
she shouted, waving a hand through the bars. “Are you
deaf?”

Clenching her hands into tight fists at her
side, she frowned and then clutching the bars, she pressed her face
in between them.

“Hey! Hey, why aren’t you
in a jail like the rest of us?”

Irate that the man refused to pay her any
mind, Heidi crossed her arms over her chest and stamped a foot.

She went back to the bars once again. “Why
won’t you answer me?” she whined angrily. “Come on, man!”

With a sigh of annoyance, the man stopped
his work and looked up at Heidi. “What?”

“How come you’re not in a
cell?”

“Because I’m working,” he
said and then plucking another lumpy potato from a gunny sack, he
resumed his peeling.

“Do you work here?” she
asked, taken aback.

With a humorless chuckle, her looked back
down at the bowl of potatoes in his lap and started slicing them
with the peeling knife.

“What the hell is this
guy’s deal?” she whispered to herself, scratching her head in
uncertainty.

“You didn’t answer my
question!” she shouted.

“I answered it.” He said.
“I said I was working, that should answer your
question.”

Heidi kneaded her chin. If this guy was
working, did that mean he wasn’t a prisoner? Or would he be shoved
into a cell once his work was finished?

“Are you a prisoner, too?”
she asked.

“You could say that.” he
sighed.

“Are they going to put you
in a cell after you’ve finished peeling those potatoes?”

“Ha, I could be so lucky.”
He murmured, plucking another potato out of the bag and cutting
into it.

Clutching the bars, Heidi sucked in a wild
breath when she heard the distinct sound of a man screaming for
help. Pressing her face hard against the bars, she tried to see
what was happening down the long corridor, but her cell wasn’t up
far enough to make out anything.

“What’s going on? It
sounds like someone is in trouble.” she asked, her insides seized
with fear.

She leaned the right side of her face
against the ingots; still she could see nothing more than several
shadows besieged among a heat of rising screams for mercy.

Dragging her eyes back to the young man
seated on the bench, her brows furrowed into a frown and she stared
with her mouth wide open, stunned that still he sat working, doing
nothing to help the struggling man.

“I think that guy needs
help!” she called out, though she was sure he must already be aware
of it.

“Everyone here needs
help.” He responded, slicing another potato.

“What’s the matter with
you?” she said heatedly. “Someone out there could be dying and all
you can do is sit and peel those shitty potatoes!”

The man finally set aside the bowl of
potatoes, but then he pulled up a tin pail filled with string beans
and began snapping them.

“Hey, you heartless
bastard, listen here,” Heidi growled. “Stop working on those damned
vegetables and help that poor man!”

It was of no use, the man wasn’t going to
help the prisoners, let alone pay any attention to Heidi’s
insults.

Trying once more to cram her face between
the iron bars, Heidi backed away when one of the demon guards
trekked past her cell carrying a freshly severed head, blood
trickling from the jagged edges of the stump.

Heidi clasped her hand over her mouth,
surmising that the head must have belonged to the man she heard
fighting only moments ago.

Swallowing hard, she nervously paced the
small confines, praying like hell that the same fate didn’t already
claim Linzi or Grandpa.

Catching a quick glimpse over her shoulder,
she still could not believe that this man still continued to work
on his garden vegetables as if a manual beheading was nothing any
more out of the ordinary than taking a walk or washing your
clothes. He didn’t even so much as bat an eyelash or flinch when he
watched the demon carry off that man’s head.

 


An hour slowly drifted by as Heidi sat
quietly observing the man as he worked diligently, swiftly husking
corn and popping the pits out of cherries.

“What’s going to happen to
me?” she blurted, breaking the concord of muted silence that swept
over the holding cells.

The young man looked up and for a few
fleeting seconds his eyes met Heidi’s and held, but then he quickly
looked away.

“I guess you’re not going
to answer me.” She said.

“No, I’m not.” He
murmured.

Sighing, tired and aching, Heidi chose not
to argue with him.

With a low groan of defeat, she sat down on
the ground. Combing the soil, she silently looked around for
something that could help her open her cage so she could
escape.

The floor was dry, packed dirt, the walls
were covered in thin lines of climbing vines and the ceiling was a
mesh of screening, heaps of slinking plants.

Across from the cell door lay a bed of straw
and one small wood bench. There wasn’t even any facilities should
she need to go to the bathroom. Seeing that made Heidi grimace,
pressing her knees painfully together.

Looking up, she stared back coldly at the
man as he stood up and brushed the dust from his jeans.

“I need to go to the
bathroom.”

“Go to the bathroom.” He
said simply, gathering up his supply of vegetables.

“Do you seriously want me
to take a piss right here on the ground in front of everyone?” she
asked in a half shriek.

“Whatever you want,” he
said, avoiding looking into her eyes. She had a way of disturbing
him and he didn’t like it.

With a slight harrumph escaping her lips,
Heidi decided to try and hold it until it was dark. At least this
way no one would be able to see her.

 


Nightfall had taken the place of the sun
overhead and the moon shone down in steaks of gold through her
cell.

The long corridors stood quiet and the young
man peeling vegetables had left several hours ago.

“I think I’m finally alone
for the night.” Heidi whispered. The need to urinate was so strong
now, she was trembling.

Standing up, she carefully yanked down her
pants and squatted in the farthest corner of the cellblock and
released.

Sitting back down on the ground with the
wall against her back, Heidi hugged her knees to her chest.

“Linzi, Grandpa, where are
you? Do you even know that I’m here?” she whispered.

A low gust of wind blew through the
blockage, causing gooseflesh to rise on Heidi’s arms. She hugged
herself, shaking. Her stomach also twisted and gnawed with hunger
pangs.

“I wish I had my wool
blanket.” She murmured, recalling the basket of supplies she left
behind in the forest. “I could use some of that talking fish right
now, too.”

The air surrounding her was growing cold and
damp, so Heidi lay down on her side and tried to pile the loose
straw over her torso as a means of warmth.

Burrowing beneath the pile, she curled
herself up into a tight ball and then tucked her arms inside of her
shirt.

It wasn’t a very dignified way of sleeping,
but it was warmer than sitting out in the open night air,
freezing.

Slowly Heidi felt herself drifting off on a
light wave of apprehensiveness, the blackness of sleep pulling in
her bit by bit.

“Hey…lady…are you awake?”
a whisper poked its way through the straw where Heidi lay as she
slipped in and out of a restless sleep.

Blinking her eyes open, Heidi looked
heavenward, the sky black velveteen sheen through the cell top.

“Lady, are you awake?”
there went the whispering voice again.

Bolting upright, Heidi spun her head in all
directions, gasping out when she saw the same man who was peeling
vegetables in her cell hovering over her.


