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Chapter I
This Girl’s A Failure
 
“Try harder.”
The command was uttered in a mild voice, almost politely, but, to the young lady to whom it was addressed, it was as a barked order.  She redoubled her efforts.
The scene: a bedroom in a lavish mansion on a tropical island.  The bedroom itself was lavish, with soft, deep pile rug, expensive hand-carved oak bed stand and dresser, pale blue walls to match the cobalt blue of the carpet, and a couple landscapes by Monet on the walls.  The young lady being ordered to exert additional effort was lying on the floor at the foot of the huge bed.  She was naked and had a body well worth displaying in that condition.  She was also bound tightly with white cotton ropes in a classic bondage position called The Hogtie.  Her arms had been bound first, behind her back and with ropes around both the wrists and just above the elbows.  Then her legs were bound together with ropes at the ankles, above and below the knees.  Pushed down to the carpet on her stomach, additional rope was added between her ankles and that around her elbows.  The rope was looped over that span a couple times, and then pulled taut.  And pulled some more until the woman’s feet were almost touching her arms about half way between her wrists and elbows.  This forced her body into a high tension arch, with considerable strain on all parts of that lovely figure.
Her efforts so far had done little beyond destroying the elegant styling of her long blonde hair until it hung around her down-turned face, hiding the sparkling blue eyes, pert turned-up nose, and soft, kissable lips.
“I am trying,” she grunted through clenched teeth.  Again she launched into a spasm of tugging her arms and twisting her legs, in general fighting against the hold of the ropes.  Her body rocked from side to side as she fought the bindings, eventually turning her onto her side to expose her front to the man standing over her.
It was a fine body, young and firm as befitted her tender age of nineteen.  The breasts, forced to stick out because of the tight binding of her elbows, were not huge, but by no means small.  A goodly handful, each was, and delightfully firm and shapely.  The slender waist flared out to narrow hips and down passed the smooth, shaved pubic area to smooth thighs.
Back in Paris, this young woman was a high-class, expensive prostitute, catering to the elite, to those with the money to pay for the very best.  But her charms were on display to this man for free.  Not that he lacked the money to pay for even the most expensive companionship, but because he wished something more from the woman than a bout of vertical tango between the sheets.  What he wished to extract from her was more than just sex.  So he had arranged for her to be kidnapped and brought to his island.
The young woman was straining as hard as she could, in every way she could imagine, but was defeated by the ropes.  They were simply too tightly and skillfully applied by a master for most any woman to free herself from.
She was panting from the exertion as she paused to rest her tired muscles.  For half an hour she had been forced to struggle her hardest against something she could not defeat.  The blush of her face and labored rise and fall of her breasts as she sucked in air told the story.
“I’ve done the best I can,” she told him, after shaking her head to move most of her hair from her eyes.  “I cannot get undone.”  Her accent was definitely Parisian.  “Please, can I be untied now?”  She tried to turn on her sex appeal as she added, “I can make you feel very good in bed.”
The man, one Zachariah Hodges, aka Zack, squatted down so he could be closer to the bound woman.  “You disappoint me,” he told her.  His accented English hinted at time spent in England.  “You have failed.”
A flash of fear crossed the girl’s face.  She had been very afraid when she was first kidnapped out of her Paris apartment and transported in a private jet to an unknown destination, all the time locked in handcuffs and gagged carefully in a manner that did not show to the casual glance.  When she was finally taken to this man, her fear abated somewhat.  He was a man she had sold her services to at a high class Paris hotel a few weeks before.  This had happened to her once before; a client took a fancy to her and kidnapped her.  That time he had satisfied himself a dozen times and then lost interest.  He had her dumped on the outskirts of Paris.
When this former client ordered her to disrobe, she assumed it would be the same scene.  Her fear returned when, after displaying her lovely body for him, he did not take her to the bed behind her but began binding her with ropes until she lay on the floor in a tight hogtie.
He had then ordered her to free herself from those ropes.  She tried, feeling around for knots to work loose, tugging on her arms and wiggling in an attempt to loosen something.  It all failed.  The first time she admitted failure, he ordered her to redouble her effort or, in a veiled threat, something unpleasant might happen to her.  She tried harder.
Still, she could not free herself from any of the ropes.
“Please…  You have my legs tied so we cannot have sex that way, but if you will open your pants I will please you with my mouth.  I am very good at that.”
“I’m sure you are.  But a blowjob is not what I asked for.”
“Then untie my legs and show me what a man you are.  I remember fondly how good you were in Paris.”
It was a lie.  He was only average in size and skill; nothing to merit such praise.  Still, it was always a good idea to tell a client how wonderful he was in bed.  Stroke their ego, as it were.
“Please,” she repeated.  “This tied up, it has made me soooo horny.”
Looking up at his rough but handsome features, she saw him shaking his head, almost sadly.  So she switched to another tactic often used by prostitutes: dirty talk.
“Damn, I want your prick inside me.  Fuck me!  Please, fuck me hard!  Screw me until I beg you to stop!  Fuck the shit out of me!”
He almost believed she was sincere in her requested.  But he knew - from past experiences - that she was only trying to get him sexually satisfied so that he might not hurt her.  Might, even, let her go.
When she saw a lack of interest in that suggestion, she tried her ace-in-the-hole, something that few men could ever turn down.
“Fuck me in the ass!” she begged.  “I love it there.  Shove your prick into my asshole!  Pleaseee….”
Her pleading might have turned most men on, but Zack was not like most men.  Not that he would not love to screw this lovely young thing, in the asshole or anywhere else, but he had a stronger desire for the kinky side of sex.
From the dresser, he took a short metal bar.  It was solid, about six inches long, with holes at each end.  Riveted to those holes were two leather straps.  Kneeling beside her, he pushed aside her long golden locks and told her to open her mouth.
A strong fear returned.  She had made her best offers and still this man would not play the game her way.  Now he wanted to gag her.  And with a horribly uncomfortable looking thing.  She clamped her mouth shut and shook her head.  She did not want to be gagged.  When she had been just beginning her career, she had been told stories of what some men did to woman once they were totally helpless.  And she most definitely felt helpless right then.
Getting her to open her mouth was simple and did not require words.  He simply reached down and squeezed one nipple between his thumb and forefinger.  She cried out but shook her head.  He squeezed harder, digging his thumbnail into the fleshy bud.  She whined with the fresh pain and tried to twist her body away.
Yvette was a smart girl.  She knew that he could continue to cause her pain – and much more than this – for as long as he needed.  She opened her mouth wide in submission.  The metal bar went in and was strapped in place behind her head.  The bar, so much like the bit in a horse’s bridle, forced her tongue down and pushed against the corners of her mouth painfully.
Calmly, he went to the dresser again and returned with a length of thin cord, one end of which he tied around her big toes and then passed the cord up and through the strap at the back of her head.  Back to her toes and around again until her gag and toes were connected in a double loop.  Then he began to pull on the cord.  As the loop closed, Yvette’s head was pulled back and her feet were forced into a very uncomfortable, strained arch.  He continued to pull until she whined in pain as her head was forced as far back as it could go.  When he tied the cord off at her toes, her body was forced into an arch that was uncomfortable immediately and would grow worse.  Much worse.
She glanced sideways at her captor and made inarticulate noises.  She was undoubtedly attempting to tell him how much this was hurting her.  She was very afraid now.  This had turned from a sexual game into something much worse.  Pain was involved now, maybe a great deal of pain.
“I had hopes that you would prove to be better,” he told her, sadly.  “Why is it so few women know how to escape from ropes?”  He seemed to be asking the question of the world, not just Yvette.  “Damned shame.”
He turned to leave the bedroom but paused at the door.  “I’ll be back tonight.  You’re welcome to try to escape, but I don’t expect you will.  You’ve been a miserable failure so far.”
Then he was gone.
Yvette whined is dismay.  She rolled onto her side and lay there, not even trying to free herself.  She had tried for so long and knew it impossible.  The cord connecting her head to her toes only made it more impossible.  And more painful.
For a long time she hoped that he would return and untie her.  The ache in her muscles and the strain on her joints slowly increased until she was weeping.  A square of sunlight from a window crept slowly across the carpet as the afternoon wore on.  Eventually it touched her face.  She closed her eyes but could feel the warmth on her skin.  Her only measurement of time was that slow creep of warmth across her naked body.
 


