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The Novice Prey


Chapter One

Alexa blinked as someone took the heavy black cloth hood off of her head. She looked up to find out who had done it and saw the tall, black-clad woman who had introduced herself as Miss Lydia, her guide, a short ATV ride and a long walk ago. She was a dark-haired, dark-eyed woman. Alexa guessed her age as somewhere between thirty and thirty-five.

“Is it time now?” Alexa asked. She instinctively looked at her left wrist before realizing that she’d had to leave her watch, along with so many other little things, back at the hotel in Gordburg.

“No, not quite yet,” the woman smiled down at her. “But it won’t make any difference now if you can see your surroundings. I wanted to have a short chat with you, and we’re granted some leeway in following the rules here, so long as we adhere to the spirit of them.”

“Oh.” Alexa nodded absently. “Is it okay if I stand up now, then?” She looked down. “This tree stump isn’t very comfortable after a couple of minutes.”

“Of course,” the other woman smiled. “And you can call me ‘Lydia’ for as long as we’re out here together.”

“Thanks,” Alexa nodded again as she rose. She looked around. They were somewhere out in the woods. Most of the trees she saw were pines, though there was a sprinkling of hardwoods. She could see her gear and supplies stacked in a neat pile against one of them. She wanted to go over and take inventory, but that might be a bit premature. Anyway, it looked as if it was all there.

“Yes, it’s all there,” Lydia said with a smile. “I do have to ask you, though, why you insisted on bringing more than you could possibly carry. You do appear to be incredibly fit, but it took two men to lug it all the way here.”

“Oh, that,” Alexa shrugged. “I figured I’d stash most of it away, hide it someplace, and come back to it when I started to run low.” She looked at Lydia’s severe style of dress and just had to ask a question of her own.

“Why are you dressed like that?” She pointed at Lydia’s long, plain black dress, with its high collar, ankle-length skirt and row of buttons all down the front of it.

“This?” Lydia looked down at herself. “Well, it’s a uniform of sorts in this place.”

“You look like a cross between an old schoolmarm and a widow,” Alexa said, “especially with your hair done up in that tight bun.”

Lydia laughed. “I suppose I do,” she agreed. “But it’s unmistakable, and anyone who sees it knows that I’m a proctor.”

“Proctor?”

        “Think of me as a referee,” Lydia shrugged. “This place needs someone with the authority to step in if something is going too far.”

“Oh.” Alexa wondered what could possibly be considered ‘going too far’ in ‘this place’. She was already wondering if she’d gone a bit too far herself. 

“Don’t you think that’s rather risky?” Lydia asked, pointing at the pile of gear. “If you keep coming back to the same place when your supplies get low, someone is likely to spot you sooner or later.”

“Oh, I thought I’d scatter stuff around in different places,” Alexa replied easily. 

“I see,” Lydia nodded. “Well, it might work out for you. Best of luck with that. Though I can’t help but think that it’s a little out of keeping with the, shall we say, spirit of the competition.”

“What do you mean?” Alexa asked.

“You and your friends arranged all this, as I understand, based on what you’d all heard about a woman who’d come here before and called herself ‘Elf-Girl’.

“Well, yes…sort of,” Alexa agreed…sort of.

“It’s my understanding that ‘Elf-Girl’ actually evaded the hunters for quite some time with hardly any equipment at all.”

“I heard that too,” Alexa said. “But wasn’t she some kind of super outdoorswoman? I heard that she was really skilled in survival techniques.”

Lydia threw her head back and laughed uproariously. “Oh, my,” she managed to say once she was done laughing. “She is a bit of a local legend, but it’s truly amusing to see how legends can grow until you don’t even recognize them anymore. I actually had an opportunity to see her in the flesh, and I do mean in the flesh because it was after she had finally been captured and the man responsible put her on public display, naked, for a while so that people could satisfy their curiosity. She was a slender little thing with short blonde hair. She was an archaeologist, I’m told, so I suppose she was used to being outdoors, but in no way was she any kind of superwoman survivalist. I remember that she did look more than a little tired when I saw her, and I thought that it was truly interesting that such a delicate-looking young woman could have raised so much fuss her very first time here.” She chuckled. 

“Did she ever come back again?” Alexa asked. She was starting to feel better about her chances now.

“Not yet,” Lydia said with a shake of her head. “I think she came here looking for something very specific and very special and was lucky enough to find it. I really don’t know anything about where she is now, or what she’s doing.”

“Specific?” Alexa asked. “Special? What do you mean?”

“Why, the man who tracked her down, of course,” Lydia responded. “I saw him, too. He was good-looking, but not especially so, but he wanted her, and her alone, so badly that he almost ran himself into the ground hunting her.” She sighed. “It’s quite romantic, isn’t it?”

Alexa couldn’t answer right away. Yes, it did seem romantic, in a very bizarre way, but the public display part sounded distinctly off-putting. She realized that she might also be put on display and rejected the notion. She couldn’t be put on display if she was never caught, and she had absolutely no intention of being caught. That wouldn’t be the only way that she could win this competition, but it was the only way she wanted to win. She thought that she had a pretty good shot at it. And if she somehow got caught after all…well, they had all agreed to literally put their shapely asses on the line for this. But she wasn’t going to get caught. No way.

She heard something buzz and instinctively looked around for whatever monster bug was flying near her head.

“Ah, it’s going to begin soon,” Lydia said. “That was the ten-minute warning.” 

“That was you?” Alexa asked.

“I carry some communication equipment,” Lydia answered. She didn’t elaborate. “Now, do you feel ready to start this competition?”

“Yes,” Alexa nodded.

“You know what can happen to you if you get caught?”

“Uh…yes.” This time, Alexa didn’t nod. 

“They took you on a tour of the old part of Gordburg?”

“If you mean, did they show me the slave market, yes they did,” Alexa replied. “They even took us all to one of the slave auctions. When it was over, they brought us all up on the stage, introduced us all, and let the men there leer at us for a while.” It had been a disturbing experience, but not impossibly so. What had really bothered her was how Martina had showed up in cutoff jeans that showed off her long legs and a tight, sheer tank top with no bra that showed off the fact that her big, round tits had perky, poky nipples. Most of the leering had been directed at her, with her long, dark-blonde hair and…

“Alexa?” Lydia peered at her intently.

“Huh? Sorry, what?”

“You just kind of drifted off there for a moment. Are you feeling all right?”

“Yeah, fine,” Alexa shook her head. “I just started thinking.”

“It’s perfectly normal to start having second thoughts,” Lydia smiled, “especially since you’ve never done anything like this before. You haven’t, have you?”

“Not even remotely,” Alexa replied. 

“So it’s all feeling a bit scary now? You can still back out.”

“No,” Alexa set her jaw. “I’m not backing out. I’m going to finally beat those bitches.”

“Pardon?”

“Oh.” Alexa laughed nervously. “Just psyching myself up before the big game.”

“I see,” Lydia said. She didn’t sound entirely convinced. “Well, it will be starting soon, so let me quickly cover the main points of this competition.”

“Yes, please.”

“Very well. All four of you are being released north of the main road, in different locations. This area isn’t as built up as the lands south of the road, so there aren’t as many people here. It will pretty much just be you, your friends, and the parties hunting for you. So if you see a man, or men, you can be sure that they’re after you.”

“I understand,” Alexa said.

“Now, there are a few places up this way that you can go to for supplies, or temporary shelter, or medical attention…”

“Medical attention?” Alexa interrupted.

“Well, yes,” Lydia nodded. “We take all the reasonable precautions we can, but this is still a wilderness setting, and accidents can happen.”

“Oh, that,” Alexa said. “I’ve broken my leg once, and an arm. You don’t mean anything worse than that, do you?”

“No. Truth be told, we have more incidents at the pools than we do in the woods. We have excellent medical staffs here, in any case.”

“Okay,” Alexa nodded. “Now, what about these places?”

“South of the road we actually have a string of small towns,” Lydia continued. “North of the road, we only have what you might call a few trading posts. They’re usually no more than a building or two. It’s possible for you to stay overnight at one of them if the weather turns too bad, but you absolutely must leave the following morning.”