Chapter 10

 


Shimmers of moonlight hit the back of his
head causing shadows to dance across his face.

Heidi recoiled slightly, scooting backwards.
“What the…?”

“I brought something to
keep you warm.” He whispered, reaching over her head and drawing a
blanket around her shoulders.

The temperate feel of the bulky cotton quilt
made Heidi’s breath catch in her throat. She gripped the edges of
the blanket and drew them tightly under her chin, relishing in the
comfy feel of the warm softness around her shivering body.

“Thank you.” She said low,
hating to recognize any kindness he showed her now, when only hours
ago he blatantly ignored all efforts she made to befriend
him.

“Are you
hungry?”

“Kind of,” she murmured,
her face burning with a blush when her stomach let out a loud
rumble.

“You are hungry.” He
whispered with a slight chuckle.

“Not really, my stomach
does that sometimes when I have indigestion.” She lied, turning
away in embarrassment.

“I brought you something
to eat.”

Frowning, hardly able to see him well enough
in the dark, Heidi stared straight ahead. “Why are you being so
nice to me?”

“Huh?”

“I tried talking nice to
you earlier and you just went on ignoring me as if I didn’t exist.
Why worry about me now?”

“It’s a long story.” He
whispered back, sitting on his haunches. “Won’t you please accept
this? You really should eat something.”

“Who are you?” she asked,
straining to focus on his facial features in the ink blackness of
her small cell as she groped for his hands, plucking a bit of food
from his fingers.

“My name is Kevin.” He
said quietly, scuffling in the dark as he sat down on the straw
next to her. “What’s your name?”

“Heidi.”

“That’s a pretty
name.”

“Thanks.”

“How’d you manage to get
out of your cell, Heidi?”

Lifting the morsel in her hand, she started
to bite into it, but stopped. “Why does everyone here keep asking
me that? I didn’t escape from this castle, I was found out in the
woods by one of those asshole demons.”

“You’re playing with me
aren’t you?”

“What do you mean?” she
asked, cocking her head to one side.

“Nobody comes to the
castle willingly.” He explained. “At least I’ve never seen it
happen the whole time I’ve spent up here.”

“You’ve seen it now,
happy?” she said in a much too snappish tone.

“I thought it was strange
that I have never you seen you here before, but I thought that
maybe I was mistaken.”

Heidi sat still and offered no
explanation.

Silence hung over them in curtains to
weighty to be lifted.

Heidi lifted the bit of food to her lips,
tasting a soft and moist cake decorated with a strange type of
fruit.

“What is this?” she
whispered, licking her lips.

“Banana nut bread, I made
it myself.”

“What’s a
banana?”

“It’s a tropical fruit.
Haven’t you ever heard of a banana before?”

Heidi didn’t like the cockish tone of his
voice when she questioned him about the fruit. “If I had heard of
it, I wouldn’t have asked, would I?”

“I’m sorry. It’s just a
banana is such a common fruit, it seems strange that someone
actually had never heard of it.”

“It may be common wherever
you’re from, but in Wishbone, we don’t have much in the way of
fruit trees.”

“Most people don’t grow
banana trees in the Midwest.” He said.

Heidi picked at the sweet bread and then
popped the rest into her mouth. It was moist, delicately sweet; she
liked this fruit called a banana.

“I’d better go.” He
whispered after a few stretched minutes of silence.

“Wait,” Heidi said in a
shrill whisper. “You haven’t seen my grandpa or my sister among
those captured here, have you? My grandpa’s name is Mathew and he
has black hair with a lot of gray and my sister’s name is Linzi,
she’s eighteen and she has long, blonde hair.”

Kevin shrugged. “I don’t know. Raebat’s
captured a lot of old people as well as chicks with blonde
hair.”

“Can you check? Can you
see if they’re still alive?”

“I can try. I’ll see if I
can find anyone fitting that description.”

Heidi smiled, sudden relief pouring over
her. “Thank you, Kevin.”

“You’re welcome.” He
whispered, standing up and leaving the cell, locking it back up
behind him and then disappearing down the long, black
walkway.

 


 


The stirring of the birds in the vines
overhead awakened Heidi. Stretching her arms and yawning, she
turned her gaze to the cell bars.

Heidi was stunned to see the gates open!

Bolting to her feet, she trotted quickly to
the door and peered around the bend wondering if it was safe for
her to leave, or if this was a trick set up by Raebat and his
blasted demons.

Carefully stepping a few feet from the door
and out into the golden lit corridor, Heidi craned her neck,
straining to see if there was anyone coming down the lane.

“Good morning.” A voice
said cheerfully behind her, causing her to jump with a
start.

“Oh, Lord, you frightened
me!” She cried with a high pitched chortle when she saw Kevin
standing there with a pushcart.

“Would you care for a cup
of coffee?” he offered, his hand sweeping over the handcart aligned
with a variety of cups and saucers and a hot water
kettle.

“Coffee?” she frowned.
Drinking coffee was the last thing on her mind, but she decided to
bide her time. This man could be her key to finding Linzi and
Grandpa.

“Thank you.” She smiled,
her hands already trembling at the notion of rich dark coffee
warming her insides. She hadn’t had anything to drink since
yesterday.

Kevin poured coffee in one of the cups and
then handed it to her.

“I have cream and sugar,
would you care for some?”

“Thank you.”

Plucking a spoon from the cart, she readily
scooped up two teaspoons of sugar and poured in a bit of sweet
smelling cream.

Savoring the thick aroma, Heidi lifted the
cup to her lips and eagerly sipped the steaming coffee.

Twisting her face into a pucker, she gulped
down the bitter taste and then gasped out. The coffee was harsh and
pungent, tasting no better than hot mud from the end of a stagnant
pond.

Hating to be rude, Heidi spooned in another
few helpings of sugar, trying to disguise the vinegary tang, but it
was of no use.

“Lord, what is this?” she
choked. “This isn’t coffee, is it?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Uh…it’s just a little
tart, that’s all.” She said, trying to put it a tactful way so she
didn’t hurt his feelings.

“Really? That’s how I
always make it.”

Heidi raked her eyes over the width of the
cart, spying a bag of coffee beans and a grinding mill. Everything
needed to make coffee was sitting neatly on the cart, she couldn’t
understand why his coffee turned out so horribly sour.

“May I ask you how you
make your coffee?”

“I grind those beans, pour
boiling water over them and then fill the coffee
carafe.”

Heidi scratched her head in puzzlement,
still not understanding why the coffee was so damned terrible.

“Are you using old
water?”

“No, this water’s
fresh.”

“Could you get me a
pitcher of water and let me try and make the coffee?”

“Sure, why not.” He waved
an arm. “Come with me and I’ll get some more water.”