 
Chapter II
A Change of Plans
 
Stella Walters watched from her hotel room as the marquee outside was being changed.  Her name was coming down and that of a famous singer going up in its place.
“I’m going to miss this city,” she commented.  “No place in the world like Sin City.”  She was, of course, referring to Las Vegas, Nevada, the gambling capital of the US.  Stretching off along the wide boulevard were an uncountable number of luxurious hotels, casinos and such, all brilliantly gleaming in the afternoon sun, beckoning the fun-seekers within.  At night, the “Strip”, as Las Vegas Boulevard was called, nearly outshone the sun with an incredible amount of colored lights and movement.
“I’m not,” said Tara, her best friend and assistant.  “This was a rough tour.”  She sat up in the wide bed, the sheet falling to reveal her firm, youthful breasts.  “Got to remember not to drink so much,” she muttered as she shut her eyes to the bright sunlight.  “It’s my Irish ancestry.  We’re supposed to drink.”
“You did a good job of putting away the booze last night,” Stella said without turning from the window.  On the sign the workmen had finished with the last of her name and were beginning on the next glittering star on the Strip.
Tara moaned and swung her feet sideways, out from under the covers.  As she went to stand up, she nearly fell on her face.  Looking down, she glared at the pair of handcuffs locked on her ankles.
“Okay, boss lady, get these off me.  Very funny.”
“I wanted to make sure you didn’t go sleeping walking,” Stella retorted.
“You’ve used that excuse so many times that it’s growing a beard.”
“The key is on the nightstand.”
While Tara struggled over to the nightstand and retrieved the small key to her freedom, she was complaining about the tour just finished.
“Why do you have to do that Exploding Coffin trick?  You always cut it so close that I’m getting gray hair worrying about you.  Last night you barely rolled out of the coffin before it exploded.  Have trouble with three sets of handcuffs on the wrists again?”
Stella turned from the window to watch her naked friend toss the now empty handcuffs on the bed.  What her intimate friend said was true.  The prior evening’s performance she had trouble with the last set of handcuffs and nearly became a part of the fireball.  Fortunately it was the last performance in that town, and Las Vegas the last city on the tour.
Stella Walters was the acknowledged top female escape artist in the world, having won that title in the Magicland Great Escape Artist Contest six months before.  (For background, see “The Escape Artist,” “The Escape Artist II: Imprisonment in Japan,” and “The Great Escape Artist Contest,” all by John Savage and published by Strict Publishing International).
In winning that contest, she had collected the prize of one million dollars, which, even after a huge chunk was taken out for taxes, left her with a lot of money.
Tara was holding one hand on the top of her head as if worried it might explode.  “Can we take a little time off before planning the next tour?” she asked as she headed for the bathroom.  “We got any aspirin?”
Stella, who did not drink for the effect of the alcohol, shook her head.  But Tara was young yet; she would have to learn life’s lessons the hard way.
Still, there was some validity in Tara’s comments.  Perhaps she was working herself too hard with the grinding tour and the constant need to come up with increasingly spectacular escapes.  She had to admit to herself that lately those escapes had become increasingly dangerous also.  The audience wanted to see her escape death, but only barely.  She had often wondered how many of them were there in hopes that she would fail one night and they would get to see her spectacular death.
Maybe she had barely gotten out of the coffin last night because she was growing tired.  In this business, if you lose your edge, you could well lose your life.
Tara came out later to find Stella relaxing on the bed, staring at the ceiling tiles.  The two of them usually slept naked – and in each other’s arms – but Stella had put on a transparent black lace nightgown.  Tara felt yet again the sense of longing and love for her boss as she looked over those long, shapely legs, the more than ample but not ridiculously huge breasts, and the long golden hair spread out on the pillow.  And that did not include the narrow waist and curves in general.  Stella was one hell of a sexy woman, a fact not lost on Tara or on the thousands of men who panted at the sight of her.  Even with her headache, she felt a stirring of sexual desire.
“You are right,” Stella said, breaking into Tara’s sexually oriented line of thought.  “We need a vacation.”
“We do?  Oh, I mean, yes!  We do.”
“We can put off the next tour for a few months,” Stella went on.  “A break from all these interviews, two shows a day, and dangerous escapes might do us both good.  It’s not like we really need the money.”
“Wonderful!” Tara said.  “Where will we go?”
“Someplace where there aren’t a lot of people.  Someplace where we can enjoy nature.”
“Hawaii?  I’ve never been there.”
“Too tourist-ee.”
“Mexico?  I know!  New Zealand.  Fiji?  Costa Rica?”
Stella did not seem too enthused by those suggestions.  “Someplace warm and sunny.  Someplace with no paparazzi.”
“They love to photograph you, honey, especially in those very brief costumes you wear.”
“I have an idea,” Stella said.  Rising from the bed, she went to the other suitcase and took out her tablet computer. She powered it up, touched the ap for the Internet up and began searching.  After twenty minutes or so, she looked up.  “Anegada!”
“Who?”
“Anegada.  It is one of the British Virgin Islands in the Caribbean.  There are about sixty of them, some not very well known.  Anegada means ‘Drowned Land’ in Spanish.  It’s eleven miles long and has nice beaches and reefs.  And only one small resort.”
“I hate it when you are surfing the web,” Tara told her.  “Instant expert.  Well, okay, when do we go?  And do we have to be virgins?”
 
* * * * *

 
On an island a few hundred miles from Anegada, the young woman who had failed to escape from the hogtie mentioned earlier, was dry-eyed from too much crying when her captor returned that evening.  The bedroom was dark when he flipped on the lights, the sun having long since set amid a delightful display of fiery colors the woman could not see and would not have appreciated had she been able to.  Constant pain tends to make one distracted from the world around.
“Haven’t escaped yet?” he commented as he entered the room.  “But then, I did not expect you to – not really.  Hurting?”
All she could do was moan around the harsh metal bit gag and look pleadingly at him with those bloodshot eyes.
He knelt down next to her and felt her hands.  They were cold and a gray color from diminished circulation.  Likewise, her feet were darker than they should have been.  Casually, he untied the cord holding her gag to her toes and allowed her to lower her head for the first time in almost six hours.  She moaned much louder as stiff muscles moved after so long immobile.  Her head lowered to the carpet where she rested her forehead.
Removing the cord from her big toes took only a minute.  She expected him to continue untying her and was puzzled when he did not touch the ropes holding her prisoner in the hogtie.
“I wonder what would happen if I were to leave you tied like this all night also,” he said.  “It is too bad that you weren’t better at escaping.  Like that woman on the TV.  She gets out of the most incredible fixes.”  There was no mistaking the admiration in his voice.  Or was it something else?  “I would love to test her.  Stella is her name.”
He sighed.  “Well, maybe someday.  Right now I have to decide what to do with you.  I guess I could just push you over into the closet and leave you for the night.  But then you might make noises and I would hate to have my sleep disturbed.  I suppose I could untie you and have you taken to one of the cells in the basement.”
Yvette wanted very much to cry but no more tears would come.
His hand touched the rope connecting her ankles to her elbows and a spark of hope flared inside Yvette.  Now?  Yes!  He was untying her!
As her legs unfolded, she whined loudly.  That continued as he removed the ropes from her legs, revealing deep, reddish indentations in her flesh.  Easily picking up her naked body, he tossed her onto the bed.  With her arms still tightly bound behind her back, she bounced.  Then he was gripping her ankles and twisting her body over onto her back.  It was easy to spread her legs wide apart and crawl up on the bed between them.  Some of her hair covered her face, but she could see as he unzipped his pants and pulled out a half-erect penis.
With no regard for her comfort, he began squeezing her breasts and pubic mound, as if in a hurry to get her excited enough for sex.  When an inserted finger told him that she was lubricated sufficiently, he shifted position and spread her labia wide to open the target.  A moment later he was plunging into her.
For a woman who made her living by sex and who had always enjoyed the sex act, it felt strange for her to not want a man inside her.  But this time was different and she hated him as much as she had ever hated a man.  But, hatred or no, she could not stop his assault and it progressed to the point where his rigid rod was enjoying the ride so much that it rewarded him with a climax.
He wiped his prick clean on her blonde hair then went to the nightstand and pressed a button there.  A moment later a uniformed guard came in and saluted.
“Take her away.  Let the guards have her.  You first, if you wish.  Then lock her in a cell.  She’s a cute little thing and I may wish to play with her some more.  So don’t ruin the merchandise.”
The guard was grinning as he dragged Yvette off the bed by her bound arms and out of the room.
 



 
Chapter III
Eleven Thousand Virgins
 
The flight from San Juan, Puerto Rico, to Beef Island took only forty minutes.  Beef Island was the home of the Terrance B. Lettsome International Airport on a small island just off the coast of Tortote, the largest island of the British Virgin Islands.  So close were they that the Queen Elizabeth II Bridge connected them.  From there, Stella and Tara got on an Island Birds connecting flight to a tiny airport on the island of Anegada where a shuttle bus took them to the Big Bamboo hotel and restaurant.  It was hardly the luxury of Las Vegas, but Stella was pleased.  The flight had been smooth and the Caribbean a wonderfully brilliant blue beneath them.  They were both looking forward to a few weeks of nothing but snorkeling the reef, relaxing in the sun and enjoying island food at night.
The cottage they had rented was not very large but did have a private bathroom, two beds, and a lovely view through palm trees out over the Caribbean.  After unpacking their bags, including the smaller bag containing enough rope to secure Tara so she would not be sleepwalking at night, they walked out to the beach and enjoyed the warm white sands.  The waves were gentle and the breeze softly caressing.
“Don’t they have hurricanes around here?” Tara asked.
“Sure, but this isn’t the right season for them.  I like nature but a hurricane is a bit much.”
“Sure is pretty,” Tara commented.  “Did you notice the looks we were getting?  I think you made a big hit with the locals, especially those young men.  I wonder if they’re allowed to fraternize with the guests?  There was one that was kinda cute.”
“Can’t you ever get sex off your mind?”
“Don’t know – never tried.”
They both laughed, but Tara’s comment was not far off the mark.  She was a young woman with a very high sexual drive.
“You know who first discovered these islands?”
“No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”
“Christopher Columbus.  On his second voyage to the New World, he saw the islands.  He named them ‘Santa Ursula y las Once Mil Virgenes’.”
“I’m sure you’re going to tell me what that means now,” Tara said.
“Saint Ursula and her eleven thousand virgins.  The Spanish later shorted it to ‘The Virgins’.”
“Why did Saint Ursula have so many virgins?” Tara asked.
“I just knew you were going to ask that, so I looked it up.”  Stella took a piece of paper from her pocket and read: “Saint Ursula is a British saint.  She was supposed to be a princess who was to set sail to join her future husband, taking along with her eleven thousand virginal handmaidens.”
“Why did she need so many handmaidens?”
“Shut up.  But a miraculous storm came up and blew them to the coast of France.  Being religious, she announced that before she would get married, she would go to Rome to see the Pope. Which she did, taking her handmaidens with her.”
“I still don’t see why one princess needed eleven thousand handmaidens,” Tara cut in.
“She saw the Pope and persuaded this Pope, a guy named Cyriacus, and some important bishop to go with her.”
“They were probably interested in what she needed all those virgins for.”
“Shut up.  After setting out for Cologne, which was being besieged by Huns, all the virgins were beheaded in a dreadful massacre.  The Hun’s leader shot Ursula dead.  This was in 383 AD.”
“A good reason not to be a virgin.  I’m certainly glad I’m not one – in case I meet any Huns.”
“Tara, you make it hard to teach you anything.”
“But why did she need all those handmaidens, and virgins at that?  Twenty or thirty would certainly be enough for me.”
“Let’s go see about getting some snorkeling gear,” Stella said.  “I want to see the fish.”
“In a pinch, I could get by with only ten or twelve handmaidens,” Tara said, seriously.
“Drop it already!”
 
