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      I had no time to scream. No time to think, even. Suddenly there were hands around my mouth, a knife pressed against my back. I could smell a horrible mixture of male sweat and dirt on the hand that half covered my nose; I choked and fought the urge to cough. More hands wandered over my body, exploring. Before they could get too far, I bit the fingers that were pressed against my mouth, my teeth drawing blood. His retribution came immediately. Pain shot up my spine where the knife had split my skin, agonising pain that would have had me scream if the hand hadn’t been preventing me from opening my mouth.

      “If you do that again, you’re dead,” a muffled voice hissed against my ear.

      Then something hit my head, and everything went black.

      I drifted, lost in time. I was a girl, playing by the river, making little wooden boats that were taken by the current and carried far away. I was looking at the stars, wondering whether they were my ancestors looking down at me. I was running through the forest, blueberries making stains on my skin. Blue stains. Blue rings around my breasts. The wedding night. His clan’s colours on my bare flesh. Regus entering me for the first time, and the second time. And the next one hundred moments of bliss that followed in the six moons that we had been married.

      Some nights he was away, hunting, and I ached for his warmth next to me, but when he returned, we would make love as if it was the first time. It's just that we were more experienced now, we had practiced and we knew each other well. I had learnt where to touch him to make him hard in seconds. He knew that when he squeezed my nipples in those last seconds before I reached the top, I would be catapulted into pleasure so pure that it took my breath away. Regus, the chief of the clan and the chief of my heart. My cave man husband. Regus.

      I woke from the sound of my own voice, whispering his name. If this was death, it was blood-freezingly cold. A drum was beating nearby, it was so loud that it hurt.

      “I think she’s waking up. Do you want me to give her the rock?” A rough voice with an edge that made me think of a cat poised to jump and attack.

      “No, let her be. I want her to be awake.”

      Slowly, I managed to open my eyes. My world shifted from side to side, like driftwood on the river. The drum beat became quicker, a pounding in my head, a regular, aching beat; was it real or was it the pain?

      It took me a moment to realise that I was being carried through a gloomy tunnel. Water was dripping down the stone to all sides and dark moss grew in cracks that split the walls into a mosaic of darkness.

      My head was lolling from side to side, my neck and legs resting on strong arms. Involuntary, I breathed in the heavy musk that the man carrying me emitted. He almost smelled like Regus. Almost. Nobody smelled as good as my caveman husband.

      The tunnel slowly became wider and brighter. I tried to lift my head to see a little more, just in time to see the passageway turn into a giant cavern lit by a hundred fires. There were people everywhere, more than all the clans of the valley taken together. I had never seen such a crowd in my entire life. Most only gave us a passing glance while I was carried further into the cave, while a few stared openly. None of them were wearing clan colours.

      I was unceremoniously dumped onto a heap of mouldy straw in the middle of the cavern. My muscles screamed in pain, and the drum in my head began to beat more furiously. Before I could do anything but take a deep breath, a coarse rope was bound around my throat, followed by more ropes binding my arms together behind my back. I was as helpless as a new-born babe, lying face down on the straw, unable to move. I could hear the group of men that had brought me here disband. They left me to my thoughts of Regus. The ache for him hurt almost as much as the pain in my abused body.

      Waiting, I lay there. The straw was making my skin itch; I was only wearing a thin fur made from rabbit pelts that barely reached down to my upper thighs. This was the fur I put on when I expected Regus back. Here, I felt naked in it. Thoughts about what they might do to me crept into my mind, no matter how much I tried to keep them out. I didn’t even know who those people were. Not part of the valley clans, nor of the clans in the glens beyond. They dressed differently, none wore clan colours, and their skin was slightly lighter. I had never seen a cave as big as this. How long had I been out? How far had they carried me before I woke? It couldn’t be all that distant. But there was nowhere this cavern could be hidden. Unless… but no, the river couldn’t be crossed. All those who had tried had drowned, and those who didn’t had lost so much honour that they wished they had. The river was a natural enemy that could not be conquered, everyone knew that.

