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​Foreword
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Tessa was born in the spring of 1984  in Vereeniging in the Transvaal province, now Gauteng. She had five siblings, and her early childhood was happy. But at the age of four her mother died. Four years later, Tessa and her siblings were placed in foster care. She and her younger brother ended up in a home with very strict parents. As an eight-year-old, her life was turned upside down. At fourteen, Tessa was placed in an orphanage, where she stayed until she finished her matric exams shortly after her eighteenth birthday. 

We start her story at age sixteen when she met the woman who introduced her to martial arts. This story is loosely based on Michelle Savaty’s life. Obviously, the deathmatches are all fiction. 
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Dedication by Michelle Savaty
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To all the girls in my life, thank you for all your support, love and patience with me. You guys taught me how to be a better person, and how to be more considerate of other people’s feelings. I love you all.

To my friend and co-author, Joe, thank you for everything you have done for me. 
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Chapter 1: Meeting Zoe
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It was a coolish spring day. Tessa shivered as she stood outside the church the orphanage brought them to every Wednesday evening. The other orphans had already entered the shelter of the building, but Tessa needed time to herself, time to think. The chilly breeze bit into her exposed arms and legs, but she barely noticed the goosebumps. She had celebrated her sixteenth birthday two days earlier. But it was not much of a celebration. The last time she had a birthday party and received any presents on her birthday was when she was four years old, before her mother’s death. The lack of celebration was not because of a lack of caring by the orphanage staff. They cared a lot, but constant budget cuts by a government, more interested in looting state funds than the welfare of the vulnerable relying on taxpayer support, made it impossible for the orphanage to give the orphans presents on their birthdays. They could not even afford a cake or sweets and cool drink. A hug and a brief speech congratulating her on her birthday had been all Tessa received. 

Now Tessa was thinking back to the time when they had been a happy family. A time when her mother made each of their birthdays a very special occasion. The roar of a Harley coming around the corner distracted the teenage orphan from her sad thoughts for a moment. She loved bikes. The sight of a woman riding this powerful machine was not something she had seen before. There was something very alluring about a woman controlling this beast. Normally, women would sit on the back seat, straddling the muscular guy riding the powerful motorbike. The woman nodded her head ever so slightly when she rode past the orphan. Tessa tried to act cool, mimicking the nod. But the tears rolling down her cheeks betrayed her. They showed just how vulnerable she was.

Seeing the tears, the woman slowed down and turned around. After parking a few yards away from where Tessa was watching her with teary eyes, the tall woman took her helmet off before dismounting. She had short black hair, kind blue eyes and a beautiful face. Her ample cleavage jiggled while she slowly walked towards the orphan.

‘You alright?’

Tessa’s standard response to this question was, ‘I am fine, thank you.’ She had never been good at sharing her true feelings. It was too painful to talk about how much she missed her mother and how tough it was to be an orphan in South Africa. But she was too sad to respond to this woman’s question. Instead, more tears escaped her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.

‘My name is Zoe. Come with me.’

Although Tessa knew she would get in trouble for skipping church and for trusting a stranger, she followed Zoe to her bike. The tall biker placed the helmet on the orphan’s head before swinging her leg over the big bike. 

‘Get on and hold on tight.’

Tessa followed these instructions. She had never been on a bike before. The excitement distracted her from her earlier dark thoughts. Two minutes into their ride, she knew she would one day also ride a bike. She still did not know how she would earn money to buy this bike, but she knew owing one was a non-negotiable. No matter what, she would one day have her own bike. A few minutes later, they parked in front of an indoor sport centre. After helping Tessa to remove the helmet, Zoe placed her hands on the orphan’s shoulders, looking into her eyes.

‘It will be okay. I was once where you are now. Today, I have a successful nightclub. Somebody showed me I was in control of my destiny when I was about your age. If you allow me, I will teach you how to take control of your destiny. I am a martial arts instructor. Mondays and Wednesdays are youth days. Tuesdays and Thursdays are adult days. Fridays and Saturdays, the adults have fights at my club. This is an opportunity for them to make extra cash.’

‘Will you allow me to fight at the club as well?’

‘Not until you are eighteen. What is your name?’