Heidi followed him through the walkway and
into a vine-covered clearing within the castle’s golden walls, to a
huge wooden wheel with water flowing over it and into a small
indoor pond.

Heidi marveled over the small body of water,
beautiful water lilies of white and yellow floating around in lazy
contentment.

Drawing nearer, she stared in wonder at the
various colorful fish swimming in circles, their tails glimmering
like golden fans as they shimmied and meandered through the
water.

“Oh, how lovely!” she
murmured, taken in by the glorious sight.

Looking up however, Heidi’s joy turned
instantly horrific when she saw Kevin scooping up water from the
fish pond into the water kettle.

“What are you doing?” she
cried, clutching her throat.

“Getting water for
coffee.” He said simply, replacing the lid on the
kettle.

Going to him, she took the lid from the
kettle and peered inside.

The water was a slight yellow; bit of
leaves, fish scales and only what she could assume was fish stool
was floating around in the pot.

She replaced the lid with a frown. “Is this
the same kind of water you used in the coffee I was drinking?”

He nodded, seemingly oblivious to any wrong
doing.

Heidi instantly cringed, holding her hand
over her mouth to keep from spewing.

Panting, she swallowed hard and then met his
gaze.

“Don’t tell me you drink
this kind of water in your coffee all the time?”

“I don’t drink coffee, I
never have.”

“Raebat drinks this
shit?”

“Yep.”

“And this water doesn’t
make you sick?” she asked incredulously.

Kevin gasped with his mouth agape. “Lord, I
don’t drink this crappy water! There’s fish in it!”

It was Heidi’s turn to stare open-mouthed
and then she glared at him. “Why on earth would you offer me this
shit to drink if you wouldn’t drink it?”

His face beamed crimson and he lowered his
eyes, stifling a low chuckle. “Sorry, it’s a force of habit, I
guess.”

After a long sigh, Heidi kept herself in
check and then gave Kevin a stern look. “Could I make some coffee
with your supply of water?”

“Oh, sure.” He smiled.
“Follow me.”

Heidi trailed behind Kevin, following him
past the fish pond and out to the courtyard where she was dropped
off by the winged demon.

Her eyes flew in every direction, relishing
in the feel of the warm sunshine on her face and the crisp summer
wind blowing through her hair. The yard smelled of fresh lilacs and
spicy apples, butterflies of all colors fluttered past in a parade
of pastel beauty.

Heidi giggled, pointing to the lively flying
insects as they flitted flower to flower.

“What kind of bugs are
those?” she cried, her eyes wide. “They’re not like anything I’ve
ever seen before!”

“What, those butterflies?”
he questioned, tilting his head to one side, bewildered. “They’re
pretty, but they’re not that spectacular.”

Trekking in pace behind him, Heidi stepped
up on a stone slab and watched as Kevin handed her the water kettle
and then circled around some kind of iron mechanism.

“Hold the kettle under the
spout and I’ll pump.” He instructed.

Assuming the iron chute had to be the spout
to the strange standing pedestal; Heidi gripped the pot by the
sides and held it underneath.

“Like this?”

“Yeah, hold it steady.” He
said and then gripping the pump by the handle, he began thrusting
it up and down.

All of a sudden a great wave of cold water
burst forth and poured into the pot and over Heidi’s hands.

“Water!” she cried
unbelievably, holding a hand under the spigot, feeling its brisk
coolness against her fingertips. “Where is it coming
from?”

“It’s pumped from the
underground well.”

Clinging to the kettle, she peaked inside,
marveling over the crystal clear spring as it sparkled in the
sunlight.

“It’s even clean, how does
it do that?”

“I just told you it came
from a well.”

“Does all the water from
the well come out like this?” she asked, still at awe over such a
discovery. “Already clean with no need to boil it and run it
through a sieve?”

“Nope, no need to do any
of that.”

“Amazing,” she murmured,
wishing her mother had such a luxury as this. Imagine pumping water
out from the ground already clean and fresh and ready to use with
no sterilizing and no shifting for impurities! Such an extravagance
would be worth spoiling her mother and grandmother over!

Back into the corridor, Kevin poured another
scoop of coffee beans into the hand mill and started grinding while
Heidi placed the kettle of well water over the fire in the brick
inglenook to boil.

Once the water and the beans were ready,
Heidi prepared two cups of freshly brewed coffee.

“Try it.” She encouraged,
taking up her own cup and sipping the hot contents, glad to find
the flavor identical to the coffee her mother made, sweet, rich and
delicious!

“No, thank you.” He shook
his head. “I’m just not a coffee drinker.”

“It’s really
good.”

“Is that my coffee?” a
bellow like the resonance of a banshee sounded over Heidi’s head,
forcing her to spin around in a flurry.

The enormous talons of Raebat came down,
wrapping around the coffee kettle and lifting it to his gaping
mouth, his stance towering to the tip-top of the thirty-foot
ceiling.

Shaken by his monstrous form, Heidi slowly
backed herself against the wall, her eyes wide with terror.

The giant monstrosity tilted the kettle and
poured the coffee down his throat in great guzzles.

Gulping down the searing liquid and then
dropped the kettle to his feet, he wiped the spittle from his mouth
with the back of his claw.

“Who made this breakfast
drink?” he asked, his fangs bore sharp as he spoke. “This does not
taste as it does when my slave makes it.”

“I didn’t make it.” He
answered, and then pointing to Heidi, he added. “She made
it.”

The creature shifted his attention to Heidi,
his eyes burning through her, the corner of his mouth tugging into
a slight grin.

“My little mountain
climbing wench made this?” he cackled in glee. “It’s good, not like
the fishy flavored garbage that my slave brews for me each
morning.”

Heidi swallowed hard. “Thank you.” She
squeaked.

“Make more, jezebel.” He
ordered, slinking past them on his way to the throne room. “Bring
it to me on a silver platter.”

Heidi was silent as she watched him skulk
away, the slimy dog-like head flipping in and out of the side of
his torso, drool pooling on the floor as he went.

“Try not to stare at that
dog head.” Kevin broke the strained silence. “You won’t believe the
weird heads that pop in and out of him.”

“There’s more than just
the dog head?”

“Oh yeah, just try not to
pay them any mind.”

“Get to it, bitch!” the
little demon replied, stabbing a pointed fingernail into her calf.
“Boil it, or I’ll have the master boil you!”

Cringing, Heidi moved to the pushcart and
poured another helping of coffee beans into the hand mill.

Kevin fetched another pail of water, this
time from the pump.

 


 


Standing in the kitchen, Heidi trekked
slowly around the room, taking in everything.