* * * * *

 
”What?  Stella Walters, you say?”
Zack, was addressing his assistant, one Frederick Manfield by name, who had just brought him the news.
“She is staying at a hotel on Anegada.  Along with her assistant.  I thought you would like to know.”
“Stella Walters!  Imagine that!  And only short distance away from here.  Gives one ideas, no?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Stella Walters…  I don’t suppose she would accept an invitation to visit St. Charmain?”
“Probably not, sir.”
“Maybe I could pay her for a private performance,” Zack mused.
“I doubt that.  She has plenty of money.  She only continues in her profession because she likes it.”
Zack lifted one eyebrow.  “Well, if I can’t invite her, and I can’t bribe her, then I’ll just have to…”
“Sir?”
“Kidnap her!”
“Of course, sir.  Shall I make the arrangements?”
 



 
Chapter IV
Kidnapped!
 
The water was warm, clear and filled with fish.  That afternoon it was also contained a world famous escape artist and her assistant.  As Stella and Tara floated on the surface, lazily fluttering their fins, the sun warming their backs, the multi-colored aquanoids put on a show beneath them.  Occasionally, Stella would take a breath and dive down to investigate a coral formation or a hiding lobster waving his antennae at her.  Tara preferred to simply float along, suspended above the scene below, enjoying the feeling of flying effortlessly across a strange and beautiful landscape.
As the sun began to lower in the west, they returned to the white sand beach and flopped down on their towels.
“I could do this all day,” Tara remarked.  Both of them stretched out on the towels, creating a nice display of female flesh in very tiny bikinis, Stella’s of purest black, Tara’s of emerald green, to go with her red hair.
“You know, that would be a very good place to stage an escape,” Stella mused.  “Colorful and filled with exotic creatures.  The problem would be how would an audience see?  It would have to be a filmed escape.  Maybe a cage with steel bars and some big padlocks.  I wonder how hard would it be to get sharks to swim around a cage…”
“Can’t you ever stop thinking about work?” complained Tara.  “What about those two guys over there?  Meeting them would be more interesting right now than devising a way to lock you in a cage and toss you to the bottom of the sea.”
Stella and Tara were lovers, but both also occasionally enjoyed the company of a male.  “Just to compare,” Tara would say.  “Confirm that women make the best lovers.”
“Do you have to confirm so often?” Stella asked with a laugh.
“It is hard work, but someone has to do it,” was Tara’s retort.
They were alone on the beach, save for two men and an older couple sitting in deck chairs.  They looked like retirees out to see the world that they could have been seeing all their lives.  The two men who were watching the nearly naked girls were pretending to be holding a conversation on some other subject, but out of the corner of her eye Stella could see them glancing their direction out of the corners of their eyes.  They did not look too bad; locals, late twenties, darker skin and looking physically very fit in their casual slacks and tee shirts.
“Probably gays,” Stella commented.  “They’re not hotel staff, so why would two guys come to an out of the way place like this unless they’re on their honeymoon?”
“You’re a killjoy,” Tara said.  “Maybe they’re looking for rich single girls.”
“This is a wonderful place, but hardly the happy hunting grounds for pussy catchers.  You will notice that they seem more interested in each other than in coming over here and meeting us.”
The sun was already touching the tops of the trees behind the hotel, and soon the shadows would be reaching out for the beach.
“Let’s go in and get dressed for dinner,” Stella said.
“Good idea.  I’m hungry.”
The two men continued their conversation, but they were well aware of those two gorgeous bodies walking across the sand towards the cottages.  They especially noted which cottage they went into.  Then one pulled out a satellite cell phone and made a call.
 
* * * * *

 
The Big Bamboo restaurant was not large but had good food.  Both of the girls had the Caribbean lobster dipped in butter.  The seafood was fresh, having been crawling around the sea bottom earlier that same day.
Tara kept looking around but could not find the two men who were eyeing them earlier.  Maybe they were back in their cottage, doing what Tara and Stella would be doing in a short while.  Well, maybe not exactly the same things, Tara most likely being tied up or down or whatever.  But with the same end results: satisfaction.
Both girls had dressed for dinner, not in formal dresses but still elegantly, Stella in a classic short black dress with matching high heels, Tara in a soft blue dress that displayed all of her shapely legs, from the high heels all the way up to just below paradise.  But, save for the male staff, there was no one to enjoy the view.
Far from any big cities, the stars were putting on a good show as they walked back to the cottage.  The Milky Way was a band of light stretching across the heavens, amid more stars than can be counted.  As they walked away from the restaurant, they did not notice the large boat just off shore, a boat that had not been there earlier.
Inside their humble temporary home, Tara turned to Stella to take her in her arms and kiss her soundly.  The fancy dresses were soon discarded, but not in a rush.  These were two long-time lovers, not a couple of teenagers burning with raging hormones and unable to move fast enough.
“Do you want to tie me now or later?” asked Tara.  “You know, so I won’t go sleepwalking.”
“You’re just asking for it.”
“Always.  I just love to be helpless and forced into nasty sex acts with you.”
“Get me the ropes.”
Shortly thereafter Tara was in a helpless condition to her liking and begging her boss to be allowed to use her tongue to please her.  Eventually she was allowed, but only after a mean Stella had teased her body until it was in a high state of sexual excitement.
Eventually, Tara was granted her own satisfaction, but only after a long bout of pleasing Stella.  The smaller girl fell asleep in Stella’s arms, her hands still bound behind her back.
The Milky Way slowly wheeled its way across the sky as the night wore on.  With no moon, only the starlight shone down on the quiet cottages.  And on two men moving silently out of the surrounding forest and up to a certain cottage.
The cottage door had a lock, but it was easily forced with a slender tool and opened.  The men entered silently.  The first Stella knew, she felt a hand across her mouth and a voice in her ear telling her to be quiet or she would get hurt.  A sharp knife against her throat emphasized the seriousness of the threat.  In short order, she was out of bed and forced to stand there while one man put handcuffs on her wrists behind her back.  They had turned on a dim flashlight and Stella could see the other was holding knife to a frightened Tara’s throat.  Stella did not fight or call out as they secured her wrists and then her ankles in the steel cuffs.
Tara was hauled out of bed.  If the men were surprised to see that her hands were bound behind her, they did not show it.  They tied Tara’s ankles together.  They also did not seem to notice that both of the women were naked.  Or did not care.  One of them pulled out a small radio and spoke a few whispered words into it.  Then they waited.
Stella was tempted to ask what they wanted, but one of them was standing next to Tara, holding her up actually, and had that knife very close to her neck.  She refrained from asking questions.
A noise from the doorway and two more men were coming in.  All were dressed in dark clothing and wore soft soled shoes.  Stella, with her experiences working for the CIA and such, knew these were professionals, not casual robbers or rapists.
Both girls were wrapped in blankets and picked up bodily, two men carrying each bundle.  They quickly made their way down to the beach where a small boat was waiting.  A quiet electric outboard motor propelled the boat across the lagoon towards the dark shape of the large yacht waiting off shore.
In just a few minutes, Stella and Tara had gone from happy lovers to captives heading for some unknown fate.
 