“Kind of like a bed and breakfast with no breakfast,” Alexa said.

“Actually, you can get a hot meal at any one of them, but the quality varies depending on the skills of whoever’s running the place. At the worst, you can expect a warmed-up can of hash or chili.”

“Do I have to pay for that stuff?”

“Well, of course, but all you have to do is let them pass a scanner over the tiny chip in your ear and it will automatically be charged to your account. You don’t have to carry any cash.”

“Yeah.” Alexa scratched at her right earlobe. The chip had been implanted there yesterday, and while the procedure hadn’t hurt at all, the site had itched for several hours afterwards. It seemed okay now, but just hearing the chip mentioned prompted her to scratch. It occurred to her that her ear was now some sort of ATM card. She’d have to be careful not to misplace it.

“Now, I can’t tell you exactly where any of those places are,” Lydia went on. “But there is at least one within easy walking distance of you right now.” She cast an eye at the pile of supplies. “I don’t think you’ll be needing to go there any time soon. But you can get just about anything you want there, should the need arise. Additionally, as long as you’re on the grounds of one of the trading posts, you’re safe from capture.”

“What are the chances that somebody’ll be hanging around one of those places, waiting for me or one of my friends?”

“Not very high the first couple of days,” Lydia answered. “But after that, it can become very risky to approach them.”

“Why is that?”

“The men who will be hunting you have all done this before,” Lydia told her. “Some of them have become quite skilled at hunting women. They know that the more time passes the more likely one of you will need to get something. So be careful.”

“Oh. So they know the ground here too?”

“Some of them might,” Lydia agreed. “Many of them might have been in this area in the past. The question then is how much do they remember, especially if they’ve only been in this part once or twice? Rest assured you’ve all got a fair chance. And so do all the men.”

“I see,” Alexa said. They seemed to be very well organized here. She wondered how long this peculiar resort town had been involved in this strange business, and how Martina had ever heard of it.

“Now, if you’re taken and things become just too much for you, all you have to do is use your escape word, and it will all stop immediately. Of course, that will also mean that you’re bailing out of the competition.”

“Yes. I understand that,” Alexa said. “But, uh, just how bad might things actually get?”

“You must understand that we have a very, very selective screening process here,” Lydia replied. “The men have some very strict rules that they must follow. If they don’t, they’re banned for life.”

“Has that ever happened?”

“Once or twice,” Lydia admitted. “It’s very rare. If you were a man who’d gone through the long process of being approved to come here, wouldn’t you be very, very careful not to do anything to get yourself thrown out?”

“I suppose,” Alexa shrugged. “But about what could happen?”

“Oh,” Lydia smiled. “Well, obviously, if you’re captured by a group of men all of them will want to make use of you.”

“In what ways?” Alexa pressed.

“Straight, oral and anal,” Lydia replied clinically. “You’re free to try to resist, of course, but many women find that once they’ve been taken captive that submitting comes fairly easily. Some of them resist anyway, chiefly so that the men have to ‘force’ them. There are all sorts of sexual fantasies.”

“Um…yeah, sure,” Alexa said. “But wouldn’t some of that hurt?”

“Some women also enjoy the pain,” Lydia answered. “And the men have all been given extensive training to avoid doing any serious damage.”

“And you just…act as a referee for all of this?”

“Not just,” Lydia said. “Look.” She began unbuttoning the high collar of her dress. She pulled the material away so that Alexa could see that under it she wore a thin black leather collar with a big, silvery metal ring dangling from it.

“What’s that for?” Alexa asked.

“Another part of the uniform,” Lydia smiled as she buttoned back up. “It never shows, but anyone who’s been here before knows it’s there, under the dress.”

“Why?” Now Alexa felt confused.

Lydia’s smile widened. “Because sometimes I get to play too,” she said. “And some men really, really like the idea of bagging a proctor. Here’s this woman with absolute authority over them, and if they can just find a way to get her out of her dress she’s theirs to play with however they want…for a while, anyway. As I said, there are all sorts of sexual fantasies.” She buttoned back up. “This is a unique place where many of them can be acted out.” She tilted her head and looked at Alexa. “Do you have any that you’d like to act out?”

“Not really,” Alexa replied. 

“Then why are you here?”

“For the competition,” Alexa said. “I don’t want to talk about my fantasies, or lack of them, any more.”

“All right.” Lydia seemed disappointed. “Usually the women who come here are looking for adventure. But if you made it past all the psych evaluations they must have figured that you could hack it here. I won’t pry any further.”

Alexa had been thinking about asking Lydia for more details about what had been done to her in the past, but realized that if she wasn’t going to share anything with the woman there was no reason for Lydia to be forthcoming herself. And even if Lydia chose to speak freely, that just opened up opportunities for her to ask questions of her own, and Alexa didn’t want to answer any of them. She was still a bit queasy over the possibility of anal sex. It was something she’d never even considered in the past.

“Uh…I have a question,” she said to Lydia.

“Of course,” Lydia responded. “What is it?”

“Is there any way…any way I could get a man to stop doing something without having to use that word and bail out of it all entirely?”

Lydia chuckled. “I suppose you could always say ‘please’,” she said. “But I rather doubt that it will work. What were you thinking of?”

“Uh…anal sex,” Alexa replied. “I’ve never done it, I’ve never wanted to do it, and just the thought of it makes me feel filthy.” She shivered.

“Oh.” Lydia nodded. “That’s a fairly common reaction among first-timers, which is why we don’t usually let them in here. But really, Alexa, if you get taken and a man wants your ass, there’s not a lot you can do to stop him, especially if he has friends along. Are you at all sure that you even belong out here?”

“I’m not as certain as I was yesterday,” Alexa shrugged. “But I’m here now, so I guess I’ll stick it out.” 

“Well, that’s not the most positive thing I’ve ever heard a woman in your position say,” Lydia commented. 

Alexa had no answer to that, so for a while the two of them were silent. Then, after a while, Alexa heard that buzzing sound again.

“It’s begun,” Lydia announced. “I have to go now. Best of luck to you.”

“Thanks,” Alexa replied as she made a beeline to her stacked gear. She didn’t know how much time she might have before hunters began sweeping through this area, but she didn’t want to waste any of it. The first thing she checked was her backpack, making sure that it held everything she’d stored away in it last night. It did, so she shrugged it on. When she straightened up to ask Lydia one last question the other woman was nowhere to be seen. For a moment she just stood there, feeling a bit overwhelmed at the knowledge that she was completely on her own now. Then she went back to work.

Her extra supplies were all food and water, packed in three waterproof bags made of heavy, camouflaged cloth. She hefted one of them by its thick handle of webbing. It seemed heavier than she remembered. There was no chance she’d be able to lug it very far, but if she could find a good hiding spot for it she wouldn’t have to. She began to search around. In a very short while she found a big, hollowed-out log that might suit her purposes. The bag proved to be a very tight fit, but she managed to stuff it far enough back in the log that no one would see it unless they got down on their knees to look in. That done, she went back and got one of the two remaining bags. A hasty sweep of the area turned up no ideal hiding places, so she resorted to stashing it inside a blackberry thicket and throwing some leaves over it until she thought it was as concealed as it was ever going to get.

She wasn’t sure how much time had passed since the competition had started. It would have been nice to have her watch, or even her cell phone, since it had a time function. There was so much she didn’t know. She’d seen maps of the area ‘north of the main road’, but hadn’t been allowed to carry one. She’d tried very hard to memorize it, but even if she had a photographic memory it wouldn’t have done her any good at the moment since she had no idea where she was. For a moment she simply stood still, feeling very much alone and very much on her own. She shrugged the feeling off and picked up her last bag. It was just as heavy as the others had been, but she decided to carry it with her until she found some landmark she could recognize easily and stash it somewhere near there. She hoped she’d be able to find the other two later. The hollow log and the blackberry thicket would be easy enough to spot once she got near them, but she thought that she might have a little trouble getting near them. The forest here looked entirely unremarkable. She shrugged and kept walking. There wasn’t anything she could do about that now.