The stone walls were streaked with beige and
gold, a stone oven took up all of one wall. A long wood table sat
in the center of the kitchen, a whitewash pantry with a glass door
sat in the farthest corner to the north.

Glancing opposite the table, another wall
was filled with fancy china rimmed with gold, sterling flatware,
delicate pieces of crystal and polished black iron skillets, pots
and pans.

Kevin opened the door next to the pantry,
revealing a long winding stairway that lead underground.

Heidi started to follow him, but he halted
her.

“I’ll get what we need
down here.” He replied, trying to avert her attention back to the
table. “Why don’t you bring out the mixing bowls?”

“Won’t you need any help?”
she asked, peering over his shoulder, wondering what was down
below.

Kevin’s eyes wavered. “Uh…no…let me handle
the food in the cellar, you set the dishes out for me.”

The blast of wind that trailed up from the
cellar smelled sweet and sugary with just a hint of hickory smoke.
Heidi longed to go down the cellar stairs and explore its tasty
secrets, but Kevin was obviously trying to keep her from following
him.

It was just a fruit cellar, what harm could
it do?

However, she simply shrugged it off and
strolled back to the wall hutch, taking down several bowls and a
variety of mixing utensils.

Moments later, Kevin entered the room with a
covered tray in his hands.

Standing to one side, Heidi watched as he
lifted the lid and revealed a huge slab of what looked like smoked
pork, the scent of smoke filling her nostrils.

Going back down the cellar steps, he
returned minutes later with another tray filled with golden
peaches, plump strawberries, a wooden bowl filled with honey-rich
cream and another small dish of sugar and a bucket of eggs.

He laid the ingredients out on the
table.

“I hope this will be
enough,” he murmured and then looking back at the cellar, he
shrugged. “I guess I can run downstairs again if it
isn’t.”

Heidi arched an eyebrow at the wondrous
display. She had never seen such a huge assortment of food at one
time.

Reaching into her pants pocket, Heidi drew
out a rubber tie and put her long hair up into a tight pony tail on
top of her head.

Feeling better with the thick crimson waves
out of her way, she grabbed a spoon and pulled the bucket of eggs
to the edge of the table.

“How many eggs should I
prepare?” she asked, cracking one along the side of the wooden
dish.

Kevin wrinkled his forehead in thought and
then gave Heidi a fleeting nod. “Raebat eats fifty eggs and seven
or eight pounds of meat and a side crate of mixed fruit.”

In her shock at what he said, Heidi dropped
her hands from the basin to her sides, glimpsing at him so quickly
that she nearly overturned the bowl of food.

“Seriously?” she
said.

“Yeah.”

Plucking another egg from the bucket, she
began cracking them and plopping them into the dish one at a
time.

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched
Kevin slicing the meat into thick steaks and placing them neatly on
a pewter tray.

She cracked the last egg and began stirring
the mixture, turning her head to some extent, sneaking a quick peak
at her kitchen partner.

He was not hard to look at.

His face was handsome, his body lean and
slightly muscled. His chestnut colored hair tumbled along his
shoulder line; his skin was smooth and unblemished.

“How old are you, Kevin?”
she asked, thinking that he didn’t seem much older than
she.

“Twenty or I had just
turned twenty when I was first brought here.” He mentioned, wiping
the edge of the knife off on the back of his jeans. He gave her a
sideways glance. “How old are you?”

“I’m nineteen.”

“I thought as
much.”

Reaching across the table and snatching up a
glass bottle of herbs, she cocked her head to the left. “How long
have you been here?”

“Way too long!” he laughed
softly.

 


 


After a long work out in the castle kitchen,
Heidi wiped a bead of dampness from her forehead as she placed the
last plate of eggs on the pushcart.

Standing back, she admired the bounty of
food that lay before them.

Besides the platter of thick steaks, she
helped Kevin prepare sixty fried eggs, a basket of ten fluffy
biscuits, a cup of butter, a quart of raspberry jam, a bucket of
porridge, a fresh mixture of different berries in which she covered
with sugar and cream and, of course, her newly made pot of
coffee.

“Holy cow, do you have to
cook this kind of a breakfast every morning?” she breathed,
splaying her hands across the small of her back,
stretching.

“Not only breakfast, but I
also have to cook the same amount of food for dinner at night,
too.”

“Lord,” she
gasped.

“I know it wasn’t easy for
me to do all by myself, especially since I didn’t know a thing
about cooking when I was first brought here.”

“How did you
learn?”

Kevin sighed and then gave a slight shudder.
“Let’s just say after Raebat discovered how limited I was in the
kitchen…well…let’s just say I took it upon myself to learn fast and
I mean, fast.”

Heidi cringed, not liking the way he said
that last remark.

 


 


Trailing in step behind Kevin as he pushed
the cart in front of Raebat’s throne, she stepped aside and clasped
her hands behind her back, watching.

Raebat’s saucer-size eyes lit up in
surprise, his towering body taking up most of one wall, his sharp
talons resting on the arms of the golden throne.

“You’re finished with the
morning meal already, slave?” he asked.

Kevin nodded and then stepped to one side
with a quick bow at the waist.

Lifting his chin, Raebat spotted Heidi
watching in renewed dread at his gargantuan form and he cackled in
devilish amusement.

“Did you make me another
pot of coffee?” he asked, standing up and looking even more
menacing as he approached them.

Heidi nodded with a gulp when she looked up
at him.

Snatching up the copper pot, he guzzled down
the drink in one deep swallow and then tossed the pot over his
shoulder, clunking a demon guard over the head.

His blazing black eyes fell on Heidi’s tiny
form, drinking in her arousing beauty.

“What’s your name,
mountain wench?” he bellowed his breath hot and foul as he huffed
and puffed, taking great effort on his part to trundle through the
golden room.

“Heidi Mira.” She gulped,
fighting to keep herself steady.

“I don’t like the name
Heidi, mountain wench.” He said his grin cynical. “I’d rather call
you, mountain wench.”

“Uh…ok.” Heidi said,
deciding it was best not to argue.

Trekking past her, Raebat tottered to the
cart, the castle walls rumbling and shaking with each step he
took.

Slamming down the food in loud smacks, his
slimy spittle flying in oily droplets around the room, he dropped
each plate at his clawed feet, shattering the delicate china in
hundreds of pieces.

With the bountiful feast gulped down in
minutes, Raebat stretched his arms over his head, a smile of
contentment curving across his lips.

“Is there anything left?”
the little demon that taunted Heidi before blurted out, stooping
over and thumbing through the shards of broken china.

“Make me something to eat,
slave!” he screamed, stamping a foot.

Raebat clenched a clawed hand into a tight
fist. “Zin, never address my slave! I am the only one that
addresses him as such!” he roared.