 
Chapter V
Guests
 
On the trip away from Anegada, Stella might have been able to use her skills to remove the handcuffs they had placed upon her wrists and ankles.  These men were, however, apparently aware of her skills and prevented their being brought into use.  As soon as they were handed up to the waiting yacht and taken to a cabin, they both had their blankets taken away and were forced to lie on the floor, face down.  Two of the kidnappers sat next to them, this time holding guns in their hands instead of knife.  With two sets of eyes upon her constantly, it would have done Stella little good to work herself free of the handcuffs.
The trip lasted all through the night, the hum of powerful engines coming to the two naked women through the floor.  The boat was big enough to not be affected by the small waves on the ocean that night, so the trip was smooth.  Stella, knowing that resistance was useless at that point, whispered to Tara to not try anything.  Then she settled down and even managed to get some sleep before they were awoken.
When Stella was picked up by male hands, she blinked and saw sunlight coming through the windows.  Apparently the morning was well underway.  She was set upon her shackled feet and watched as Tara was also lifted to her feet, but only after one of the men replaced the ropes around her ankles with a pair of handcuffs.  They were then ordered to march (slowly with small steps) out of the cabin and onto the deck.
The noon sun shone brightly down on their naked bodies and illuminated the dock the boat was moored alongside.  Beyond that wooden dock, they could see land, trees, a few buildings and a beach.  There seemed to be only the two guards with them; all else might have been deserted.  They were walked down a ramp and along the dock to a building, a walk taking them a good twenty minutes because of the small steps allowed the girls.  The men said nothing and showed no interest.  Indeed, they seemed almost to be unaware of the fact that both were naked, very sexy women.
There was a jeep awaiting them in the parking lot.  Each was picked up and set into the back seat.  While one guard drove, the other was turned around in the front seat, watching them closely.  It was Stella’s eyes that he watched, not the fine pair of breasts on display.  A professional, she thought.  Not a man to be distracted by a female body.  Or he was gay as hell and couldn’t care less about her fine attributes?
As the jeep drove through the semi-jungle, the dirt road twisted and turned as it ascended the mountainside.  Between the trees, Stella could occasionally see a large white house on the mountaintop above them.  It turned out to be their destination.
The house was quite large, a mansion really, two stories tall and painted a brilliant white that reflected the bright sun.  The roof was of red tiles in a Spanish style.  Before the door, two men stood guard, both armed with assault rifles.
The girls were taken out of the jeep and given gentle pushes in the back to tell them to march into the house.  Again the progress was slow, but neither of the men seemed bothered by the slow walk.
Past a huge entranceway and through a large, formal room, they were ushered to a smaller room that was apparently a library, to judge by all the books on the walls.  There was also a large desk behind which sat a man who watched their slow progress with an amused smile on his face.  When they were standing before his desk, he waved a hand and the two guards backed away to stand by the door.
As the man studied the two women, Stella was studying him.  He was in his early forties probably, trim and fit looking, with a narrow face dominated by a Roman nose.  His skin was of a darker shade, hinting, perhaps, of a Mediterranean background.  The slight, amused smile did not leave his lips.
Stella could sense that Tara was about to make demands of this man, and she nudged her friend’s foot with hers.  Just then, the man pushed back his chair and stood.  Walking around the desk, he made a complete circle of the two women, examining them from head to toe but not leering gleefully as some men might.  It was more like he was examining a fine motorcar or thoroughbred horse.  Finally, he finished his circle behind them.  Stella felt hands upon her wrists and the handcuffs came away.  She slowly brought her hands around in front of her.  There were marks from the steel cuffs, but since she had not fought the bracelets they were slight.
Next to her, Tara’s hands were being untied.  Those ropes had been placed upon her wrists thirteen or so hours earlier, but that was no problem for Tara who was used to longer periods of bondage, and more severe.
“My name is Zack.  That is all you have to know of it, even though I doubt that you would recognize my full name were I to disclose it.”  His accent was British, but a learned British not a native of the land.  “You will be my guests for a period of time,” he went on.  “Please do not worry.  You will not be harmed.  If you do as you are told.”  The faint smile never left his face, but they could sense a firmness in his tone.
“May I offer you some refreshment?  I know that you have missed breakfast, but lunch will be served soon.  For now, would you like something to drink?  Coffee?  Tea?  Wine?”
“Since you are taking your time about it,” Stella said, calmly, “I will get right to the point.  Why have you kidnapped us?  And what do you want of us?”
He sighed.  “I am trying to be polite and civilized about this.  Surely we can discuss such matters over a drink?”  He waited, but neither of them spoke.  Again he sighed.  “Very well.  But will you accept my hospitality enough to at least sit down?”
“I would like to think that we won’t be staying long enough to get comfortable,” Stella told him.
“Oh, you will be staying a while.  Yes, indeed, a while.”
Stella looked around and spied a leather covered couch to their left.  She shuffled over and sat down as gracefully as she could.  Tara followed suit.
Zack took a seat in a padded chair opposite them.  He looked at the ceiling for a few seconds as if gathering his thoughts.  “I have brought you here…”
“Kidnapped us, you mean,” said Stella, but without heat.
“Very well, kidnapped you, because I wish to put your skills to a test.”
Stella felt like sighing.  She had been kidnapped before by a man who was fascinated by her escape artist skills and wished to test them.  That she eventually became friends with that man did not seem important to this case.  Here was another fan of hers – unfortunately one rich enough to indulge in his fantasies – who wanted a private show.  Or more…
“I have seen your performances and am an admirer of yours,” he confirmed.  “You are the best in the world, of that I have no doubt.”  He leaned back in the chair, and made a tent of his fingers.  “But I would like to know how much of what I have seen is pure skill and how much is rigged props, hidden assistants, and so forth.”
“I can assure you, most of my escapes are based on misdirection and rigged props.  Just as any magician’s tricks are,” she told him.
Stella, having gone through this before, knew that the more he thought of her as supernatural in her abilities, the harder any test would be.  Best she let him come to understand that the most spectacular escapes are fakes from the start.  She told him that.  “No woman could get out of those escapes without help,” she finished up.  “I’m afraid I may be a disappointment to you.”
“I’m sure you won’t be,” he countered.  “I have seen some movies of your early years.  Those were not trick escapes.  You were – and still are – very good.”
“Really, even back then I resorted to tricks whenever I could.”  She did not want him thinking so highly of her abilities.  Maybe if he found out she was a fake he would lose interest in testing her.  She knew that to be a slim chance but she had to try.
For a while he said nothing.  Stella was aware of his dark eyes gazing into hers and wondered how insane was the mind behind those eyes.  Anyone in the public spotlight knew that there were crazies out there, some of them dangerous.  She might have tried to bolt, but there was still those handcuffs on her ankles, plus the two guards.  Without shackles she might well be able to outrun this man, but the guards were a different story.  Finally, he spoke.
“We will have lunch on the patio.  I will let you settle into your quarters.  And then, tomorrow, we will begin.”
He rose and waved a hand in the direction of the door.  Stella and Tara exchanged glances and rose to do as he invited.  Might as well eat, and then worry about their fate later.
Lunch was very good.  Served on a table under an umbrella shade next to a fountain in an intimate, quiet patio, a spread of fruits, cold sliced meats and wines awaited them.  The wrought iron chairs were hard against their bare bottoms, but neither of them complained.  They dug into the food and Stella even complimented him on the quality of his table.
By way of small talk over the food, Stella learned that this Zack owned the island they were on.  It was a “modest piece of the Caribbean,” as he described it, but it provided him with the seclusion he desired.  He did not say where his wealth came from, and Stella did not press that issue.  The armed guards and his willingness to kidnap a famous person told her plainly enough that he was not on the side of law and order.
After lunch, he escorted them to their “quarters”.
“I am sorry that you must wear those bracelets on your ankles, but I do not wish you to be running off into the forest.  It can be dangerous out there for two naked women who do not know the land.  I would not want you to get hurt.”
The charade fooled no one.  They were prisoners, plain and simple.
The quarters turned out to be a cell in the basement of the main house.  The cell had two small windows just above head height, letting in fresh air and light but far too small for even Tara to crawl through.  There were three bare concrete walls, two small beds of steel frames bolted to the floor, with the fourth wall made of steel bars, each half an inch thick and spaced only a couple inches apart.  The door was a traditional jail cell door with a slot for the passing of food trays and a thick metal box that held the locking mechanism.  Once they were inside, the door was closed and Zack pressed a small device the size of a cigarette lighter to the lock.  There was a soft thud as the thick bolts slide into place, locking the door securely in place.
“It’s a magnetic key,” he told them, showing the small black device.  “No lock to pick.”
He headed for the stairs, which were the only exit for the room, but paused to turn back.  “Dinner will be at seven.  I’ll see that you will be able to dress for it.”
Then he was gone.
A little while later, a woman came in.  She was one of the many in the Caribbean whose ancestors came from Africa.  A slender woman in her late twenties, she was dressed in a fashionable one-piece swimsuit and high heels.  Around one ankle, Stella noted an inch-wide anklet that appeared to be locked on.
The woman came up to the bars and looked carefully at the two naked prisoners.  A minute passed, then she turned to leave.
“Wait!” called Tara.  “What is your name?”
The woman turned around and stared at them for a few long seconds.  Finally she said, “Matilda.  I will bring you clothes.”
Then she was gone.
Stella spent the afternoon exploring the small space allowed them and finding no way to break out.  The walls were solid, none of the bars were loose, and the door was even more solid than the walls.  All they could do was wait.
 


