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Chapter I
 

Stoning a Witch
 

 
 

There was an evil over the land.
 

Teela could see it in the leery looks the farmers cast her direction as she rode past fields parched by a lack of needed rain.  She saw it in the frightened sideways glances of the town people as they turned their heads to avoid looking her in the eye.  And she saw it in the three rotting corpses hanging from a pole just outside the city gate, each bearing a wooden sign hanging from their necks with the scrawled letter proclaiming: “Witch.”
 

There was evil here, she could almost smell it, almost taste the fear in the air.  It made her uneasy as she led her horse through the gates and into the town’s central square.  The small shops that lined the square were almost empty of people, an unusual happening.  There was none of the noise and confusion normally found where people gather to barter and trade.
 

“We will buy some food and then be gone from this place,” she whispered in Thunder’s black ear.  The big stallion snorted gently.  He was nervous also.
 

Passing a tavern, she saw a crowd of people standing still and quiet in the center of the square.  She halted and tied Thunder’s rein to a post before the tavern.  There were a few old men sitting at the tables under the shade of an awning, looking in the direction of the gathering and drinking the local, bitter beer.
 

It had been a long trail from the ivory towers of Sandia to this small town clinging to the foothills, beyond which taller mountains reached for the sky.  Teela was thirsty.  Wine would taste better than water, so she sat down at the outermost table.  A serving wench came up but did not speak for a while as she looked Teela up and down.
 

What she saw was not the normal traveler.  She was a woman, no doubt about that, what with the large breasts only half hidden by the vest.  Her locks of black hair were knotted into a long tail behind her head.  Her dark eyes were firm, thin lips did not smile, while on her back rested a sword such as a male warrior would carry.  It was large but this woman looked strong enough to wield such a weapon.  Her body was not soft and round as with some women; it was lean and hard, yet the narrow waist, long legs and ample breasts made her attractive. The serving wench knew this woman would attract the attention of most men, miserable, horny dogs that they were.  Yet she also had the feeling that a man who forced his unwanted attentions upon might well regret it.
 

Teela looked up.  “Have you any decent local wine?” she asked.
 

“Some.”
 

“Then get me a cup.”
 

The wench left but returned soon enough with a clay cup of red wine.  Teela sipped it, and then took a long swallow.  She looked up at the girl who was stilling studying her.  She was not bad looking and with a decent body, if you liked them a little on the softer side.  Teela would have normally been interested but had found that tavern wenches tend to all be whores and usually had some disease or another from their numerous clients.
 

“What’s the fuss over there?” she asked.
 

“A witch.  They’re going to stone her.”
 

“Oh?  Is she really a witch?”
 

The wench looked around nervously.  “They say she is,” she said in a low voice.
 

“But you doubt it?”
 

“I’ve known Arabela all my life.  We were friends.”
 

“And you wouldn’t be friends with a witch?”
 

The wench said nothing but had a sour look on her face.
 

Just then the crowd parted to allow three men to approach.  As the people melted aside, Teela could see the subject of all the attention.  It was a young woman, probably not more than a few years older than her.  She was buried up to up to the waist in the ground.  Her arms were behind her and Teela knew that they were bound that way before they had put her in the hole and filled it with dirt.  Her tunic was torn, exposing most of one breast and there were bruises and numerous cuts on her body.  A piece of rope had been passed through her mouth and tied cruelly tightly as a gag.  She was close enough for Teela to see the look of fear in her eyes.  There was desperation there, but also a resignation to her fate.
 

Teela knew from prior experience that when a town gets into this kind of mood, none dares take the side of the accused.  She had seen this before in other towns.  Some cattle die, a baby is born with a defect, or the crops are drying up from lack of rain.  Bad things happen and soon the people began to look for someone to blame.  These people are ready to believe that a witch or a warlock is behind the troubles.  She also knew that there were often hidden reasons for picking one person to vent their wrath upon.  The turned down advances of a town council member, a woman with a sharp tongue who had not yet learned how to hold it, anything that would displease someone with enough importance to condemn them, could seal the fate of an unfortunate woman.
 

The woman half buried in the ground was looking around, seeking a friendly eye, someone she might plead with.  She was not finding any.
 

“Times are bad,” the woman next to Teela said.  “Crops are not doing well.  Some livestock has died mysteriously.  Strange glows have been seen down in the valley at night.  Two young girls fell down during the mid-summer holiday festival and began talking with strange words.”  She sighed.  “Bad times.”
 

“But you don’t think that this woman caused them.  Not really.”
 

The wench looked around again.  She would not speak the words, but Teela knew that was her feeling.
 

The three men were standing before the woman.  The center one was obviously the local priest, probably of the cult of Akkove, whose image was a bull with long horns.  He wore a helmet of shiny silver with golden horns.  He was saying something in a voice loud enough for all to hear.  Undoubtedly a reading of the charges against the woman, along with the sentence.
 

As he worked the crowd up, Teela noticed baskets placed around the edge of the group.  She knew what would be in them.
 

The people began to chant along with the priest.  Before long they would be worked up to a fever pitch and then they would take the stones out of the baskets and cast them upon a woman who was most likely innocent of anything worse than being a bitch or turning down a man’s advances.
 

It would be only a few moments before the first stone was thrown.  Teela downed the rest of the wine, left a coin on the table and rose to leave.  As she did, she saw, out of the corner of her eye, a small boy dashed forward, picked up a rock and heaved it at the woman.  He giggled to being doing something so adult.  It fell short, but that was the signal to start.
 

Teela turned to the wench beside her.  “Be careful,” she told the girl.  Then she was leading Thunder out of the square and back towards the gate.  Shouts were rising behind her, in which were lost the woman’s screams.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter II
 

A Rescue
 

 
 

“We’ll find something along the road, old pal,” she told her horse as she mounted.  “Or buy something from a farmer.”
 

She rode out the town gate, hurrying to rid her ears of the screams.  They faded away, but if from distance or the source being quieted, could not be said.
 

A dusty dirt road turned towards the distant mountains, still many days ride away.  The country there was low foothills gradually rising to the east.  It was a dry country, being on the wrong side of the mountains to benefit from the ocean breezes and moisture.  A few streams wandered down out of the mountains where snow remained constant all year round, though the bottom edge retreated in the summer and grew in the winter.  This being late summer, only the peaks still held their white caps.
 

A few trees grew in the valleys and ravines where water could be found.  The rest of the land was barren save for a few bushes and thorny plants that somehow survived.  Teela had hoped to find farms before entering the mountains but none were to be seen.  She was very aware of how flat was the food bag carried behind her saddle.  It would be meager rations for a while, and for both her and her horse.
 

She paused where the road turned to the right.  She had hoped that the road would lead her into the mountains, but apparently it preferred to skirt them.  It might lead her to another town, but how far ahead she had no idea, having not stayed in the last town long enough to ask.
 

There was a small spring among the rocks of a ravine, not much water flowing at that time of the year although a few scraggly trees marked its course.  She dismounted and led Thunder to the meager creek and let him drink.  They would rest a bit in the shade of one of those trees, allow the sun to sink behind them, and then resume their journey.  She was filling her water bag when she heard voices.  Someone was coming down the road.
 

Instantly she was on her guard, alert to any approaching danger.  Might be some villagers, but it might be brigands or worse.  She was well aware that there were worse men roving the land, worse than bandits who wanted only your gold.
 

The voices approached and she could make out a party of five, four men and a woman.  The men were armed with short swords but did not appear to be soldiers or bandits.  Their coarse clothing bespoke more of villagers.  But it was the woman that drew Teela’s attention.  She was stumbling along in the middle of the men.  Her arms and neck were locked in a wooden yoke, a heavy one to judge by the manner in which it bent her back.  A rope tied to the yoke was used to pull her along when her steps faltered.  Her clothing had once been that of a farmer but was now torn and dirty.  It also exposed a fair amount of her skin to view, far more than would be appropriate in most civilized places.  Since the woman was young, fair to look upon, it was no surprise that there were obvious signs that these men had been abusing her.  They taunted her with words and jerking of the rope.  She nearly fell twice in the minute Teela had been watching.
 

Teela would normally have hidden until the group passed but had been caught with no place to hide.  Best to show no fear, she knew.  She stood and took the water bag to attach it to Thunder’s saddle.  Her back was to the men, but she knew that had seen her when their taunting halted and silence followed.
 

She turned to face them.  The group had stopped only a dozen paces away and were all staring at her, save for the girl whose body was bent by the weight of the heavy wooden yoke.
 

“We are thirsty,” one of the men said.  “We need to use that stream.”
 

“I am finished.  Take what you wish,” she told them.  Then she took Thunder’s reins and led him to the side to allow a clear path for the men.  The temptation to mount and ride off was strong, but Teela did not.  She was looking at the captive maiden, guessing that she had left childhood only a couple summers before.
 

“What is this child’s crime that you should treat her so?” she called out.
 

Two of the men were kneeling at the creek, cupping water in their hands and drinking.  Another held on to the girl’s rope while he waited his turn.  It was the man who had spoken before who turned to Teela.  The leader, she thought.  Probably because he’s bigger than the others.
 

“This bitch is a witch,” he pronounced, and then spat on the ground.  “We’re taking her into Shassja to be tried.  And then hanged,” he added with a smile.
 

Instinct was yelling at Teela to flee.  This was none of her business.  But another instinct was speaking otherwise.
 

“Have you proof of her guilt?” she asked.
 

“All that we need,” he told her.  “And what business of yours is it?”
 

“None,” Teela said evenly.  For a few moments neither said more.  The man was thinking, she knew.  She could almost hear his thoughts.  Here was a woman alone and well away from the town.  And not a local by her dress.  She might wear a sword but, with the usual male cockiness, he assumed it was more for show than use.  Women were not fighters.
 

“Good,” he said, and then added, “Where you from, bitch?”
 

Teela could feel all the men tense.
 

“We don’t like strangers telling what we can do or not do with a witch,” he continued.
 

He was building up his courage and inciting the men.  He planned to do something.
 

“As I said, it is none of my business,” she told him.
 

For a moment the dry air was still enough for Teela to hear the soft weeping of the captive girl.  She knew as a certainty that the girl was no witch.
 

She also knew what she had to do.
 

Good sense would be to mount up and ride away before these ragged men took it in their minds to act.  But good sense does not always follow your instinct.  There was no way these men could possibly know, but the woman standing before them felt more akin to the girl in the yoke than they could even imagine.  She knew that she could not allow these men to drag her into the town she had just left.  She could not allow them to stone her to death.
 

Teela had felt just as strong a feeling back in the town, but there had been far too many people there for her to possibly do a thing about it.  It shamed and hurt her that she had turned her back on the woman and fled.  That was not the way of her people.
 

With a warrior’s instinct, she knew that a critical point had been passed.  She knew they were going to act.  The time for words and logic had passed.  Slowly, she drew the sword from her scabbard.  It was three feet of polished steel shining in the sun.  “I will take the girl,” she told them.  “I will deal with her.  Go back to your farms.”
 

The man looked surprised, but he recovered rapidly and laughed.  “Big, brave woman!  Hell, bitch, you ain’t hardly older than this witch here.  You think you’re going fight four men?”
 

“If I have to.”  She could sense them all alert now, their hands drifting down towards the short swords they wore on their belts.  “I don’t believe that girl is a witch,” she added by way of justification.
 

“I think that I’ll just take that sword away from you,” the leader growled.  “You might get hurt with it.”
 

He moved.  He reached out with one hand towards her sword as if to take it away.  But the other hand was formed into a fist and it was his intent to hit her while she was distracted.
 

It did not work.  As his fist launched towards her head, she whirled.  Ignoring the hand reaching for her sword, she spun around, bringing the sword in a smooth arch to intercept the male fist.  The sword cut cleanly through his wrist.  His fist fell into the dust.
 

For a long second the man just stood there, shock and disbelief written on his face.  His arm, still reached out from his attempted strike, was pumping blood onto the sand.
 

He yelled and jerked his stump into his belly.  He bellowed in rage and tried to draw his sword with the good hand.  “Kill the bitch!” he yelled.  “Kill her!”
 

The leader was still the man closest to her, but she saw one of the others moving towards her, sword already out and poised to strike.
 

She held her sword above her shoulder and waited for him.  He was not a soldier or even an experienced swordfighter.  He charged right in, assuming that he could stick her before she could do anything.  But the blade flashed in the sun as she swung it.  The arch was downward and sideways, and knocked his sword aside with such force that he almost spun round.  Before he could bring his sword around for another strike, the point of her sword was deep in his chest.
 

She yanked it out and turned back to the leader.  Behind him, she could see the other two men, swords ready and circling around their leader.  Teela moved before they could get in position to flank her.  The leader had just pulled his sword from his belt and was lifting it for a blow.  Teela moved to his left, cutting her sword across his left side.  Then she was passed him and was dealing with the man on that side.  She twisted to avoid his thrust, and then decapitated him with a sweep of steel.
 

Instantly she was moving towards the fourth man.  Seeing his friend’s body still standing here but with his head fallen at his feet, he stopped.  Before he could turn to run, Teela’s sword knocked aside his blade and cut across his belly on the return swing.  The man dropped to his knees, holding his stomach and staring in disbelief at the blood soaking his robe.
 

She knew that it could take a man a long time to die from a belly wound like that.  As a kindness, she swung again, removing his head cleanly from his shoulders.
 

Instantly, she was turned and faced the leader.  He was still standing there, bleeding stump held in his good hand as he tried to stop the flow of blood with his robe.  The slash on his side was making a widening stain on his robe.  He would die in a few minutes, of that Teela was sure.  For a few moments she was tempted to let him bleed out his life on the dirt of that road.  To do such was probably no more than what he deserved for what he had done to this innocent girl, and the death he had intended for her.
 

She heard his moaning and saw the pure fear in his eyes.  Then she ran him through the heart – as a kindness, a swift death over a slow one.
 

She wiped her sword on a non-bloody part of his robe and checked all four bodies.  All were dead.  She knew as soon as she saw the look in that man’s eyes that she had to kill them all.  She could have killed the leader and maybe one other. The rest would have run.  But she could not leave anyone alive to tell who had done this.  She had a mission to fulfill, and she did not need the townspeople or priests chasing her.
 

She went to the girl who was now kneeling in the dirt.  Her head was turned down and she had not seen the very quick battle that had saved her from death.
 

Teela sighed as she untied the binding on the yoke to allow it to separate into two halves.  When it was off, she saw the red scraping and bruises on her wrists and neck from that hard wooden collar.  The girl looked up.  Her face was dirty, her hair scraggly and her eyes red from weeping.  Still, she was a pretty young woman.  With her filled-out figure and good looks, she reminded Teela of her own people.  Strong, beautiful and self-reliant women were the trademark of the Amazons.
 

“Come with me,” she told the girl.  “We should get away from here.”
 

The girl looked at her in bewilderment.  Going from abused captive to free woman in a few seconds was proving hard for her to understand.
 

She looked passed Teela and saw the bodies lying in the dirt.  Turning back to Teela, she asked, “You did that?”
 

“They deserved it, did they not?”
 

“Yes.  They are brutes.  I am not a witch!”  With that, she spat in their direction.
 

“Then let us be on our way.  You don’t want to wait around here to explain those dead bodies, do you?”
 

She shook her head.
 

“Then come with me.  I’ll find a place for you away from here.  Someplace where you will be safe.”
 

The girl allowed herself to be led over to Thunder.  She seemed frightened by the big horse, apparently not used to such.  But she took Teela’s arm to be lifted to the horse behind Teela.  Having put her sword scabbard on the front of the saddle so as not to have it between them, the girl put her arms around Teela and pressed her chest to Teela’s back.
 

The touch of this girl’s arms and breasts pressing against her back brought memories and feelings to Teela.  Memories of long nights and warm female bodies pressed against hers.  It had been unfortunate that she had to kill four men, but she was glad she had done it.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter III
 

I Am an Amazon
 

 
 

“My name is Tammarra.”
 

The two of them were sitting beside a small creek in the shade of some trees as the sun neared the western horizon.  Teela had ridden along the road for a short distance to mix her horse’s tracks with others, then turned off the road and towards the mountains again.
 

“I am Teela.”
 

They had not talked on the ride into the hills, each deep in her own thoughts.  But, when enough distance had been covered and the sun was low in the sky, Teela stopped them by a creek.  There would be water, some grass for Thunder, and it was hidden in a ravine.  She did not think that they would be followed, but why take chances?  She would not light a fire that night.
 

“You said you are not a witch,” Teela said as a way of asking Tammarra’s story.
 

“I am not,” Tammarra said with heat.  “It was that man, Ballock.  He wanted me for his third wife.  When I turned him down, he tried to take me by force.  I stabbed him.  Then he told me that if I would not be in his bed, I would be in no man’s bed.  He told the village that I was a witch and had tried to seduce him then stabbed him when he fought me off.  In just two days, he had everyone convinced I was a witch.  I was blamed for all sorts of things.  Some of the men said they had seen me dancing naked in the moonlight.  Some of the woman said that I had put curses on them and their children.  And I made some of the cattle die.
 

“They kept me tied up in a hut.  He wanted them to hang me as witch, but my mother begged the people to take me to the town to be tried by a real priest.  Enough said that was right and Ballock had to take me.  You saw how they made me walk with that heavy thing on my neck.  It was terrible.”
 

“Did they use you?” Teela asked.
 

“No!  Oh, you mean…  Yes, they did.  I am not a virgin any more.  My mother was arranging for me to marry soon, but I did not want my flower taken like that.  It should have been my husband, whoever that would be.”
 

“Arranged marriages?”
 

“Yes.  That is the way of our village.  But there were a couple young men in the village that I would have been pleased to be married to.”  Her features softened as she said that and a faint smile came to her face.
 

“You want to go back to your mother?”
 

“I…  No.  I cannot go back to the village.  They would blame me for these killings.  I mean, I thank you for doing that to save me, but...”
 

“You would have been stoned,” Teela told her.  “I saw that being done just before I met you.”
 

“Stoned…?  That would be horrible.”
 

“Yes, it would.”
 

Teela had been thinking about their situation during the ride.  She had pretty much guessed the girl’s story, and knew what she would do.
 

“You can ride with me,” she said.  “Or I can leave you someplace where they won’t find you.”
 

“I would like to stay with you.  At least for now.”
 

“That is fine with me.  But you will help with the hunting, cleaning of clothes, tending Thunder, all those things.  You pull your own weight, understand?”
 

“I worked our farm,” she said.  “I am used to hard work.  I can do it.”
 

Tammarra was not a weakling or one of those women who live a comfortable life and turn soft.  Teela believed her.
 

“Tam-mar-ra.  That’s a long name.  What are you called for short?”
 

“Tam.”
 

