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​Preface

 


***

 


A group of weary soldiers find
themselves lost in a fog-shrouded forest. They come across an
ancient castle, and within its walls, they enter into a sexually
charged world, where lust and domination prevail. Each soldier, in
turns, becomes the victim of the most delicious sexual tortures,
taking them beyond anything previously known. But who is the
mysterious mistress of this haunting place, and why does she prey
on the men that stumble upon her? Will her secret be revealed, or
will everyone succumb to what is, after all, the thing they have
always yearned for?
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​The
hideaway

 


***

 


The place stank of stale sweat and
rancid vegetation, but for them it meant sanctuary. A safe haven, a
chance to take stock, clean wounds, recover.

There were six of them. Sergio
Mendez alone stayed on his feet, face pressed against the crack in
the barn door. He peered out across the broken ground that he and
his men had crossed moments ago. They had moved quickly and with
little thought of direction, to escape from the hell of the
battlefield and the defeated army in which they had served. They
had come across this barn and it seemed to offer some chance of
salvation, a place to hide, to catch their breath and consider the
options. Not that there were many of those, not now that their
forces had been decimated and scattered across the open
countryside. They would be hunted, and when found, butchered. At
present, there was a semblance of peace; the farm isolated and
quiet, the barn an ideal vantage place to keep watch.

Time had moved on. No one had
followed them. Mendez allowed himself a rare moment to relax. His
shoulders sagged and he let out a long breath. He’d remained on
vigil for ages, slowly counting the seconds. Now, having reached
five hundred, he turned and looked at his men.

“No one,” he said, unable to keep
the relief out of his voice.

If he expected any reaction, then
he was disappointed. The men were exhausted and they had fallen
amongst the hay as if dead, almost as soon as the great barn door
closed behind them. They all slept, the barn filled with the sound
of their snoring. Like babies, untroubled. Only Mendez remained
awake, but the exhaustion bore down on him, the grit thick in his
eyes.

He stifled a yawn, pulled off his
helmet and dragged a hand across his sweating brow. He knew someone
needed to remain on watch, in case enemy troops happened to pick up
their trail. His men needed rest, or they would be useless in the
face of a sudden attack. So he left them undisturbed. He dragged
over a hay-bale and sat down on it, face close to the crack of the
door, and tried to stay awake.

*

He awoke with a start and cursed
under his breath, angry that he had allowed himself to drift off
into sleep. He got to his feet, shook his body like a dog, tried to
bring life back to his frozen limbs. He rubbed his arms vigorously,
and chanced a look outside. At once he felt his stomach turn to
water.

There were two men, soldiers by the
look of their thick leather coats, crossed bandoliers and sheathed
swords. Some twenty or so feet away, they stood next to a
bedraggled looking horse, which pawed at the ground, and they spoke
in hushed tones. Even from that distance, Mendez could pick out the
guttural twang of their Swedish accent. He held his breath, slowly
pulled out the pistol from his belt, crouched down and waited. He
wanted no fire-fight with Swedes. Two men meant there could be
more, and he had no way of knowing how many.

From beyond the fringe of the
farmyard, two more men appeared, huge great floppy hats masking
their features, but the brilliant blue of their coats announced
that they too were Swedes. They joined the others who greeted them
with wide grins and much back-slapping. All four spoke rapidly.
Then one of them pointed towards the barn.

Mendez ducked back out of sight,
praying that they hadn’t noticed him. He clasped the pistol to his
chest and with infinite care, eased back the hammer, cupping it
with his other hand to muffle the metallic click. He looked across
the barn to his men. All of them were sprawled out in various
attitudes of unconsciousness, their breathing heavy and regular. An
artillery bombardment wouldn’t even stir them, thought Mendez. He
squeezed his eyes shut and tried to still the pounding thumps of
his heart, which to him sounded as loud as the mournful bell of the
cathedral at Cologne. Then he heard an approaching footfall and his
whole body became rigid.