 
Chapter VI
Plans for the Future
 
Matilda returned an hour later, carrying two garments in one hand and two pairs of shoes in the other, all of which were passed through the bars to the two naked women.
“Zack said that you would have them off,” she commented, pointing to the two pairs of handcuffs sitting on one of the beds.
“They weren’t comfortable,” Stella said casually.
Matilda laughed.  “If you think that was uncomfortable, you just wait!  Honey, you’s got a surprise coming.”
“May I ask your status here?” Stella asked.
“That there blue one is for you.  The green one should fit her.  Me?  Well, Zack says that I’m a slave.  But, ’tween you and me, I’s his friend.  ’Course, he don’t always treat me like a friend, but what’s a little whipping ’tween friends?”
“So you stay here of your own will?”
“Well, I won’t say that, ’actly.  See this here bracelet on my ankle?  It’s got something inside it.  He knows if I leave the house area and sends some of his men to fetch me back.”
“A radio transmitter, no doubt.  Did he kidnap you as he did with us?”
“Well, sure, honey.  I was walking into my apartment one day in Kingston, and the next thing I knows I’m here and there is chains on my arms and legs.  He kept me chained up for weeks ’fore I got to walk around.”
“Did he force you to have sex?” Tara asked, showing a personal interest in the subject.
“’Course he did!  He’s a man.  Good fuck, too.”
She leaned closer to the bars and lowered her voice.  “It’s when he lets the guards have at me that I don’t like.  Zack, he hurts me then makes me feel real good.  He trusts me now to take care of his other slaves.”
“He has other women here, held against their will?” Stella asked.
“Well, sure.  You ain’t the only ones.  Only gots one slave right now.  Cute little French gal.  She’s over in the next room.  ’Course, I can’t show her to you, even if I wanted to.  I can’t open that door here.”
“Does Zack hurt his slaves much?” asked Tara.
“Sure ’nough.  Gotta keep a slavegal in line, he says.  ’Course, usually I deserves it, but not always.  I recon’s you’ll find out soon enough.”
Stella wanted to mine this source of information for all she could get.  “Has any of this slaves every escaped?”
“Don’t rightly knows.  Now and then, a girl, she disappears.  Once while back I tried to run away.  They caught me ’fore I got to the dock.  Don’t know what I was goin’ do, but he jus’ whipped me and I didn’t like it.  Zack, he keeps me in a cage for a week ’fter that.  I ain’t gonna try again.”
“I can pay you a lot of money if you help us escape,” Stella told her.  “A lot of money.”
“Honey, I ain’t gonna go ’gain Zack.  He’s a powerful man ’round these here islands.  I don’t wants him mad at me.”
“Think about it.  I can help get you into the United States.  And help you hide there.”
“Honey, I wouldn’t be talking like that, was I you.  Now you two get dressed and be ready when they comes for get you to dinner.”
Stella held up the garment against her body and was surprised to find that fitted.  Not that it covered much, but apparently Matilda had a good eye for judging a dress size.  The blue material was very light and more than a little transparent.  It basically was a dress, but one designed by a sexual pervert.  The front was like a bib, coming up from the waist, split into two halves and then tied around the neck.  Each of the panels covered the nipple and an inch or so on either side, but that was all.  The skirt part was tight and went down to mid-thigh.  Each side was slit up to the waist, so it was more of a loincloth than a dress.  It would cover the important parts, but only so long as she did not move much.  It would not take much of a breeze to lift the flimsy cloth away from her in the front or in the back.
Tara’s “dress” was the same, but of emerald green.  When on her, Stella could see her nipples sticking into the fabric as well as most of her skin elsewhere. All the material did was soften the curves.  She was sure that she looked just as barely covered and sexy as Tara.  The high heels provided were at least five inches tall.  It was good that both girls had a lot of experience at walking in such heels.  Less chance of falling down.
“He’s going to get a good eyeful over dinner,” Tara commented.
“He saw more this afternoon,” Stella pointed out.  “The important information we learned is that he is experienced at keeping prisoners.  Which means that he will be less likely to make a mistake.  But still, keep your eyes open for opportunities.  If you get the chance to run away, do it.  Don’t worry about me.  You can come back with the United States Marines later.”
“Ah, Stella, I wouldn’t desert you!” protested Tara.
“I’ll run if I have the chance,” Stella told her.  “Even if it means leaving you back here.  But I’ll come back with help.”
Tara banged her palm against the cell door.  “I don’t think he’s going to give us a chance.  Remember those guys in Japan?  They kept us prisoners for too long.  And there was your friend, Thomas Crofton, and that kinky daughter of his?  He kept you a prisoner for quite a while.”
“Yeah, I wish it was Thomas on the other side of that door right now.”
“Crap!  After what that guy did to you, I never will see why you forgave him and visit him for a weekend now and then.”
“I like the way he ties me,” Stella stated.  It was not really a joke; Thomas was very good with the ropes.  Tara had always been jealous when she visited Thomas.
“Well, hurray!  Maybe this Zack will be better.”
“I hope not.”
Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of two guards.  One held an assault rifle on them while the other opened the cell door and bid them come out, Stella first.  Her wrists were joined with handcuffs, but in front of her.  A metal collar was placed around her neck and locked on.  A short length of chain, only about eight or nine inches, was locked to a ring in the front of the collar.  The other end was locked to the link of the handcuffs.  This forced her to hold her hands in front of her breasts.  The guard knelt and locked a pair of legirons on her ankles.  The ends were like handcuffs but the chain between them was about a foot long.
Tara was brought out and similarly shackled.  Then they were escorted up the stairs and down a corridor to a formal dining room.  Zack was already there, reading a computer tablet and frowning.  “Please sit down,” he told them.  “I’ll be right with you.”  As the two chained women sat down on his left side, he was poking the tablet.  Finally he put it down and turned his attention to them.
“You two look lovely!” he told them.  “Those dresses are perfect for you.”
“Perfect if you are an exhibitionist,” Stella told him with a slight smile.
“Of course, you are correct.  Perfect for showing off perfect bodies, such as yours.”
“I’m surprised, though, that you chained our hands like this.  Doesn’t that block your view of our breasts?”
“Somewhat.  But anticipation makes the eventual treat more delicious.”
“You do know that we will be missed?” Stella said.  “A number of people know where we were.”
“Ah, yes, where you were.  But we are not on Anegada now, are we?  No one knows where you were taken to.  In fact, I doubt anyone really knows that you were kidnapped.”
“Don’t kid yourself.  The hotel staff will know we’ve disappeared.”
“Not when you packed your bags and left a note on the front desk that you were called back unexpectedly to the US.”
A long silence descended on the scene.  Finally, Stella sighed.  “I’ve been kidnapped before,” she told him.  “Several times, in fact.  I got away every time.”
“I accept your challenge!” he said, happily.
“I didn’t mean it that way.  But let’s get down to the bottom line.  What, exactly, do you want from us?”
“No rush.  We’ll discuss this after dinner.  Tell Matilda she may serve us.”  The latter was addressed to a guard who was standing silently in the shadows.
Dinner was excellent.  Again, the main course was fresh Caribbean lobster.  A very delicate white wine went with it, along with other gourmet foods.  Zack asked several questions during the meal, casual talk about how they liked Anegada, did they find the reef snorkeling enjoyable, etc.  Neither woman answered the questions.
Each time they wished to take a bite or a drink, they had to lean forward to get their hands close to the plate or to pick up the glass.  Stella realized this was as he planned – a constant reminder of their status.
After the dessert, Zack informed them they would retire to the library for brandy.
“Please sit down,” he told them.  When they did, brandy snifters and a bottle was brought in.  Zack held up the fancy silver bottle.  “Remy Martin Louis XIII Black Pearl Limited,” he said.  “Nothing but the best Cognac for my escape artist guest.”
He poured, and handed them the snifters.  Stella swirled hers and then tested the aroma.  “Very good,” she commented.
“Good?  It doesn’t get any better,” he told her.
“So you’ve got money.  A lot of people do.”
Sadly, Zack shook his head.  He made a show of inhaling the fumes and then sipping the fine liquor.
Tara sniffed at it, and then took a sip.  Pursing her lips, she took another drink, a larger one.  The fiery liquid burned all the way down her throat.  She liked it.
“Okay, you’ve wined and dined us.  Now you want to tell us what you plan for us?”
“You Americans, always rushing things.  Very well,” he sighed.  “It is my intention to put your escape skills to the test.  I have devised a series of tests from which you will have to escape.  They will, of course, become harder as the series progresses.”
“You do know that there is a point where no women, no matter how skilled or practiced, can free herself.  As I told you, most of the escapes are tricks.”
“I am aware of that.  Still, you are exceptional.  These will be tests of your skill, not your showmanship or trickery.”
“And if I refuse?  You know that I can simply not try very hard when you tie me and claim you have defeated me.”
“I have taken that into consideration.  And I have a plan do deal with it.”
“Which is?”
“You’ll see.”
Stella sipped the fine cognac.  “Okay, but so long as you know that any woman can be defeated by the ropes and chains eventually.  Even me.”
“We shall see.  We shall see.”
 