“Then I will call you Tam.”
 

It was becoming twilight and the air cooling off.  While they could still see without lighting a fire, she shared some of the dried meat she had with Tam.  Thunder had eaten his fill of grass and settled down only a few feet away.  Teela spread her blanket on the ground and told Tam that this was all they had in the way of bedding.
 

“If it gets colder during the night, we will cuddle.  That will keep us warmer.”
 

Teela did not tell this girl of her real feelings about being body to body with her.  The way of the Amazons was not the way of all peoples, and two girls becoming intimate was taboo in some lands.  But she did have feelings towards the girl she had rescued.  Teela, had only known of a man’s lovemaking when one tried to take her flower by force.  He should have known better.  She killed him.
 

Save for that attempt, which she survived still a virgin, all her sexual activities had been with other women in the tribe.  It was a natural and wonderfully intimate act between two women.  It would be nice with this pleasing young woman, she thought.  She felt a stirring in her loins and had to push down those feelings.  For now, at least…
 

“Where are you from?” Tam asked.  “I have never seen a woman who looks like you.  And I have never heard of a woman who could best four men with swords.”
 

“I am an Amazon,” she said simply, then waited to see if Tam understood.  In the fading light, she could see Tam was puzzled.  So she set about explaining.
 

“We live in a land far from here, far to the south.  In that land, there are only women, no men.  It is the way we wish it to be.”
 

“But how…”
 

“How do we continue?  Sometimes, if a woman wishes it, a man will be caught and brought into our land.  He will then be used to breed with any woman who wished to become with child.”
 

“What do you do with them afterwards?”  Tam was obviously interested.
 

“Depends.  If the man is pleasing to the women, we may keep him for a while.  At least, until all the women who wish to become with child have been satisfied.  Then he will be released.  If he does not please us, we kill him.”
 

“Kill him!”
 

“Yes.  We do not keep men around save for when we need them.  Men are trouble.”
 

“That I can understand.  But some men are… Well, nice.”
 

“Maybe to you.  But I was raised an Amazon.  We are different.  Often we will keep a man as a prisoner until those who want children have had them.  If the man is good, we may let him depart with all male offspring.”
 

“You keep only the girl babies?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“I guess that makes sense if you don’t want men around.”
 

“It was different in the older days.  When a male child was born, he was killed.”
 

Tam said nothing, but her silence expressed her feeling about that well enough.
 

“We are warriors,” Teela continued.  “We are trained to fight from the moment we can hold a small sword.  We can shoot arrows, use swords and lances, and, if need be, fight with our bare hands.  Any of us can defeat most any man.”
 

The stars were appearing in the darkening sky and the moon was high, half a circle and bright.  A single night bird could be heard sounding a lonely call someplace not far off.  Teela placed her sword next to her in easy reach, and prepared for sleep.
 

“If you live in a land far off, why are you here?” Tam asked.
 

“I have a mission to perform.  Something I must do.”
 

“What is this mission?”
 

“I will not say.”
 

“Oh…”
 

Tam, after her rough ordeal, fell asleep almost immediately.  Teela remained awake for a while as the stars of Dannite, the Gift Giver, rose in the sky.  It was good, she felt, that she had saved this girl from death.  But it also gave her a responsibility, something she really did not need if she was to fulfill her mission.  She fell asleep hoping that she had not made a mistake.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter IV
 

Cold Punishment
 

 
 

The air inside the cave was surprisingly warm, almost hot, in fact.  Selena, after a long trek tightly bound and slung over the back of a horse, had become chilled to the bone when she and her captors had begun up the mountainside.  She could see the mountain ahead of them when the trail turned just right.  Otherwise, all she saw was trees and rocks and dirt.
 

They had traveled a handful of days since she was awoken in the middle of the night by a rough male hand over her mouth.  A sharp blade against her throat helped to enforce the whispered command not to make a sound.  Quickly she was turned over, and ropes bit into her wrists and elbows, then her legs.  A cloth was shoved into her mouth and tied in place.  Then she was picked up and thrown over the shoulder of a man.  As the door was opened, a little light from the moon trickled in, just enough for her to see her mother, the Queen of all the Amazons, lying in a pool of her own blood.  Selena gasped and began to struggle, no longer fearful of what they might do to her but anxious to kill these men for what they had done.
 

But strong male arms held her, as did the tight ropes.  She could do no more than whine through her nose, and when she tried that, her nose was pinched.  Very soon she began to feel the effect of a lack of air and grew faint.  By the time her nose was released, she had almost passed out and they were beyond the village and into the forest.
 

Selena vaguely wondered what had happened to the guard who patrolled the village at night.  Was she lying in a pool of her own blood somewhere?
 

After a while, she was lifted off the hard shoulder and placed on the back of a horse.  Ropes under the animal secured her in place.  Then they were riding through the night, guided by the light of a pre-dawn moon.  The ride was harsh on the naked woman, the horse’s backbone hard and she could not protect herself with hands.  It was hours after the sun was up before they stopped.  There were no signs of pursuit so they rested the horses.
 

The leader of that band untied Selena from the horse and allowed her the luxury of lying on a hard, but not bouncing and jolting ground.  Since Amazons sleep naked, he could see all there was to see of this girl.  That he liked what he saw was evident in the leer painted across his face.  But there was something more than male lust there, something that frightened her more.  He looked at the patch of golden hair between her legs and grinned.  “Seeros will be pleased,” he told her.  “You are the Golden One he demanded.”
 

Who the hell was this Seeros, she wondered?  Then she remembered that the man had spoke of a god of his people.  Shit! she said silently.  A bunch of religious nuts!
 

The ropes were taken off her but no chance for freedom allowed.  The men stood around her as she stretched sore muscles and looked at the red marks on her wrists and ankles.  During that short bit of freedom, she was allowed some water and a little dried meat.  Then her arms were bound behind her back and she was lifted up to the horse’s back.  This time a blanket had been placed there first to afford her some protection.  Her ankles were bound connected with rope under the horse so that she could not jump off.  With her arms bound, she had to hold on with her legs only, a fact that the men seemed to find amusing, and jokes were made about the lucky horse.
 

Selena asked for clothes and was treated to even more amusement.  “You’ll get clothes when we get higher up,” one of them told her.
 

The journey continued for three days.  At night, she was allowed off the horse, but tied to a tree where they camped.  The blanket that she had sat on all day was thrown over her, and she was forced to sleep as best she could with her back against a tree and her hands tied on the other side.
 

As it happened, they did not have any extra clothes, so, when the air began to become cool and then cold as their path wound up the mountain side, she was taken off the horse, wrapped in the blanket and then thrown over the horse’s back like a sack of potatoes.  Her bundle was tied to the horse and she had to endure the harsh ride up the trail.
 

The blanket covered most of her, but left her legs sticking out as well as her head.  By the time they were passing patches of snow in the shadows where the sun did not shine, she was shivering.
 

Several times she asked why they had kidnapped her and what they planned to do with her, but her questions were thrust aside with crude male laughter.  “You’ll find out,” they told her.  “When Seeros gets you.”
 

It was a cold, miserable woman with a sore body that was finally unloaded in a small village above the snowline.  Huts surrounded a large hall, all made from rough cut timber.  She saw only a few men and no women, but there was smoke coming from the roof of the hall.  Perhaps they were inside, cooking or something.
 

Her ankles were untied but not her arms.  As she stood shivering in the cold air, one of them placed that blanket over her shoulders and knotted the corners so that it would stay on.  It provided little in the way of warmth, but she was glad that there was something to cover her nudity.  She was prodded in the back and told to walk along a path behind the leader.  As she turned to follow, she noticed a man leading the horses out of the village.  She saw no stable.  Maybe these people did not normally keep horses.
 

Behind the largest building, they came upon a strange scene.  A woman, one of their kind to judge by her hair color and features, was tied to a post.  She wore only a skirt of leather with her breasts bare to the cold.  Her hands were tied behind the post and her feet were bare as they stood in the snow.  She looked up when she heard the voices.  Her lips were trembling with the cold so much that she could hardly get the words out through her chattering teeth.  Selena did not understand her words, but the leader laughed and told her something back, something that depressed her.  She hung her head and stood there, shivering.
 

“She wants to know if her time is up,” the leader told Selena in the Trade Tongue.  “I told her the day was not yet over!”  He seemed to find that amusing.  The half naked woman apparently did not.
 

“What did she do to deserve this punishment?” Selena asked.
 

“She was unfaithful to her man,” he informed.  “She’s lucky.  Bardric could have bound her naked with ropes and thrown her into the river to be carried away.  We do not like our women fucking other men.”
 

“Won’t she freeze out here?”
 

“No.  She’s tough.  She’s Dassish.  We are all Dassish, the Chosen People, the Snow Warriors.  She can take it.  And when Bardric comes to take her back to his bed, she will be very grateful.  And,” he added with a leer, “She will think twice before spreading her legs for another man.  She will do it sooner or later, but she’ll remember this first.”  He laughed.
 

Leaving the woman tied to her post, they continued.  It was a short journey to a cave opening behind the main hall.  The entrance was only the size of a doorway, but a stone’s throw inside it widened into a large room.  As she entered the room, she noted that the air was much warmer.  Inside that large room, her guards shed their outerwear, as it was no longer needed.
 

Looking around, Selena saw several torches set into holders in the walls.  They illuminated a bubbling pool of strong smelling mud, the apparent source of the warmth she was feeling.  There was an altar made of chiseled stone with a symbol carved and painted on it.  It was the circle with the grinning skull in it that she had seen on some of their clothing.
 

To one side there was a large hole in the wall, deep enough so that the inside was hidden in shadow.  She saw something move in that shadow.
 

“That is a wench who will be very glad that you are here,” the leader told her.  “She was the Golden One before you.”
 

He unknotted the blanket and took it off Selena’s shoulders.  “Go over and see her,” he told her, then turned to give some orders to the men.
 

Selena looked back to the entrance but there was a man standing there.  Her legs were free and she might have made a run for freedom, but knew it would end very fast.  She took a few steps towards the hole in the wall.  The roof of it was low, only half the height of a standing man and it appeared to go back a ways.  Again there was movement, dimly seen in the flickering shadows from the tortures.  Selena took a few more steps until she was standing only a few feet away.  That close, she could see that the movement in there was made by a woman.  She seemed to be cowering.
 

Selena sensed someone come up behind her and turned to find the leader standing there.  “She’s shy,” he told her.  Then he went forward and knelt down by the entrance to the smaller cave within a cave.  He reached for something on the floor by the entrance.  Selena realized that it was the end of a length of chain, and it was fastened to an iron ring set into the rock wall.  He tugged on the chain, backing up as he did so that Selena could see.
 

At the other end of the chain was a young woman.  She, like Selena, was naked.  Her body was dirty with dust and dried mud.  Her hair was a tangled mess.  The end of the chain was wrapped around her ankle and riveted in place there.  As he pulled, she was forced out into the light.  Selena could see that she was very afraid.
 

In the light, her long hair could be seen to be a very light shade of pale yellow, almost like Selena’s but not nearly as impressive as her mane.  It was more of a light honey color than the pure gold of Selena’s.
 

“We had thought that she was the Golden One,” he told her.  “But we found she was not.  She was not pure for Seeros.  We set out again to find the one, true Golden One.  You.”
 

Before Selena could ask any questions, two men entered the room.  One held a length of chain and the other a hammer.
 

“Sit down here,” she was told.  Selena did, but nervously.  This whole scene was getting more fearful by the minute.  Now they were to lock her ankle in a chain and she would be a prisoner in that cave, just as this other girl was.
 

She was right.  The two men knelt and wrapped the chain around her ankle.  One placed the chain on a rock, and held a rivet through two links while the other pounded it closed with the hammer.  The heavy blows flattened the ends of the iron rivet.  She felt heat coming from it and knew that they had heated the rivet so it could be shaped more easily.
 

They did the same with the other end of the chain, securing it to the iron ring in the wall.  She was now chained the same as the other girl.
 

Only then did they take off the ropes that had bound her arms behind her for so long.  She was glad to see them go and to have her arms free again.
 

The put out all the torches, save one, and then left the cave and the two girls alone.
 

Selena felt a tug the chain and turned to see the other girl retreating into the hole.
 

“No, wait.  Come out here,” she begged.  “We can talk.”
 

The girl paused but did not answer.
 

“Do you understand me?” Selena asked.
 

No answer.
 

“Wonderful, we don’t speak the same language.”  She tried both the Amazon language and Trade Tongue, but got no response.
 

Squatting where she knew the girl could see her, she pointed to herself and repeated “Selena” several times.  Eventually the other did the same, indicating that her name was Leeloo.
 

“Have they hurt you?” Selena asked.  Leeloo looked puzzled.  “This is going to take some work,” Selena muttered.  “But I don’t seem to be going anywhere.”
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter V
 

The Mission
 

 
 

The next morning, after an unsatisfying breakfast, Teela discovered that Tam knew nothing of the path ahead.  Her village and the surroundings were all she knew.  The mountains were a place that no one went.
 

“It is said that the evil god Seeros lives up there,” she told Teela as they rode higher into the hills.  “No one will go there for fear that he will catch them and drink their blood.  There are also tales that his followers are just as evil as he is.  They sacrifice innocent women and children to him and he gives them powers unlike other humans have.”
 

From her seat behind Teela, Tam could not see her sudden interest in what the girl was saying.
 

“Is the sign of this Seeros a circle with a skull in it?” she asked.
 

“Yes, that’s what my mother told me.  How did you know?”
 

“Luck guess.  It is in these mountains that the followers of Seeros live?”
 

“That’s what the elders say.  A very evil place, they say.  But then all is evil now.  There is the drought.  The farms are drying up.  Many fall to a strange sickness; people dying every day.  Their skin turns black and open sores run with blood.  Demons have been seen everywhere.”
 

“Have you seen a demon?”
 

“No, but some travelers said that they did.”
 

“Why is it always someone knows someone who has seen them, but not themselves?”
 

“Demons are hard to see?”
 

Teela did not bother to answer that.
 

After a while passed, Tam suddenly asked, “Hey!  Are we going into the mountains?”
 

“Yes.  That is where I must go.”
 

“Holy shit!  You didn’t tell me that.”
 

“You can leave if you wish.  Just jump down and walk away.”
 

Tam said nothing but continued to hold on to Teela’s waist.  Eventually, she said, “It would be better if you did not go there.  People never returned from those mountains.  Especially Death Mountain.  That’s it there.  The tall one.”
 

When Teela said nothing, Tam continued.  “Why do you have to go there?  What is so important to risk your life for?”
 

Teela stopped Thunder.  She looked around at the bleak hills, boulders and brushes.  The vegetation had increased but was still not much to speak of.  She dismounted and held up a hand for Tam to get down.  She was still a little scared of jumping off the horse.
 

Letting Thunder wander off to look for grass, Teela sat on a rock.  “I told you of my tribe,” she began.  “We are not big in numbers, but we are very loyal to each other.  We are Amazons and that makes us special.  I love my sisters just as they love me.  We would go to any extreme for another of our tribe.
 

“Two weeks ago, a party of men came into our land.  They were strange men.  Our Queen was all for attacking them and driving them off.  But they were a double handful in number and the battle might be costly – on both sides.  Instead, she allowed them to enter the village and offered them food and drink, hoping to quickly send them on their way without bloodshed.
 

“The leader of them, a tall man who called himself Monamote, told us that they had been sent on a pilgrimage by their god.  He called the god Seeros and a few of his men had the sign of a circle with a grinning skull in the middle.  He said that they were sent to seek out the Golden One.  And that they were tasked with bringing back this Golden One for their god.
 

“That might have been the end of the matter had not Selena come out of the Queen’s hut.  Selena, you see, is a little different from the rest of us.  She was the daughter of the Queen and a man who wandered into our village one day.  He was a man with long, golden hair and blue eyes.  He was fair to look upon, and the Queen took him to her bed.  But in a few moons later he died of some sickness.  Moons later, Selena was born.  Like her father, she had golden hair and blue eyes.  As she grew, she became the most beautiful of us all.  Not only was she fair of face, but also she had the most perfect body of any Amazon, which is saying a lot because we all are good in that way.
 

“She came out to see these men who had come to our village.  When the stranger saw her, he fell upon his knees and uttered words in a strange language, not the Trade Tongue.  Then, in Trade, he said, this is the Golden One.  She must accompany him back to his land for his god.
 

“Selena laughed at him and said that she appreciate him saying she was fit for a god but she would never leave our land.
 

“That’s when things got nasty.  The men put their hands on their weapons. We put our hands on ours, ready to draw them and destroy these interlopers.  But the man looked around and saw that we were many.
 

“He said that maybe he was wrong and they must continue their search for the Golden One.  But I saw lies in his eyes.  They left, but next morning we found the Queen dead in her bed, her throat cut.  And Selena was gone.  It was not hard to figure that the men had taken her.  We sent scouts out in every direction.  One came running back, saying that she had seen some of the men at the edge of the forest.  We all ran that way as fast as possible.  The men were high up into the pass to Bone Valley when we saw them.  We tried to follow but they rolled down boulders upon us and some were killed.  The pass was blocked by the boulders.
 

“They escaped us, but not before one was shot with an arrow and left behind by his comrades.  We took him back to the village.  He was tortured to find out where the men might have taken our next Queen.  He would not say at first, but when the torture became too much pain he cried out that they had come from the snow mountains to the north.  Before we could learn more, the rope pulled off his manhood and he fainted.  Before we could revive him, he died.
 

“The youngest and strongest of us made a vow to search out and find Selena.  And, of course, bring her back.  We would head north but split up, each going a different direction.  I left the village over a moon ago, searching for these snow mountains.  From what you tell me, these are those mountains.  And that god who wanted the Golden One now has a name: Seeros.”
 

Tam was silent for a while.  “Why don’t you go back to your village and get all the women?  Then you might be able to take back your sister.”
 

“From what the man said, the Golden One is to be sacrificed to this god on the night of the full moon when Ackkarb, the Horned One, is at the highest point of the sky.  That should be the next full moon.  I do not have time to go and return with others.  I must do this alone.”  She paused for a deep breath.  “It is my vow.  It is honor.  I must do it.  Or die trying.”
 

Tam looked shocked.  “Wouldn’t it be easier to just pick a new Queen?”
 

“You do not understand.  I saved your life because you are a woman, as I am.  I must save Selena’s.  But if you do not wish to go with me, then leave.”
 

Tam stood up.  For a while it appeared that she would leave.  But she stood there, hard to read emotions on her face.  “You’re right, you did save my life,” she finally said.  Turning, she looked up at Death Mountain, home of Seeros and a bunch of really mean men.  “Hell, I can’t go back home.  And it’s not safe for a woman alone.  Might as well go with you.  Well, what are we waiting for?  The full moon is not far off.”
 