A bark of an order from beyond the
barn doors. Mendez set his eyes on the door, and waited. A pulse in
his temples now joined the hammering of his heart, and a trail of
perspiration ran down his face. He daren’t wipe it away lest the
creak of his leather coat gave away his position. Had they noticed
anything, picked up tracks in the mud? It had rained hard since the
battle, it would be difficult to pick out anything in that
quagmire, but if they had…

A new voice, stern and full of
anger, seemed to make everything freeze. Although he couldn’t
understand a single word, Mendez recognized the sound of authority.
He chanced a look through the crack in the door. A large man,
dressed in much finer clothes, was shouting. A commander of some
sort by the look of him, battled to calm the large, dappled-grey
charger upon which he sat, and with sword drawn, motioned for the
men to disperse. As Mendez watched, his whole body began to loosen,
the pounding inside dying down, and he slowly let out his breath as
the Swedes began to move away.

A hand fell down on his
shoulder.

He span round, gasped out in fear,
barely able to bring his pistol up in time.

“What’s happening?”

It was Reinhardt; his big cheesy
face split into his usual grin, fat cheeks glistening with grease,
nasal hairs sprouting so long they almost touched his top lip. But
a welcome face, a friendly face. Mendez exhaled loudly.

“Swedes,” he managed.

Reinhardt clutched at his sword,
but Mendez held the man’s hand, calming him.

“They’ve gone.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes, but keep your voice down.
They may come back. I think we should gather ourselves and leave.
Get the men together, will you, I’ll check outside.”

Reinhardt nodded once and went over
to the others, to put a well placed boot in each man’s ribs to
waken them.

With the sound of protests in his
ears, Mendez slipped outside.

It was bitterly cold. The sharp air
struck at his face like needles. They must have slept through the
night, and now morning was close. The new day would bring with it
new dangers. Swedes would be everywhere – the battle having been
theirs – and they would not cease in their relentless pursuit of
the foe. The Imperialist forces had taken a heavy beating that day,
a day like Mendez had never experienced before. The Swedes had
overwhelmed them, accurate firepower and mechanical-like precision
of the pike blocks cutting them down in swathes. He had been in
many a hard fight, but nothing like this. The Swedes were
formidable opponents, their religious fervor a match for any
Catholic soldier. When Mendez’s regiment broke under a horrific
assault, they ran like children, throwing down weapons and armor,
their only thought that of escape.

Surrounded by fleeing, screaming
men, panic racing through them like wild-fire, Mendez managed to
hold on to a few pieces of weaponry and gathered together a group
of good men. Tough, hard, and brutal. Survivors. They would need to
be so in the coming hours. Everyone knew that the Swedes took no
prisoners, so there was only one option: to keep moving.

He now stood in the broken down
farmyard that had seemed to offer them sanctuary, tilted his head
and listened. The only sound that of a distant blackbird, making
its presence known to all and sundry by its beautiful, plaintive
song. It reminded him of another world, another life. He couldn’t
help but smile, images of another farm, of rolling hills and
glowing sun. Of a father’s face smiling down at him: ‘You’ll make a
fine farmer one day, my son.’

From the far distance, a dull thud
snapped him out of his memories. He held his breath to catch the
sound again. Canon fire perhaps, but something else too. He
strained to hear. Far, far away, perhaps miles, the tiny clang of a
church bell. A village. He felt a surge of hope. That meant food
and supplies. Mendez turned to the direction of the sound,
estimated the distance, then strode back into the barn.

The men had gathered together what
little they had. They turned their ragged, drawn faces to him as
one as Mendez came through the door.

“There’s a village. Some way off.
We’ll head towards it, keep off the tracks and the roads. If we see
anyone, we hide.”

They grumbled, but nobody argued.
What choice did they have? Within a few moments, everyone was
ready, and Mendez led them out through the farmyard, and into the
sparse woodland beyond.

It was milder amongst the trees,
and one could easily become complacent as the sweet smell of winter
jasmine invaded nostrils, and slowly turning leaves heralded a
softer, more gracious season. A moment to relax, enjoy, caste off
the burdens of life.

Mendez would not allow himself such
fanciful thoughts. He constantly checked and re-checked every
direction, kept himself alert. Slowly the band of men trooped
towards where they believed the church would be. As they walked,
the first swirls of fog began to drift in over the surrounding
fields and coiled around their feet. Mendez shivered, pulled his
collar tighter around his neck, and screwed up his eyes. It was
difficult to make out any pathways in the rapidly increasing gloom,
yet he knew he had to keep moving. The more distance he could put
between his men and the Swedes, the better.