The bag was heavy enough that she had to make frequent stops and put it down on the ground for a while. She was moving slowly anyway, trying to stay in cover and not make any unnecessary noise while at the same time straining her ears for any hint that other people were nearby. She saw no one, she heard no one, and later in the day she came to a small stream that trickled its way through the woods. She laid the bag aside and sat down on a mossy rock to rest.

She was feeling pretty good right now. The weather was warm and mild, and she’d had just enough exercise to feel pleasantly pumped, as if she’d just completed her warming-up exercises. She looked up to see where the sun was, and noticed that it was to her left, and lower than it had been when Lydia had taken the bag off of her head. Okay, that meant that she was heading north. Good. That was the way she wanted to be going. It was away from the main road, and so, probably, away from the men who would be hunting for her and her friends. She wondered where those friends were now, and if she would run into any of them. She hoped not. Until this contest was over she hoped that she wouldn’t run into anybody at all. 

As long as she was moving, she didn’t have to think. But she had to rest from time to time, and when she did she couldn’t help thinking. Thinking made her uneasy. There was more than just her shapely white ass riding on this competition. Martina had talked everyone into putting up money on a bet. Whoever won the competition would get the money. It was a considerable sum, and coming up with her share of it had strained Alexa’s resources to their limits. If she didn’t win, it would take her a long time to pay off the debt she had run up. The thought only reinforced her grim determination to win. She had to win. She wanted the money, to be sure, but even more than that she wanted to finally beat those arrogant, beautiful, well-toned bitches at something.

She had always been the ‘also-ran’ in their loose-knit group, never placing higher than third in any athletic competition she entered and usually coming in lower than that. She was in superb shape, and she worked very hard to keep herself that way, but it seemed that no matter how hard she tried there was always some woman faster, stronger, more skilled or more ruthless than she was who came in first. Well, in getting as far as she had she’d beaten four of the bunch already. That left just three to go: Martina, Lynette, and Naomi. Since she wasn’t competing with any of them directly, she thought that she had a pretty good chance. In any case, none of them, herself included, had any experience in this kind of contest, so they should all be starting out more or less even. Actually, she might even have the edge now. She’d spent a lot of time learning all she could about hiking, camping and wilderness survival, keeping her efforts secret from the others. Nothing had quite prepared her, though, for how very alone and vulnerable she felt right now.

Resting was necessary, but resting meant thinking, and thinking led to doubts and fears. Alexa stood and picked up the bag again. There was a pile of rocks on the other side of the stream that might be a good hiding place for it. Once she had stashed it away she could keep moving without having to stop so often. The next thing she’d have to do would be find some safe place to sleep tonight. Would the hunters be active at night? They weren’t supposed to have any special equipment, so maybe not.


Chapter Two

Once she’d picked out a concealed spot for her sleeping bag, Alexa munched on a trail mix bar and considered what to do next. It was very quiet and peaceful out here in the woods. Actually, it was a little too quiet and peaceful for her. She was used to having other people around, and this solitude made her feel strangely uneasy. She wondered how the apparently legendary Elf-Girl had dealt with it. But from what she’d heard, that woman had been very active the whole time she was out in the wilderness, so maybe she didn’t have time to get bored.

There was still a lot of daylight left, and she didn’t feel like just hanging around her intended campsite until it got dark. For all of the supplies she’d picked up, she hadn’t thought to bring along anything to read, and she regretted that now. Maybe she could pick up something at one of those trading posts Lydia had mentioned? She’d have to find out, but not today. She might as well do a little exploring and familiarize herself with the area. She could follow the little stream and see where it went without worrying about getting lost and not being able to find this spot again. She’d travel light for this first exploration, bringing along only her canteen, some snacks to munch on, and a few other things. After hiding everything she wasn’t going to be carrying under some fallen leaves, she set out. There was a temptation to walk briskly, but she resisted it. It seemed better to go slowly and carefully, keeping a watch out for any intruders.

During her walk, she began to realize all of the things she was missing out here. There were no other people which was actually a good thing, but she didn’t have a watch, a map, or any way of telling how far she’d walked. How many steps to a mile, anyway? And how many miles was it from one end of this place to the other? The sun was slowly settling in the direction she was walking, so at least she knew that she was heading west. She really didn’t know much more than that, though.

She was just making her way around a big thicket when she heard voices coming from somewhere up ahead, too far off to make out words, but near enough to know that at least one of the speakers was a man. She hunkered down behind the thicket and slowly moved to a spot where she could peer around her cover. One of the things she’d picked up from all the books she’d read was that if you were trying to not be noticed you didn’t break a skyline when you wanted to have a look.

She saw two men, dressed in rough clothes; talking to a woman clad in an identical long black dress to the one Lydia had worn. A moment later, she realized that it was Lydia herself. A little ways past the trio, Alexa could see a two-story wooden building, partly obscured from view by the trees and shrubs. It looked like an old farmhouse, worn dark gray by wind and weather. Was that one of the trading posts Lydia had mentioned? If it was, finding it so early was a stroke of luck. 

One of the men said something, and Lydia laughed. Alexa still couldn’t make out any words. She did notice that the men’s attention was focused solely and intently on Lydia, and that made her feel a bit safer where she was. That thought prompted her to look around behind her to see if anyone was sneaking up on her from that direction. She saw nothing. While that was a relief, she wondered just how paranoid she’d be by the time all this was over. She turned back. They were still talking. Finally, Lydia simply nodded, and then the three of them walked off towards the building, the men following closely behind her. Well, there was no way of telling what was happening there, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to go and check it out in person. Alexa slowly straightened up and had another look around. Satisfied that she was alone, she made her way back to where she’d left her sleeping bag. It should be safe to spend the night there, but it would probably be a good idea to relocate tomorrow. If she could go downstream to the trading post, if that’s what it was, someone could come upstream from there and maybe find her. She didn’t intend for that to happen.

It was getting dark by the time she got back. She took the time to arrange her little campsite. She still seemed to be very much alone, but she decided to forego a hot meal for tonight. It would mean starting a fire, and she didn’t want to risk it. Later, if she found a more sheltered spot, she’d build a fire. She didn’t feel particularly hungry at the moment anyway, since she’d had a huge breakfast shortly before she let them bring her out here. The darkness grew and closed in. Now she could hear crickets, and something making a high-pitched shrilling noise that seemed to come from everywhere. Somehow, none of the books she’d read had told her how noisy a forest could become at night. She lay quietly on her opened sleeping bag and thought back over how she’d come to be here. There was nothing else to do but go to sleep, and she wasn’t feeling tired.

***

They all knew each other. They often competed with each other in one kind of sport or another, and while they were friendly, their contests had an edge to them that was almost ferocious. Even outside of athletics, there was still a simmering competition between them, since they were all attractive women, young, superbly fit, and eager to stand out and be noticed. It was not an easy thing to be a part of that group, and Alexa had wondered why she had been allowed to join at first. It was only later on that she realized she was ‘safe’, and that was why. She wasn’t as tall as most or as hot as any of the others, and didn’t excel at any one sport as most of them did. If she entered a competition she could be relied on to put up a good effort, but never to take first place. So, she was accepted because none of them saw her as a real threat. The discovery had galled her at first, and then she came to accept it as she had accepted never taking first place. Besides, where else could she bask in the glitter and glamour, albeit on the fringes, of gorgeous women athletes? As long as she was with them, she could enjoy at least a bit of the high life, and occasionally draw the attention of a good-looking man who had been rebuffed by some other member of the group. That had been flattering to begin with, but after a while she found that she resented being someone’s second or third choice. But what else could she do, being the only beta amongst a pack of alpha females?

It had been a bright and brutally sunny afternoon around a plush hotel pool and they’d all had a teensy bit too much to drink when Martina had begun a familiar diatribe of hers about how boring and safe most of their contests were.

“Now, take the Mayans,” she said after another sip of her margarita. “Or was it the Aztecs? Well, it doesn’t matter. Whoever they were, they had this game that was all about putting a ball through a stone hoop without using your hands. The winners were treated like gods. The losers got sacrificed.” She snickered. “I wonder how their gods felt about getting the losers sacrificed to them instead of the winners. Now, don’t get me wrong. I love the competition, but lately it just seems to me that whether I win or I lose all that happens is there’s another tourney down the road.” Alexa, listening from a distance, didn’t try to correct Martina about who got sacrificed.