Teela felt a surge of happiness within.  Here was a girl who could have been a good Amazon had she the luck to be born to their tribe.  She called Thunder over and they mounted.
 

“Could we do some hunting on the way?” Tam asked.  “I’m getting rather hungry.”
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter VI
 

Second Place Prize
 

 
 

They had not progressed much beyond names for themselves and a few objects when a couple men entered the cave.  By then, the single torch left burning had run out and left the two girls in darkness almost complete save for the faintest hint of light in the direction of the entrance.  In the dark, Selena would have sought out the other girl that they might hold each other and comfort each other, but Leeloo seemed to be afraid of even another captive girl and scurried away when Selena approached.  That was just before the last flicker of the torch.
 

The men brought new torches, enough to light the center of the room but hide much on the periphery in dancing shadows.  They brought some charred meat of some kind, along with a handful of greens.  The one carrying the food set the two wooden plates down at the entrance to the prisoner’s hole.  Leeloo immediately rushed over and began wolfing down her portion.  Selena ate hers slower but had to force herself not to gobble it down.  She was hungry, not having had much on the journey to this hellhole.
 

The food was quickly finished and the plates taken away.  Then the chain attached to Leeloo’s ankle was pulled on, forcing the girl to come to them, backwards and fighting them all the way.  One held her while the other bound her hands behind her.  Placing a rock by her foot, he positioned the chain atop it, stuck a chisel against the rivet and struck it with a hammer.  It took several blows before the rivet was distorted enough to force it out of the links.  Selena noted that there were bruises around the girl’s ankle.  Perhaps she had been fighting the chain.
 

Leeloo’s ankles were bound and then a blanket wrapped around her.  She was carried out like a package, struggling weakly and uttering what had to be curse words in her language.
 

Selena sighed and set about inspecting the chain around her own ankle while she had light from the torch they left.  It was too tight to slip off her foot and too strong for her to break.  She tried putting the chain over a rock and pounding it with another but the iron links successfully resisted her efforts to break them.
 

She wondered what they were going to do go Leeloo.  She also wondered if she would see the girl again.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

Leeloo was taken to the meeting hall.  Most of the men were there, along with a few women.  But being only women, they had no say in what was to happen.  Her blanket was taken away and she was lifted to a chair where her bound ankles forced her to stand up where all could see her naked body.  When she had first been captured, she had feared she would be forced to have sex immediately but it had not happened.  In fact, none of the men touched her in a sexual way.  Which made her wonder.  She was a good looking woman with a good body.  Why were these men not interested in her?  All the men in her village had shown an interest, some even made offers to her father for her.  From what she had heard, captured women always became slaves.  It might be sexual slaves or work slaves, but either way they were used.  Yet, these men simply held her captive and did not use her in any way.
 

The leader of that clan, named Monamote by his mother before she died giving birth to him, and the largest, most fearsome warrior of them all, walked slowly around the chair on which she stood, looking at all that bare skin.  He then began addressing the assembled group.  Leeloo did not understand his words at all, but had she been able, she would have become very afraid.
 

“This woman,” he told them.  “Was thought to be the Golden One.  And she would have been sacrificed to Seeros at the next full moon.  That is why all of you were told not to touch her.  A maiden to be given to Seeros must not be defiled by man.  But…” he paused dramatically, “Makala checked and she has been with a man.  She is not pure.  She is not good enough for Seeros.  He would not have given us the power we crave.
 

“So we went out again.  And this time we found the true Golden One!”  He lifted his voice.  So did those in the hall.  Most of the men spoke aloud their agreement.  Being bloodthirsty savages, they liked seeing a good sacrifice, but also the idea of their god assisting them in conquering other peoples.  And those who had not yet seen the Golden One had heard from those who captured her that she was, indeed, the most beautiful woman in the world, with a body that would please even a god.
 

“Tonight we will go to the holy cave and Makala will assure us that this woman has not lain with a man.  She will be the sacrifice that Seeros demands. We will have his blessing – and his power!”
 

Cheers greeted his words.  This clan of hard warriors had become discontent with terrorizing the occasional traveler in their mountains.  They wanted more, much more.  And they would have it – with the help of Seeros.  Through their holy man, Rycars, they had been promised that, if they provided the proper sacrifice to Seeros, he would grant them the power to prevail over all peoples and spread their domain over all lands.
 

Waiting until the sound died down some, Kran continued, “So it is that this woman, the false Golden One, is no longer needed.”  He lifted his voice, “What shall we do with her?”
 

Several suggestions rang out in the hall, mostly sexual and some extremely gross.  The prevailing feeling seemed to be that she should be made available every man in the clan to be used repeatedly and in every possible fashion.
 

“That is good,” he told them, his voice rising above theirs.  “But we could also sacrifice her at the full moon.  Would not Seeros delight in two such beautiful women?”
 

A murmer of disappointment rumbled through the crowd.
 

“Or…” Kran paused dramatically, “We do both.  She is already defiled; what is a few more times?”
 

The approval was universal – at least among the men.  The few women present were disgruntled.  If their men sated their sexual appetitive upon this woman, who was, indeed, very fair to look upon, there would be less screwing going on in their own beds.  At least until after the full moon when this one would be sent on her way to their god with appropriate torture and ceremony.
 

“Amman’s hut is empty since that cave bear ate him,” he told them.  “Take her to that hut and tie her down.  And then we shall show her what real men are like!”
 

Leeloo did not like the looks they were giving her, nor the enthusiasm they demonstrated every time this big man looked at her and said something.  She might not know the words, but she knew the looks in those men’s eyes.  And she was afraid.
 

She was picked up and thrown over one man’s shoulder to be carried out of the hall.  The cold air hit her bare skin and made her shiver as she was carried across the snowy ground to one of the huts.  A torch was brought inside and from it a large, crude candle was lit.  It smoked and smelt of animal fat, but it gave adequate light for them to accomplish the securing of this woman.  A bear skin lay on the floor, formerly the bedding of the man unfortunate enough to encounter an angry bear, possibly a cousin of the skin he slept on, and, therefore, no longer needed it.
 

Leeloo as dumped on the bear skin and watched as men brought in wooden stakes and drove them into the hard ground.  Her ankles were then untied and her legs spread wide apart, each ankle being tied to one of the stakes.  Then her arms.  In only a couple minutes, she was spread-eagled widely and very tautly on the bear skin.  Half a dozen men were standing over her, each with the look in their eyes like a cat eyeing a juicy mouse.
 

Leeloo knew what was going to happen even before the first of them began untying the cord of his pants.  She began weeping.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter VII
 

Lessons
 

 
 

As the hills rose higher, vegetation and animals became more plentiful.  Tam proved good at finding edible plants, while Teela was good at trapping rabbits and other creatures.  Those who would not fall into her snares fell victim to an accurately thrown rock from her sling.  They began to eat more regularly, a fact that pleased Tam greatly.
 

One afternoon, while they rested and let Thunder munch on grass, Teela was practicing with her sword, moving the blade gracefully in wide arcs, and then stabbing wicked straight forward with a motion almost too fast to see.  Tam sat on a rock and watched.
 

“Is that hard to learn?” she asked.
 

“Not if you’ve been practicing since birth.”
 

“You Amazons must be hell in battle.”
 

“We are.  We have to be, or our tribe would not survive in a world ruled by men,” Teela said as she sheathed the sword.  “Men tend to be bigger and stronger than women, so we have to be faster and more cunning.  We train for that from the first day we can hold a practice wooden blade.”
 

“I wish I could fight as you do.  You really kicked ass on those men back there.  If you hadn’t been there, I would be dead by now.”
 

“Probably.  As I told you, they stoned a woman just an hour before I ran into you and those bastards.  When problems seem to be building up, people get it into their heads that it is some evil force loose in the land.  Or someone.  Then they start to blame those they have reason to not like or are jealous of.  It can get very ugly.”
 

“Tell me about it!  I was the one they were dragging down that road.”  Tam stood up.  “I know I’ve said it before, but thank you for saving me.”
 

“I could do nothing to save that woman back in the town.  But you were different.  There were only four of them.”
 

“Could you teach me to fight with a sword?”
 

“I could teach you some of the basics.”  She turned to look up at the snow-capped peak of Dead Mountain.  “But we’ll be up there in a day.  Not really much time to teach you.”
 

“I want to learn.”
 

Teela looked Tam over.  “Well, you have good muscles – probably from farm work.  Go and find a piece of branch about the size of a sword.”
 

Tam did, and Teela shaved off the smaller branches and carved it into a crude sword-like shape.
 

“If you have a light sword,” she began, “You can use it with one hand.  The other hand should have a dagger.  But we’ll bypass that for now.  If you have a bigger sword, you’ll have to hold it with two hands.  Like this.  Stand with your feet a little more apart and balance with more of your weight on your toes.  You have to be able to move your feet fast.  Now, the simplest move is to hack with your sword.  Lift it, then swing it downward – like this.”
 

The practice went on for a while.  Teela was pleased to see that Tam had natural athletic ability.  She was not as big as Teela but she could move fast.  She had only to learn where and when to move.
 

When they stopped and Teela called Thunder over to get ready to move on, she gave Tam a good piece of advice.
 

“One of a woman’s best weapons is that she is a woman,” she said.  “A man will assume that you cannot fight and lack the guts to kill, even if you have a good reason.  Don’t brag about how good you are, and hide it if you can.  Let him continue to assume that you will be easy to defeat.  Right up to the moment your blade slits his throat.”
 

Tam put the practice sword in her belt.  It had felt strange to be imagining that she was wielding a sword, and yet right, somehow.
 

This Amazon was making her view life and herself differently.  For the first time in her life, she heard someone tell her that a woman was just as good as a man and should be treated with respect.  It seemed so right when Teela spoke of such things, not like what she had heard all her life.  Be a hard worker, a good wife and mother.  That was all a woman was good for.  Obey your husband in all things.  Bear him healthy sons and please him in bed.  That was a woman’s role in life.
 

Maybe, she thought as they rose higher into the hills, Teela had saved her in more than one way.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

It was dark outside the hut as a few soft snowflakes drifted down.  Many were the footprints leading to and away from the hut in the old snow.  Inside, the candle was burning low and giving very little light.  Leeloo was still spread widely on the bear skin, her nakedness still available for any who wished to use it.  All the males had.  She had never attempted to keep count of the men.  It all became a blur of bodies moving around and over her, of hard male shafts ramming themselves into her.  So many had used her.  Some of the men were so huge that she had screamed when they shoved into her.  Each man seemed to take a delight in ramming her harder and faster than the one before.  It became a contest to see who could make her cry out the loudest.
 

A few of them complained that she should have been tied face down so that they could use the other hole.  They were told that would be done later but for now use her this way and be happy about it.
 

For Leeloo, time had lost meaning.  She lay unmoving as man after man used her body, having lost the will to fight.  Her eyes remained closed and the tears dried up.  She was not even aware of the cold air moving over her naked body when finally there were no more men lying on her.
 

Eventually, two women came into the hut.  They stood there, looking down at her in the dim light.  There were harsh looks on their faces.  Their feelings were not pity or sorrow for the plight of this woman, but anger that she had been the one receiving the attention of their men.
 

“Whore,” one spat at her.  “I’ll be glad to see her when the moon is full and the men sacrifice her.  I hope it is long and painful for her.”
 

“Can’t come too soon for me,” the other replied.
 

“Well, come on,” the first said.  “They told us to put her in the cave.”
 

She knelt to begin untying the ropes from her wrists.  “My man told me that they were going to put her in here every night for the men to use.  You know what that means.”
 

“Not much screwing for us, that’s for sure.  By the Blades of Hell, they made a mess on this bear skin.  Shit, it was a nice skin, too!  Tie her hands behind her.  But I don’t think she’ll be running anywhere.”  She laughed.
 

They lifted her to her feet and the bigger one put her over her shoulder.  She was carried to the cave by that one while the other held the torch.  In the cave, Leeloo was put down on the dirty floor next to the hot mud pool.
 

“They said to keep her tied up,” one said.  “That’s what they said.”  She held the rest of the ropes in her hands.  “But they didn’t say we had to tie her gently, now did they?”
 

The other laughed.  “No, they didn’t.  Give me that rope.  I’m going to tie her elbows together.”
 

She did as Leeloo rested on her stomach.  She pulled the rope as tightly as she could before tying the knots.
 

The other woman knelt and bound the girl’s ankles together.  “Got one piece of rope left.  Know what I’m going to do with this?”
 

“Make her uncomfortable?”
 

“Damned right!”
 

She tied the end of the rope to that rope around Leeloo’s elbows and then passed it around the ropes on her ankles.  It was looped between them a couple times and then pulled.  Her legs bent backwards and folded until her feet were level with her bound wrists.
 

“That ain’t tight enough,” one complained.  So they both pulled on the rope until the girl’s feet were almost touching her elbows.  Then they tied it off.
 

They were laughing as they left.
 

As the torch went with them, Selena watched from the hole where she was chained.  She saw them bind the girl, and then watched in disbelief as they forced her body into a backbreaking arch.  Leeloo’s only reaction was a moan as they did it.
 

The darkness returned to the cave and Selena could no longer see Leeoo.  But she could hear the low moans coming from the semi-conscious girl.  They continued for a long time.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter VIII
 

Correcting a Mistake
 

 
 

“I think we made a mistake.”
 

The admission was uttered by Teela as she stood atop a hill and felt the cold wind coming down from the mountain before them.
 

“My land is warm always.  This snow stuff is strange to me.”
 

“We don’t get any where I came from, either,” Tam informed.  “All I’ve ever seen of it was as a white top to the distant mountains.  It sure is cold, isn’t it?”
 

They were near the snowline and high enough for the air to possess a decided chill and a few patches of snow surviving in the shadows.
 

“We need warmer clothes,” Teela said.
 

“You think so?”
 

Teela glared at her companion.
 

“But where to get them?”  Looking back the way they had come, across the lower hills with the desert a dirty line on the horizon, she added, “I don’t really think it would be a good idea for us to go back that way.  I always try not to return to a place where I left bodies lying around.”
 

“Good idea.”
 

“Well, you lived near here.  Any towns or villages about?”
 

“No.  Like I said, people don’t go up into the mountains.”  She paused as if thinking.  “But I believe I heard people tell of a town to the west.  In these hills, but over that way,” she said, pointing towards where the sun was lowering in the sky.
 

For a long time Teela looked up towards the snowcapped mountain.  There was an urgency to her mission.  But it would do little good if she froze to death from the cold.
 

“We can go along this ridge line,” she finally said.  “One day’s travel only.  If there is no town, we go up again.”
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

The next morning, they saw smoke in the distance.  It was rising into the sky in straight lines, a handful of them, obviously from cooking fires not a brush fire.  They headed that way.
 

The smoke led them to a small village set between two hills with a fair sized creek flowing through it.  It was smaller than the town where Teela had seen the woman stoned, but probably big enough for them to obtain what they needed.
 

As is the custom in such places, the town square held several seller’s stalls with a variety of goods spread out.  Dismounting, Teela told Tam to stay with Thunder.  “If anyone tries to take him, or gives you trouble, yell.  I’ll come running.”
 

Tam agreed, and stood by the big black horse looking nervously around.  These people were strange to her, a girl who had never been far from her home.  Some of them, mostly the men, gave her looks that bothered her.  Perhaps it was the torn condition of her clothing that showed too much of her flesh.
 

Teela, meanwhile, found what she was looking for: a moneychanger.  He was also selling pots and cups.  But there was always someone like him in every village.  She took a small pouch from her belt and removed a single stone from it.
 

“I would like to trade this for some of the money you use,” she told him.
 

He looked her over carefully, noted the sword on her back, and took the small stone.  It was a color that immediately attracted his attention.  Taking a small knife out, he pushed the point into the stone.  “Gold,” he said of the soft metal nugget.  A trade was bargained out, and Teela walked away with a bag of the local coins.  If it had been a fair trade or not, she did not know, nor did she care so long as it was enough to purchase what she needed.
 

A double handful of minutes later, she made her way back to where Tam waited nervously.  She had a cloth sack that she tied to the saddle.
 

“See that woman over there?” she asked Tam, pointing to one of the vendors.  “She has the best clothes of any.  Go there and pick out what clothes you need.  Make sure they’re warm enough.  When she tells you how much the cost will be, come back and I’ll give you the coins.”
 

A few minutes later, Tam was back.  “She says two denarius and two semis.  I think those are the small coins.  The denarius are the bigger silver ones.”
 

Teela, who had learned much about money since leaving her tribe, handed the coins to Tam.
 

“And three denarius for the sword,” Tam added.
 

“Sword?  I told you to get clothing.”
 

“I can’t fight with a wooden stick,” Tam said, reasonably.  “That man there has a nice sword that should be the right size.”
 

Teela sighed, but counted out the extra coins.
 

When Tam returned, she had a bundle of clothes and a sword in a brown leather sheath.  Teela immediately took the sheath out of her hands and pulled the sword out.  She held it up and looked along its blade.  She felt the edge with her thumb and tested the flexibility.  She weighed it careful in her hand.
 

“This is a good pick,” she finally said, handing the sword back.  “I had been afraid you would get one too heavy or too short.”
 

“This one felt right.”
 

“Fine.  We get some food and then get out of here.  I don’t like the feel around here.  Maybe they’re having troubles here also.  They look leery of strangers.”
 

“I noticed,” Tam agreed.  She tied her clothing bag to the saddle on the other side.  Teela showed her how to sling the sword over her back and how to draw it one handed.  Then they mounted and turned back the way they had come in.
 

It was then that trouble struck.
 

Just outside of the town, four men stepped up in front of Thunder.  Each held a sword or an axe, and had the look of a hard man.  The one in front reached up to take a hold of the reins.
 

“What are you bitches doing here?” he asked, arrogantly.
 

“Take your hand off my reins,” Teela told him.
 

“Oh, you don’t like it, do you?”
 

“No.”
 

“So, what are you going to do about it?”
 

Teela said nothing.  She was noting each of the men, the weapons they had and how they held them.  Not one given to idle threats, she repeated her command to him but added no threat.  He sneered at her and turned to his companions.
 

“She doesn’t like me,” he said.  “Maybe that’s because she’s never had a real man fuck her!”
 

“Jump down,” Teela told Tam in a very low voice.
 

Tam, not being stupid, did as she was told.  Quickly she pushed herself backwards and off the rear of Thunder.  Instantly Teela was swinging her leg over the horse’s head and leaping lightly down.  Before she hit the ground, her sword was in her hand.
 

“Oh, look at that!” the man said.  “Where’d you get that sword, cunt?  Stole it from some man?”
 

“I took it from a man,” she said, evenly.  “After I killed him.”
 