Zin, the small demon dressed in a black suit
resembling the eighteen-hundreds circa, quickly nodded, dropping to
his knees and humbling himself.

“The food was good. It was
different today, like the coffee drink.” He said in a softer tone,
shifting his attention to Kevin.

“Heidi made most of it.”
He confessed.

“Who?” Raebat lifted a
bushy brow.

“Oh, I mean, mountain
wench made most of it.” He said instead.

He licked his lips and then he was strangely
quiet, his gaze burning on Heidi as he leaned against the wall.
“You made most of this food, mountain wench?”

She nodded, their eyes met and held, terror
gripped her insides.

“Kevin showed me what to
do.” She said weakly, afraid of getting the kindly young man into
trouble.

“Who?” he asked, looking
confused.

“Kevin.”

“Who’s Kevin?”

“Him, he’s Kevin.” She
said again, pointing to Kevin.

“His name is not Kevin,
his name is slave.” Raebat harshly corrected, chuckling
sardonically. “Just like your name is mountain wench.”

“Oh.” She breathed,
lowering her eyes.

“Do you understand,
mountain wench?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Don’t worry; slave is a
much easier name to remember than mountain wench.”

“Ok.”

Sauntering to the other side of the throne,
he shook his shaggy fair-haired body, his attire swinging in the
air like moribund rags.

“Yeah, mountain wench is
also much harder to spell than slave.” Zin teased, skipping around
Raebat as he moved.

“Ok.”

“Do you like your new
name, mountain wench?” Raebat taunted, obviously trying to push
Heidi to tears.

“Sure.” She said low,
refusing to show any signs of weakness.

“Mountain wench is so new
and fresh and a most popular name, wouldn’t you say?”

“Ok, I get it.” Heidi
huffed with rolled eyes, anger now taking the place of
fear.

Raebat threw back his massive head and
laughed so hard the very side of the mountain shook under his
howl.

Heidi flinched, scooting aside when Zin
scuffled around the floor on his hands and knees, picking out bits
of chewed food and left over crumbs.

Raebat narrowed his eyes as he looked down
at Heidi. He wiped his mouth clean of food and grease with the tip
of his long tongue and smiled slowly. “I think I want to keep you
around, mountain wench. I like the taste of a woman’s hands on the
food I eat and the womanly smell you spread all over the kitchen.”
He chortled. “I like the way things get done twice as fast with two
slaves.”

“With two slaves?” she
whispered, her face flaming with color.

“Gamin!” he roared, his
breath rattling everything in the room like a sudden blast of
blistering wind.

The horned demon bustled in, bowing at the
waist.

“Draw me up another
contract.” He ordered. “I have me another slave.” And then pointing
to Heidi, he laughed boisterously. “Gamin, I’d like for you to meet
mountain wench.”

Gamin joined in the derisive hilarity as
well as Zin and the rest of the demon guards that stood in the back
watching. The whole room filled with sarcastic laughter, teasing
and deliberate clapping that echoed through out the walls of
Bloodlust and back.

Panic-stricken, Heidi stared back at Kevin
momentarily, her knees scarcely holding her up.

He stared back at her with a smile, his
expression beaming almost as if he was pleased that she was stuck
in this stone hell-hole like he was.

Raebat gave her another fleeting look and
then ordered them away for the time being.


Chapter 11

 


Heidi made her way around another corridor,
looking for any signs of her sister and grandpa, but in truth, she
had no clue where the dungeons were and where the prisoners were
kept, if they were still alive.

She followed a passageway that lead her to
an open music room, every wall painted in rich gold, flowering
vines hung in every corner, spilling great pools of flowers don in
violet silk.

She spent a few minutes smoothing her hands
over the yellowed keys of a piano, the wood bench underneath
blanketed in dust. A tall and slender harp stood resting in the
farthest corner of the room. A treadle table sat in the center,
aligned with fancy candelabras and stacks of sheet music.

On the third floor, she counted fifteen
rooms, all were empty, the beds sat untouched.

Another flight of stone stairs took her to a
solarium in the far eastern tower of the castle.

The glass and crystal lined room was filled
with wild vines, towering plants and rose bushes of all colors, the
area thick with the scent of lavender as the bees and butterflies
fought for space among the foliage.

Seeing an open balcony, Heidi found herself
standing outside in the warm sunlight, a brisk wind blowing over
her face as she stood poised above the river and forest below.

“Heidi?”

Kevin stood next to her, leaning against the
stone perimeter on an elbow.

“Hi,” she murmured with a
weak smile and a heartrending sigh.

“Are you all
right?”

“I guess.”

“What’s wrong? Don’t you
want to stay with me?”

“It’s not that. I just
wish I knew what became of my sister and my grandpa.” She replied,
staring out over the acreage of treetops.

“Raebat has several
dungeons; maybe they’re in one of them.”

Whirling her head around and locking eyes
with his, Heidi’s eyes widened, hopeful. “Do you think they may
still be alive?”

“Maybe, but I can’t swear
to it.”

Heidi turned her head and met his gaze. “Can
you take me to them?”

“I can, but not right
away.” He cautioned, his hair swaying idly in the wind, he shaded
his eyes with the side of his hand. “Give me a few days. Raebat has
Zin spy on me constantly and I’m sure he’ll do the same to you. If
he has any inkling that you’ve got family here and that you’re
worried about them, I swear to you, he’ll report it to Raebat and
Raebat will have them killed, maybe worse.”

Heidi shuddered at the thought, but she had
no choice than to trust him. He had been here a lot longer than her
and knew the castle inside out, along with its creepy occupants and
their master.

Heidi nodded, chewing on a thumbnail. “But
do you think it’s possible that they’re still alive?” she asked
again.

“Anything is
possible.”

“Lord, waiting is going to
be the hardest part.” She murmured and then clenching her hands
into tight fists and then pressing the knuckles into her mouth, she
asked again. “Honestly, what are the odds that they’re still alive
and ok?”

He glanced out over the edge and then back
to Heidi. “I’d say pretty good, usually Raebat doesn’t have his
prisoners killed right away.”

“What about the man by the
holding cell? They beheaded him.”

“He was fighting. If he
would have cooperated, that would not have happened.”

“Really and truly?” she
asked, hating to pester him, but unable to shake her uneasiness.
“You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”

“No, I’m not just saying
that. If it’ll help make you feel any better, I’ll check on them
late tonight after Raebat retires to his quarters.” He said,
lifting a lock of hair that blew into his eyes. “You’ll have to
tell me their names again.”

With a squeal of delight, Heidi sprung
around and clasped her hands together. “Please, let me go with you.
I promise, I won’t ask again. I’ll stay away until you feel it’s
safe for me to go myself.”