“Yeah, and you usually win,” Lynette spoke up. She was tall, with long, light brown hair and looked absolutely stunning in her tiny black bikini. Years of skiing had kept her body toned and hard. Since Martina’s preferred sport was beach volleyball, they never competed head-to-head. Well, not in sports, anyway. Martina’s butter-yellow bikini was every bit as barely there as Lynette’s.

“Yeah, but how long can that go on?” Martina responded. The drinks were making her a bit less cautious than she usually was. “Let’s face it. We all make good money at whatever sport we’re into, mostly from endorsements. But how many years have any of us got before we get elbowed out by someone younger and hungrier?”

“What’s your point?” piped up one of the other women there. Alexa thought that her name was Mara, but she wasn’t sure. “We all know this, even if we don’t talk about it much.”

“I’d just like to try something different before I get too old,” Martina said. “Something more edgy. Something dangerous.”

“Skiing’s dangerous,” Lynette spoke up. 

“So’s snowboarding,” Nikki put in. “You could break your neck.”

“No, no, no,” Martina shook her head and banged her drink down on the table. “I’m talking about something you go into knowing for sure that you’re putting your ass on the line.”

“Like what?” Lynette asked. She leaned forward, smiling, clearly waiting for an answer. 

Martina looked around the table, apparently realizing that she’d said more than she’d meant to. Being Martina, she shrugged and went on anyway. She leaned forward herself and lowered her voice so that only the women at the table could hear her. Alexa had to move closer, and she tried to do so unobtrusively.

“I’ve heard of a place,” Martina began, “where the game is men hunting women.”

“What? Like that TV show?” Lynette asked. “I watched it once. Thought it was kind of lame.”

“No, not exactly like that,” Martina shook her head. “It’s not something where if you get to some spot you win, and even if you get caught you’re safe. Nope. In this game, if the men catch you they get to fuck you.”

Alexa saw Lynette’s eyebrow creep upwards. “That sounds like that weird website, with guys shooting women with paintball guns,” the skier said.

“Oh. That.” Martina waved a hand dismissively. “That’s all fake. I think. Anyway, it’s got nothing to do with what I’m talking about.”

“Uh…they get to fuck you?” Nikki drew back. “I don’t know about that.”

“What did you think I meant when I talked about really putting our asses on the line?” Martina snorted. 

“How did you hear about this place, dear?” Lynette asked. 

“I have a friend,” Martina shrugged. “She thought I might be interested.”

“And are you?” Lynette’s smile turned into a smirk.

“It’s another form of competition,” Martina replied, looking at her. “So it’s a little interesting, yeah. And I was thinking…”

“Yes?” Lynette prompted.

“Hardly any of us here ever get to compete head-to-head,” Martina said. She kept her gaze fixed on Lynette. “Haven’t you ever wondered which one of us would come out on top in that kind of contest? I know I have. Well, here’s a chance to find out.”

“Is that a dare?” Lynette asked as she stared back at Martina. There was a palpable tension in the air.

“It’s an idea,” Martina replied. “I think the whole thing is kind of interesting. What do you think?”

“I think I’d have to know more about it,” Lynette answered with a lazy little smile. 

***

And that was how it had started. Somehow, Martina and Lynette had talked six other women, Alexa included, into joining the contest. Well, to be honest, Alexa thought, she hadn’t needed all that much convincing. A lot of that was probably because she’d had a bit too much to drink that afternoon, and as the beta female she’d had to sit in the one chair that wasn’t shaded by the big umbrella looming over the table, so she wasn’t thinking clearly. But once she’d agreed to be a part of it, something inside of her wouldn’t let her back out, not even when Martina suggested that they all bet on the outcome just to make it all more ‘interesting’. She’d expected it all to happen soon, but apparently it was a lot more complicated to arrange than Martina had led them to believe. It was probably more complicated than Martina had believed herself. There were physicals that they had to take, but those were nothing compared to the barrage of psych evaluations they were all subjected to at intervals over the next six months. Some of them didn’t seem to have anything to do with sex or fantasies at all, while others were almost embarrassingly probing and clinical. They were also separately shown a number of explicit videos. Some of them had whipping, some had what looked and sounded very much like mild sexual torture, most of them involved some sort of bondage, either with ropes or chains or straps, and every one of them had very graphic sexual content: Straight, oral and anal. Those had been a bit rough for Alexa to sit through, especially with all the wires that hooked her up to all those different machines, checking on who knew what. Sometimes she felt like she was reenacting a scene from ‘A Clockwork Orange’.

Whatever all the testing had told the people conducting it, it had weeded out four of the original eight. Two of them backed out themselves, while two more were turned down as participants. Apparently their test results indicated that they couldn’t hack it. That had just left four of them: Martina, Lynette, Alexa, and Naomi, an intense, dark-haired little surfer. Even after all that, there were more tests, once a month right up until the contest finally started. Actually, most of those were simply face-to-face interviews apparently intended to find out if anyone wanted to bail. Nobody had. They’d also had to read and sign elaborate non-disclosure agreements. Basically they weren’t allowed to tell anyone any details about the contest, where it was held, or what happened during it. Ever.

Alexa didn’t think she’d want to tell anyone about it, and as for knowing where it was being held, she didn’t think she could. They’d all flown in on a small plane, and it had followed such a meandering course that she wasn’t at all sure where it had finally landed.

The place had been a surprise. She’d been expecting some ramshackle setting, with minimal facilities and was surprised to find out that it was actually more like a resort, half of it built to look like some Old West town. The other half, which included the very nice hotel they’d been put up in, appeared to be only a few years old at most. 

And now, here she was, all alone out in the woods, prey for the hunting parties. According to the rules, she could still back out at any time, but that would cost her the money she’d put up for the bet. That would be painful, but she could endure it. What would be even more painful, and impossible to endure, would be to lose yet again, especially after coming so far.

She sat up and stretched. The sleeping bag wasn’t the most comfortable thing to lie on. She missed her bed, she missed her television, she missed her computer, and right now, most of all, and she missed her bathroom. There was no help for it. She got up, retrieved the little folding shovel they’d given her, and went off into the woods, carefully and slowly, since it was very dark now, looking for a suitable spot.

Some little time later, she returned to her sleeping bag, stowed away the shovel, and leaned against a tree, looking up at what she could see of the night sky through the trees. The stars seemed unusually bright out here. She’d once had a boyfriend who was an amateur astronomer. He’d told her that each and every star had a name, but she couldn’t remember any of them now. It didn’t really matter, since she couldn’t see enough of the sky to even make a guess at what she was seeing.

She hadn’t expected things to be so boring. She wasn’t sleepy yet, and there wasn’t anything for her to do to while away the time until she was. Were the other women going through the same thing? She hoped so. There was a clear spot near her bag, so she went over to it and ran through some stretching exercises. While it kept her body busy, she found her mind wandering. What had she gotten herself into?

They’d all been extensively briefed on what they might expect if they were captured. Some of it had sounded distinctly worrisome. She was no virgin, and she’d given enough blowjobs to have acquired a little skill at it, but anal sex was something she’d never even considered. Now it was a distinct possibility, and the thought bothered her. Oh, they’d all been assured that the men hunting them had some experience at this and could be relied on to take precautions, but still… She was sure that it would hurt no matter what. And what if she fell prey to a gang of hunters? The only threesome she’d ever participated in had been back in college, with her roommate and her roommate’s boyfriend. She didn’t remember much of that clearly. They’d all been too drunk for that, and things between her and Carol had been distinctly awkward for weeks afterwards. Some of the videos they’d been shown had not just double penetration, but triple. She broke off her exercises and shuddered. It was something she told herself she could endure if she had to, but she hoped that she wouldn’t have to. The terms of their bet were pretty clear: The last one of them captured won the pot as long as she stuck it out to the end. There were a lot of tiebreakers tacked onto the agreement, but she hoped it wouldn’t come to that. No, she planned not to get caught in the first place.