The man looked at her, his gaze turning hard.  Time for playing with these bitches was over.  Time to let them know who was boss.  And time to take what they wanted from these two rather good looking women.  And that was more than just the gold in her bag.
 

He dropped the reins and turned to face Teela.  His own sword was in his hand and held up.  Taking a step towards her, he swung the blade in an arch intended to knock the blade from her hand.
 

Instead of trying to block his sword, Teela let her blade move aside.  His sword failed to make the contact he expected and completed the swing, and was pointed down and to his right before he could stop it.  That left his body unprotected.  Teela was already swinging her blade back along the way his had come, as she stepped forward.  The tip of her sword sliced through his throat.  Instantly blood began gushing from the severed artery.
 

The man looked surprised.  Teela was, however, not watching him.  He would not bother her any longer.  She was turning to the next nearest man, the one with an axe and the one that she thought was most likely to be able to use it.  She did not like going up against an axe, especially a large one like that.  He was holding it across his body, which was good because he would have to reposition it to make a swing at her.  He was moving it up when she rushed straight at him, twisting to one side at the last second.  Her blade trailed across the side of his body as she whipped it around.
 

That quickly, two of them were down.  But surprise was no longer her ally.  The other man with the axe already had it held up and to one side so he could make a vicious downswing.  He stepped forward and Teela retreated, hoping that he would swing the axe.  He did not.  He was smart enough to not swing until he was sure the target was in range.
 

He took another step and she retreated another.  Still he did not commit his weapon to movement.  As she expected, he was not the kind to rush forward.  He would advance cautiously, but ready to cut her in half.  And that big, heavy blade could do it.
 

Teela took another step backwards to get a little more room between them.  She shifted her sword to her left hand.  The move puzzled him.  She should have been holding the blade in both hands, ready to parry his swing.  She knelt down and her right hand reached for her boot.  In one smooth, very quick motion, she straightened up, and the knife that had just been drawn from her boot flashed through the air.  The man had both hands on his axe and could not react fast enough.  The knife buried itself into his chest.
 

Teela was already rushing forward.  If the knife hit a rib and did not penetrate, it would at least distract him long enough for her attack.  Fortunately, the knife slid between two ribs and caught part of his heart.  A moment later, Teela’s sword was thrust into his chest, the large blade pushing its way through the ribs.  The man sank to his knees and then fell face forward.  Before he did that, she had pulled back her sword and was turning to face the last man.
 

Teela was worried.  It had taken too long to deal with this axe man.  That time might well mean the fourth man was in position and about to strike her with his sword.  She saw movement out of the corner of her eye, and began to throw her body sideways.  A blade swung through the air, the tip just missing her side.
 

Teela rolled as she hit the ground, and continued the roll until she was on her feet.  She brought her blade up to a defensive position, ready to block another swing on his part.
 

But he did not swing again.  Instead, he had a surprised look on his face.  Looking backwards over his shoulder, he stared at Tam.  She was right behind him, her hands on her newly purchased sword and half its blade sticking into his side.  He turned, bring his sword up to deal a death blow to this stupid bitch.
 

But Teela had not been idly watching.  Before he could begin his swing at Tam, Teela’s blade was swishing on a vicious, strong arc that removed his head from his body.  He went down, dragging Tam’s sword out of her hands.
 

Teela quickly turned a complete circle but no one was coming.  Some of the townsfolk was watching from a distance.
 

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Teela told Tam.
 

“I killed him,” Tam said in shock.
 

“No, you didn’t.  But you helped.  Now pull your sword out of him, wipe the blade clean on his clothes and get back to Thunder.”
 

Teela was cleaning her blade on the axe man, then pulled her dagger out and wiped it quickly.
 

They mounted rapidly and rode out of town, leaving the bodies where they lay.
 

“I killed a man,” Tam said in disbelief.  “I actually killed him.”
 

“Yes, you did,” Teela told her.  Her stab might not have been the death blow, but it certainly helped.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter IX
 

The Morning After
 

 
 

“By the Sacred Scrolls, but you look like an Amazon!”
 

Back up in the hills, far from the village where they left four men scattered on ground freshly wet with their blood, the two had paused to let Thunder rest and to change their clothes.  Teela was commenting upon the clothing Tam had chosen.  There were practical boots of cowhide, a shirt of cotton, leather pants such as a man would wear, and a vest of black leather to match the pants.  It was the pants, however, that evoked the comment.  They were made of soft, supple leather and hugged Tam’s contours tighter than a lover’s embrace.  There was no question that she was a woman.
 

“You said to get clothes that would not hamper movement if we had to fight,” Tam said.  “These are soft and I can move easily.  It feels as if I have nothing on!”
 

“It looks more or less the same,” Teela said dryly.  But she said no more.  Her own pants were in a man’s style and fitted her almost as closely as did Tam’s.  Both of them had thick fur coats that should keep them warm even in the snow country.
 

They resumed their trip upward, towards Death Mountain.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

On that mountain, a young woman was suffering.
 

A man, coming to feed the two prisoners in the morning, found Leeloo in a tight hogtie where he had expected to see her only bound well enough to prevent escape.  He shrugged his shoulders and muttered aloud, “Well, she’s certainly not going to escape.”
 

For a while, he stood there looking at the naked woman, the tight ropes digging into her limbs and the contorted position her body had been held in for most of the night.  Even in those cruel bonds and with her body messed up and dirty, she was a sexy woman.  He had taken his turn with her the prior day – twice, in fact – and felt his manhood again stiffening at the thought of impaling it into this woman once more.
 

He heard a noise and looked over to see Selena crawling out of her hole.  Her naked body was stretched out, her shackled foot tugging at the chain.  She was looking at the food plate in his hands with longing.
 

“Hungry, huh?” he grunted in her direction.  But when he saw her in the torchlight, he turned his full attention to her.  For a while he could not speak and there was a yearning flooding his body – a yearning to possess this gorgeous creature, to have his prick into her and pump until she screamed.  She was not only the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, she was also the perfect woman.  That golden hair, that smooth skin, those curves – all were perfect.  This was not a woman, this was Woman, all that a man could ever desire.
 

The temptation to use her right there and then was almost overpowering.  He set down the plates in front of her while his mind was filled with conflicting emotions.  Desire battled with self-preservation.  If he were to fuck this woman, she would no longer be fit for Seeros.  And when the rest of the clan found out, there would be no torture too great for them to use on him.  With a shake of his head, he pushed the plate forward.
 

Selena grabbed at it and crawled back into the shadows where she eagerly wolfed down the food.
 

The man, trying hard to ignore the wants of his body, turned back to the hogtied woman.  If she were to eat, he would have to untie her.  With a sigh, he knelt and began working at the knots on her elbows.  When the rope between her ankles and the elbows was loosened and her legs unfolded slowly, she moaned and came awake.  Continuing, he removed the ropes from her legs, noting the deep marks where the rope had dug in, then from her arms.  She moaned as each part of her was released and stiff muscles could again move.  He had just finished with the last ropes from her wrists and was wondering how he should leave her when the meal was finished, when she began to cry.  It took a while before he realized that she was crying from the pain of returning circulation.  It must have hurt, for copious tears flowed down her face and her cries were sincere.
 

He pushed the plate towards her, but for a while she was not aware of anything but the pins and needles feeling and the screaming of nerves awakening.  When she finally turned her face to him and seemed to be aware of her surroundings, he again offered the food to her.  She took the wooden plate awkwardly, her fingers not seeming to work properly.  But she began shoveling the food into her mouth.
 

He stood and watched as she ate.  That was a fine body, he noted.  In the dim candlelight of that hut and with her spread wide on the bear skin, she had been beautiful, but now, in the torchlight and moving, she was more so.  Before he left her, a quick plunge into her would be satisfying, he thought.  In fact, she might be grateful that he had untied her and fed her.  Maybe enough so that she would be willing to use her mouth to please him.  That was something that the women of their clan did not like to do, so it was a highly prized occurrence when a woman would give it, whether willingly or by force.
 

But then he remembered what one of the men had told him about sticking your prized organ into the mouth of a captive.  Such a mouth had teeth and what they could do was a terrible thought.  He decided that, even if she seemed willing, he would forego that pleasure and simply fuck her before tying her again.
 

Just as he was ready to put that plan into action, two men came in.
 

“Monamote told us to put these locks on the slaves,” one said.  “He said it would be easier to take them in and out of here.”
 

The men proceeded to drag Leeloo over to the chain that had formerly been riveted around her ankle.  This time, the chain was secured around her ankle by a large, primitive lock.  They dragged Selena out by her chain and removed the rivet to replace it with a second lock.  The women were just as secure, but now it would be easier to take them away.
 

All three men left the cave, one more reluctantly than the other two, leaving the women in darkness again.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter X
 

It is a Cold, Cruel World
 

 
 

Entering the snow country made Teela appreciate the warm climate of her native land, and Tam constantly complained of the cold.
 

“I feel like my nose is freezing.  Why couldn’t your princess get kidnapped by some people from a warmer land?  My hands are cold.”
 

“We’ll rescue Selena and get off this mountain as quickly as we can,” Teela told her.
 

“I hope so.  My toes are cold.”
 

There was a trail but faint and tending to disappear beneath the snow.  Often Teela was able to find it again only by following the direction it seemed to go and what the landscape suggested would be the easiest route.  Near the end of the first day above the snow line, the sun was setting and the air becoming sharper in its bite.  Their breath began to form into clouds, something neither had expected.  Even Thunder’s breath came out as steam.
 

“We’re near the top of the mountain,” Teela said as she stood on a small rise and looked around at the pine trees.  “My guess would be that any habitation up here would be in that valley up ahead and not on the barren mountainside above where the trees grow.  It is getting dark.  We should camp for the night and continue in the morning.”
 

“Hope the sun comes up quickly,” Tam said.  “We aren’t going to sleep on the ground, are we?  There’s snow most everywhere.”
 

“No, we’ll find someplace less exposed.  Back that way there may be caves, or at least someplace between some boulders.”
 

They did find, not too far off the trail, the entrances to half a dozen caves.  Picking one that showed no signs of creatures coming and going, they entered.  Striking flint on a rock gave enough spark to light tinder and then a small candle.  They found the cave was dry, not too deep, but enough to protect them from any wind.  After eating a cold meal, they huddled down under the blankets.  Tam gladly accepted Teela’s invitation to cuddle close to share body heat.  She took the younger girl in her arms as they pressed their bodies together.  Soon, both were warming up.  Tired they were, but neither fell asleep right away.  For a while, they talked about small things, the work on Tam’s farm, the Amazons’ custom of kidnapping men when they felt the need of them, and other such things.
 

Warmer than they had been all day, they grew dozy.  Turned towards each other with their breasts pressed together, their faces were very close.  Without intending to, Teela found herself kissing Tam’s lips.  The younger girl seemed surprised at first but, after a few seconds, relaxed and kissed back, tentatively and unsure of what she was doing.
 

When the kiss broke, both were breathing a little harder.  There something between them, an emotion they could both feel.  Tam might not be experienced with such emotions, but Teela was right at home.  She kissed Tam again, with more feeling.  The kiss was returned, perhaps a little awkwardly but with feeling.
 

As the warmth between them grew, Teela’s hand slipped into the vest to cup Tam’s breast.  The squeeze was gentle and made Tam moan with pleasure.  Teela’s leg slipped between Tam’s and her thigh pressed against her sex.  Tam broke off the kiss and tried to pull back.
 

“This isn’t right,” she said.
 

“It is very right,” Teela insisted.  Her hand behind Tam’s head brought their lips together again.  After that, Tam did not complain again.  She did, however, make noises as Teela played with her body with skillful and experienced hands.  Her hand slipped down into Tam’s pants.  By the time that Teela was fingering that sensitive place, Tam was moaning and holding Teela tightly to her.  Had it not been so cold, they would have cast aside the blankets and their clothes.  But as it was, Teela easily had Tam shivering all over in ecstasy as she held her tightly.
 

Before they fell asleep, their final kiss was gentle.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

In another cave not far away, two other women were alone.  In the darkness, the torch having long since flickered out, they lay close to each other.  The air was not the stinging cold that Teela and Tam experienced, but warm from the heated, bubbling mud pool.
 

Leeloo had been taken out that morning by two men who bound her hands behind her and forced her out of the cave.  She was taken to the same hut where the day before she had been the recipient of numerous men’s unwanted attentions.  Knowing the cruel nature of male desires, she expected to be tied spread-eagle again and having to endure fucking by every man who wished to.  And, being the way men were, they would all be ready to again plunge into her.  She would have fought them, for she did not want that to happen again.  She was still very sore, so it would be painful to have to endure another round of sex.  But with the strength of the men and the fact that her hands were bound behind her, she knew fighting would gain nothing.  Instead, tears began to seep from her eyes and she begged in her own language for mercy.
 

“Will you listen to that!” one man said.  “She’s begging for a good fucking again!  Probably better fucking than she ever got back with her people.”  Both of them laughed.
 

“Sorry to disappoint you,” the other man told her, “But you’re not in for the same excitement this time.  No, not today!”
 

In the hut, she was shivering both from cold and fear.  A rope was looped around her neck, then lengths of rope tied to each ankle.  A wooden barrel was rolled in and placed in the center of the bear skin.  She was pushed down onto the barrel, stomach first so that she was draped over it.  The rope from her neck was tied to one of the stakes driven into the ground.  Each of her ankles was then tied to two other stakes, leaving her legs spread widely.  All of the ropes were tightened down so that she was forced onto the barrel and made immobile.
 

The men stood and admired their handiwork.  Her ass was sticking up, the legs spread, making her readily available.  All a man had to do was kneel between her legs and use the hole he preferred.
 

“Looks like she’s nice and tight,” one man said.
 

“Yeah, nice and tight.  Just the way I like ’em.”
 

“Shall we?”
 

“Why not.”
 

Her bottom was slapped until it was a nice shade of red and stinging.  When the first man knelt behind her and spread her ass cheeks wide apart, she gasped.  When she felt his erection prick pressing against her, she cried out in dismay.  And when he thrust into her, hard and fast, she cried louder and jerked her body.
 

Enjoying himself greatly, the man slammed his body against her with each stroke.  Finally he grunted and held her hips hard against him.  As soon as he moved away, the other man was keeling and ready for a repeat performance.
 

This was the pattern for the rest of the day.  By the time the last of the men had taken his pleasure, she was hardly aware of what was happening.  Unable to take the continued abuse, Leeloo retreated into a semi-comatose state where she was hardly aware of what was happening to her.
 

Late in the afternoon, she was untied and offered some food and water, which she showed no interest in.  With a shrug, her captors dragged back to the prison cave and locked her ankle again in that chain.
 

Selena tried to speak to her but the girl was unresponsive.  Selena was not sure what had happened to her, but it was a fair guess that it was painful and degrading.  As the torch was failing, she crawled over to where Leeloo huddled, curled up into a ball.  The girl jerked when Selena touched her shoulder.  Then she began crying, an emotional flood of pain that spilled out and would not stop.  Selena took her in her arms and held her, giving comfort as best she could.  Eventually Leeloo did fell asleep, but only after she had cried herself out.  Selena continued to hold her, even when the girl shook and moaned from troubled dreams.
 

 
 






  







 
 

Chapter XI
 

Prisoners
 

 
 

“That’s their village,” Teela said.  “But where is Selena?”
 

The morning cooking fire smoke had led them to the group of crude huts around the central meeting hall.  A few people were walking around, mostly carrying firewood or other chores.
 

“She’s probably inside one of those buildings,” Tam replied.  “But which one?”
 

Teela sighed.  Nervously she said, “I hope this is the right tribe.  The next full moon is less than a week off.  And I don’t see that tall man who visited our tribe.  If I could see him…  Wait!  Yes, that’s him!  This is the group who took Selena.”
 

She backed down from the snowy mound.
 

“So what do we do?” Tam asked.  “There’s too many to just attack.”
 

“I’m thinking.  We could wait until dark and sneak into the huts, looking for Selena.  One of them might be where they put prisoners.  Or maybe that bigger building.  That has to be a meeting hall.”
 

“Ah…  Teela, what if we sneak into a hut and someone there is awake?”
 

“We kill him.”
 

“Oh…”
 

The Amazon crept away and returned to the cave where they had spent the night.  Thunder was tethered there and glad to see them.
 

“Teela… About this sneaking and killing, that sounds a little dangerous to me.”
 

“You have a better idea?”
 

“Well, what we need to now is where they are keeping her.  And I’ll bet that everyone in that village knows that.”
 

Teela frowned.  “So we grab someone and make them tell us!  Good idea, Tam!
 

“I’m going back to watch them.  I want to see the patterns; who goes where and when, that sort of stuff.  It would be easier to nab someone away from the village, so we have to know when someone leaves.”
 

“Teela,” Tam began, looking sheepish.  “About that happened last night…”
 

“That’s okay,” Teela told her.  “Tonight you can do the same for me.”
 

“I… What?”
 

“I make you feel good.  You make me feel good.  Works well for both of us, no?”
 

“Yes…  I guess so.”
 

“Good.  Tonight.  Unless we have Selena and need to run away.  Then another night.”
 

“Yeah.”
 

Tam was frowning at the ease with which Teela assumed they had an intimate relationship now, but the more she thought about it, the better is seemed to her.  It did no harm, such as getting her pregnant, an all too frequent result of sex with a man, and it certainly felt good.  Damn good, actually!
 

For a while they sat and shared some of the dried goat meat she had bought.
 

“Teela, this Amazon thing.  You women don’t seem to mind the idea of killing.  Why does it come to easy to you?  I’m still frightened about having killed that one man myself.”
 

“When you live in a world of men who are stronger than you, and who feel it is their right to dominate and do as they wish with any woman, you have to be tougher and meaner than they are.  Most men are stupid.  Killing them is the fastest way to teach them.”
 

“Yeah… Teach them.”
 

“Not to mess with you.”
 

Tam shook her head, but she had to admire what was seeming more and more to her as a practical approach to life.  She remembered those men who had taken it into their minds that she was a witch and were hauling her in bonds off to a date with a stoning.
 

She wondered if she could become that kind of woman, an Amazon.  She was not sure.  But the idea appealed to her, and she did have feelings for Teela.
 

They took turns watching from the forest overlooking the village.  By late afternoon, Teela was getting a fair idea of what most of the buildings were used for.  And none of them seemed to be a prison.  She did not see Selena anywhere but did not expect to.  They would be holding her someplace safe until the night of the full moon.  She did note, however, that some of the women left the village regularly, to fetch wood, bring in water and for other chores.  The trouble was that when darkness came, it was unlikely that anyone would be fetching firewood or water.  So she paid attention to which huts the women frequented.  Especially one that seemed to hold only one woman and was a little farther from the center of the village than most.
 