Kevin bit his lip, unsure if he should hand
out any more promises since he himself was unsure if they were
alive and where they were really kept. Raebat had several acres of
dungeons, where could they start?

He looked back at Heidi, who stared at him
with keen eagerness in her grass green eyes. Eyes that was more
vivid than the most shimmering emerald. Her lips were pale pink and
her skin the color of a wild peach. Her thick pony tail whipped
wildly in the afternoon breeze, the crimson tresses reminding him
of the radiant glow of the setting sun. How could he tell her
no?

Slowly he shook his head, his brown eyes
filled with such stark loneliness, it made him feel empty. If only
she knew how much he had longed for human company, missed the
friends and family he was taken from so long ago.

He glanced out over the countryside, judging
the time.

Muttering an oath, he grinned. “Fine, I’ll
take you with me.”

“Oh, thank you!” Heidi
cried, throwing her arms around his neck and embracing him, fresh
hope filling her being with anticipation. “You’re the
best!”


Chapter 12

 


Marching through the grass of the courtyard,
Heidi followed Kevin to another building that was almost as
spectacular as the castle of Bloodlust, only this palace was
abandoned.

“What is this place?” she
asked, stepping into the empty building, nothing but the white
washed walls surrounding them and the porcelain tiles at their
feet.

“This is where I hang out
and sleep.” He mentioned, sweeping an arm over the length of the
room. “This is the servant’s stronghold, so to speak.”

Heidi gazed at her environs. Besides the
parapet still neatly covered in white paint, the walls hung bare,
the room was vacant and the windows were empty, no glass
whatsoever.

Tracking him to the end of the hall, she
faltered backwards when he halted his steps, pointing to two doors
standing across from each other.

“These are the
restrooms.”

She looked past him at the doors; one
labeled, MEN’S, the other one, WOMEN.

“I guess I don’t have to
tell you which one to use.” he chuckled.

Heidi went into the restroom and looked
around. She counted ten stalls and five sinks and one long mirror
hanging over the multiple pedestals.

Satisfied, she left the room and rejoined
Kevin in the hallway.

“There are ten toilets in
there and they’re filled with water.” She told him. “I could use a
different one everyday.”

“Just wait until I show
you where I sleep.” He smiled, taking her by the hand and leading
her to the far end of the abandonment and up a flight of winding
stairs.

Once they reached the top, Heidi cried out
in delight when he opened the door and led her out onto the sunken
ceramic rooftop.

Following him out into the sunshine, Heidi
discovered a king size mattress centered in the middle, fluffy silk
coverlets made of the softest material and at least eight or nine
fluffy foam pillows shrouded in dark blue silk.

Falling to her knees, she ran her hand over
the feathery softness of the blankets. Closing her eyes for one
passing moment, she could almost envision herself lying at night
curled up in the downy suppleness while the moon and stars twinkled
in the heavens.

“This is where you sleep?”
she asked, looking back at Kevin.

He gestured with a hand towards the silky
coverlets as he stooped on his haunches. “Yeah, every night, except
when it rains, then I have another place inside.”

“Can I sleep here, too?”
she asked, now hardly able to wait until night fall so she could
lay awake and count the stars in the sky.

“Sure.”

Standing up, she went to the edge of the
rooftop and peered down below. She could see the fountain that
centered the enclosure and the tops of the various fruit trees.
Casting her eyes upward, she creased her forehead in interest,
seeing what looked like large mounds lining the rims of the square
far in the distance.

“Kevin, what are those?”
she asked, pointing to the huge knolls.

Kevin craned his neck and peered heavenward
towards the horizon. “Those mounds that you see are the dungeons.
That’s where Raebat keeps the prisoners.”

She squint her eyes over the glare of the
sun, and strained to focus on the hilly knolls that formed a crude
boundary around the square.

“Is that where you’re
taking me tonight?’ she asked, quickly looking back at him as he
stood by her side.

“Shhh,” he hissed with a
forefinger pressed to his lips, reminding her that the walls had
ears.

Clamping her lips tight, she nodded in
silence.

He returned that nod with one of his own,
his unspoken way of saying, yes.

Drawing in a deep breath and then gazing
around, thankful not to see anyone in sight, Kevin motioned towards
the door leading inside.

“Let me show you where I
usually sleep when it rains outside.”

“Ok.” She
smiled.

Slipping through the door and down one
flight of stairs, Heidi tagged behind him to a grand room just
under the rooftop.

The room took up the entire floor, the white
and silver tiles shimmering under her feet and two kings size
mattresses sat side by side against one wall opposite a huge
picture window, though the glass was missing.

Following Kevin to the bedding, she marveled
over the white rabbit pelts and soft fluffiness of the white and
silver silk sheets.

“What a huge bed, it is
even bigger than the one you have on the roof.” Heidi marveled and
then her eyes flew over the span of the second makeshift bedroom.
“Your bedroom is enormous! You could fit my whole house and a few
of my neighbor’s houses in just your bedroom.”

“My room back in my old
house wasn’t this big.” He reminded her. “I shared a room with my
older brother.”

“Did you? I shared a room
with my sister, my mother and my grandparents.” She laughed in
turn.

“I would love to know
everything about you and your family,” Kevin said, hardly able to
take his eyes off her beautiful face.

“I can hardly wait for you
to meet them.” Heidi breathed with wide eyes, thinking about their
venture tonight out to the mounds. “My grandfather was a carpenter
and a dairy farmer, but raising cattle became harder each year,
finally the need for farmers stopped. My grandmother and my mother
are seamstresses. My sister does her schooling at home, since the
school in Wishbone closed down.”

“Are you in
school?”

“Heavens, no,” she shook
her head, remembering her own school days. “I graduated from high
school, but that was when the school was open. It was only during
Linzi’s last year, did the school close down forever.”

“I graduated from Wishbone
High School and even thought about going to college, get a degree
in architecture, but it never happened.” Kevin sighed.

“Is it because you were
kidnapped by Raebat?” Heidi asked as she walked beside Kevin
through the empty palace and back to the main castle.

“Yeah, plus I
procrastinated after school and put off signing myself up.” He
said, holding open the door to allow her passage inside before him.
“I wanted to party and smoke pot and sleep until noon
everyday.”

“Oh, at least you got to
party for a little while.”

“Yippee, what fun?” He
sighed in a mock tone.

 


 


After giving Heidi a hurried sightsee of the
castle and the adjoining grounds, they stopped their tour in the
kitchen.

“This place is so
gigantic; I don’t know if I’ll ever remember where everything is.”
She murmured, knowing that it was time to start preparing Raebat’s
evening meal.

“Don’t worry, it’ll come
to you.” He reassured her and then handing her a wooden pail, he
pointed in the direction of the pump out back.