 
Chapter VII
The First Test
 
The girls were placed back in their cell after dinner with the wish of their host for a good night’s sleep.  The guards, however, neglected to remove the handcuffs and the chain connecting their wrists to their necks.  Both girls kicked off their high heels and settled down on their bunks.  Stella waited until half an hour had passed, and then removed her wrists from the handcuffs.  She helped Tara get her hands out, but she could do nothing about the collar so they had to sleep wearing it, along with the chain drooping down.  The handcuffs had not been closed tightly enough.  They took off the dresses, which would have provided little warmth in any case.
In the morning, Matilda brought them breakfast trays, which she passed through the slot in the door.  The food was hot and good and bountiful.  They began eating.
“Zack says that you two looked lovely last night at dinner.  He said I picked good dresses for you.”  Matilda stood outside their cell, watching the two naked women eating.  “He didn’t take you to his bedroom, did he?” she finally asked.
“No, he didn’t,” said Stella.  “Maybe you’re still his favorite.”  She had detected the slightest hint of jealousy in Matilda’s question, and did not want to make an enemy of the only person who might help them.
“Maybe better for you.  Sometimes he gets in a foul mood.  Then he hurts you.”
“I’m sure he does,” Stella agreed.  “Tell me, do you know what he has planned for us today?”
“Not ’xactly, but he says he gonna test you.  He tested me when I first got there.  I failed them all.  I ain’t no… what’s you call it?”
“Escape artist.”
“Yeah, that.  But he says you is.  Hope I can watch.  Might learn somethin’.  Give me the trays.  You can’t keep them.”
Stella passed the metal trays through the slot, along with the plastic knives and forks.  No real metal utensils for them.
Matilda left, but returned shortly thereafter with some clothing.  “You put these on,” she said as she passed the black garments through the slot.  “That one’s for you and the other for her.  See you later.”
The garments turned out to be made of black leather.  They were both a style of what used to be called “hot pants”.  In reality, they were more like leather panties, both very brief and very tight around their hips.
“This is squeezing my pussy,” Tara said.  “They gave us sizes that are too small.”
“I’m sure Matilda gave us exactly what Zack wanted her to.  Being a man, he likes the idea of our pubic region being squeezed.”
“Well, he’s got it.  Maybe we could refuse to wear them.  Hell, my bikinis aren’t this tight.”
“Probably better to wear them,” Stella told her.  “Let’s not give him any excuses to punish us.  You know this type of man.  He enjoys hurting a woman and is always looking for some justification to inflict pain.”
“Yeah, I know the type.  Those Japanese bastards really hurt me.”
“But it was some other Japanese who helped rescue us,” Stella pointed out.  “Sadists are found the world around.
“Besides, it gives me a place to hide this.”
Stella opened her palm to show Tara a small piece of white plastic.  It was one of the tines from her plastic fork.  She slipped it into the waistband of her pants.  Tara knew that it might be useful as a pick, although the picks Stella usually used were made of thin metal wire, not plastic.
The guards came for them a short time later.  One at a time, the girls were taken out of their cell and secured for the journey to the first test.  The handcuffs that Stella had removed were picked up and used again on the girls.  Only this time, their arms were pulled behind them and twisted up so that the hands were above the shoulder blades.  Then the handcuffs were put on the wrists.  The collars were rotated so the chain hung down in the back.  A lock through the chain and the handcuffs secured their hands high up on their backs.
Stella was thinking that she might be able to get her hands out of them, given a little time alone.  But the plastic pick she had hidden would be of no use since she could not bring her fingers down to reach it.
The guards placed the high heeled shoes before them and ordered them to put them on.  Then they were marched up the stairs and off to the first test.
Not too surprisingly, it was a warm and sunny morning, a totally blue sky and not the slightest hint of breeze – yet.  Breezes are the rule rather than the exception in the Caribbean.  They were taken to a small courtyard, much like the one in which they had lunch the previous day.  Only this one did not have a table and chairs, only three wooden posts cemented into the ground with a square of bare concrete around them.  The three posts were aligned in a row, about three feet apart.  They were made to stand beside the posts.  One of the guards spoke into a small radio, and then they waited.
Zack came happily into the courtyard, smiling at the two shackled women.  “Oh, my,” he told them, “but you look good in those shorts.  You Americans call them hot pants, I believe.  Very nice.”
He snapped his fingers and a guard pushed Tara over to the end post.  With a length of rope, he bound her waist tightly to the post.  With her hands cuffed high on her back, there was no way she could reach down to the rope now holding her to the post.  He then pulled her hot pants down and off her legs, leaving her naked.
“Tara is here to give you encouragement,” he told Stella as the guard was unlocking her hands from the cuffs.  He then removed the collar, leaving her totally free – for the moment.  “I’m going to tie you to that post.  You will then have fifteen minutes to free yourself.  I assure you, for a woman of your skills, it should be easy.  However…  If, after the fifteen minutes are up, you have not totally freed yourself, one of my men here will come in and begin whipping Tara’s pretty little ass.”
He turned to the other guard and snapped his fingers again.  The guard grinned and picked up short whip from the ground.  It was only a couple feet long and made of braided black leather.  The end was thin and appeared is if it might have been stiffened.  Taking a position behind Tara, he pulled back his arm then let fly with a single stroke across her ass.
Tara yelled and jerked her leg.  A thin red line began to form on her skin, testimony to the effectiveness of the whip.  She looked back over her shoulder to glare in anger at Zack.
“See, it will not do any serious damage but it does hurt, does it not, my dear Tara?”
Tara did not answer.  The red, slightly swollen line across her cheeks answered for her.
“Very good.  Now, if you will be so kind as to sit down beside this post?”
Stella sat on the concrete next to the post at the other end of the row.  Zack knelt beside her and put out his hand.  A guard immediately placed a length of rope in it.  He began by looping the rope around Stella’s wrists behind her back.  She was a bit surprised that he was binding her wrists crossed, not palm to palm.  That was normally a milder form of bondage and, therefore, easier to work out of.  Surely he did not intend this to be at all easy.
He did not.  Taking her leg, he rotated her around and placed her legs around the post.  Then he bound her ankles together in a crossed position.  It would keep Stella in that sitting position, but was, again, a rather mild bit of bondage.  If she freed her hands, it would be easy to reach around and untie her feet.
She looked up at him with the unspoken question: was that all?
“Not quite,” he told her.  Another piece of rope was handed to him, and he looped it around her arms just above the elbows.  When he pulled the loop in, her elbows moved closer.  He did not, however, attempt to make them touch.  When they were about six inches apart, he wrapped several more loops and then cinched the ropes down by winding what was left around them.  That cinching extended from one elbow over to the other, assuring that the ropes would not loosen and fall if she managed to pull her elbows closer together.
The arrangement was snug but not overly tight.  The pulling of the elbows together made the cords around her wrists tighten, but it could have been worse, much worse.  Had he forced her elbows to touch, the cords would have been cutting deeply into her wrists.  The man seemed to know what he was doing, and she was sure he was well aware of just how difficult he was making this position.
“You have fifteen minutes.  Then your friend gets her ass whipped.  Which will, of course continue until you do free yourself.”  He squatted down next to her so that his face was close to hers.  “Of course, we both know that this isn’t much of a challenge for a women of your experience.  But do not worry, the tests will get harder.”
Then he walked out, followed by the two guards.
Stella looked around.  The two of them were alone, which surprised her.  She had expected him to stay and watch.  But, of course, it was entirely possible that they were under the watchful eye of surveillance devices hidden in the foliage.  She began exploring the ropes with her fingers.
Getting the hands free is normally the first priority in any escape.  Free the hands and they can free the rest of the body.  Usually.  The knots were placed up between her wrists, not in easy reach of her fingers.  She expected nothing else.  But the ropes, while snug, were not extremely tight.  She began working on what felt like the least tight of the windings.  Using her fingernails to dig into the rope to get a hold, she pulled.  As she pulled on that one, she could feel which other of the windings were tightening.  That allowed her to form a picture of the binding in her mind.  That was also a standard, necessary skill for an escape artist.  You have to know how you are tied so you can know the best way to defeat it.  She had also paid a great deal of attention as the ropes went on, noting where the cinch ropes and the knots were placed.
Progress was slow because of the pulling of her elbows towards each other and the consequential tightening of the wrist ropes.  If she could get enough slack in that one rope to work it over her fingers and off her wrist, the contest would be over.  But that was not working.  The cinch ropes were holding too tightly.  So she switched to a different tactic.  She began working on what seemed to be the outmost of the cinch ropes, pulling it to try to get a little slack.  It was hard work, having to hold her hand bent in an unusual position to get at the ropes, and she had to pause now and then to rest the muscles.  But that rope was becoming looser while the others tightened down.  There was no way she could work that rope off her wrists, and that was not her purpose.  Instead, being the outermost cinch rope, it was the one that the knots were tied in.  It was her purpose to get the knots to move closer to her fingers so she could work on them.
“Getting anywhere, Stella?” Tara finally had to ask.  From her position, she could not see Stella’s hands, but she knew pretty much what her friend was doing.  In fact, Tara knew many of the escape artist tricks and was fairly good at working her way free herself.  Of course, Stella, having been the one who taught her, could bind her so that she could not escape.  And never did.  But were someone else to bind her, someone not very experienced at the task, she could probably escape.
“I’m working on it.  That whip hurt much?”
“Yes, damn it.  The end is hard and really stings.”
“Well, don’t worry.  I’ll probably get free before your bottom gets too cut up.”
“Thanks.”
She could just reach the knot with her fingertips.  Now she had to be careful.  Just pulling on parts of the knot might tighten it rather than loosen it.  She had to explore it, remember what she had felt as he tied it, and create a mental picture of it.  Then she would have to figure out which strand of the rope to work on.
Stella was staring at Tara but not really seeing her.  Her whole concentration was on the feel of the rope beneath her fingertips.
“I think it’s getting close to fifteen minutes,” Tara told her with just a hint of fear in her voice.
Stella said nothing.
A couple minutes later: “It’s getting real close to fifteen minutes…”
Still Stella said nothing.
“They’re going to be here any second,” Tara whined.
“Well, let them come,” Stella said as she brought her hands around in front of her. She made quick work of the ropes on her ankles and was standing quickly.
“Probably won’t work, but let’s try to get out of here,” she told Tara as she untied the rope holding her to the post.
Without pausing to do anything about the handcuffs holding Tara’s hands, they both made a dash for the entrance to the courtyard.  Both had discarded their high heels to run better on bare feet.
Surprisingly, there was no one waiting for them as they burst into the large, grass-covered area behind the house.  To the right was a large swimming pool with a tall fence of whitewashed plaster behind it.  The house was before them, and to the left another fence, but this one broken by a gate.  Stella made for the gate.  Still no one showed.
The gate was made of carved wood, darkened with age.  Without pause, she pushed it open.  Beyond was the road they had driven up, a garage and parking area with two jeeps.  Also there was Zack and two guards standing just outside the gate.  The guards were pointing their rifles at the girls.
Zack held up the tablet so they could see the video showing Stella removing the ropes from her ankles and jumping up to free Tara.
Tara whined in dismay.  Stella just sighed.  She had expected this.  There had been at least one camera watching them all the time.
“You did very well,” he told Stella.  “Nine minutes and twenty seconds.  That’s the best anyone has done on that test.”  He turned the tablet off and handed it to one of the guards.  “You know that most women could not have done it, no matter how long they tried.  Matilda spent a whole night trying and failed.”  He smiled at them both, and added, “I let her stay there for the rest of the next day as a punishment.  I don’t like failure.”
One guard handed him a pair of handcuffs and a lock.  “If you will be so kind as to turn your back?” he told Stella.
Without protest, she turned her back and allowed him to replace the cuffs on her wrists behind her.  They were chained up to the collar, just as they were originally.
They were taken back to their basement cell and locked in.  The guards did not bother to remove the handcuffs.
 