As the sun was dipping below the treetops, she saw a naked woman being taken out of a hut.  The woman had her hands bound behind her back, but was not Selena.  She looked as if she could hardly walk and had to be supported by two men.  They took her around the hall and towards the nearby steep slope.  When they came back a short time later, she knew that there was someplace in that direction where they kept the prisoners.  At least that one prisoner.
 

She scurried back to Tam and told her of her discovery.
 

“Eat something and we’ll go there before the light fades totally,” Teela told Tam.
 

“Who was that girl you saw?  If it wasn’t Selena, who?”
 

“I’m not sure.  But she was bound and looked as if she had been tortured.  No blood showing, but she could hardly walk.”
 

“Do we rescue her, too?”
 

Teela turned suddenly on Tam.  “Listen!  Selena is our goal.  Nothing else matters.  I’ll leave a hundred prisoners behind if need be to save Selena.”
 

“Okay, okay, I was just asking.”
 

Tam asked no more questions.  But the one resting uneasily on her mind was whether Teela would be willing to leave Tam behind if she thought it was necessary.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

When they came to the mountainside behind the hall, they hid while two men passed them, coming from wherever the prisoners were.  The cave entrance was not easy to find in the dim twilight, but the tracks through the snow were still faintly visible and led them to the entrance.  Just inside the cave, they saw a flickering light.  A little farther in, they could see the single torch set into the ground.  One torch was not a lot of light, but they could see that they were in a large cave.  The torch was next to the mud pool and the air was surprisingly warm.
 

For a handful of heartbeats they stood by the torch, looking for some indication of prisoners.  There was a lack of cages or doors, what one would normally expect.  The mystery was solved, however, when a voice called out to them.
 

“Oh…  Teela!”
 

It was Selena, sitting on the floor in a niche.  Teela rushed over to embrace her friend.  Tam picked up the torch and carried it over.
 

“Who is that?” she asked.
 

Teela was so focused on Selena that she had not noticed the other naked girl lying there.
 

“That’s Leeloo.  They’ve been torturing her.”
 

Leeloo did not look up, even at the sound of her name.
 

“Let’s get you out of here,” Teela said, urgently.
 

“I can’t,” Selena told her.  She held up the chain and showed how it was locked around her ankles.  “I don’t suppose you have the key?”
 

“No,” muttered Teela.
 

“The men bring it, but only when they unlock Leeloo to take her somewhere.  I tried to break it with a rock but it’s too big and strong.”
 

“Shit!” Teela uttered.  She was looking around but there was little in the cave that might help her.  “There’s got to be a way to get that off!”
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XII
 

Searching for the Key
 

 
 

There was no way to get the locks off.  Teela tried smashing them with a rock but the large iron lock resisted her best efforts.  Finally, in desperation, she even tried to smash the chain with her sword.  It made a loud clank but did no good.  Finally, Teela asked of Selena, “Who had the key?”
 

“It is a different man each time.  I would have no idea where it is kept.”
 

This was looking grim.  Having found the Amazon princess, Teela could do nothing to free her.  And the torch was flickering fainter; soon they would have no light to see by.
 

“Back to my original plan.  We grab someone and make them tell us where the key is.”
 

Just then, they heard a sound from the entrance.  Teela motioned for Tam to retreat into the shadows and, as soon as both of them were hidden along one side of the cave, she blew out the light.
 

The light from a torch preceded the man.  It was only one man, who entered and stuck the torch into the dirt before the prisoners.  For a while he stood there, looking at both women and grinning.  But his eyes were mostly on Selena.  “By Seeros, but you are one hell of a woman,” he said.  “I would love to have you.  But the priest says you have to stay a virgin,” he added, grumpily.  “So…”  He turned to Leeloo, who was aware enough now to be looking at him.  She cringed away as he knelt and took her chain in his hands.  It was easy for him to pull her out into the open by that chained leg.  Pushing her legs apart, he prepared to sate his lust.
 

Alas, it was not to be!  Teela was standing behind him, poking the tip of her sword into his back.  He froze, his manhood dangling outside his leather pants, only half awake but eager for action.
 

“Back off her,” Teela told him in Trade.  “Slowly.”
 

The man obeyed reluctantly, coming to a standing position upon an order.
 

“Put that thing away,” Teela told him.  “It’s disgusting.”
 

After removing his manhood from the women’s sight, he looked nervously around, surprised to see four women instead of the two helpless ones he had expected.
 

“That lock,” Teela said, “where is the key?”
 

“I don’t have it,” he proclaimed.  “Monamote has it.”
 

“Monamote… Is he that big man?”
 

“Yes.  He is the biggest of all.”
 

“You are going to show me where I can find Monamote.  I’m sure he won’t mind loaning me the key.”  Her words were emphasized by a poking of the sharp point into his belly.  Not too deeply, just enough for him to get the point.  “Or I’ll cut off his prick and feed it to him.  Same for you.”
 

“That won’t be necessary,” came a rough voice from the entranceway.  “I’m here.”
 

The tall man was standing, blocking the entrance and holding a massive sword.  Behind him were two others, both holding crossbows pointed at the free women.  Teela and Tam froze.
 

“Cannu, take their swords.”  As the man collected the weapons, Monamote was gloating.  “I saw you sneak away and figured this was where you were going.  So I came to make sure that you didn’t take it in your mind to fuck the Golden One.  I know how hard it is for you to keep from poking your rod into anything resembling a female.”
 

“I wasn’t gonna,” Cannue protested.  “I ain’t that stupid.”  He dropped the swords at Monamote’s feet.
 

“You two, take off those clothes.”
 

Teela glared at him.  Tam saw the look in her eyes and knew that she was considering leaping at this man.  From what she had been told, for an Amazon to be forcibly taken by a man was both a disgrace and the worst thing that could happen to one.  From what she had seen of Leeloo, these men were perfectly willing to satisfy their lust on any female, save, of course, for the Golden One.  To Tam, it was obvious that Teela would rather die in a hopeless battle than allow a man to take her.
 

“No,” Tam said.  “Another time.”
 

Teela looked at Tam.  There was no doubting the anger in her eyes.  But Tam was already unbuttoning her vest.  With extreme reluctance, Teela began to do the same.  Selena, from her position on the floor, moaned.  There was little question in her mind that these men would eagerly use Teela and her friend.  And how terrible that would be for the Amazon, whom Selena knew to be a virgin.
 

Monamote sent Cannu to fetch some ropes, then enjoyed seeing two very nice bodies unveiled before him.  That taller one was particularly nice. He almost licked his lips at the curves, full breasts and shapely legs.  She was almost as beautiful as the Golden One.  When the final piece of clothing was off, she stood defiantly facing him, making no attempt to cover her private parts with her hands.  An Amazon does not cower before a man.
 

When the ropes arrived, Monamote was careful to assure that each of the now-naked girls were covered by a crossbow before he stepped forward to begin binding them.  Teela was first, and her hands soon tied behind her.  The wrists were crossed but still he looped the elbows and pulled them tightly towards each other, with the effect of tightening the ropes around her crossed wrists to a painful degree.  Tam was next, bound in the same way.
 

“Let’s take them to the meeting room,” he said.  “Cannu, go and wake up Makala.  I would like to know the status of these two.”
 

Makala was the oldest woman in the village.  The task of determining the virginal status of a woman fell to her because it was found that the men did it too roughly, possibly ruining a virgin just in confirming her status.
 

The two girls were linked by a rope around their necks and led from the cave.  Behind them, Selena felt like weeping and might have, but an Amazon does not cry – at least not at things men do to her.  Teela had come for her.  Freedom had been so close.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

Teela and Tam were taken to the biggest building.  The cold night air bit at their bare skin as they trudged through the snow.  Inside, there were a number of posts helping to hold up the roof.  Teela was pushed down onto her back and her legs lifted up.  Each ankle was bound to one of the posts, which, being not too close together, meant her legs were spread in a wide, strained Vee.  Tam was bound in the same manner between two other posts.
 

A short time later, a woman came in.  Her dark brown hair had a streak of white at the temples, indicative of her age.  She glanced to Monamote then went over to Teela without having been told to.  Surprisingly gently, she inserted one finger between Teela’s legs.  Gently she prodded until it met resistance.
 

Then she repeated the process with Tam.
 

“This one,” she told the men, “has not been with a man.”  She was pointing at Teela.  “But this one has.”
 

Their status confirmed, Makala was dismissed.  Both girls were untied from the posts but their ankles bound together.
 

“Take them back to the cave,” Monamote commanded.  “Drive some stakes into the dirt and stretch them out between them.  But keep their legs tied together.  I want this one kept a virgin until I confer with our priest.  Perhaps she, too, will be a sacrifice for Seeros.  Go now.”
 

Each girl was picked up and thrown over a male shoulder like a sack.  The cold air again bit at their bare skin, enough so that they were glad to be inside that warm cave.
 

After being dumped on the dirt floor, they had to wait for the men to bring in wooden stakes.  Four of those were driven into the floor, deeply enough so that even with male strength they could not be pulled out.  Then the girls were placed face down between the stakes.  A rope from their necks was tied to one stake and their ankles were tied towards another.  The ropes were pulled tightly, not enough to cut off air, but enough to make them uncomfortable.  The girls were staked out far enough from the other two girls as that there was no chance of Selena or Leeloo crawling over and untying them.
 

Then they were left alone.  As the torches departed and darkness descended, Teela and Tam both began struggling against the ropes.  It was a hopeless task, the ropes were too tight and tied too well to allow for escape.
 

For a while they talked in the dark, each bringing each other up on events.  Eventually the talk trailed off and all fell asleep.  Teela and Tam were troubled by bad dreams, undoubtedly caused by the tight ropes and uncomfortable position they were tied in.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XIII
 

Tam in Action
 

 
 

There was no way of knowing, since sunlight never entered the cave, but, based on the degree of discomfort and sense of time passing, it was probably morning when the men came again.
 

Under the eyes of the watchful guard, Teela and Tam were untied and allowed to be totally free of restraints – for a little while.  Both suffered pains from returning circulation in their hands, but seemed otherwise unharmed by the ordeal.  Teela’s hands were bound, but, surprisingly, in front of her.  Her ankles were also tied together, then she was placed back on the floor, stretched out as she had been during the night, but this time on her back, her arms above her head.  They did, however, pull on the ropes to stretch her out tightly between the two stakes.
 

Tam watched as her friend was bound to the cave floor.  She, however, was not.  Instead, her hands were tied behind her back and she was led away with a rope around her neck as a leash.  As soon as she left the heated air of the cave, the cold struck her naked body like a whiplash.  The path back to the village was short and most of the snow had been cleared by those walking it.  Fortunately for her, she did not have to walk through snow, only over frozen ground while icy air bit at her nudity.
 

Inside the hall, she found the air warmer, due to a fire crackling away in a center pit.  She was made to stand by the fire, for which she was grateful, with the handful of men present leering at her.  It made her skin crawl the way they were looking at her, like hungry dogs eyeing a juicy piece of meat.  The tall man, the one called Monamote, came in.  Walking over to a pile of clothing, he picked up Teela’s sword and made a show of examining it.
 

“This sword your friend had,” he said to Tam, “is a fine blade.  The metal is good, the edge sharp.  It is well balanced.  Where did she get it?”  He returned the blade to the pile of material that Tam recognized as their clothing.  “And, more importantly, does she know how to use it?”
 

Tam said nothing, pretending not to understand him.
 

“Trowel, stab her in the back,” he said calmly.
 

Tam immediately turned around.  There was no man standing there.
 

“So, you do understand Trade.  I thought so.”  He paused to give her naked body a good looking over.  “Well, it is of little importance.  Your friend will be sacrificed along with the Golden One.  Seeros should be pleased; she is almost a beautiful as the Golden One.  Do you know how they will be sacrificed?”  He grinned as Tam’s lips set into a hard line.  “It is most entertaining.  The sacrifice is strung up between two poles in a big X.  Then she is whipped by two men, one on each side.  They continue whipping until her body is covered with marks and the skin bleeding.  They use whips with a piece of metal in the tip.  It cuts and marks the skin in a most cruel manner.  Then a spear is inserted into her.  The spear is wedged into place to keep her impaled.  Even if she fainted at the pain of the whipping, she will awaken.  And she’ll scream.  I’ve seen this done and they always scream loudly.  She is left like that for a while.
 

“While all this is going on, the priest is telling Seeros how loyal we are to him, how this woman’s suffering is our gift to him, and that we humbly beseech him to grant us power.
 

“Wood is then piled up under the sacrifice, and around the spear.  A few more prayers to Seeros and then the wood is set on fire.  We pour a little oil on it to get it started, but in this climate the wood catches slowly and burns slowly.  The heat will build up slowly.  There will be no quick burning to death for her.  Seeros will enjoy her prolonged suffering.”  His smile was that of a sadist anticipating pain.
 

“We’ll tie you to a tree so you can watch all this as you freeze.  But,” he paused dramatically, “first you will be given to the men.  You have been with a man, so you are not suitable for Seeros.  But you can still be of use to us.  My men are a horny bunch.
 

“Take her to the hut and tie her down.  Then do with her as you wish.  Enjoy!”
 

The rope was tugged on, forcing Tam to follow a man out of the hut. Again the cold air, even with the sun shining down, bit at her skin.  The man led her across the village center to a hut.  Pulling aside the flap used as a door, he pushed her inside.
 

“Now, bitch, you’re going experience a really good fucking,” he leered.  “Really good.  Not like you got from those flatlanders, but from real men, mountain men.”
 

Probably he should not have taunted her so, because when he stepped up to her to push her down to the bear skin, she kneed him in the groin.  Not gently either, but a good, solid knee rammed between his legs as hard as she could.  A tiny squeak came from his startled face, and then he sank to the floor, holding his hands over his crotch and doubled up into a ball.
 

Tam wasted no time.  Kneeling beside him, she reached over with her bound hands and pulled a knife from his belt.  Kneeling, she placed that between her feet behind her, blade upwards, and held it here while she sawed at the ropes with the blade.  The rope parted and she was free.
 

It was tempting to slit the man’s throat and then steal his clothes.  She was shivering from the cold and warm clothing would have been most welcome.  But she also knew that very soon men would be coming in, expecting to find her tied down with her legs spread for them.  Taking time to removed his clothes and don them might result in her being found.  She should flee now and make for the cave where her friends were prisoners.  She did, ignoring the cold.  But only after she knocked the man over the head with the hilt of the knife and stole his outer coat.
 

Peeking out of the door flap, she found the village empty, so she dashed out and around the hut to get into the forest where she began making her way around the village in the general direction of the cave.  Her feet were freezing as she stepped through the accumulated snow, but her progress was apparently unobserved for she made it to the cave.
 

To her surprise, there was a man there.  By the light of a torch, she could see him and what he was doing.  “Is that all these men ever think of?” she asked herself.  Knowing it would be bad for him if he were to deflower either of the maidens, he had pulled Leeloo out and bound her hands behind her to make it easier to screw her, which he was doing on the dirt floor, between where Selena huddled at the end of her chain and where Teela lie stretched out.
 

Tam snuck in carefully, but need not have bothered.  She could have come in blowing on a trumpet and banging on a drum, the man would not have noticed, so engrossed was he in banging away on poor Leeloo.  Tam was standing over him and still he did not notice her.  He did, however, react when she struck him on the head with the hilt of that knife she still held in her hand.  He went down, his half naked body sprawled over Leeloo.
 

Tam did not bother to pull him off.  Instead, she rushed to Teela’s side and positioned the knife at the rope from her wrists to the stake.  Just as she was about to jerk the blade across the rope, a voice halted her.
 

“I would rather you didn’t do that.”
 

It was Monamote, standing in the entrance, along with two men behind him.
 

“We would just have to tie her up again, and rope is expensive,” he told her.  “Now put that knife down before one of my men presses a little too hard on the trigger of his crossbow.  That’s good.  Now stand up.
 

“You know, you hurt Trowel something bad.  I think you busted his balls, in fact.  In addition to a lot of pain, he might not be able to please a woman ever again.  Not that he was all that great to begin with, but his woman will be very unhappy when she finds that he won’t be screwing her anytime soon – if ever.”
 

He moved to one side, leaving his men with a clear shot.  “You have left me with a problem.  There is a rule here: if a woman injures a man in any manner, but especially that manner, she is to be punished.  If it is not one of our women, she is usually put to death.
 

“But…  I had intended to let you entertain my men for the next few days.  See the problem?  Our rules say that you should be killed, but our men will be soooo sorry to see that happen.  They were getting tired of this one,” he nodded at Leeloo on the floor, “and wanted something new.  Like you.  Now I have to decide what to do.”  He made a show of thinking, his hand stroking his chin.
 

“Our usual way of punishing a woman who does this, is to bind her to a post outside and leave her there.  In the morning, she will be frozen solid – more or less.  Actually, it’s not a bad way to die.  A lot less painful than burning or hacking to death with axes, and such.
 

“But I don’t think that I’ll do that.  What I will do is turn you over to Trowel and his woman.  I’ll let them deal with you.  Well, as soon as Trowel is able to stand again.  I’m sure that he will wish to have a few words with you about what you did to him.  And his wife, she’ll want to get her hands on you.”
 

He paused to instruct a man to bind her hands behind her.
 

“You know,” he went on, “I think that sometimes women can be much more cruel to another woman than a man could ever would be.  Men think that fucking the woman is punishment.  Hogwash!  It’s a reward!  But women…  They know what hurts another woman.  I’m sure she will find ways of making you scream.”
 

“Bind her to the punishment post.  I’ll tell Trowel’s woman.  If she survives Biarath’s attentions, then we’ll tie her down and the men can have at her.”
 

Tam, weeping silently at this twist of cruel fate, was led out of the cave and taken to a post in the center of the village where she was tied with her hands behind the post.  Another length of rope was used to bind her neck to the post.  It forced her to stand there, head upright and body on display.  The man whose sexual enjoyment of Leeloo she had abruptly halted was left in the cave.  If he still felt like screwing Leeloo when he woke up, that was fine.
 

A handful of minutes later, a woman approached the shivering Tam.  She was large, as women tended to be there, none too pretty, especially with the scowl on her face.  She walked right up and slapped Tam’s face – hard enough to make her see stars for a second. Then she rammed her fist into Tam’s stomach, driving the air from her lungs.  As she gasped, the woman pulled a knife from her belt and held it up to Tam’s throat.  She hissed something in their language, something filled with hate.  For a second, it appeared that she was going to slit that throat held in place so conveniently.
 

But a voice halted her.  “Save something for the men to have later.”  It was Monamote.  With a snarl, she lowered the knife.
 

Looking back at Monamote, she growled something and stomped away.
 