But what if she did get caught? It was a possibility; no matter how determined she was to avoid it. If she was taken her only chance of winning depended on being the sex toy of a bunch of men and hoping that she could stand that longer than the others could. Hell, after they’d caught her and used her they could even sell her in that slave market, and then she’d have to endure whatever her buyer wanted to do to her. It was a daunting prospect, but she just couldn’t bring herself to back out, no matter how smart that might appear to be. No, she just had to finally beat those other women at something.

She sat down on her sleeping bag and sighed. Well, if she couldn’t stop thinking, maybe she could use that to plan what she was going to do tomorrow. Staying in one place probably wasn’t a good idea. Sooner or later someone might stumble across her. Of course, if she moved around that might happen anyway, but sitting still had no appeal. She could hide most of her stuff here and make short forays into the surrounding woods. That would at least keep her busy. And she could check out what might or might not be one of those ‘trading posts’. It should be safe, based on what Lydia had told her earlier. And if she was traveling light, she should be able to avoid, or at least outrun, any hunters she happened to come across. She’d been pretty good at track in high school.

It suddenly occurred to her that while they had all gotten a lot of information on the rules of the hunt, they hadn’t been told much about how to survive in the wilderness. Had that been on purpose? If the men doing the hunting all had experience at that sort of thing wasn’t it kind of unfair to send the women out all unprepared? Well, she wasn’t exactly totally unprepared, thanks to all the reading she’d done, but right now she wished she’d taken the time to get a little hands-on training. It was too late for that now.

She laid back, put her hands behind her head and looked up at the sky again. She could hardly see anything at all of it now, thanks to the overhanging, sheltering shrubbery. Her thoughts drifted back to what might happen if she was captured after all. She gave in. It was clear that it was going to keep happening, so she might as well go with it. And it had been a while since she’d last had sex: Even longer if she only counted really satisfying sex.

Would she put up a fight? Yes, probably. So if it was only one man who caught her he’d have to be very strong and very determined and he’d probably have to tie her up anyway. That would be something new to her. Some of the women she’d seen in the videos had seemed to enjoy that. She thought that she might too, if the guy was big and strong and good-looking. Maybe he’d even stake her out spread-eagled on the ground, like she’d seen in another video, so that he could take his time. If he knew what he was doing, that might not be so bad. Well, for a while, anyway.

What if it was two men? She’d still fight, but she didn’t think she could win a contest like that unless she fought dirty. She’d fought dirty once before with an arrogant bodybuilder who just didn’t seem to understand what ‘no’ meant. No matter how big a guy was, if you hit him hard enough in the right spot he went down and stayed down more than long enough for you to get away. But if the hunters were all as experienced as they were supposed to be, wouldn’t they know how to take down a struggling woman? It might be…interesting to find out.

She found herself growing aroused as she let her mind wander. Almost without her realizing it she reached down, unbuckled her belt and unsnapped and unzipped her jeans.

They would probably strip her naked. They might be very rough about it, one of them holding her tightly while the other tore at her clothes. If there were two of them, would they still tie her up anyway? They might. No, they almost certainly would. She’d seen a lot of ways to bind women in those videos. She could almost feel the ropes biting into her wrists, rendering her helpless as rough male hands ran all over her body. 

She realized that the rough male hands she was imagining were actually her own, and stopped for a moment, surprised at how strongly she was reacting to this new, unfamiliar and exciting fantasy. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and let her hand slide under her jeans, under her panties. She imagined herself being manhandled, spanked, forced to yield, to submit. It would be rough, and brutal, and right now she almost wished that one of the hunters was with her right now. She had such a head of steam up that she knew she wouldn’t really put up much of a fight if he stripped her and tied her up so that he could use her body. There was one particular scene she remembered from the videos. The woman had been lying on her stomach, held down by her neck by one of the men while the other first tied her wrists, then bent each of her legs double and tied them separately calf-to-thigh. She’d wondered how that was supposed to work until the men flipped their prey over onto her back. The woman laid there, her bound hands under her, and her knees raised and parted, in a perfect position for the hard and vigorous fucking that followed. Alexa’s fingers worked at her pussy, faster and faster, as she kept replaying that scene over and over in her mind until she came.


Chapter Three

It was the flickering light that woke her. Alexa stirred and groped for the pillow that wasn’t there, groped for the nice, soft comforter that wasn’t there either, and finally sat up, yawning. She looked around, disoriented, wondering where she was for a moment, and then remembered.

She had no way of telling what time it was, but the sun seemed to be pretty low in the sky. There was just enough of a gap in the foliage for it to shine through in places, and just enough of a breeze moving the branches to cause the flickering light that had awakened her. She stood up, stretched and looked around. She didn’t see anyone, and she didn’t hear anyone. She did hear some birds singing, and the faint sound of the wind in the trees sounded soothing. What would be more soothing was hot coffee. At home she had a coffeemaker with a timer set so that when she woke up the pot was almost ready and she could smell it in her bedroom. She couldn’t smell much of anything now, except for the pine trees. She had water, and some freeze-dried coffee, but she didn’t feel like going to all the trouble of heating up the water and stirring those brown granules into it. And once again, she missed her bathroom. A nice hot shower would do wonders for her right now, but there was none to be had, and the tiny creek was too small for a bath, even if the water hadn’t been too cold for her comfort. 

She changed into fresh underwear, feeling singularly vulnerable about doing it outside. She took a look at her jeans and sweatshirt and decided she could wear them again today. Laundry was another thing she hadn’t thought about beforehand. She supposed she could wash out some things in the creek, but wasn’t sure just how effective that would be. It would probably have to do, though, since there weren’t any laundromats out here.

The last thing she did before setting out to explore was tidy up her little campsite and hide everything she was leaving behind under some leaf litter and pine needles she gathered up. She stepped back to have a look at her handiwork. If anyone took a good, close look they’d notice that something seemed to be under the stuff, but short of burying it she didn’t think she could do a better job. She checked to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything she intended to bring along on this excursion and set off, heading south. She didn’t have any particular reason for picking that direction. It was just that, since she didn’t know much about the area, one way seemed as good as any other. Anyway, the main road had to be off to the south somewhere, and she wanted to find out how far away it was if she could.

She didn’t find it, but as the morning wore on she noticed she was in an area where the trees grew thicker and she kept wandering off from her southward direction. She still didn’t see or hear anyone else, so after pausing to rest, munch on a trail bar, and do some thinking, she headed back the way she’d come. If she kept a little to the right, she should come to one or the other of her two caches, and she wanted to see if anyone else had found them.

When she came to a wide, grassy area she stopped. She didn’t remember seeing anything like it yesterday. Had she managed to get herself lost? She had a brief moment of panic before she told herself that the little stream had to be somewhere to the north of her, so if she just kept going that way she’d have to come across it sooner or later and then she’d know that she wasn’t lost any more. It sounded easy enough.

She was about to start across the grassy spot when she realized that she would be completely out in the open if she did, so instead she began to pick her way along the edge of it, keeping just inside the trees. This was actually kind of fun, she thought, and then wondered why she would think that. This was a brutal competition, one that she simply had to win. Well, maybe it could be fun at the same time. She picked her way around the clearing and was almost ready to head northwards again when she heard a noise behind her. She crouched down and whirled to see what had caused it.

The last thing she’d expected to see was Lynette dashing towards her across the clearing, but there she was, legs flashing, long hair flying. It didn’t seem like Lynette had seen her because she kept taking quick glances back over her shoulder, as if she was being chased by something…or someone. Oh, shit! Why couldn’t she have run in some other direction? Alexa hunkered down behind a tree. It was too small for her to hide behind, but it did offer some concealment. She tried to look past Lynette to see if she could spot whatever she was running from. There weren’t supposed to be any bears or wolves in these woods, but you could never be sure.

She was so intent on looking that she didn’t realize that Lynette was still coming straight for her, apparently totally unaware that Alexa was there. Then Lynette crashed through the sparse shrubbery that ringed the clearing. Alexa tried to pull back, but it was too late. Lynette tripped over her and both of them went down. Lynette bounced back to her feet instantly. From the look on her face she was ready to fight. Alexa struggled to get up herself. One of Lynette’s knees had hit her in the head, and she was feeling dizzy and even a little nauseous.