 
Chapter VIII
Bad News
 
In a luxury retreat in the Colorado Rockies, a man picked up a phone, listened for a minute and put it down without saying a word.  Thomas Crofton leaned back in his chair and sighed.  For a long minute he considered his options.  Then he picked up the phone again and dialed a number.
“Carter, you’re going to stand in for me on that Japanese deal.  You know pretty much what I want from them.  No, don’t worry.  They know the merchandise is first class.  They’ll pay.”  He listened to the subordinate’s protests then told him to just shut up and do as he said.
A second call and his private jet was being readied for a trip to the Caribbean islands.
Thomas Carlton was a hard man, dealing in the highly illegal business of kidnapping and selling women to rich men around the world.  He could easily – and had more than once – order a man’s death.  But he had a weak point.  That weak point, as it so often is with a man, was a woman.  A well known female escape artist, to be precise.
 


 
Chapter IX
Test Two
 
When Matilda came with their lunches, Stella politely pointed out that they could hardly eat them with their hands locked up on their backs.  Instead of being put off by the announcement, the black girl simply slid the trays under the door instead of through the slot.
She grinned at the girls and informed them that she had learned how to eat meals without hands, so they could too.
They did, but it was a slow, messy procedure.
The afternoon wore on with no one visiting them.  Tara complained about her wrists hurting the way they were locked.  Stella endured the discomfort without complaint.  She knew it was really a mild inconvenience.  They could be in a lot of pain.  And probably would be soon.  She knew this type of man.
“Will we have to eat dinner like this?” Tara asked.  “Because I’m not too happy about it.”
“Could be worse.”
Tara was silent for a little bit.  “Hell,” she finally said, “I know that.  Just don’t expect me to like it.”
A while later, Tara asked, “You think that Matt or Helen will report us missing?”  She was referring to their prop technician and business manager.
“Sooner or later.  But they don’t expect us to contact them for at least two weeks.  We’re on vacation, remember?”
“I’m not enjoying my vacation.  Could we please go back to work?”
They were invited to dine with Zack later.  So they could dress, their hands were released but the collars left around their necks.  Once again they put on the flimsy dresses that showed much more than they hid.  They were told to leave the hot pants in the cell.  The high heels were returned to them and they were ordered to wear them.  The guards enjoyed watching them dress.  The girl’s hands were locked in the handcuffs again, but fortunately for them, in front this time.  The chain was just long enough for them to hold their hands at the level of their breasts.
Zack left them waiting in the dining room for over ten minutes before coming in.  “Sorry, I had some business to attend to,” he told them.  “You would be surprised how hard it is to transfer money in and out of England.  Well, let’s eat!”
During the meal, he made attempts at small talk with them, most of which were ignored.  Finally, he told Stella, “You removed those ropes exactly the way I expected you to.”
“I assume there will be another test, as you call this, tomorrow?” she asked.
“Of course.”
“And it will be harder?”
“Of course.”
Stella put down her spoon.  “You do know that there will be some point where I cannot escape.  What will you do then?”
Zack leaned back and pursed his lips as if he had not considered that before.
“We’ll see when that happens,” he finally said.  Then he leaned forward to be closer to her.  “What I worry about is that you won’t try your hardest in these tests.”
“I will try to the best of my ability,” she told him.
“Ah…  But how can I be sure of that?”
Stella did not answer.  In her mind, she had already followed this conversation to a logical conclusion.  It was a conclusion she did not like.
“Well, we shall see.  I’m sure we can come to some agreement,” he said, then dropped the subject.
After the excellent dinner, the girls were taken back to their cell.  As they walked along through the yard, the warm tropical night, the songs of a thousand insects, the calling of night birds, and the sweet smell of numerous flowers made it hard to believe this was their prison.  But the hard steel around their wrists and the weight of the metal collar helped them believe.
The handcuffs were removed, but only for a minute to allow them to remove their dresses.  They were told to put back on the hot pants and then to lie down on their beds.  The frames of the small beds were made of tubular steel.  On the top of each head portion was a small ring welded to the frame.  First with Stella, then with Tara, they were chained to that ring by the neck collar.  The short chain only allowed them to rest their head on the mattress but not leave the bed.
“Boss, he say that you two are not to play with each other,” one guard told them, grinning as he did.  “I thinks girls making love are nice, but the boss, he don’t.”  He finished locking Tara’s chain to the bed and stood.  “Have a good night, sweeties.”
Later, in the dark with only the night sounds for company, Tara said, “Oh, Stella, that guy is cruel.  I want to hold you.”
“I’d like to hold you, too.  But we’ll have to wait until we’re out of there.”
“You really think he’ll let us go?”
“Probably not.  But there are always ways to escape.  You just have to keep looking and be ready to move when the chance comes.”
Tara reached out with her bare foot and was just able to touch Stella’s.  It was not much contact, but it made both of them feel better.
 
* * * * *

 
In the morning, they were taken out of the cell, locked into handcuffs, again with their hands high on their backs and locked to the neck collar.  That was after two guards took delight in pulling on their hot pants and helping them with the high heels.
At the top of the stairs, Tara was pulled off down a corridor while Stella was taken out into the yard.  The two exchanged worried looks before disappearing from each other’s view.
The sun was warming the landscape from its position just above the trees to the east.  Small, orange/gold colored butterflies flittered around her as she walked along.  Zack was waiting for her in the garden with the three posts.  There were two patio chairs with him in one.  He waved to the other in invitation for her to sit.
“This morning’s test will not take long.  You’ll get breakfast afterwards – if you pass it, of course.”
“If not, I’ll be sent to bed without supper?” she asked.
“Something like that.  In any event, I doubt that you’ll fail.  It is not much harder than yesterday’s test.  I wish to put you to many tests and don’t want to make them too difficult early on.”
Stella said nothing.
“I have been giving a lot of thought to the problem of motivation,” he continued.  “I do want you to exert your best effort at the escapes.  Yesterday, I used the threatened whipping of your friend as incentive.  But then, I also never expected that you would fail and more than that one demonstration stroke would be necessary.”
He paused as one of the small golden butterflies landed on Stella’s left breast.  It perched on her nipple, its wings slowly fanning her.
“That is a Silver-spotted Flambeau,” he told her.  “Those black ones with the red trim are Polydamas Swallowtails.  Did you know that butterflies live only about a week, then die?”
She nodded.
“Well, then you know that life can be short.”
A guard entered the garden and nodded to him.
“Well, then, let us be about today’s test.  If you will come with me.”
Stella was led to another part of the grounds where a number of pine trees were happily growing.  “These are Caribbean Pines,” he told her.  “They are one of only four species of pine that grow native to these islands.  I enjoy nature and often read about it.”
As they approached the trees, a guard became visible standing next to the largest.  He was looking up into the tree.  As they came around the tree, Stella could see what he was looking at.
Tara was hanging from a branch, suspended upside down by rope around her ankles.  Her hands were still locked up on her back and her long red hair hung straight down.  The rope tied to her ankles passed up over the branch and then down to a lower branch where it was tied off.  A small table had been set under that low branch.  On the table was a large candle, not lit.  Directly under Tara was a steel plate about a square yard in side.
“As you see, your friend is suspended at least ten feet off the ground,” he told her.  Stella had a cold feeling in the pit of her stomach.  “If that rope should fail, she would fall straight down onto that steel.  It might not kill her, but it would certainly give her a terrible headache.  Maybe even break her neck, no?”
Zack waved a hand and the guard stepped forward to unlock Stella’s hands.  She looked around, but all she could see was forest, two guards and Zack.  No escape route was apparent.  She would have kicked off those high heels and run if freedom seemed a possibility.  Leaving Tara behind would not have slowed her flight.  With her gone, this man would have no reason to harm Tara – no reason beyond this man’s normal sadistic impulses, of course.  But she would somehow get off the island and find help.
Zack gathered her arms together behind her back and began wrapping rope around her elbows.  When they were tightly wrapped and cinched down and knotted, he turned her around to face him.
“You see that candle?  When you’ve been tied up, the candle will be lit. The flame will just barely touch the rope.  I’ve done some tests and conclude that it will take ten minutes, plus or minus one minute, to burn through the rope.  When it does, your friend will fall.  It’s that simple.  You escape within that time or your friend suffers.”
Stella tried to keep her anger under control.  Hurting her and forcing her into these “tests” was one thing, but threatening Tara truly upset her.  She almost said openly, “You hurt her and I’ll kill you!”  But she did not.  Better not to let him see how strongly a threat to Tara affected her.
She was led over to a smaller tree only a dozen feet from where Tara hung.  Zack pushed her back against the tree until her bound arms were hard against the slender trunk.  Then he pulled her wrists behind the trunk and locked a pair of handcuffs on them.  With the elbows together and the trunk between her arms, he had to force her hands to come close enough to be locked in.  When he let go, the handcuffs were not only tight about her wrists, they were pulling her hands towards each other.
“Light the candle,” Zack called out.  The two of them watched the guard light the red pillar candle.  The wick flared up then settled down to a steady flame, the tip of which tickled the bottom of the rope.  Above, Tara whined in fear.
“Your time has begun,” Zack said.  “Good luck.”
He and the guard walked back towards the house.  Stella had no doubt that there was surveillance equipment somewhere, but did not waste time looking for it.  She began testing the handcuffs.
It was a standard pair, Smith and Wesson model 100.  Nothing fancy, but up to police standards.  She felt around, identified where the keyholes were.  She spent some time testing the tightness to see if she could pull a hand out.  If the handcuffs were not tight enough around the wrist, a slender woman could sometimes pull her hand out, even if it meant temporarily stressing bones and ligaments.  In worse case scenarios, she could dislocate her thumb to make her hand smaller.  Painful, but practical.  In this case, the metal cuffs were too tightly applied to make extraction possible.
Stretching her right hand down as far as she could, the reached out with her fingers for the waistband of her hot pants.  She could barely touch the fabric.  She strained harder and then harder still until she could just grab the fabric between two fingers.  She pulled, the fingers slipped off, and she had to strain again to reclaim the waistband.  The tightness of the hot pants made them fight her efforts to pull them up higher.
High over her head, Tara was watching with considerable interest.  She had a good idea what Stella was trying to do but held out little hope for success.  She could see how difficult it was for her friend to get a hold on the waistband.  Meantime, the candle continued to burn, smoke now rising from the rope.  It seemed as if ten minutes would be an overly optimistic estimate.  Tara made plans for swinging her body as hard as she could when the rope seemed about to part.  That way she might fall to the ground rather than onto the steel plate.
With elbows hurting and the tree trunk digging into her bare arms, Stella continued her efforts.  When the waistband was only an inch higher than it had been, she carefully inserted two fingers between it and her skin.  Ever so slowly, she closed them around the small piece of plastic fork she had broken off and kept hidden.  Pulling it out was not easy because it wanted to catch on the fabric.  But eventually she had it out.  With great care not to drop it, she transferred it to her other hand, then twisted her wrist around so as to reach the keyhole.
The strain of concentrating showed on her lovely face.  Slanting beams of sunlight penetrated the forest, one of which lit up her face, making her hair glow golden.
Tara looked to the candle and was dismayed to see the rope had visibly starting to part.  She wanted to call out to Stella, but bit her tongue to hold it back.  Stella needed all her concentration to do the picking of the handcuff.  The problem was that she would normally use a metal pick, not a piece of plastic that could easily break, maybe even jamming the mechanism.
Tara looked to the candle and rope again, and whined.  She began pumping her body at the waist, trying to impart momentum to make it swing at the end of her rope.
Tara was just getting a bit of a swing going when suddenly Stella jerked her hand out from around the tree.  She had already kicked off the high heels, so when she made a dash for the candle she could move without the heels catching on the forest floor.
She knocked the candle aside.  She had used the hand with the handcuff still attached and it clanked against the tree trunk.  She spit on the burning rope and then clamped her hand around it to smother it.  Fortunately for her, the rope was not burning very much now that the candle flame was taken away.  When she pulled away her hand, she saw about half the rope had burned away.  Fortunately what was left was still strong enough to hold up Tara’s weight.
“Stop swinging,” Stella told her.  “It just puts strain on the rope.”
Tara froze, and her body slowed down.
Stella stood there awaiting the return of Zack.  Almost immediately he was walking across the grass, along with a guard.  Stella heard a noise and turned around to see two more guards emerge from the forest.  If she had tried to run, she would not have gotten far.
“Very good,” Zack told her.  He motioned to a guard who pulled Stella’s hands behind her and locked the cuff back on her wrist.  “I’ll study the video later to see exactly how you did it.  Okay, you can let this one down.”
One guard held the rope while another untied it.  Together, they lowered Tara to the pine needle covered ground.  Her ankles were untied and she was helped to her feet.  Through all of this, the high heels had stayed on her feet.
Stella was made to step into her high heels and they were walked back to the house.  The journey was slow because it is hard to walk on grass in high heels.
They were locked in their cell and Matilda brought them a good breakfast.
“I heard you did well on that test,” she told them.  “I never can get out of handcuffs.  One time I spent two whole days wearing a pair of handcuff.  I didn’t see my hands for all that time.”
Stella, whose elbows were still bound together, asked, “Will I be untied.  This is not a comfortable way to spend the day.”
“Oh, I don’t knows about that.  Depen’s on what Zack wants.  Enjoy your breakfast.”
The food was good, even eaten without hands.  Later, Stella positioned herself so that Tara could reach the ropes on her elbows.  After a lot of work, the rope was untied and Stella breathed a sigh of relief.
As the day wore on and they were left alone, both of them had to wonder what the next test would be.
 