“She’s going to do some thinking,” he told Tam.  “And when she comes up with a suitable punishment, you’re going to be sorry you ever kicked her man.  After that, assuming that you survive, you’ll be turned over to the men.”
 

He turned to go but not before telling her, “Have a nice day.”
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XIV
 

Punishment
 

 
 

Trowel’s woman, whose name was Biarath, came back shortly afterwards, bringing two men with her.  Tam, who had been shivering and resigning herself to freezing to death while tied to that pole, did not feel happy to see her again.  Especially since she was smiling.
 

The two men, at her orders, untied Tam from the post and retied her arms behind her, Biarath being careful to point out that she wanted her elbows tightly bound together, along with the wrists.  Tam was then forced towards another of the huts.  Inside, the hut smelled of unwashed bodies, stale food and a few other things best not imagined.
 

The hut had two beams across the roof.  Biarath pointed to one and spoke to the men in their own language.  Tam was pushed down to the floor and her legs tied together.  A rope was looped around the ropes on her wrists and ankles, and then tossed over the beam.  The two men easily pulled Tam up until she was hanging suspended in the middle of the hut, hogtied with all her weight taken by her arms and legs pulled up behind her.  It was not comfortable – not at all.  But what was worse was the fact that she saw Trowel lying on a piece of fur.  He was pale looking, pained, and had his legs spread wide apart, all of which made sense if you remembered how Tam had disabled him not long before.
 

When the men had finished hoisting Tam, they tied off the rope and left.  The last one out the door was grinning as he looked at Tam’s naked body hanging there.  He knew that Biarath, and maybe Trowel, if he was able to, was going to make her life miserable.
 

And she did.  No sooner had the men left than she reached over and slapped her hard enough to make Tam squeal.  Her attempt to jerk away was pitiful.  Biarath pinched Tam’s skin between her fingers and squeezed, enjoying the pained look on Tam’s face.  She alternated between pinching and slapping as hard as she could.  This continued until Tam was crying.  Each time Biarath struck her, it would set her twisting around, then twisting back, ready for another blow.
 

Eventually Biarath grew tired of that sport and began looking for some other way to torment the naked woman hanging in the middle of her home.  She had been ordered not to do any real damage.  Monamote wanted this woman in decent shape for the men to enjoy.  But that did not mean that she was unable cause a lot of pain without damaging the goods.  She left the hut but only to return shortly with a branch.  She trimmed off the leaves and small branches until she had a nice, flexible switch about two feet long.  Her first cut across the hanging body produced a very satisfactory cry and jerking.  Smiling, she set about marking up all the flesh she could reach with that switch.  The marks she was putting on were red and hurt, but did not break the skin and would fade by the next day.
 

Trowel growled something at his woman, and she handed him the switch.  He had to shift himself on the bed, but suffered the pain between his legs gladly in order to get in position to use the whip himself.  His arm was a lot stronger than Biarath’s and the marks left were much redder and more painful.  Swish!  Swish!  Back and forth the branch went, leaving a burst of pain wherever it touched.  Tam was sobbing by the time his arm wore out.  But he had a smile on his face.
 

Biarath took over then, slashing at the thighs and, from her standing position, the bare ass.
 

This continued until her arm grew tired.  The switch, by that time, was falling apart, not really meant to take such punishment itself.  She tossed it aside and sat down by her man.  She tried to slip a hand down his pants.  This whipping of a beautiful woman having turned her on very strongly, but he grimaced and told her to not touch him.  In their language, he told her to kick Tam right between the legs so she would feel the pain he was.  But Biarath could not figure out how to do it.  So she settled for grabbing a handful of flesh and squeezing as hard as she could, digging in the fingernails as she did.  That made Tam yell very nicely.
 

The tormenting of the poor girl continued off and on all day.  At one time, Monamote stuck his head in to see what was happening.  He found Tam with her head hanging down, tearstains on the floor beneath her, and most of her body red, marked with swollen flesh in streaks and even a few bruises.  He smiled and left.  Biarath was keeping to his order.  This girl would be whole the next day for his men to enjoy.  She would be sore as hell and look like she had been beaten by a dozen men, but that was of no importance.
 

Biarath cooked a meal for her and Trowel, did not offer any to Tam, and sat there as they ate, wondering what she could do to make the girl more miserable.  She rolled up a piece of dirty cloth, shoved it into Tam’s mouth and tied it in place with thin cord.  She explained to her man that this would keep the bitch’s moans from disturbing their sleep.  She then went to Trowel again and offered do whatever he wanted to “make him feel better.”  He would have jumped at the opportunity, but he told her that anything he would have wanted to do would hurt too much.  But maybe in a day or so…
 

With Tam’s arms feeling like they would be pulled from their sockets, her hands and feet cold from restricted circulation, and her whole body aching, Tam was feeling very miserable.  The gag that had been shoved into her mouth tasted of something very foul.  To top all that off, her stomach was growling because she had not been fed a thing all day.
 

The cooking fire died down and her hosts cuddled under the fur blankets.  As it became darker, Tam was tormented with cold air that crept into the hut from numerous cracks and crevices.  She was also tormented by the thought of what was to come the next day.  When she had been accused of witchcraft, she had feared that those men would try to sexually assault her.  They seemed more interested in her body than her crimes.  It was the other villagers and the womenfolk who insisted that they take her to the town to be judged by a priest there.  Still, she had been afraid that they would take her off the road, into someplace private, and then fornicate like rabbits.  Which they might have, had it not been for Teela.
 

But now she knew that, and worse, would be her fate the next day.  It was something she hated the mere idea of, something that she was certain would drive her insane.  Hanging there, totally bound and gagged, she felt more helpless than she had ever before in her life.  There was nothing she could do to save herself – or her friend Teela.  In about five days, Teela would be hung up before the whole village and horribly whipped then painfully killed in the name of some god or other.
 

The last of the fire went out, and the darkness would have been complete save for some cold, silvery light leaking in through the door flap and the smoke hole.  As her eyes grew used to that dim light, she could see things around the hut.  No that she found anything that could help her.  Fate was so unkind.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

In the middle of the night, when all should be asleep, two were not.  These two were the guards who were supposed to be patrolling the village and surroundings.  But, since no one had attacked their village in longer than anyone could remember, the guard duty was pretty much looked upon as a waste of time.
 

The two men who had that duty had spent the first half of the night drinking mead and getting mellow.  They began talking about the woman who had been tied down and used by everyone, and then about how much prettier was the other one, the non-virgin that was promised them the next day.  They began to talk of how they would be cheated out of having her early because they would be so tired after being up all night.  That led them to wondering if they could “get a piece” that night before she was turned over to all the men in the village.
 

So it was that they were sneaking into Trowel’s hut in the middle of the night, one of them carrying a candle.  It did not take them long to find that Trowel and his woman were snoring away under the fur blanket.  And that the girl they wanted was hanging in mid-air.
 

Making a considerable amount of noise, they snuck in, untied the rope and left Tam down.  The occupants of the hut did not, however, awake.  The two men picked up the hogtied Tam and carried her out of the hut, across the center and into the meeting hall.  There they lit another candle and examined their prize.
 

Tam was awake, but the gag had, fortunately for the men, prevented her from making much noise.  As they untied her form the hogtie, they pawed her female parts over, a process painful for Tam, given that her skin was so very sore.  Finally, she was totally untied, lying on her back, and her hands beginning to resume a more normal color.  They could hear a moaning brought about by the returning circulation but were more interested in satisfying their lust.
 

One held her shoulders down while the other spread her legs.  With a noted lack of coordination from his wine-soaked brain, the man nevertheless managed to make a start.  Tam jerked but could not throw him off and had to endure.  When he finally finished with a grunt, his place was taken by the other man.  The first sat down on the floor and drank some more wine, satisfied with his performance even if Tam was not.
 

The other man took even longer, but the results were the same.  Grinning, he pulled his pants back up and grabbed the wine flask from the other.
 

Unfortunately for Tam, those two were not inebriated enough to fail in their attempt at sex with her.  Unfortunately for them, they were inebriated enough to fail to realize that the circulation had returned to her hands and that she was still untied.
 

Just as one of them was muttering something to the effect that they should tie her up and replace her, the other one realized that the girl they had just screwed was standing over them.  And that there was a sword in her hands.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XV
 

Flight
 

 
 

Teela had exhausted herself trying to work free of the ropes holding her down.  Selena could do nothing to help but listen in the dark to Teela’s grunts and heavy breathing.  It seemed, for some reason, the more she struggled, the tighter the ropes became.
 

Selena was the first to awaken when the torchlight came into the cave room.  Then she gasped as she saw it was a naked woman who was holding the torch in one hand and a sword in the other.  Going over to where Teela lay on the ground, she brought the sword down hard, parting the rope holding her hands over her head.  In a minute, she had the other ropes either cut or untied, and Teela was standing there, completely free.
 

“What?  How?” she began to ask Tam.  Quickly the girl filled her in.  The bruises and other fading marks on her skin helped explain.
 

“We have to get out of there fast,” she finally concluded.
 

“But I can’t leave without Selena,” exclaimed Teela.  Both Selena and Leeloo were sitting there, watching the scene.  “Did you find the key?”
 

“No, I didn’t look for it.  Oh, Teela, can’t we just flee ourselves and come back with help?”
 

“There’s no time.  Only the other Amazons would come and they’re too far away.  Did you see the moon out there?  It will be full in just a few days.”
 

Tam turned to Selena. “We’ll be back,” she said.  Then she and Teela were running out, leaving the burning torch stuck in the ground.
 

“It has to be Monamote,” Teela said as they exited the cave.  “He has to have the key.”
 

“Follow me,” was all that Tam would say.  She rushed through the cold night air, both of them shivering, until they entered the meeting hall.  There, by the candlelight those two men had left, she pointed to the pile of clothing that had been taken from them.
 

Teela looked down at the two dead men, dimly illuminated by the candlelight, and shook her head.  “You’ve been busy,” was all she said.
 

They dressed quickly.  Tam handed the sword to Teela, since it was her sword to begin with, and took up her own sword.  It seemed that it had been an eternity since they had last worn clothes or held weapons.
 

“What about clothes for Selena?” asked Teela.
 

“Take theirs.  They don’t need them any more.”
 

Ignoring the bloodstains, they stripped the clothing off the two dead men.  “Why did you do that?” Teela asked, pointing to one of the dead men.
 

“I don’t like being raped,” she said calmly.
 

“You would make a very good Amazon,” Teela said.  And she meant it as the highest praise she could give any woman.
 

“Now, where do we find Monamote?” Teela asked.
 

“Maybe we don’t have to,” Tam said.  She was looking at a wall of the meeting place.  Several swords and lances were resting there, but also something else.  She picked up one of the candles and walked to the wall.  When she came back, she held a large iron key.  “Could this be it?” she said.
 

“Tam, you’re damned good.  Let’s go.”
 

It took only a few minutes for them to return to the cave and free the two prisoners there.  Tam dumped the clothing pile on the floor and bid them take what they wanted.  Selena began immediately to dress in the man’s clothing.  Leeloo seemed confused, but, at Teela’s urging, she put on the clothing.  The fit was terrible, being too large for either girl, but not a word of complaint was uttered.
 

The fled the cave, expecting to be discovered at any second.  But apparently no one ventured out into the cold night unless they were assigned guard duty.  After a couple missteps, they found the cave where they had hidden Thunder.  The horse was happy to see Teela but put out that he had not been fed since they left him.
 

“I’m sorry, old friend,” Teela told him, as she hurried on the saddle and bags.  “I’ll have to feed you later.  Right now we have to flee.”
 

The small band set out, finding the trail and following it downward.  Teela led Thunder because the horse, although big and strong, could not carry all four of them.  The moon was setting in the west, making the trail harder to follow.  A million stars shone down on them, granting little light but impressive in their brilliance.
 

Teela pushed them hard, although none lacked the desire to be gone from that evil land.  Leeloo was the slowest, seemingly having trouble walking.  A couple of times she sat down and made motions telling them to go on without her.  Finally, Teela lifted the smaller woman onto Thunder’s back.  They made faster time after that.
 

The eastern sky was lightening as the trees were thinning out.  Soon they would be below the timberline for the pines, and approaching the oak forests lower down.  Teela halted them and distributed some food from one of the bags.  That included some oats for Thunder, which he eagerly ate.
 

“We are going to have to find someplace to hide,” Teela told them.  “When the sun comes up, they’ll find Tam’s handiwork and be on our trail.  So far, we had little choice, but farther down there are places where we can leave this trail.”  She looked back up the mountain.  “They don’t have horses, but they know this country and I’ll wager they can travel fast when they want to.”
 

She looked around again, and then said, “Let’s go.”
 

The group of women, two of which were abused and hurting, hurried down the mountainside. They paused only long enough to take drinks from a stream, and then headed for the oaks trees ahead.  The sun was just about to peek above the horizon when they entered the trees and began looking for a route away from this main path.
 

Back at the village, Monamote stood glaring down at the scene on the floor of the meeting hall.  Two men lay there, both dead, both with throats slit, and both mutilated in a gross manner.
 

“Those bitches,” he muttered.  Looking around at the handful of men in the room, he said, “Wake every man.  We will catch those dirty whores!  The sacrifice will go on as planned.  And the others will rue the day they were born!”
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XVI
 

Freedom!  But not for Long
 

 
 

Working against the women in their escape attempt was the fact that the mountain had only a few ways down.  There was a lack of alternative routes they could take, and they did not know where those paths led.  Finally, Teela called a halt.  To the amazement of the others, she began leading them back up the trail.  As she did, she was careful to lead Thunder on the opposite side of the trail compared to the downward path.  When she found the area she had mentally marked, where there were the thickest trees, she led them off the trail into the forest.  A short distance in, she halted again, and then returned to the trail by herself.  Breaking off a branch, she used it as a broom, sweeping over the horse prints leading back up the hill and those leading to the side.
 

“They’ll be following our tracks,” she told Tam.  “This should keep them from finding where we left the trail.  I hope they will think it is farther down where we turned around.  Come on, let’s get as far from this place as we can.”
 

They pushed into the forest as fast as Teela could force them.  She and Selena were relatively fresh and unabused, due to their virginal status, but Tam was having trouble keeping up.  Teela put her up on Thunder and let the two most injured women ride.  It was late morning before she called a halt to their flight.  It was in a small clearing, one with lots of grass for Thunder, shade from the sun and a creek not far off for water.  They had left the snow behind but the air was still not as warm as they would have liked.  Almost as soon as they were down from the horse, Leeloo and Tam were lying on the grass and rapidly falling asleep.
 

Selena and Teela sat on the grass, the first quiet moment they had had in a long time.
 

“I want to thank you for saving me,” Selena said, quite sincerely.  “They have this god Seeros and were going to sacrifice me to him.  In quite a gruesome way, too.”
 

“I know.  Monamote described it in detail.  He seemed quite proud of the amount of suffering they could extract from one sacrifice.”
 

“From what I heard, you were going to be sacrificed too,” Selena said.
 

“My only regret,” Teela said, “was that I didn’t have the chance to kill that bastard before we left.”
 

“You may get your chance.  Those kind of religious fanatics will not rest until they have their god’s victim back.  They are probably racing down the trail right now, looking for us.”
 

Teela sighed.  For a while she was silent.  “We only have two swords between us,” she finally said.  “And not a lot of food.  We need to find some place where we can get supplies.”
 

“You said there was a town not far from here.”
 

“Yes, but I don’t think it would be a good idea for us to go there.  I left some of their citizens lying in the dirt, kind of dead.”
 

“Oh.”
 

“We’ll continue through this forest.  Eventually we’ll come out of it. Then find a creek and follow it.  Towns are always near a water source, especially in this kind of land.”
 

“Well, I appreciate your bravery and for saving my life.”  Selena leaned over and took Teela in her arms.  The embrace was of thanks… and more.  They kissed with the passion of highly sexual women too long denied the pleasure of feminine company.
 

But Teela broke off what would have become much more.  “We have to make tracks,” she said.  “Get far away from here.”
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

Teela would have been in even more hurry to make tracks if she knew just how close behind them the Dassish, Seeros’ Chosen People, were.
 

Monamote led a band of ten men jogging along the trail in a gait that ate up the miles but that they could maintain all day.  The signs of a horse’s passage were clear, even where the lighter footprints of the females might have been missed.
 

Suddenly he halted and stood there, staring at the ground.  The horse’s prints had disappeared.  They turned to the left before disappearing.  But off the trail there was no sign of them.  He went into the forest far enough to know that he should have seen more hoof prints.  Then he went back to the trail and looked more closely.
 

“This side has been brushed,” he said.  “They doubled back.  Follow where the trail has been brushed and we will find where they left it.”  He was grinning.  He knew that all four of them could not ride a single horse.  And if they tried, the animal could not keep up a fast pace.  He could sense that they were not far ahead, and the thoughts of what he would do to them made him grin like a demon.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

It was a shame that they could not let Tam and Leeloo sleep.  But they had to be on their way, so the girls were awoken and mounted again on Thunder.
 

Teela did not lead them in a straight line, but zigzagged enough to make their trail hard to follow.  At least she hoped so.  The ground here had no snow, only barren ground and leaves fallen from the trees.  She hoped not following a straight line would make it harder for their pursuers.  Otherwise, it was only making their progress slower.
 

The oak forest seemed to stretch on forever.  The sun was well past overhead when Teela called a halt again.  They ate half the remaining food and shed some of the clothing.  Being from a cold climate, the heavy garments were uncomfortably hot in the lower foothills.
 

The land was becoming flatter as they descended.  Suddenly, Teela lifted her hand and hissed for quiet.  Through the trees there came the sound of wagon wheels creaking.  There had to be a road not far ahead.  And that meant people and villages, at least.  Teela still had a bag of gold hidden in her clothing and would be happy to use it to purchase what they needed.  Maybe even an additional horse or two.  Then they could speed south towards the land of the Amazons.
 

Teela went ahead, creeping through the trees, seeking the source of the noise.  There was, as she expected, a road, moving through the forest in pretty much a straight line.  On that road was a large wagon.  But it was not a normal wagon used to haul goods.  The sides were of iron bars.  It was a large cage!  And inside were women!
 

Teela sucked in air.  She had heard vaguely of slave traders but they usually gave the Amazon lands a wide berth.  In this land slaves meant one thing: sex slaves.  The land was too poor to need cheap labor for farming.  But there was always a demand for a pretty young girl.  She had heard that girls were kidnapped and taken to distant lands to be sold as sex slaves.  Some went to private owners, some to brothels.  But either way, it was not a pleasant life for the women.
 