“What the hell did you get in my way for?” Lynette hissed in a rasping whisper. She crouched down next to Alexa and looked out across the clearing. “Someone’s after me, you stupid bitch.”

“Sorry,” Alexa mumbled, though she didn’t really feel sorry since their collision was Lynette’s fault for not looking where she was going. It felt just a little too difficult for her to express herself that clearly at the moment. And it was probably more important for her to get up and get the hell away from here anyway, but doing that seemed to be even more difficult than expressing herself. She’d taken a hellacious whack to her head, but she’d had worse and the effects seemed to be passing.

“Stupid little bitch,” Lynette grumbled. “It’s your fault if I get caught.” She kept looking back the way she came. Alexa managed to sit up with her back against the tree. The small backpack she wore provided a little padding. She resisted the urge to tell Lynette that she hoped that she would get caught. Lynette was known for a short temper and taking Tae Kwon Do lessons.

“You okay?” Lynette asked, peering at Alexa.

“Yeah,” Alexa whispered back. “Just banged my head a little.”

“But you’re okay?”

“Yes.” Alexa wondered why Lynette was still asking.

“You ever heard the joke about the two guys being chased by a bear?” Lynette leaned closer, smirking.

“What?” Even for Lynette, that seemed to be a really strange thing to ask.

“Well, the punch line is when one guy says to the other: “I don’t have to outrun the bear. I just have to outrun you.” With that she hit Alexa hard in the pit of her stomach. Still a little groggy, Alexa had seen it coming, but too late to do anything about it. All of the air went out of her in a deep, pained grunt. Lynette snickered wickedly and started pulling Alexa’s trail boots off. Alexa tried to pull away, but didn’t seem to have the strength for it. Then Lynette stood up and dangled the short boots in her face by their laces. 

“I just have to outrun you, you clumsy bitch,” Lynette taunted. Alexa made a feeble grab for her boots, but Lynette snatched them back out of reach.

“See you, Alexa,” she sneered as she set off at a long-legged trot. Alexa didn’t yet have the breath to call the skier even one of the nasty names that she wanted to. All she could do for now was try to remain still and hope that she wouldn’t be noticed if whoever was pursuing Lynette happened to come this way.

Time passed. Her head cleared, and while her stomach still hurt where Lynette had punched her, she could at least breathe normally again. She waited a while longer, but didn’t see or hear anything threatening. She did hear a blue jay screeching its head off about something, but that sounded like it was coming from a long ways off. Well, those birds got ticked off at just about anything.

Still sitting against the tree, she looked at her bootless feet. Her thick wool socks were still on them, but those wouldn’t provide much protection. And for all the extra items she’d packed for this contest, a spare pair of boots had not been on her list. She couldn’t possibly get around in these woods without shoes of some kind, but where could she get some?

Wait. Lydia had told her that she could get almost anything she needed from one of those trading posts, hadn’t she? Would that include footwear? She’d have to find out. It ought to be safe enough now for her to move.

Walking was difficult, and intermittently painful. Even when she tried to keep to areas covered with pine needles she kept finding sharp things hiding under them. She wound up moving very slowly and carefully, heading northwards towards the creek. She’d planned on moving her campsite today, but it would probably be dark by the time she got back there, so that was out. Right now she’d settle for just getting back to her sleeping bag.

“Well, hi there!” 

Alexa froze and turned her head. He was sitting on a fallen log, almost in plain sight, but she’d been so intent on choosing where next to put her foot that she hadn’t seen him at all. He was dressed in well-worn and faded clothes, all in shades of brown and tan. He had short, dark-brown hair and a short beard a shade or two lighter. And he was smiling. Alexa lost it. She couldn’t possibly outrun him, and while he didn’t seem to be especially tall he had shoulders broad enough to suggest impressive physical strength, so she probably couldn’t effectively fight him off either. She fell to cursing Lynette to the skies, calling that nasty, vicious, devious, cheating, bullying, arrogant, self-absorbed, self-centered, mean, backstabbing, long-legged bitch every vile name she could think of. Once she ran out of words for Lynette, she rounded on the man, who by now was just sitting there in what she assumed was a stunned silence and unloaded on him. Finally she ran out of words again and paused to take a deep breath in case some other words occurred to her. To her surprise, he smiled at her again and held up a finger.

“Shh,” he said quietly. “Listen.” He looked up at the trees.

“Listen to what?” Alexa demanded. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly,” he nodded, turning his attention back to her. “There was a blue jay following me around scolding at me. I think you either scared him off or he decided to leave the job to a professional.”

In spite of the situation, Alexa couldn’t help laughing, albeit unsteadily.

“Hi,” the man said again. “I’m Will. Will Longstreet. And you are?”

“Alexa,” she replied warily. “Alexa Marx. I won’t go easy, I warn you.” She took up a defensive stance, which was about all she remembered from the introductory karate lesson she’d taken some years ago. To her surprise, Will just laughed.

“Take it easy, Alexa Marx. I’m not after you. You aren’t even on my list.”

“List? What list?” Alexa relaxed, but only a little. He could just be trying to put her off guard.

“Oh. I guess you don’t know how the men’s half of the deal works.”

“Men’s half?” Alexa shook her head. 

“Say, what happened to your shoes?” Will pointed. “Lose them somehow?”

“No,” Alexa spat. “They were stolen.”

“Uh-huh. Got another pair?”

“No,” Alexa replied. 

“So you’re just walking around in your socks?”

“What else am I supposed to do? Just sit and wait to be found or rescued?”

“You have another pair of socks? With you?”

“Yes,” Alexa nodded. There was a pair stashed at the bottom of her backpack. “Why?” 

“Well, if you put them on over the ones you’re already wearing it’ll give you a bit more protection.”

“Uh…thanks.”

“And try to walk only on the balls of your feet,” Will went on. “It’s hard on your calves after a while, but it won’t hurt your feet as much.”

“Uh…thanks again.” Alexa wondered who the hell this guy was: Some kind of guide or helper, waiting here to dispense wilderness advice to any woman who happened to pass by. No, wait, he couldn’t be.

“What did you mean about a list?” she demanded.

“Oh, that,” he chuckled. “There are more hunters out here than women to hunt. It’s usually that way. So to make it a little harder for us we have to pick our primary target and then a secondary one. We can’t just go after whoever we spot first. And we all have a one-woman bag limit.”

“And I’m not on your list?” Alexa asked.

“Well, no. You’re not.”

“Why not?”

“Really?” Will regarded her seriously. “You really want to know?”

“Yes, really,” Alexa replied, folding her arms.

“Well, okay,” Will shrugged. “You’re not bad looking, but your eyes are a little on the small side, aren’t they? And do you pluck your eyebrows, or are they just naturally that thin? And what’s with your hair?”

“What do you mean?” Alexa demanded, stung. “What’s wrong with my hair?”

“Well, it’s a nice dark blonde shade, I’ll give you that,” Will responded. “But geez, what’s with keeping it so short? Looks kinda like a boy’s butch haircut from the Fifties after it’s grown out for a month or so.”

“Hey!” Alexa objected.

“You asked me,” Will said. “I told you. Anyway, I like tall women. You’re pretty much average height, aren’t you?”

“A little taller than that,” Alexa answered defensively. “Anyway, you don’t look like you’re all that tall yourself.”

Will only laughed. “Didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I’m sure you’re the primary on somebody’s list.”

“Oh, go screw yourself,” Alexa grumped. “So who’s your primary target?”

“That tall, blonde volleyball player,” Will replied. “Martina.”

“You know that she’s like four or five inches taller than you are, don’t you?” 

“Oh, hell, yeah,” Will smiled and nodded. “But I don’t plan on letting her stand up all that much, and lying on her back she’ll be just the right height.”

“Aw, geez,” Alexa groaned. “I’m glad I’m not on your list.”

“What sport do you compete in?” Will asked. “I didn’t look at your file too closely.”