‘Tessa. I am eighteen,’ she lied.

‘I know you are desperate to make some money, but I also know you are not eighteen yet. Be patient. If you attend my classes, I will turn you into a good fighter. When you turn eighteen, and if you then still want to fight at my club, we will sign a contract.’

‘The orphanage will not allow me to attend your classes. They don’t have money to pay for it.’

‘I do not charge any fees for my youth classes.’

‘They still won’t allow me to come to your classes.’

‘Do you want me to teach you?’

‘Yes, more than you can imagine.’ Ever since Tessa had read the books her father had given her the day she went into the foster system at the age of eight, she wanted to be a fighter. He had told her that these four ancient books had been her mother’s prized possessions. As her mother had named Tessa after her ancestors, whom the four books were about, he reckoned she should have them. However, her first foster mother had taken the books from her and had hidden them in her closet. She was very strict and did not want books to put ideas in her foster children’s heads. Tessa had stolen her books back the day before they had transferred her to her second foster home. This time she had hidden the books from her foster parents, as she had done at each new foster home after that. It was only at the orphanage, where reading was encouraged, when she first read these books. She was fourteen at the time, and the tales of her fighting female ancestors made a big impression on her. She knew it was her destiny to become a fighter. Now that Zoe had talked to her about being in control of her own destiny and was offering her a chance to become a fighter, she knew she had to grab this opportunity with both hands. But she also knew the staff at the orphanage would never allow her to take martial arts classes. ‘I will come every Wednesday. The church is not far from here and the driver only picks us up at eight. I can practise as long as I can be back at the church before eight. But I cannot make Mondays. We have a strict routine. They will know if I slip away.’

‘See, you are already taking control of your own destiny. I will pick you up and drop you off at the church every Wednesday. Do you want me to talk to the manager at the orphanage?’

‘No. If they know about this, they will prevent me from doing this. Nobody checks whether we are attending the church service. They drop us off at six and pick us up at eight. The pastor won’t notice if I’m not there. There are too many of us for him to know any of us.’

‘I prefer to do this by the book, but I will respect your judgement on this.’ Zoe hoped they would soon be able to clear this with the orphanage, as she did not want to risk the good work she was doing with the youth. But she knew the young orphan needed this urgently, so she was willing to take a risk.

There were about thirty girls between the ages of fourteen and seventeen in the class. They all welcomed Tessa when Zoe introduced her. She instantly felt at home. But Zoe worked them hard. Discipline was the cornerstone of her sessions. The students knew they had to show respect for her, her methods, each other and themselves. They had to work hard, and they had to follow her instructions. She never shouted at them. She didn’t have to. As a natural leader, the girls wanted to obey her. Respect was not something she had to force on them. She earned it with the way she conducted herself and the way she treated these girls. Many of them had not been treated with respect and care for all or most of their lives.

Tessa was a quick study. Fighting came to her naturally. Maybe her genes were pre-programmed by her ancestor’s lives as fighters, or maybe her athleticism gave her an edge over most of the other girls. Although the punches, throws and kicks hurt during their sparring sessions, she never complained once. The next day, her body was stiff and sore, but she hid this well from the staff at the orphanage and the teachers at her school. Her training had to remain a secret. Fighting was now something positive she could focus on, something to distract her from the otherwise tough life she was living. She did not miss one training session for the rest of her time at the orphanage. Luckily, nobody ever noticed or suspected that she was no longer attending the Wednesday evening church services. When she had bruises from the sparring sessions, she either hid them or came up with a plausible explanation. For the first time since her mother’s death, she felt she belonged, and was not just a burden for somebody else. Zoe could never replace her mother, but she was the strong female role model she needed as a teenage girl. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Club Amazonia
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Although Tessa had asked Zoe many times to take her to the club on a fight night, the older woman always refused. The club was no place for a minor. It was known for the best strip shows in town and, of course, for the hard-fought female fights on weekends. But the orphan was determined to see these fights. She just could not figure out a way to get away from the orphanage on a Friday or Saturday night. Her chance came about three months after meeting Zoe for the first time. It was just after nine on a Friday night when the housemother came to the room Tessa shared with her friend Delia, who was in matric and known as a responsible girl the staff could rely on.