Teela froze, crouched behind a tree.  The wagon was pulled by two oxen and made very slow progress, which gave her time to study the cargo.  There were only three girls in a cage that could have held a dozen.  Each was young and, from what she could see through their torn clothing, possessed of good bodies.  Just as when Teela first saw Tam being dragged along in that yoke, her first thought was of rescuing these girls.  But there were four men, two riding on the wagon seat and two on horseback along side.  In a fair fight, she did not mind taking on four men – indeed she had done so before.  But these were not farmers or tradesmen; these were slavers, hard men who killed and kidnapped at will.  They would be good fighters, or they would not last in that profession.
 

The wagon halted and one of the men got down from the seat.  He talked with one of the horsemen, occasionally glancing at the forest around them.
 

Why were they stopped?  This was no place to water the oxen or horses.  She had the impression they were waiting for something.  For long minutes nothing happened.  The horsemen dismounted and walked around the wagon to stretch their legs.  One of them seemed particularly interested in the contents of the cage, especially one young woman, the one with the largest breasts of all.  She turned her back to him when he neared the cage.  Her attempts to keep her breasts from his sight made him laugh.
 

Teela knew that kind of laugh.  It was a man who knew that before long he would be fondling those big breasts, and more.
 

Still they waited, and Teela became more nervous as time passed.  She was about to retreat when she heard a noise behind her.  Her sword was out as she turned, but then froze in her tracks.
 

Before her was a disheartening sight.  Her three friends were walking towards her, each girl looking very dismayed.  Their hands were bound behind them and there was three men following them, one leading Thunder.
 

One of the men stepped forward.  Grinning, he said, “I’m perfectly willing to fight you, cunt.  But are you willing to have your friends here hurt?”  He pointed his sword at Selena.
 

Teela felt a sinking sensation in her gut.  This was not good.  Normally she would have fought him.  And the others as well, even if they were trained fighters and she might be killed.  But he was holding that sword point only a few inches from Selena’s throat.
 

Teela lowered her sword and placed it on the ground.  One man came forward and jerked her around, grabbed her arms and bound the wrists with harshly tight rope.  She was then pushed forward onto the road.  All four women were marched up to the wagon.
 

“Hot damn!  What have we here!” exclaimed one of the men by the wagon.  “I thought I saw movement through the trees!”  He grabbed the front of Teela’s shirt and pulled.  The buttons popped off, exposing her breasts for all to see.  “Damned nice tits!”
 

He walked up to Selena and, surprisingly, gently unbuttoned her shirt.  When it parted, he whistled. “Even better!  Boys, this may not be such a bad trip at all!  We can sell these in Salmister for a good price!”
 

The men all seemed happy at that thought.
 

“Of course,” he continued, “We can have a little fun with them on the road.  Don’t we always?”
 

Assorted calls of agreement met his announcement.
 

“Make sure they have no weapons, then load them into the wagon.”  He reached down and pulled the dagger from Teela’s boot.
 

All four of them were loaded into the cage.  The ropes were not taken from their wrists, even though the three girls in the cage were not bound themselves.  Then the wagon began its creeping progress, carrying two Amazons and their friends to an uncertain but undoubtedly unpleasant fate.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XVII
 

It Just Isn’t Fair
 

 
 

The other women in the cage told a story of having been working in the fields of their village when these men came upon them and kidnapped them.  That had been two days before.  Since then, they had been carried a long distance from their homes, told that they would be sold in the city, and were used by the men when they camped for the night.  One of the women was still weeping over her lost virginity, another accepted what had happened calmly, admitting that it was about the same as she had experienced with the farm boys, and the third smiled as she admitted that it was the best she had ever had.
 

“At least these weren’t farm boys fumbling around in the haystack, not sure of what to do,” she said.
 

Selena and Teela sat by each other and whispered together, debating whether to tell these men that they were virgins in hope that the knowledge might save them for a few days.  A virgin should bring a higher price in the city.  It was not much consolation, remaining in a pristine condition for a few more days, but it was something.  As Teela put it, “They go to fuck us, they’ll find out we’re virgins anyway.  Might as well tell them.”
 

As the sun was going down, the wagon pulled off the road, traveled a little way into the oak trees and then stopped for the night.  The door to the cage was unlocked and the girls invited, one at a time, to come out and do anything “necessary”.  This degree of freedom was allowed only one at a time and under the amused watch of the men.
 

When it was her turn, Selena went up to the man who seemed to be the leader and told him in Trade that she and Teela were virgins.  She could see by his eyes that he understood without having to be told that such status would bring a higher price in the slave market.  He grinned at her, and told her that if she were lying he would personally whip the skin off her back.
 

The four of them were kept tied until dinnertime.  The three prior prisoners were too afraid to untie the girls.  All that went on in the cage could easily be seen, and they feared punishment.
 

Each woman was taken out of the cage, set upon the ground, and her ankles bound quickly with rope.  Then her hands were untied and she was given some food to eat.  A shared cup held water to go with the food.  Each had been given only a handful of dried meat and some bread, but all eagerly ate it.  Teela noted that with their feet tied, it would be hard for a girl to try to make a dash for freedom.  They were young women, and might just be able to outrun these men.  But by the time they untied their ankles, the men would be on to their attempt at escape.  Which told Teela that they could not expect a chance to get away from men who were experienced at keeping women prisoners.
 

Five of them were loaded into the wagon.  Tam and one of the prior women were not.  The door was locked and the two left out were placed on the ground.  Two stakes were driven into the dirt about six feet from the wagon wheels.  Both of them were stripped of clothes by eager male hands, and their wrists bound behind them.  Each of Tam’s ankles were tied with a short length of rope, which was then tied to the wheel and one of the stakes, forcing her legs wide apart.  The other woman was staked out in the same way.  With the women prepared, the evening’s entertainment began.
 

There were seven men altogether.  Two at a time, they took turns.  Some were a little faster, others took their time to enjoy it longer.  None of the, however, had the slightest concern for whether or not the women enjoyed it.
 

The other woman protested but was silenced with a hard slap to her face.  She was the one who had been a virgin up to two nights ago.  Tam endured in silence.
 

In the wagon, Selena and Teela did not want to watch but did.  Tam was their friend and they were concerned with her treatment.  Fortunately the men were interested only in their own satisfaction and the women were not harmed, beyond the emotional trauma.
 

The leader came over to the cage as the show was going on and poked Teela through the bars.
 

“That’s a fine horse you have there,” he told her.  “Where did you get him?”
 

Teela said nothing.
 

“And a fine sword.  I suppose you stole that from a man?”
 

Again, she said nothing.
 

“Don’t want to talk, huh?  Very well, stay silent.  In three days we reach Salmister. There you will be cleaned up, your hair combed and shackles put on you.  Then you’ll be marched up to the auction block and sold to the highest bidder.  A fine looking woman like you – and your friend here – should bring a good price.  A very good price after it is announced that you two are verified virgins.”
 

He paused as an exchange was made on the ground before them.
 

“You might get bought by a man who will just screw you each night and you’ll otherwise live in luxury.  Or you may be bought by a man who enjoys whipping pretty women before he has them.  There’s plenty of men like that.
 

“Of course, you might get bought by one of the brothels.  They would be willing to pay a lot for a nice piece like you.  How would you like to spend the rest of your youth being bedded down by a dozen men a night?  Then, when you’re not as pretty any more, you’ll be sold off to a lesser brothel.  Eventually you’ll be considered worthless and disposed of.”  He grinned at the sour look on Teela’s face.  “Of course, by then, you’ll be one very well screwed woman!”  He laughed, and then went to take his turn at Tam.
 

Teela hissed under her breath and cursed this man and all of them to the fires of Hell.  She promised that she would see him bleeding to death by her hand.  Not only for what he was doing to her and her friends, but for what he had done to countless other young women before.  He deserved to die, and she prayed that she would be the one to slit his throat.
 

Eventually all the men were sated and the women untied.  Each was allowed to clean herself from a bucket of water, then her clothes were thrown at her.  As they dressed, Tam glared at the men, no mistaking the hatred in her eyes.  The other woman wept quietly.  They were both put into the cage and the door locked for the night.
 

A small fire was kept going and guard duty was done on a rotating basis, one man always being awake.
 

It was crowded in the cage, and not enough room for all to lie down.  Selena and Teela held each other.  The other women curled up as best they could.
 

As the sky was lightening in the east, Teela became awake.  She sensed that Selena was also awake.
 

“You have bad dreams,” she said.  “You seemed restless during the night.”
 

“Why is it that men always assume they can do whatever they wish to women?” Selena whispered.  “It just isn’t fair.”
 

“But it is the way of the world, Selena.”
 

“I sometimes wonder if there really is a god and if he hates women.  Has to be so.  Why else would our lot be so bitter?”
 

“Perhaps you are right.  Men think they own us.  And then there is childbirth.  The man enjoys fucking us, and then sits by while we have to go through the pain of childbirth so that another male can come into the world.  You’re right, it just isn’t fair.”
 

Their theological discussion was cut short by breakfast and breaking of the camp.  Before the sun was fully above the horizon, the wagon was again on the road, carrying a cargo of abused woman to their fate.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XVIII
 

A Change of Owners
 

 
 

The next day was more of the same: meager meals, little exercise and a show of fornication after dinner.  Selena and Teela were left out of the latter, but it made them feel bad to see their friends and the other women cruelly used then ignored.
 

They looked for a chance to escape but none presented itself.  These men were simply too careful to allow that.  It was, after all, their profession.  If a girl escaped, it would mean less money for them when they got to the city.
 

From what they overheard, the finding of Teela and friends was most fortunate for this band of slavers.  If they had not blundered into them, the slavers would have had to do more raiding, always a dangerous task since farmers, husbands, fathers, and townsfolk often objected to the taking of their daughters and wives.  That was why each man carried a well-sharpened sword, and a few had crossbows, plus daggers all around.  They also displayed an assortment of scars, no doubt from prior engagements with the men trying to prevent their raids.
 

“We reach Salmister tomorrow,” the leader told Teela.  “Late afternoon, probably.  By the time you sleep tomorrow, you’ll be in a slave cell, along with your friends.”  He paused to look her over.  “You are a pretty one.  Get you cleaned up, brush out that long hair and dress you in a sheer veil, and you’d look pretty good.”
 

Teela did not thank him for the compliment.
 

“You know, if I didn’t need the money so badly, I might consider keeping you for myself.”
 

She did not tell him what she thought of that idea, but her eyes flashed anger and he got the message.  He laughed and told her, “I like ’em with fire.  I’ll bet you’d be a hellion in bed!”
 

Knowing that they were close to the city, the girls were restless.  They knew that once behind the city walls, there would be no chance of escape.  The slave pens of Salmister never had escapees.  And those who tried learned a painful lesson.
 

The men knew that their prisoners would be extra eager to escape before the cage rolled through the city gate, so they added extra restraints for that night.  Each girl was put up against one of the iron bars, her arms pulled around that bar, and the wrists tied outside the cage.  To make sure that the girls could not reach each others to untie them, they added some more rope around the elbows, pulled in just enough to be uncomfortable and tied to the bar itself.  There was nothing the girls could do after being bound that way.
 

It was a long, uncomfortable night for the prisoners.  Especially for Tam and Leeloo who had been the ones chosen for use after dinner.  The men would have preferred to tie Selena and Teela down and use them, but the leader made it clear that they were to be keep virgins so as to fetch a high price.  There was grumbling but none turned down their turn at the two chosen girls.
 

Later, after all were tied to the bars and the cage locked, Tam told Teela, “I’m going to kill these men.  I don’t know how or when, but I will kill them.”
 

Teela said nothing.  She understood the hatred inside her friend but could not offer encouragement.  She did not consider it very likely that Tam’s wish would come to pass.
 

She looked up at the nearly full moon in the eastern sky.  At least they did not have to be worried about being sacrifices to a bloodthirsty god.
 

They fell asleep sitting up in the cage.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

Morning brought little relief.  The girls were left tied to the bars and locked in.  No breakfast was offered them, although the men enjoyed a cooked meal accompanied by wine.  The end of a month long raid was almost at hand and they were feeling good.  Soon they would be loaded with gold coins and headed for the pleasure palaces of Salmister for gambling, drinking and whoring.  Why they should be eager to have paid prostitutes was hard to understand, considering how much they used the merchandise, but it was male human nature.  In a few days, perhaps a week at the most, the gold would have run out and they would begin sobering up and forced to think of going on another raid.
 

They did not, however, get to spend their profits.  Just as the wagon was about to set out, there came a yell from behind them.  All turned in time to see one of the slavers going down.  Behind him, a man was standing there, a bloody sword in his hand.
 

With blood-curdling cries, the band was set upon by a group of men on foot.  Hacking and slashing, the strangers rushed the slavers.  Those on horseback had an advantage over the strangers, but their number was half that of the attackers and soon they were pulled from the saddles to wet the ground with their blood.  The leader of the band fell to an arrow from a crossbow, and toppled off Thunder.
 

In less time than it takes to tell, the slavers were all dead.  Four of the attackers also lie on the ground, never to rise again.
 

The tallest of the attackers came over to the cage and stared in between the bars.
 

“Hello, Golden One,” he said to Selena.
 

She hung her head when she recognized Monamote.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XIX
 

Forced March
 

 
 

“No, we can’t!”
 

Monamote’s reply was to one of his men’s suggestion that they take the wagon back to their village, including all the women.
 

“The wagon would never get up that trail,” he told the man.  “And we don’t have time to travel slowly.  The full moon is tomorrow night.”
 

The survivors were standing around, most eyeing the bound women in the cage, save for a couple who were binding wounds.
 

“Find the key for this damned lock,” he ordered.  “And get these woman out of there.  We’ll have to move fast.”
 

“What about our dead?” he was asked.  “We should bury them.”
 

“No time.  Someone from the village will find them, along with these slavers.  Let them take care of the bodies.”
 

The weapons of the slavers were gathered up, at least those that looked good.  A good sword, after all, was not something to be ignored.  A couple of the men were carrying the extra swords and they took those too, along with some coins they found on the dead.
 

The lock was taken off the cage and the women’s hands were untied from the bars, one at a time.  As each was taken down from the wagon, immediately her arms were bound behind her, the elbows pulled in tightly.  When all seven of them were standing there with tightly bound arms, their necks were linked together.  Monamote took the rope in his hand and jerked on it.  The first woman in line, Teela, stumbled forward, jerking the two behind her.
 

“We will be traveling fast,” he told them.  “Fall behind, and you will be killed.”
 

Selena knew that he was eager to get back to the village before the full moon.  She had to wonder what would happen if they did not make it.  Release was too much to expect, but what would they do?
 

They set off at a jog, the girls struggling to get into a rhythm and not fall.  It was not easy with their arms tightly bound behind them, and the length of rope between each being short.  If one fell, she would drag down most or all of the others with her.
 

Back over the same route the wagon had slowly crawled they ran.  Twice they passed travelers on the road, but did not stop.  The travelers stared in wonder at the sight of seven bound women being rushed along.  None of them said a word, however, for the men doing the rushing were well armed and looked as if they would relish the excuse to slit a few throats.
 

What had taken them two days to cover in the wagon was covered in one morning.  As the sun reached its highest point, a halt was finally called.  No one said a word; none had the breath for it.
 

All the women were bent over, trying to get enough air into their lungs.
 

Monamote pointed to a creek, which was the reason he had stopped at that place.  Water was taken up in cups and poured into the mouths of the captives.  The man filled themselves and their water bags.
 

“Leeloo there,” Teela told him, “was treated badly by your men.  She can’t take this fast pace.”
 

“She had better.”
 

The girl in question did, indeed, look exhausted.  Her face was pale and her knees unsteady.  Had they not stopped, she might have collapsed as they ran.
 

“Please.  Let her go.  She’s most certainly not a virgin,” she said, referring to the numerous screwings the poor girl had undergone.  “Your god won’t accept her as a sacrifice.  So let her go.  You have the rest of us.”
 

The plea was logical, as far as it went.  But it failed to take into account the sadistic natured of these men.
 

“She will keep up or she’ll be killed,” he said.
 

A minute later the forced march resumed.
 

In the late afternoon, they began climbing into the hills, and the fast pace became much harder to keep up.  All, the men included, had the muscles in their legs burning and could hardly suck in enough air.  Still Monamote pushed them on.  Teela remembered how much easier it had been coming down the trail.  Now she labored to keep putting one foot in front of the other.
 

Suddenly she felt a jerk on her neck and was pulled backwards.  Leeloo had fallen and dragged the others down with her.
 

As all of them lay panting on the ground, Monamote walked up to her and kicked her in the ribs.  “Get up,” he commanded.
 

Leeloo did not even look up.  Perhaps she had passed out.  Monamote frowned and uttered some words that were surely foul.  He began untying the rope around Leeloo’s neck.  When she was no longer connected to the others, he kicked her again.  Still she did not move.  But she was breathing, he could see that.
 

“Marrius, get over here.”  When one of the men came up, he pointed to Leeloo and told him, “Take her off the trail and noose her.  Then catch up with us.”
 

The man said nothing but picked Leeloo up.
 

The rest of them were forced to rise by jerking on the rope.  Then they were off again at that heart-breaking trot.
 

“What did you tell that man to do to her?” asked Teela.
 

“Noosing is a way of getting rid of a person you no longer have use for.  She’ll be taken off the trail, and a noose will be put around her neck.  The noose will be tied to an overhead branch above her.  Then she’ll be stood up on a log.  If she falls off the log, she will be hanging by her neck.  If she stands there, balancing carefully, she won’t.  That way she will decide if she is to live or die.”
 

“She can’t stand like that forever.”
 

“True.  But you never can tell.  Maybe someone will come along and let her down before she strangles.  Then again, maybe not.”
 

“You’re cruel!”
 

He said nothing but he did smile.  He did not consider it an insult, merely a statement of fact.
 

They jogged on, even as the sun was setting.
 

 
 

* * * * *
 

 
 

Monamote might not have stopped even as night fell but even his own men were saying they could not keep up that pace.
 

He halted them beside the trail.  For a while no one said a thing.  All were trying to catch their breath.  But eventually he ordered some food be passed out and water shared from the water bags.  The women were not untied and both food and water was placed in their mouths.
 

“We will wait until Marrius catches up with us,” he told them.  “Then we’ll be going again.”
 

“Can’t we rest?” one of his men asked.  “We could rest tonight and still make the village tomorrow easily.”
 

“You can rest when the Golden One is safely chained and ready for the sacrifice.  That is tomorrow night.  Look at the moon!  It is nearly full.”
 

None could deny that the moon was, indeed, nearly a perfect circle of light.
 

All were sitting on the ground, waiting for one of their number.
 