“I compete in lots of sports,” Alexa said, looking away.

“Yeah, but which one do you specialize in? You don’t look like a volleyball player to me.”

“I don’t specialize,” Alexa replied, still looking away.

“So you just kind of dabble?” Will prodded.

“I’m a fitness instructor!” she rounded on him. “I’m a personal trainer! Sometimes I compete locally, but I’m not really good enough to win! OKAY?”

“Why are you yelling?” Will asked mildly. “What’s wrong with being a personal trainer?”

“Nothing!” Alexa snapped.

“Say, didn’t I see you in a commercial once? Or in an ad somewhere?”

“Maybe,” Alexa relented. “I do some fitness modeling some times.”

“Yeah. I think I did. You had your hair longer then, but I think I remember the eyes. You weren’t on for long, but you looked pretty good.”

“Thanks.”

“Well,” Will stood up. “It’s been nice chatting with you, but I’ve got to get back on the trail of my volleyball player.” He bent over and picked up what looked like a rifle. Alexa froze.

“What are you carrying a gun for?” she asked. “There aren’t supposed to be any dangerous animals here.”

“Oh, hey, relax,” he said easily. “It doesn’t shoot bullets. It uses compressed air to fire tranquilizer darts.”

“What? Why would you have that?”

“I’m out here by myself,” he replied. “Most of the other guys are in two-man and three-man teams. I need some kind of edge. You have no idea how hard it was for me to convince them to let me use this. It was even harder for me to qualify with it. I have to get pretty close to the target, and I can only shoot her in the ass.” He slung the air rifle over his shoulder. 

“That’s barbaric!” 

“I’m not after you, remember?”

“It’s still barbaric.”

“Okay, it’s barbaric. So’s huntin’ women in the first place, but here we all are, out in the woods, being barbarians. I don’t want to argue with you about it. I’ve got some trackin’ to do.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Alexa said as a thought struck her. “This tall, blonde volleyball player you’re stalking. Have you actually seen her?”

“I caught a glimpse or two from a distance,” Will answered. “The tracks I found are all from a tall, long-legged woman.”

Alexa snickered. Will looked at her, waiting.

“I think you’re actually on the trail of a long-legged skier: Lynette. She said someone was following her just before she hit me and took my boots. Is she on your list?”

“Yeah. She’s my secondary. Damn.”

“What’s the matter? Can’t you just go after her? She’s a real bitch. I wouldn’t care if you shot her in the ass at all. Hell, shoot her twice. She’s a big girl. You might need to.”

“Hey, what happened to the barbarity of it all? Thanks for the blessing and the advice, but I want my volleyball player. I spent more than half the day chasin’ the wrong prey. I guess I owe you for lettin’ me know.”

“If you mean that,” Alexa said, “maybe you could help me find my boots?”

“She’s probably chucked them down a hole somewhere. I don’t owe you that much.”

“Well…thanks anyway for the advice on the socks,” Alexa said. 

“My pleasure,” Will replied. “But if you’re planning on doing much hikin’ out here you really ought to get yourself some new boots.”

“Can I get some at one of the trading posts?”

“It’s possible,” he shrugged. “I really couldn’t say for sure. I never had anybody steal mine.”

“She sucker punched me.”

“Well, then, if you run into her again, hit her first.”

“She knows some martial arts,” Alexa said.

“Well, that’s a useful thing to know,” Will smiled. “You should start when she isn’t lookin’, then, and use a club. It’s been nice talkin’ to you, Alexa Marx, but I’ve got to go. See you around, maybe.” He gave her a wink and strolled off, back in the direction Alexa had come from. He wasn’t wearing camouflage, but the drab browns he was wearing made him very hard to see once he’d passed a little way into the woods. Alexa sat down on the log he’d just vacated. Her feelings were not only mixed, but confusing. On the one hand, she’d ducked a bullet that Lynette had set her up for. On the other hand, who the hell did that guy think he was, putting her down like that? And then, on even another hand, if there could be such a thing, he’d been friendly and helpful, even though he’d seemed to find her predicament amusing. And he wasn’t bad looking with that tanned, weather-beaten face. It looked as if he lived most of his life in the great outdoors.

She took off her backpack, got her spare pair of socks out of it, and put them on over the ones she was already wearing. She took a few experimental steps and found that the trick worked. Oh, it wasn’t like actually having boots on, but it was an improvement. She shrugged her pack back on and looked up at the sky. The sun was almost directly overhead, so it was no use for determining direction. But she knew which way she’d been heading before the interruption, so she set off anyway. Later on, when she stopped to take a rest, she could check the sun’s position and see if she was still going the right way.

Will had seemed to be a nice enough guy, and so it irked her all the more that he’d preferred first Martina and then Lynette over her. He wasn’t that tall a man, so why was he intent on bagging one of the two very tall women in the contest? Well, girl, she told herself, you ought to be used to coming in somewhere behind them by now. At least this time it had actually worked out in her favor…but it still irked. She plodded on, walking on the balls of her feet, as Will had suggested, any time she came to rough spots. That worked too, but it was still slow going, and she had to stop and take a break more frequently than she wanted. She kept checking the sun to make sure that she was heading north, and late in the afternoon she finally came across the little stream. It was almost like meeting an old friend, and she celebrated the occasion by taking off her pack and using it as a lumpy pillow while she stretched out in a patch of sun to rest again. Her feet hurt, her legs hurt, and she was hungry. She was also almost out of water. She turned her head to regard the stream. The water seemed clear, and they’d been told that it was safe to drink from any of the streams in the area, though they shouldn’t drink from any ponds. That jibed with what she’d learned from some of the books she’d read. Still lying down, she looked around. This place didn’t seem familiar, so her camp was probably downstream somewhere. In a little while, she’d get up and head that way. Tonight, she’d risk a fire. She really wanted a hot meal.

It was almost dark when she finally found her campsite, and she was too worn out to do more than crawl into her sleeping bag. Even so, she had to take off her socks and hang them out to dry first. Crossing the stream without boots had been trickier than crossing it with them. In retrospect, she probably should have taken her socks off before trying it. She’d made a misstep, and in trying to regain her balance, had thoroughly soaked her socks. At least she hadn’t fallen in. After she’d been lying down for a while, she felt her legs starting to cramp up. She gave her calves a vigorous massage until the danger had passed and laid back down again. She was more tired than hungry now. She’d rest for a bit longer and then see about food.

When she woke, it was pitch dark. Her legs still ached, but it was the kind of ache that came from intense, sustained exercise. On the other hand, she couldn’t recall ever feeling as hungry as she did now. Groping around in the dark, she managed to find all the parts to the little camp stove and even found the can of fuel that went with it. She knew that a fire could be seen from a long way off at night, but it felt like it was three in the morning. It didn’t seem likely that anyone would be up at that hour, and she was really, really hungry, so she went ahead and took the risk. The resulting meal was filling, but that was about all it was. The freeze-dried stuff had hardly any taste to it at all, so she treated herself to a granola bar with some chocolate bits in it for dessert. 

It was lonely out here. She kind of missed Will’s company. He seemed to be more at home in the wilderness than she was, and she’d welcome the opportunity to pick his brain. But he was off in pursuit of Martina, and she was here alone. She hoped he’d catch her. That would mean she only had Lynette and Naomi left to beat. And the thought of Martina going down with a tranquilizer dart in her tight round ass made her smile.


Chapter Four

Waking up was a lot harder that morning than it had been yesterday. The ground under her sleeping bag wasn’t any softer than it had been, but Alexa didn’t mind it as much. She opened her eyes, saw that it was daytime, blinked, and closed them again. Just five more minutes, she told herself. She fell back asleep.

She wasn’t sure what woke her. Maybe it was a noise, maybe the realization that there was no snooze button to push, but she was suddenly completely awake and alert. She lay perfectly still, listening, and heard nothing. Still lying down, she turned her head first one way and then the other, looking. She didn’t see anything, so she drew back the top of her sleeping bag and sat up. 