“Why don’t you get me some
water and I’ll get the meat from the cellar.”

Grasping the pail, Heidi lifted an eyebrow
to the mention of the underground fruit cellar, one of the few
rooms Kevin had not taken her.

“Can’t I go with you?” she
asked, creeping up to the mysterious door and trying to peer in the
darkness behind him.

Kevin closed the door enough to mask what
was beyond the stone staircase. “I’d better handle this, the meat
gets quite heavy.”

“I can help you lift
it.”

“No, I’d rather you
didn’t.” he said and then he quickly disappeared, coming back up
with a slab of smoked ribs draped over his shoulder.

Heidi couldn’t understand why she wasn’t
allowed to go down into the cellar, but shrugging she put the
thought out of her mind and grasped the handle of the bucket.

Turning to leave for the water pump, she
grimaced when the gargantuan form of Raebat took up all of one
doorway.

Fighting to still her trembling hands, she
backed away.

“Dinner will be ready at
seven, the usual time.” Kevin replied, curious to why Raebat
intruded in on him when he was cooking. He hadn’t spied on his
cookery habits in years, so why now?

“I have need of mountain
wench’s services.” He bellowed his breath rank as he snorted and
puffed through oily lips.

“He needs the wench.” The
dog head hissed, peering out from Raebat’s shaggy torso, its eyes
blazing balls of fire.

Swallowing the hardened lump that threatened
to choke her, Heidi stepped forward. “Yes, sir.”

“Follow me, mountain
wench.” He said low and then shuffling across the kitchen, he
headed for another passageway.

Gulping, feeling nervous sweat pearling
across her brow, Heidi inhaled a wild breath and then promptly
followed him down the vessel.

With a frown creasing her brow, Heidi
noticed the dank wooden parapet of the wall passage, the air
smelling closed in and damp with a hint of fecal matter.

Stopping in front of a wooden door sealed
with a metal rod propped against it, Raebat gestured at it with a
sweep of his talon. “This is where I crap. It has been stopped up
for two years and I need it cleaned and working again.”

“Uh…ok.” She stammered. “I
can do that.”

“Work, wench,” he snapped
and then stormed past her and back up the corridor, his huge body
waddling back and forth as he went.

Lifting her shaking hands, she jerked loose
the metal rod and tossed it aside. Gripping the latch on the old
wooden door, she drew in a deep breath and then yanked it open.

A gust of putrid fog blew over her, giving
off a cloud of gas most foul.

Covering her hand over her mouth, Heidi
coughed and gagged, fighting the urge to vomit.

Catching her breath, she held on to the rim
of the door and peered inside, but she couldn’t see anything
through the haze of blackness.

Tilting to the right, she spotted what
looked like a window covered over with a black raggedy sheet.
Reaching over, she grasped the edge of the cloth and pulled the rag
down.

A rapid burst of sunlight gleamed through
the window, glimmering through a cloud of dust and debris, chasing
away the coverlet of inky blackness.

Looking about the hidden room, Heidi gasped
aloud, stunned!

She could barely see the top of an
over-sized porcelain toilet sticking out through a mass of black
goop across the room.

Gazing down at her feet, the room was
dipping in the center, filled to the doorway in raw sewage.

“Lord, I’m going to need
wading boots!” she cried.

Closing the door, she hurried back to the
kitchen and asked Kevin where she could find some cleaning
supplies.

“In here,” he said,
revealing a closet filled with brooms, mops, gloves, buckets,
various sponges and assorted bottles of cleaning fluids.

Rummaging through the closet, she picked out
two buckets, a shovel and a mop.

“What task does he have
you doing?” Kevin asked, dropping a handful of cleaning rags into
one of the buckets.

“Cleaning up his shit.”
She almost cried and turning, she added over her shoulder. “I’m
afraid this may take me awhile, so don’t wait up.”

“All right, I
won’t.”

“You wouldn’t happen to
have any wading boots, would you?”

“No, I’m afraid
not.”

Heidi winced, knowing that she had no choice
but to wade through the raw goop in only her bare feet.

 


 


Back into the stinking room, Heidi donned
the heavy rubber gloves and trekked through the thick and sticky
mud-like goop.

The stench hit her hard in the face, the
horrible smell burning the insides of her nostrils.

She shuddered at the feel of the cold and
mucky tar squishing in between her toes, the fecal-syrup clinging
to her legs like melted rubber.

Leaning over, she scooped up a bucketful of
the tarry black slop, but looking around; she wasn’t sure where to
dump it.

Placing the pail on the rim of the massive
toilet tank, she trundled through the thickness to a wooden crate
opposite the toilet.

Lifting the lid, she discovered that it
wasn’t just a box, but a covering to a trash chute. Ducking her
head in low, she could make out a metal chute going down several
floors and ending in a dung heap below the castle.

Keeping the lid up, she went for the pail
and poured the goop into the chute, watching as it spilled down the
metal slide and to the sewage heap below.

“One bucket of crap gone,
about fifty thousand more to go.” She murmured, stooping to sweep
up another bucketful.

 


 


Several hours had passed and the sun drifted
down over the horizon and with that the soft colors of dusk blended
in with the first twinkling stars of the evening.

Splaying her hands at the small of her back,
Heidi stretched upright, a crackling and popping heard from her
tired vertebrae.

A single candle flickered on the rim of the
toilet tank, giving Heidi just enough light to finish her work.

The floor, now visible, was clear of muddy
sewage. The hard wood floor gleamed with clean mop water and the
smell of torpid stool was gone, replaced with the fresh clean scent
of soap.

Sitting on her haunches, panting with
exhaustion, Heidi stared over at the jumbo toilet.

The only task left at hand was to unclog the
mechanism.

Grabbing up the plunger she found in the
utility closet, Heidi poked it into the toilet and began
pumping.

Still, after several rounds of plunging, the
brown frothy water sat unmoving.

“What the hell is blocking
this?” she panted, cramming the plunger back through again, pumping
until her arms were sore.

Donning another pair of elbow-high rubber
gloves, Heidi reached a hand through the smelly water, thumbing
around the sticky bowl.

Feeling around the gritty water, Heidi
fingered what felt like a fur pelt, wet hair.

Gripping the waterlogged mane, she yanked
and pulled, jimmying it through the flush hole.

“I think I have what might
be blocking it.” She whispered, hauling out the furry
clog.

Pulling out the clump of fur, Heidi gasped
out and with a shrill cry she threw it to the floor.

It was a heavily decomposed human head.

“Holy shit!” she cried,
quickly turning her back to it.

Shaking with revulsion, Heidi scurried up
the makeshift passageway and into the kitchen, which was now closed
and dark, Kevin being finished with his work for the night.