Unbeknownst to them, Marrius had found his task none too easy.  He had to carry Leeloo off the trail far enough so that no one passing could see her, and probably far enough so that no one could hear her should she call out.  Then he had to find a suitable tree with a branch at just the right height, all in the fading twilight.  He had to find a log about the right length for her to stand on.  But he could not find one.  There were plenty of logs around, but all were too large.  He knew from experience that the log should be placed on end and the victim made to stand on top of that.  Then, if the girl failed to keep her balance, the log would tip over and she would be unable to reach the ground with her feet.  Shortly after that, she would be dead.
 

He looked around again and still could not find a suitable log.  By that time, Leeloo was awake and looking at him.  Her garment had opened, showing her breasts in the light from the rising moon.  He could imagine the rest of her, having made use of that body as she lay in one of the huts.
 

“Shit on it!” he said.  Then he lowered his pants, sat on a fallen tree and pulled Leeloo over to him.  Perhaps her bound arms pressing against his chest stimulated him, but whatever the reason, he was enjoying himself and tried to make it a prolonged experience – prolonged enough, if fact, that Leeloo reacted as a woman should and was soon moaning with arousal.
 

By then, the moon was a little higher and he could see better.  Still, however, there was no log in sight, so he tossed the rope over the branch and pulled until she was up on her toes.  Then he tied it off.
 

For a few seconds, he stared at her, at her breasts.  Oddly enough, he felt a kindness towards her.  Bouncing her on his lap had been exciting and satisfying.  It would be nice to do that again.
 

Then he cast such thoughts out of his mind.  Monamote would be really pissed if he didn’t catch up with the rest of them.  So he turned and left Leeloo standing on her toes in the moonlight.  She whined in protest and began struggling against the ropes.
 

When Marrius found them, he was surprised to see that everyone was sleeping, the girls, and all the men too.  Guessing that Monamote had decided on resting for the night and finishing the journey in the morning, he found a comfortable place and settle down to rest.  Soon he, tired as they all were from the strenuous day, was asleep.
 

Overhead, the silent moon looked down.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XX
 

Preparations
 

 
 

“What the hell!”
 

Monamote was not happy when a morning sunbeam sliced between two trees and struck him in the face.
 

Instantly he was on his feet, rushing about, kicking the men to awareness and cursing them soundly.
 

The women, still with their arms bound behind them and still linked by the necks, stirred uneasily.  They had spent a cold night, lying on the ground.  As soon as the men were awake, they were ordered to their feet and the march began again.  No breakfast, no drink of water, just putting one foot before the other endlessly.
 

“I cannot feel my hands,” one of the women complained.  “We have been tied like this for so long…”
 

“You won’t need your hands where you’re going,” was Monamote’s response.  Then he added, with a sneer, “The parts of you we like are still there and working fine.”
 

The trail was becoming steeper, but still he pushed the group at a fast walk, the best he could get out of the prisoners.
 

“When do we eat?” one of his men asked.
 

“When we get to the village.”
 

“Damn, that’s still a long ways off.”
 

Monamote said nothing at that observation.  Normally, a man in a hurry could make it up the trail all the way to the village well within a day.  But if that man were dragging tired, reluctant prisoners…  He could only hope that they would make it before nightfall.
 

They stopped by a steam and he allowed all to have water.  The girls drank eagerly as the snow-runoff, icy water, was poured into their mouths.  Refreshed, they set out again.
 

The men who were left in the village and had not gone after the Golden One, cheered when they saw a line of bound women marched into the center square.  Not only was the Golden One there, but five others, all nice looking, a few very nice.  Of course, Selena and Teela could not be touched.  They were reserved for Seeros.  But that left three others, including Tam, for the men to play with.  The men were happy at that thought.  The women of the village frowned.
 

When they halted, all the women collapsed to the ground, exhausted.  Monamote began issuing orders.  Selena and Teela were to be taken to the cave and locked onto the chains there.
 

“Take these four into the meeting hall,” he said.  “Bind them to the posts.  We have much to do for tonight’s ceremony.  We will attend to these later.”
 

By later, he meant the next day.  As he said, there was much to be done before the sacrifice to Seeros could be properly performed.  The binding poles for two women had to be set up and enough firewood had to be gathered to barbeque two women.
 

Tam and the other three were taken into the meetinghouse where their arms were untied.  All four groaned as the circulation began to return.  The one woman who had complained about her hands was the worst of them all.  Her hands and forearms had turned a purplish-gray color and she could neither feel nor move her fingers.  When the blood began flowing back into them, she cried loudly, as if she were being whipped.  Big tears flowed down her face and she sat there, lifeless arms resting on her legs.
 

As they were untying the women, another man came in with a bundle of weapons.  “These were taken from the slavers,” he told the others as he set them down on a table.
 

As each woman regained the use of her hands, they were again bound, this time with their backs to one of the support poles holding up the roof.  In each case, their arms were pulled behind the post and the wrists crossed and bound.  The men were careful to make sure that the ropes were tight and the knots far from the fingers.  Each girl had her ankles also bound together, with rope around the pole to hold her in place.
 

The final girl to be so bound was still crying and her hands looked none too good.  But much of the color had returned even if they still felt cold to the man binding them behind the post.
 

With all four of them secured, the men left.  But before they did, one went up to Tam, sliced the leather shirt she was wearing, then ripped it off.  Down to the waist, her body was uncovered.  The man grinned, fondled her a bit and made some crude remarks to the others.  Soon, they had sliced and torn the garments from each of the women, leaving them all totally naked.  There was no fire in that room, and the cold air bit at their bare skin.  The torn clothing was tossed into a pile in the corner.
 

The man who had begun the undressing of them, took Tam’s left breast in his strong hand and squeezed hard.  “Tomorrow,” he told her, “I’ll have you.  All of us will.  And the day after that.  And the day after that.  See what I mean?”  He laughed.  Then the men left.
 

Tam looked at the other women.  “I think they are going to leave us like this until tomorrow,” she said.  “That gives us time to try to escape.”
 

They all set about trying to free their wrists from the ropes.  But these men were not amateurs; they knew how to bind a woman.  No amount of straining enabled them to reach the knots, and attempting to pull the hands out of the ropes also failed.  As the sunlight coming into the big room began to fade away, all four were still tied and still helpless.
 

With only their ankles locked to those chains, Teela and Selena embraced each other in the warm cave.  At another time and another place, it would have been a passionate embrace, but now it was only one of comfort.  Very soon both of them would be facing a grizzly death.  They did not speak, only held each other in the dark.
 

Posts were set in place in the village square, four of them, spaced far enough apart for a women to be tied between each pair.  A goodly pile of firewood was stacked nearby, ready to push under the women and lit.  The whole village was excited, even the women and children, although there were only two of the little ones.  An undercurrent of anticipation raced among the people.  The horrible demise of two gorgeous women would normally have evoked such a feeling, but this was something much more.  The sacrifice of these two would assure Seeros’ blessings upon his Chosen Ones.  He would grant them powers far beyond mortal men, powers enough to let them conquer all the peoples around them, and eventually the whole world.  They knew it was so because their priest had had a vision from Seeros telling them so.
 

The old man, whose name was Rycars, stood by, watching the preparations and smiling.  Taking the life of this Golden One in the manner Seeros had foretold in a dream would assure both him and his people extreme power.  The old man, bothered daily by aching joints and bones, troubled by the thought of death, would live forever and be restored to his youth.  So Seeros had decreed to him in the dream.  Again would the wine taste good and the women be enjoyable to him.  And so it would be forever.  He smiled as more firewood was brought in.
 

The sun disappeared and the full moon rose above Death Mountain.  A fire was lit in a pit and torches were added around the ceremony place.  Anticipation filled the air, almost thick enough to cut with a knife.  All eyes turned to the posts standing there in the cool moonlight, waiting for the gifts to be given to Seeros.
 

At a nod from Monamote, four men left the group and made for the cave.  Once there, they unlocked the two woman from the chains and bound their hands behind them.  With a man holding each arm, they were marched out of the cave and into the square.  Teela and Selena exchanged nervous glances but said nothing.
 

The whole village was assembled, about thirty people in all.  A hush fell over them as the two women were led into sight.  The ceremony was starting.
 

Teela was led between two of the posts.  Her hands were untied but a rope was looped around each wrist.  The rope were threaded through a hole near the top of the poles and pulled.  Her arms spread as widely as possible, but they continued to pull on the ropes, with Teela’s face showing the strain on her arms.  Still they pulled on the ropes until she was lifted off the ground and held there, suspended.  Only then did they tie off the ropes.  Her ankles were noosed with ropes that were passed around the posts and pulled.  That spread her legs wide, very wide, painfully wide apart.
 

Suspended in midair, arms and legs under great strain, Teela closed her eyes and lowered her head.
 

Then it was Selena’s turn.  She was hung between the other two poles in the same manner.  The women were side by side, so both could be watched at the same time.
 

The priest stepped forward to begin muttering ancient words of a prayer to Seeros.  That went on for a long time, with him occasionally gesturing to the offerings.  Finally, he stepped aside.  Monamote nodded to some men who then stepped forward and began removing the flimsy clothing from both women.  As those very fine bodies came into view, there was a stirring among the watchers.  These were both very fine looking women.  The curves, the long legs, all were perfect.  But the Golden One, with her long blonde hair, was more perfect.  The men watching felt the excitement.  Some of the women, too, felt an attraction to those bodies on display.  Other women felt hatred and were glad to know that very soon these two temptresses would die a horrible death.
 

The priest intoned more prayers.  Anxious for the torture to begin, the audience became restless.  They saw the two men standing to one side, wicked looking black leather whips in their hands and knew that very soon those whips would be stripping the flesh from these women.  Those were not the whips used to hurt, they were the whips used to damage.  Of course, the men had been carefully instructed not to do too much damage to the women.  Just cause a lot of pain but leave them conscious for the tortures to follow.  They would enjoy watching the flesh turn red and swell up and even bleed.
 

Finally the priest nodded and ceased his droning.  The two men stepped forward.
 

From above them, both women looked down at the strong men and the whips.  None would blame them if they showed fear or begged not to be whipped.  But these were Amazons.  They displayed only hatred on their beautiful faces.  Teela spat at the man near her.  It missed, but the contempt was clear.  These women would not beg for mercy.
 

The men lifted their arms behind them, ready for the first stroke.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XXI
 

Blood in the Moonlight
 

 
 

In that dramatic moment, as the whips were posed to strike, there came a loud cry from behind the bound women.  It was as the cry of a banshee, primitive and hateful, a cry to freeze the blood in your veins.
 

A figure leapt into the firelight, an image of a fierce, naked woman wielding a huge sword held over her head.  As they watched that figure turned and the sword swished through the air.  The head of their priest, a smile still on his lips, fell to the ground.
 

Immediately the figure spun around and again the sword flashed out, this time slicing the throat of the whip man nearest her.  The whip dropped from his hand and both of them flew to his throat.  Blood, bright and crimson in the firelight, gushed between his fingers.
 

Instantly the naked woman turned again, this time to lift the sword and bring it down on the ropes holding Selena tautly spread.  The sharp blade was more than a match for the ropes and all were quickly parted.  In a heartbeat, Selena was falling to the ground, free of the ropes.  She crouched where she fell, eyes wide with excitement and anger, reflecting in the firelight like that of a wild tiger.
 

Several things happened at once.  Monamote cried out and made to draw his sword.  Other men recovered from their shock and reached for weapons.  Tam stepped forward and slashed the ropes from Teela.  And, as Tam had instructed them to do, two of the other female prisoners dashed into the clearing, each holding a sword.  The first handed the sword to Selena.  A second later, the other had given a sword to Teela.
 

From the torture of two helpless women, the scene had unbelievably changed to one of three armed and dangerous looking women facing a whole village.  These naked warriors did not wait for the men to react.  Moving almost as if choreographed, the three of them attacked the closest men.  The other man with the whip was the next to fall.  Then it was blade ringing against blade as armed men closed in on the trio.
 

The men had strength and numbers over the women.  But two of them were Amazons, trained from birth as warriors, and the third trained with the basic sword techniques.  With Teela and Selena leading the way, they charged the men, not content to let them come forward and chose how they wished to engage the women.  It was the women who pressed the attack, whose swift blades cut under more awkward swings and darted past lunging points to embed themselves into male flesh.
 

Tam held her own, but it was Teela and Selena who repeatedly downed bigger opponents.  In a handful of heartbeats the men became confused.  The woman just moved too fast.  The naked bodies were blurs in the firelight, darting in and dealing death almost at will.
 

Teela found herself facing Monamote.  He was taller, outweighed her by double, and a skilled fighter himself.  The surprise was over and he was ready to cleave this woman in two.  A red rage flooded over him as he stepped towards Teela.  These women had ruined the ceremony and the sacrifice to Seeros.  Power would not be granted to his people.  Conquering and rape and pillaging would not be their prize now.  The desire to gut that one called Tam, the one who cut the others free, was an ache inside him.  He would gladly spill her blood onto the cold ground and watch her die slowly and painfully.  He slashed the blade horizontally at Teela.  The contact of blades rang loudly, and hers was nearly knocked from her grasp.  This man was strong!
 

Teela tried to slide her blade along his, hoping for a slash at the exposed wrist.  But he was also fast.  He parried and almost did the same to her.  Only fast reflexes saved her hand.
 

Ignoring the sound around them, they circled slowly, each looking for an opening.  Again he swung.  Teela, remembering the strength of his blow, did not try to counter it.  Instead, she threw her body sideways and forward, her sword cutting an arch through the air.  The end of her blade cut into the back of his left knee and he buckled.  But he turned as his leg gave out and swung his deadly blade again.  The tip of his blade struck the ground by her shoulder, the edge slicing through the muscle there.  Had the tip not buried itself in the ground, the cut might have separated her arm from her body.
 

Ignoring the sudden burst of pain, she pointed her sword upwards.  She had seen his body falling towards her when she had severed the tendons of his leg.  She aimed the point of her sword upward.  Unable to avoid it, Monamote impaled himself on the blade.
 

All that came from him was a grunt.  Then his body was falling onto hers and his blood spilling over her.  With an effort, she rolled him off her and regained her feet.
 

Looking around, she saw that the battle was over.  She, Selena and Tam were standing there, panting, with their breaths clouding in the cold air.
 

A few of the village women, seeing what was happening, rushed in to pick up fallen swords and press the attack.  But they fell just as the men did, and faster.
 

A silence descended upon the scene.  In a frozen tableau, three panting, naked woman stood there, swords dripping with blood.  Two dozen bodies lay on the ground around them.
 

The three women who had been prisoners with Tam in the hall came into the firelight.  One of them picked up a sword from a fallen man and awkwardly held it in front of her.  One of the men was lying on the ground near her, holding his belly and moaning.  A pool of blood seeping out from under him told that he would not have long to live, but the naked woman came up to him and began hacking at his body.  There was no skill in her strokes, but a strong hatred.  Shortly, the man ceased his moaning.
 

The only sound was the cackling of the fire and the weeping of two women holding their fallen mates.
 

 
 






  








 
 

Chapter XXII
 

Aftermath
 

 
 

A fire was lit in the meeting room, and those still living were gathered there.  This included three women who had been captured and the two children who stood mutely by and looked very confused and frightened.
 

The triumphant women had gone around, gathering clothing together and using it to cover their naked bodies.  Teela’s shoulder was being bound by Selena.
 

“When we get needles and thread, this will need to be stitched up,” she told her sister Amazon.  “But at least I think we’ve stopped the bleeding.”
 

With that task completed, Selena turned to Tam to say, “Okay, now will you tell us how you came to our rescue?”
 

Tam took a deep breath before she began.
 

“It was Leeloo.  When we heard the villagers outside and knew the ceremony was about to begin, she came sneaking in here and untied us.  We didn’t wait to get dressed, but grabbed swords and went to save you.
 

“I knew that these girls,” she nodded at the three who had been bound to the posts with her, “could not fight very well.  So I told them not to try it.  They would die very quickly.  Instead, I told them to dash forward when I had you two cut down and hand you a sword each.  That they did very well.”
 

One of the three was still shivering, even with warm clothes on.  But another of them followed the conversation with interest.  She was the one who had been hacking at the dying villager.
 

“I’ll let Leeloo tell you her part.”
 

All eyes turned to the small girl.  “Yes, the last I saw you were being taken off to be what he called ‘noosed’.  Why aren’t you dead?” asked Teela.
 

“The man who was to set me up so that I would eventually hang couldn’t find a log of the right size and shape.  So instead he threw the rope over a branch and forced me to stand on my toes.  He figured that sooner or later I would no longer be able to keep up on my toes and would strangle.”  She snorted.
 

“He was stupid.  Before hanging me up, he wanted to have sex with me.  While I was bouncing up and down on his lap, I grabbed a knife out of his belt.  He never noticed.  I held onto the knife after he was finished with me and when he hung me up.  The stupid bastard never realized that I was holding his knife behind me.  Of course, it was getting dark and hard to see things in the moonlight, but he was still very stupid.
 

“His body is out there now, with the others.”
 

“Well, thank you very much, Leeloo.  You saved us all.”
 

The others expressed their thanks as well.
 

The woman who had attacked the warrior, however unskillfully it had been, came forward.
 

“You are an Amazon,” she began.  “You fight and do not let men control you.  I would be as you.”
 

Selena looked her over.  She had seen the woman naked and knew her to be strong and of a fine body.  “Very well.  You may come with us.”
 

“I would like to go with you also,” Tam said.  “I have no desire to return to my prior life.  And I like the idea of becoming an Amazon.”
 

“Good.  You shall become one with us,” proclaimed Selena.
 

“So, what do we do now?” Tam asked.  “There are these,” she said, nodded to the three woman and two children huddled in a corner and guarded by a woman with a sword.
 

Selena thought for a bit.  “We all want to get out of here, no question about that.  I suppose we could take them with us and sell them in the slave market.  But that would be cruel.”
 

“They were cruel to us,” Teela cut in.  “They deserve no kindness.”
 

“Very good then.  Pack everything you wish to take and we’ll leave immediately.”
 

As the women walked away from the village, the fire in the outdoor pit was burning low.  They left the dead bodies lying where they fell.  The two children left with them, the plan being to drop them off near a village or town where they could find someone to take them in.  Even revenge-seeking Amazons had no stomach for killing children.
 

And the three women who were captured?  They were not hauled off for sale in the slavemarket.  No, that would be cruel, as Selena had stated.  As the last of the freed women disappeared from sight, the sound of loud cursing came from the village square from the three naked women tightly bound to the posts where two sacrifices had almost been made. The cold moon stared down at them with its icy stare.  They shivered and bemoaned their fate.
 

“If they can free themselves, they’ll live,” Selena had said.  “If not… Well, freezing would be a kinder death than what they were going to do to us.”
 

All agreed with her.
 

Lesson: don’t mess with an Amazon.
 

 
 

The End
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