‘Delia, my aunt had a fall. I need to take her to the hospital. You are in charge until tomorrow morning. Make sure everybody goes to bed before ten. I trust you. Don’t let me down.’

‘I won’t Miss Le Roux.’

Tessa waited a few minutes before she went over to her friend’s bed. ‘I need to go out tonight.’

‘What? I just promised Miss Le Roux.’ 

‘I will be back long before she returns tomorrow morning. Nobody will ever know.’

‘What if one of the other housemothers comes to check on us?’

‘They never do. But if that happens, just tell her I am in the toilet.’

‘What if something happens to you? How will I explain that?’

‘Nothing will happen. I will be back before you know it.’

‘Where do you want to go? Is it a boy? We will all get in trouble if you fall pregnant.’

‘It is not a boy. I cannot tell you where I’m going, but I promise you I will be safe.’ Tessa hated lying to her friend. She knew walking to the club and back would be dangerous. But she justified this lie by reminding herself how important it was for her to see these fights. It was part of taking control of her destiny.

‘You are putting me in an impossible position.’

‘Please trust me on this. I need to go check on my brother. The foster home where he is staying is only a few blocks from here.’ This was a blatant lie, one Tessa felt terrible about. But one which she knew would convince her friend to let her go.

With most of the streetlights not working because of a lack of maintenance, Tessa walked as fast as she could with her head on a pivot, scanning for any dangers. She had never been this scared in her life, and considered turning back. But her desire to watch these fights was stronger than her fear of the potential dangers lurking in the dark. When she reached the club, her hope to get in dwindled. Two bouncers were checking everybody’s identity documents. Hers was locked in the orphanage safe. She considered telling them she left it at home, but she knew they would turn her away. Deflated, she stood on the corner across from the club, not sure what to do next. She could not come all this way just to turn around. Then she saw a delivery truck heading towards the back of the club. With new hope, she headed there, hoping to find a way to slip in. The backdoor was open when she rounded the corner. One guy was stacking crates of beer and cool drinks, while the other used a trolly to take these into the club’s storeroom. Tessa waited until the one transporting the goods was inside and the other one was in the back of the truck before she hurried towards the door, entering without hesitation. She could hear the guy stacking the crates in the storeroom and headed away from it. Soon, she heard two people heading in her direction. They were talking about the matchups for the evening. Tessa knew she had to hide before they came around the corner. To her right was a door with a sign reading ‘Temporarily closed due to renovations.’ She quickly opened the door and quietly slipped in before closing it behind her. Although it was dark inside, she rushed up the carpeted staircase. Once she reached the top of the staircase, she opened the first door she found. The lights from the club dimly lit the room. It had no furniture, and the carpets were rolled up in one corner, leaving the cement floor bare. In another corner was a ladder and a few paint cans. The second room looked essentially the same, while all the furniture removed from the first two rooms were stored in the third and last room. After squeezing past the furniture, she found a couch facing the one-way window. This gave her a perfect view of the club below. She assumed the bar counter was underneath her, as she could see patrons queuing before leaving with drinks in their hands. On the far side was a stage used for strip shows. In the centre was a dancefloor surrounded by tables and chairs. Staff was busy moving a four-foot-high platform onto the dance floor. As soon as it was placed, they erected a boxing ring on top of it. Tessa was surprised at how fast they put up the corners and the ropes. She could hear the buzz of excitement downstairs. Everybody knew the fights were about to start. Most patrons made their way back to their tables, not wanting to miss any of the action. Tessa also made herself comfortable on the couch. Her heart was thumping in her chest in anticipation of what she was about to witness.

A few minutes later, Zoe came out with a microphone in her hands. She waited for the crowd to quiet down before she announced there would be four fights between the blonde and brunette teams, one in each of the weight divisions her fighters competed in. The smallest fighters fought in the atomweight division with a maximum weight of 105 lbs. The strawweight division had a maximum weight of a 115 lbs, while the flyweight and bantamweight divisions had maximum weights of 125 lbs and 135 lbs. Each fight would be fought over three rounds of five minutes each. The team with the most points would win the tournament and share fifty per cent of the prize money between them. The losing team would share thirty per cent, while the last twenty per cent would be shared by the four winners of the individual fights. Three judges would score each round, with the winner of a round scoring one point. A submission or knockout would earn a fighter an additional two points if it was scored in the third round, three additional points in the second round and four additional points in the first round. 