The temperature plummeted, without
warning. Nevertheless, he felt more relieved than he had at any
time since the battle’s close. At least the fog would hide them,
and far more effectively than any copse or hedgerow. He welcomed
it.

Then, of course, there was
something else to consider: in the fog, they could become lost…
very quickly.

 


~~*~~


 


 


 



​Lost

 


***

 


Mendez had no idea of time as they
trundled on through the thickening fog, each man huddled up, barely
lifting their heads to check which direction to take. The dull
clang of the church bell had long since stopped, and now their only
guide was a well trodden path, which snaked through the forest.
Mendez had first told them to keep away from such a byway, but they
had little choice. The fog was so thick now that they could barely
see their own hand in front of them. Only the pathway offered them
any kind of hope, and Mendez kept his eyes down, measuring each
step of the way. Progress was painful, and he could hear the
grumbles of his men.

At last, Mendez felt the change of
ground beneath his feet, and he put up his hand. The men, following
close behind, could not see his signal until they were almost upon
him, and they piled into each other, beginning to curse and swear.
Mendez rounded on them, and snarled:

“Quiet!”

It was enough. With infinite care,
Mendez drew out his sword, and motioned for the others to follow
his lead.

“Spread out,” he said, as loud as
he dared. “Keep your eyes skinned, and get ready to a make a run
for it if we come across any enemy troops.”

He signaled for them to press on.
He kept to the centre as his men fanned out either side of the
path. Soon they were swallowed up, but he felt confident that, as
long as they remained quiet and moved straight, nothing would go
wrong. He felt the grip on his sword hilt wet with his perspiration
and the thick clinging mist. If it came to a fight, God alone knew
what the outcome would be. In this atmosphere, they could all so
easily end up killing each other.

And then, like a theatre’s curtain
being drawn back to reveal the stage, a building loomed up just
ahead. It seemed to be floating within the mist, large, dark and
utterly silent. Mendez paused and studied the blackened edifice. He
could not hear the others, so he crept forward, and tried to pick
out any other details in the surroundings. There were none. The
building seemed to be the sole one in the immediate
vicinity.

“Could this be the church?” he
wondered.

He moved closer and ran his hand
along its wall. Wood. He frowned. In these parts, churches were
made to last. Wooden churches might be seen in Sweden, but here, in
the southern part of Germany, stone was the usual building material
fit for a house of worship.

A terrible realization came to him,
and Mendez felt his blood run cold. The external temperature may
have been low, but his thoughts turned his limbs to ice.

A branch snapped. Mendez whirled as
a shape loomed up next to him. Then he relaxed as he saw who it
was: Steiner, the cutthroat Swabian, utterly ruthless in a fight,
with a face that bore the story of his many brutal contests. That
face now took on the features of someone terrified as he took in
the sight before him.

“Dear Mother of God,” he whimpered,
holding onto the wall in order to stop himself from collapsing.
“This can’t be.”

“It is, damn it to
hell.”

Mendez stepped back, and looked up.
He dared not believe it, but nothing could escape of the truth. The
fog had won. He sighed loudly:

“It’s the same damned bloody
barn!”

*

They huddled together for warmth,
rubbing their arms, burying their faces deep inside their leather
coats, the same haystacks that they had slept on the night before
still stacked around them.

“We’ll have to wait until morning,”
said Mendez, “hope that the fog lifts. Then we’ll try again for the
church.”

“If it exists,” mumbled Reynolds,
the one Englishman amongst them, the only man who had brought his
wife to join the baggage train and had watched her being run
through by a Swedish poleax.

“It exists,” said Mendez. “The
problem is finding it.”

“So, what do we do in the
meantime?”

Mendez looked up and stared
directly into Reinhardt’s glass-like eyes.

“Sleep.”

*

He first became aware that
something had changed when he opened his eyes and could no longer
make out any details. A thick, sweet smell, musty and lingering,
invaded not only his nostrils, but all of his senses. It was so
dense he could taste it. There was something else too – the
temperature. The air was warm, almost comfortable. For one glorious
moment he imagined he had been transported back home, and that any
moment he would fully awake and see his own dear family around him,
their kind faces full of cheer.
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