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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.
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