Zoe waited until the loud cheers died down before introducing the two teams to the crowd. The fighters were all beautiful and athletic. After they had returned to the change rooms, Zoe explained the rules for the first fight between the two bantamweight fighters. They would face each other in a catfight with wrestling, punching to the body. slapping to the body and face, hair pulling and breast mauling allowed. Scissor holds could be applied to the tummy and breasts, but not to the neck. No choke holds, joint holds, low blows, scratching, biting or pussy mauling would be allowed.

After explaining the rules, Zoe called the first two fighters to the ring. Both walked out to their favourite song, covered by silk gowns. Once they entered the ring, their seconds removed these gowns, revealing their beautiful thong-clad bodies. Zoe gave them a few moments to stare each other down before instructing them to fight. Tessa did not expect the ferocity with which these two women flew at each other. The slaps reverberated through the club. The hairpulling was vicious. Soon tufts of pulled-out hair were strewn all over the canvas. But what caught the orphan’s attention most was what these women were doing to each other’s breasts. Both targeted the other’s full mounts with hard slaps and merciless mauling. She could not believe how much pain these two fighters could endure. Although she winced each time a fighter sank her nails into her opponent’s soft orbs, she could not keep her eyes off the fight. These women seemed so free, so powerful. They were not bound by the restraints weighing down on most South African women at that time. Here they were, expressing themselves in an activity reserved almost exclusively for men. They were proudly displaying their beautiful bodies, while society shamed women for showing a little flesh. But what impressed her the most was the power these fighters had over the men, and even the women, in the crowd. They were completely captivated by the sexy violence happening only a few feet away from where they were sitting. Tessa knew right then that she would do whatever it takes to also have this power one day. 

The first round flew by. All three judges gave the round to the brunette. As a brunette, Tessa supported the dark-haired team. She was proud and excited, almost as if she had won the first round. But the second round went to the blonde. She had lifted her opponent early in the round before slamming her down on the canvas. From there, she had controlled the brunette while raining hard slaps onto her body, and almost forcing her to submit with brutal breast mauling. Although the brunette mostly stayed on her feet during the last round, she mainly protected her bruised and battered breasts, allowing the blonde to slap her body and face at will. Although she got more into the fight towards the end of the round, it was an easy decision for the judges. Tessa was gutted because her team had lost the first fight. 

The next fight was between the two strawweight fighters. The petite women faced each other in short, tight boxing shorts, boxing gloves and kickboxing shoes. Zoe announced they would face each other in a kickboxing match with kicks allowed to the body and legs and punches allowed to the body and head. Although these two women were much smaller than the bantamweights, they were no less fierce. They floated over the canvas while landing solid strikes with their fists and feet. Although it was a completely different fighting style, it was no less compelling than the catfight. All three rounds were close, but the judges gave them to the brunette. With the brunette team now leading four points to two, Tessa was delighted again. 

The next fight was between the two featherweights. They were wearing short MMA style shorts and MMA gloves. They were only allowed to punch elbow, knee and kick to the body and legs, while slaps to the face was allowed. Unlike professional MMA fights, they were also allowed to pull hair. The women were skilled fighters who absolutely demolished each other’s sexy, half-naked bodies. By the end of the fight, they hugged for a long time. Both had given her all, and neither had any energy left. The judges gave two rounds to the brunette and one to the blonde. With the brunettes now leading by six points to three, Tessa was sure they would win the tournament. She was excited when the two atomweight fighters entered the ring. These tiny women were her size. She wanted them to do well, but she doubted whether they could put up a fight as exciting as the heavier fighters had done. They were dressed in long jeans and boots. Zoe announced they would fight each other in a bare-knuckle brawl. However, only slaps were allowed to the head and face. No kicks or elbows were allowed, but they could knee and punch each other in the body. Although they could throw each other, they had to get back to their feet after ten seconds on the ground. 
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