It wasn’t early morning. From how high the sun rode in the sky, it wasn’t even late morning, but getting close to noon. She muttered a curse and got up. She felt stiff and sweaty and she wanted a shower. There was no chance of getting one out here, though. She thought about using the stream for a sort of sponge bath and shivered. The water wasn’t cold, exactly, but it wasn’t even close to warm. She was planning to find out if that building she’d seen was really one of the trading posts, and, if it was, whether or not she could get new boots there. Maybe she could get a shower there too. In any case, given how slowly she’d have to travel, she’d better get a move on now.

She peeled off her clothes and underwear and stuffed them into a brown cloth bag. It still felt strange being naked outdoors, but today it felt a little exciting too. She stood up and stretched, as if to dare anyone to come along and spot her. It was almost a disappointment when no one did.

She had one clean set of underwear left, cotton panties and a sports bra. She put those on and wondered what she could do about washing her dirty clothes. Somehow that had never been mentioned in any of the books she’d read, and for all the stories she’d heard about that Elf-Girl, doing laundry hadn’t been mentioned there either. She pulled on a soft flannel shirt and donned her walking shorts. She checked her socks to see if they were dry before pulling them on. It was going to be a long, slow walk, but she really had to have some kind of shoes if she was ever going to get through this. She hid her stuff under leaves and pine needles again, took a last look to make sure nothing showed, and set off.

She was actually feeling pretty good about things. A big part of that had to be due to getting away…or, more exactly, being let alone. Thanks to not being on Will’s list, she still had a chance to win this thing. And, today she had a place to go and something to do. She was getting a very late start, which meant a lot of her walk back would have to be in the dark, but as long as she had the stream to guide her she should be all right. Early tomorrow, she’d have to move her campsite. It wouldn’t be a good idea to stay in one place for too long.

It was sunny and warm. In fact it was almost sultry out, and the further she walked the more she hoped that the place she was headed really was a trading post and she could get a shower there. She picked her way along carefully, watching where she put her feet. Where she thought she could, she walked normally so as not to strain her calves, which were still a bit sore. And all the while she kept looking and listening. She might not be on Will’s list, but she had to be on somebody’s.

She thought that she was about halfway to what she hoped really was a trading post when she stopped for a rest. There wasn’t anything to sit on, so she sat down on the ground with her back against a tree. As she took a drink from her canteen, she wondered how many hunters, or teams of hunters, were in the area, and how many of them were looking for her. It would still be a good idea to avoid any men that she saw, but it did kind of give her an edge to know that if she was spotted it might not be by someone coming specifically after her. Of course, even if they weren’t after her that didn’t mean that they wouldn’t later tell someone who was where she’d been seen. Looked at that way, it didn’t seem to be that much of an edge after all.

She was just about ready to start walking again when she heard some sort of disturbance somewhere up ahead. She heard men shouting, and then a woman’s angry scream. Without even thinking about it, she quickly moved behind some bushes for cover. There were some more male shouts, and another female scream, then what sounded like people trampling through the underbrush, heading in her direction. Heart pounding, she looked around for someplace to run to, but nothing stood out as offering better cover. Then there was the sound of a scuffle. Whatever was going on, it had moved close enough to her now to make out words:

“Get ‘er down! Get ‘er down!”

“I’m tryin’!”

“Watch out!”

Alexa heard a man grunt in pain, then an angry and triumphant shriek from whoever the woman was a shriek that was cut short. There was a sound of bodies colliding, then a crash of branches breaking followed almost immediately by another sound of impact, one that she felt through the soles of her feet. She hunkered down lower behind the bush and waited until the sounds of struggling subsided.

“Damn! You okay, dude?” a man asked.

“Yeah, yeah. She hit my leg, not my balls. It hurts like Hell, but I’ll be okay.”

“Well, let’s get her secured.”

Alexa thought for a moment before daring to stand up. She couldn’t see anything, and she wanted to know what had just happened. She started walking. The first thing she saw was a man, dressed in hunting camos, standing still and looking down at something. He didn’t seem to see her. Emboldened, she came closer, stepping around a patch of low-growing shrubbery that had obscured the rest of the scene.

Lynette was still dressed, in khaki shorts and bush shirt, but she was lying on her belly on the ground. Her face was turned away, but there was no mistaking her long hair. Another man was sitting on her ankles, holding her legs down. Alexa wondered why Lynette wasn’t trying to get up and then noticed that the first man was actually standing on her hair: She couldn’t get up. She couldn’t even raise her head off the ground. Her arms were still free, but in her current position they were useless. She clawed at the leg of the man standing on her hair, but it didn’t seem to affect him. He just laughed. Then a third man appeared, carrying a pair of heavy handcuffs. He saw Alexa standing nearby, almost ignored her, and then did a double take.

“Well,” he said to Alexa as he straightened up warily. “Hello there, little girl.” His two companions looked at her without relaxing their holds on Lynette. “What are you doing here?” He smiled.

“Down, boy,” Alexa responded. “Even if I’m on your list, you’ve just bagged your limit.” She pointed at Lynette. Inwardly, though, she was nowhere near as calm as she tried to appear.

The man with the handcuffs laughed. “You’re right,” he nodded. “But what are you doing here? I’d have thought you’d have run off. We wouldn’t have even known you were here.”

Alexa raised her double-socked foot and wriggled her toes. “See that?” she pointed. “That bitch stole my boots the other day. I can’t really run anywhere without them. I was on my way to the trading post to try and get another pair.”

Lynette made an angry, snarling noise.

“Hey, Chuck,” the man standing on her hair spoke up. “Could you please take care of business and then chat with her?”

“Oh,” the man with the cuffs said. “Sure.” Alexa watched as he cuffed Lynette’s hands behind her back. Lynette didn’t make it easy, but she didn’t manage to delay things much. Once he had her secured, Chuck gave Lynette’s ass a hard swat, making her shriek angrily. He looked back up at Alexa. 

“Goin’ to Smith’s, hey?” he said amiably. “That’s where we’re takin’ her. You want to keep us company?”

“Thanks,” Alexa replied with a shake of her head. “But I’m in a bit of a hurry. Do you suppose you could give me her boots for a while? I can get where I’m going faster with footgear, and I’ll leave them there for you if I can get another pair.”

“That’ll slow us down, ma’am,” Chuck answered. “She won’t be able to walk very fast without boots.”

Alexa put her hands on her hips. “So?” she countered. “I want a little payback for what she did to me. Besides, making her hike to Smith’s barefoot might make her a little more tractable.”

“‘Tractable’.” Chuck smiled. “I like that word. Hey, Dave, think you could give our friend here this bitch’s boots after you get her hobbled?”

“Sure,” nodded the man sitting on Lynette’s ankles. “Just gimme a minute. I like the way your mind works, lady.”

“Call me Alexa. And thanks. Oh, and if she complains about how it hurts her to walk, tell her to keep on the balls of her feet.”

“You fucking, stupid, cunt!” Lynette railed. “You can’t do this to me!”

“Oh, I’m not doing it, dear,” Alexa said her voice nasty-sweet. “Your new owners are doing it. I hope you enjoy everything that’s coming to you. And think about this: I beat you. I may not beat the others, but I beat you. Suck on that while you’re sucking on other stuff later.”

A little time later, Alexa saw the roof of the trading post through the trees. She was feeling very smug and pleased with herself. What Will had told her yesterday had given her the nerve to approach the men who had taken Lynette, but after that it was all her own boldness and ingenuity. She now had footgear, knew for a fact that she was heading to one of the trading posts, and had had a chance to gloat over Lynette’s predicament. Served the bitch right, after what she’d done.

It occurred to her that she didn’t want to be in Lynette’s shoes…not for much longer, anyway. Lynette’s feet were longer and narrower than hers, and the looted boots were starting to pinch. Still, better on her feet than her rival’s. She wondered how the skier was doing. She’d seen the men record their capture of her by holding some electronic device to her ear and punching some buttons. Whatever the thing was, it was about the size of a cell phone, and looked a lot like one. They collared and hobbled her before they let her up. Unable to fight, Lynette had resorted to angry, venomous outbursts of profanity. It had been such fun to watch and listen that Alexa wished she could have stayed longer. But, her time was limited. 