“Oh, everyone is gone.”
She shuddered.

“Not everyone,” a voice
whispered.

Whirling around, Heidi strained her eyes
through the darkness, but she couldn’t see anyone.

“Who said
that?”

“Up here,” it
said.

Lifting her chin, Heidi jumped at the sight
of a winged demon hanging upside down like a bat among the
foliage.

“Oh,” she breathed and
then spun on a heel and flew back into the hidden
lavatory.

Gathering up her strength, Heidi unfolded a
cleaning towel and carefully draped it over the severed head.
Holding her breath, she swaddled it up into the towel and carried
it to the trash chute and dropped it down the slide.

Hitting the slab, Heidi blew out a sigh of
relief once it glided down and out of sight.

Several minutes went by before her teeth
stopped chattering and she slowly gained her bearings.

“Lord, help me make it
through.” She prayed quietly. “Help me get through this for Grandpa
and Linzi’s sake.”

She drew in a deep breath and then gathered
up her supplies.

Stacking her cleaning utensils neatly
against the wall, Heidi gripped the lone candle and made her way
through the castle and out of doors to the palace around back.

Going to the water pump, in which she could
see through the glimmering rays of the full moon, Heidi grasped the
handle and began pumping.

When a gush of water began spraying from the
pump, Heidi kicked over a tin pail with the side of her sandal,
filling it with the fresh irrigate.

Dropping to her knees, she dipped her hands
into the brisk coolness, splashing the cold water over her face and
hair.

Out of the blue, the pail dumped over with a
thrash.

Heidi cocked her head sideways, her mouth
agape at Zin, who apparently kicked it over.

He danced in glee, his eyes glinting off the
light of the moon.

“You stink, mountain
wench!” he giggled, skipping around her in haughty amusement. “I
can’t stand your stench!”

“Well, I wouldn’t have a
stench if you hadn’t kicked over my bucket of water, dumb ass.” She
snapped, her exhaustion causing her ingrown fury to
rise.

“Ha, mountain wench smells
of shit.” He tittered, poking at her with a long
fingernail.

“Why you bastard!” she
cried, bolting to her feet and trying to lunge for the snooty
little fiend, only to be held back by Kevin grasping her by the
elbow and holding her tight.

“He’s not worth it,
Heidi.” He whispered dryly, yanking her in the direction of the
palace. “Ignore him and come to bed.”

“I can’t sleep smelling
like Raebat ass.” She whined, pulling at her damp and sticky
clothing. “I smell awful!”

“Hee-haw, she smells of
caw!” Zin chanted, skipping off in the direction of the
castle.

“Oh, I hate him!” she
pouted, her lower lip trembling as she followed Kevin back inside
the broken down fortress. “I do stink!”

Up two flights of stairs, Heidi waited while
Kevin opened the door to another room lit with dozens of sparkling
candles.

The dancing glimmer revealed a large copper
tub of hot water, a bar of scented soap and several stacks of
lavender colored towels sitting on a lone marble table in close
proximity.

She stared at the steaming water and then
back at Kevin, her face pinched in puzzlement.

“I thought you’d need a
hot bath drawn for you after cleaning up Raebat’s indoor outhouse.”
He chortled lightly.

“You drew this bath water
for me?”

He nodded.

Pulling on the muggy fabric of her tank top,
she gave him a half-hearted grin. “These clothes are filthy and I
don’t have anything else to wear.”

“What size are you?” he
asked. “Raebat has a room filled with stuff that he confiscated
through out the years. I could rummage around and find you
something.”

“I’m a size
three.”

“Ok, I’ll see what I can
find and then perhaps later tonight after we get back from the
dungeons, I can take you to this room so you can search for usable
clothing yourself.”

“Thanks.”

With a nod, he departed, leaving Heidi
alone.

Gladly tossing aside her stinking clothes
and pulling down the tie in her hair, she stepped carefully into
the tub and sat down, a comfortable sigh escaping her lips as the
delightfully hot water rolled in around her.

She washed her hair three times, her body
four and then sat soaking until the water grew cool.

Climbing out of the tub, she dried off, and
then wrapped herself in the towel when she heard Kevin trekking
back to the door.

“Heidi, may I come in?” he
called, waiting patiently with his head turned.

“Yes.”

“Try this on.” He offered,
thrusting a velvety material in her hands.

Waiting until Kevin turned around with his
back to her; Heidi dropped the towel and lifted the cloth over her
head, sighing with contentment as the garment slithered over her
bare skin.

The smooth fabric clung to her like a second
skin, outlining her breasts and the rounded curves of her hips.

She ran one hand over the gown in wonder,
liking the dark apricot coloring of the material, the hemline
falling to her bare ankles.

She was curious to see how she looked in
such a costly gown.

“How do I look?” she
asked, lifting her arms and giving a slight twirl.

With her hair falling in damp waves down her
back, she was probably the loveliest thing he had ever seen.

“Perfect.” He said,
swallowing hard.

“I’m ready!”

“To see the junk room?” he
teased, knowing how anxious she was to find her family
members.

“No, to go to the
dungeons!” she replied eagerly. “I’ll see this room later
on.”

“I thought as much.” He
chortled, taking her hand in his. “Let’s go, but we have to make
haste.”


Chapter 13

 


Her fingers twined tightly in his, Heidi
trundled quickly through the cool grass in bare feet, the silvery
shadows of the moon lighting their way.

Their steps slowed as they approached the
stables. Cautiously, Kevin pressed his back up against the corner
of the stalls and then after a few fleeting seconds, he craned his
neck around the bend.

Seeing nothing, save the horses tethered
inside and a few bats that fluttered in an out, he made his way to
the back field, Heidi at his side.

The aroma of hundreds of flowers, freshly
churned soil, grass and trees rose up all around her as she walked
steadily through the open field.

A thrill of anticipation raced through her
when the mounds came into view.

Halting in front of the first mound, Kevin
eased her hand from his and went to the bars, giving her a gentle
shove forward.

Heidi strained to focus at the many faceless
figures that hovered in the darkness.

“Hello?” she whispered,
searching. “Linzi, are you there?”

A quick flicker staggered out of nowhere, a
bearded man lighting an oil lantern and then holding it before the
bars.

“Who’s there?” he
whispered, lifting a bushy brow.

Heidi peered in with wide eyes, the soft
glow of the lantern giving her just enough light to see the
mysterious silhouettes that lingered restlessly before her.

“It’s all right, Ramen.”
Kevin hurriedly whispered to the bush bearded man and then turning
to Heidi, he added. “This is Heidi. She’s looking for her sister
and her grandfather.”

The man looked at Kevin and then Heidi, his
wary stance softening.
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