      But somehow, I began to doubt some of the things I had believed until now. A whole tribe of cavemen couldn’t just appear out of nowhere. And they wouldn’t just randomly kidnap a cave girl. Would they?!
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      At some point I must have fallen asleep, wondering over my situation. I awoke with thoughts of Regus. Had he already returned to find me gone? Or was he still on the hunt, unaware of what had happened? I liked neither thought. He would try to get me back, but how could he, when I had been kidnapped by people not belonging to any of the tribes, people I had never seen before. One man against a whole cavern of violent cavemen would not end well.

      There were footsteps behind me, giving me a second to prepare before I was yanked to my feet. My hands were still bound behind my back, and I swayed to one side, unable to keep my balance. The man behind me grunted impatiently. Suddenly, I was lifted into the air, as if I was no heavier than a child, and thrown over his shoulder. His bones pressed against my empty stomach. Blood streamed into my head, making me dizzy. And the rocking motion of him carrying me did not make it any better. Having spent the night face down on straw, I now had the first real chance to see my surroundings. Dozens of fires burned in the cavern, and families crowded around them. It looked as if they all lived in this one place instead of each having their own cave. Children were running around, darting from fire to fire, jumping over hot coals, throwing a ball made from moss and sinew to each other. Women were sewing or sorting dried berries, talking to each other in small groups or giggling with their heads together.

      After a moment I noticed that there were two kinds of women. Those wearing furs and doing the usual cave chores that women were responsible for, and others, not wearing anything but a rope around their neck, looking down on the floor, talking in hushed voices if they talked at all, their whole demeanour one of submission and subservience. Some of them seemed to be running errands, others were sitting on the floor, staring down onto the ground, the rope around their necks bound to poles or stalagmites. A few of them were with men, doing things that should be done at night in their own caves, not in the middle of a cavern where everybody could see.

      The rocking motion stopped and I was lifted down onto the ground. With no hands to keep me upright, my forehead touched the ground in a sort of bow, before I managed to lift my head and look at the man sitting on a chair covered in thick furs. His stern face was framed by long brown hair with a few strands of grey and was held back by a leather band. His beard was short, much shorter than grown men would usually wear it. His fine furs spoke of his importance, as did the bone-necklace around his neck. On his lap, more an accessory to his looks than anything else, was one of the naked women, sprawling lasciviously.

      Instead of a rope around her neck, she wore a red leather band with a single shining stone on the front. Had she no shame, presenting her body to the people around him in the way she did? With one hand, she massaged his neck, the other disappeared into the furs around his waist. Whatever she was doing down there, you certainly would not have been able to tell from his expression, cold and unmoving.

      The man who had carried me here bowed deeply.

      “This is the slave we took from the other side. She was on her own, as if she wanted to be carried off.”

      He laughed roughly, exposing teeth that were sharpened to look like a predator’s fangs. The man in front of us smiled, but his eyes stayed cold.

      “You have done well, Lazu. She will fit well into my collection. But she is wearing a little too much, don’t you think?”

      That last question was directed to the woman on his lap, who smiled and entangled herself from him. Standing in front of me, she looked into my eyes with an expression like a tigress examining her prey. The man behind me gave her a stone-knife, sharp and as black as his bear fur. Stepping behind me, she slowly undid the knots that held my furs together. One by one, she cut through the stitches, until the furs glided to the ground, leaving me naked and exposed to the man’s measuring eyes. His glance went up and down my body, as if evaluating what he was seeing.

      “Present her,” he said to the naked woman behind me. Suddenly, there was something cold at my wrists, then my hands were free, the cut rope falling down to the ground. I rubbed my hands, trying to get blood back into them; they were ice-cold.

      Without saying anything, the woman grabbed my arms and lifted them to both sides of my body.

      “She will have to be shaved,” the man announced.

      “Yes, Master,” the woman replied, her voice no more than a whisper. I didn’t know what he meant. Ever since the Circle ceremony on the day of my wedding, when the elders had removed my body hairs with fire, I had done the same to please Regus. If there were any hairs left, they were miniscule and definitely too small to see from a distance. But I was sure there were none, I took care of my body.

      From behind, the woman put her hands on my breasts, cupping them, then squeezing. When they left, her fingers left red marks on my bare skin. Then she took my nipples within two fingers and pulled, until I gasped in pain. As if that was not enough, she flicked her fingers against them; her long fingernails hurt even more than the pulling. Regus had never been this rough.

      The woman’s hands left, only to reappear
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