 
Chapter X
Information Costs
 
The same bright Caribbean sun that shone down upon Stella as she tried to save her friend, also shone down on Sangster International Airport, Montego Bay, Jamaica, as Thomas Crofton departed from his private jet to meet in the airport lounge with a man he sometimes used in that part of the world.
“She checked into the Big Bamboo on the twenty-first.  They say she left without checking out a day later.  Since she had already paid for two weeks stay, they didn’t worry too much about two guests disappearing in the middle of the night.”
The man was big, black and weighed at least three hundred pounds, filling the lounge chair to the point of overflowing.  His clothes were overly casual and had seen better days.  But he knew the islands and their secrets better than anyone else.
“Who?” Thomas asked.  He did not have to say that the who he wanted was the person responsible for the disappearance of Stella and Tara.
“Don’t know.”
“Find out.”
“It will cost.”
“Doesn’t information always?”  Thomas smiled but without humor.
“I’ll call you.”
“Soon, please.”
“These women, they important to you?”
“O’Malley, you know better than to ask questions.”
“Yeah, man.  But we go back a ways, no?”
“Yes, they are important.”
 


 
Chapter XI
Test Three
 
For some unknown reason, Zack preferred to administer his tests in the morning.  At least, that was how it seemed to Stella and Tara.  On the third day of testing, they were taken back to that pine forest.  The same tree and the same branch awaited them.  This time, it was Stella who was hung from it.
The binding was simple: arms behind her, elbows together and wrists also.  Her legs were bound at the ankles and again above the knees.  All the ropes were fairly tight and knotted carefully away from the reach of fingers.  A new rope replaced the partly burned one and was thrown over the branch, the end then tied to her ankles.  Up she went, higher and higher until her feet were almost touching the branch and her head was a good ten feet off the ground.  The rope holding her up was tied to the lower branch, and the same table with red candle placed under it.
“This time it is you who will be in danger if the candle burns through the rope,” he told her.  “Tara will just be watching.”
There was little else Tara could do.  The handcuffs were locked high on her back and she was forced to sit down by the smaller tree that Stella had been tied to the day before.  Her legs were wrapped around the tree trunk and bound tightly there.  Unless she could contort around and reach her ankles with hands that were currently up near her neck, she would be sitting there until released by some other person.  She looked worried.
Stella had been busy making mental notes about where the ropes were placed and the knots and such.  Zack was correct.  This one would be harder than the first two.  There was another piece of plastic in the waistband of her hot pants, broken off a plastic fork again.  But that would do her no good with ropes binding her rather than handcuffs.  That pair of black hot pants and her high heels were the only clothing allowed her.
“I could not figure out how you got out of those handcuffs,” he told her as she rose into the air.  “You wouldn’t care to tell me, would you?”
“Magic,” she said with a smile.  “I wished them open, said the magic word, and they popped open.”
“Hmmm…  Well, keep your secrets.  I’ll find out sooner or later.”  He personally lit the candle.  “Your time has begun.  Ten minutes – more or less.”
With a jaunty wave, he was gone.
Stella immediately began feeling around with her fingers.  It might be possible to work some slack into one of the windings, she told herself.  But they are awfully tight and cinched down solidly.
A few minutes of work had loosened none of the windings.  She looked around.  Maybe, if she had had unlimited time, she could have worked the ropes off – she was good at that.  But she did not have unlimited time.  The steel plate below her would be a hard surface to fall on and the rope was already smoking from the heat of the candle.
Tara, meantime, was struggling to get her hands around the post and to her feet.  If she could untie her feet, she could rush over and knock the candle away.  But the way her hands were locked up between her shoulder blades made it just too hard to twist around the tree.  If you can’t bring your hands to your feet, she told herself, bring your feet to your hands.  She turned on her side, shifted around until her leg was wrapped around the tree, the trunk pressed against the back of her knee.  She arched backwards to bring her back towards her feet.  Had she not been tied with her legs around the tree, she might – just might – have been able to bend her legs high enough and arch her body backwards enough to reach the knots.  But she could not, no matter how much she strained.
While Tara was struggling with her tree, Stella was beginning a pumping action with her body, bending at the waist, and then snapping back.  She began to swing, reinforcing the motion with each swing.  Back and forth she swung like the pendulum of a grandfather clock.  But keeping time was not her intent.  With each swing, her body came closer to the rope stretched between the overhead branch and the tree trunk, wider and wider until, with a sideways twist at the end of the arc, she turned her back and grabbed the rope with her hands.
For a couple long seconds she hung there at an angle, her bound arms stretched out behind her.  When she was sure she had a good hold of the rope with both hands, she began tugging on it.  The intent was to shift the position of the rope so that it was no longer over the candle flame.  That would give her more time to figure how to get the ropes off.
It did not work.  The rope had too much tension on it to move on the branch it was tied to.  The rope was smoking and sizzling now, not quite on fire but getting close.  It would soon be unable to hold the strain of her weight.
Stella kept a strong hold on the rope and waited.
Tara had ceased her useless struggles and was watching, fascinated, as Stella waited for the rope to burn through.
It did.  With a snap, it parted and she swung away from the trunk to hang over the steel plate again.  But she had that hold on the rope and was able to keep herself from falling.  Her arms were bent up behind her and her body arched, but she was still hanging in midair.
Slowly, she began to loosen her grip on the rope.  It began to slide a little through her hands.  Keeping enough pressure to prevent the rope from sliding rapidly, she lowered herself, inch by inch, until she was at the end of her rope, literally.  Using her body to pump, she began swinging again.  When the end of the arc was away from the plate, she let go.
The fall was only about five feet and she twisted in middle air so as to avoid striking head first.  It was her shoulder that struck the pine needles. She forced her body to relax and rolled with the landing, much like paratroopers do.
She sighed as she came to a rest on the ground.  Her shoulder was sore and would probably be bruised, but nothing seemed to be broken.
Without wasting time, she struggled to her knees and then shuffled over to Tara.  Bending down, she put her bound wrists where Tara’s fingers could work at the knot.  With the wrists freed, she lay down sideways and positioned her elbows for Tara to work on.  A couple minutes later her arms were free and she was bent over, untying her ankles.
Tara’s ankles were freed next and the two of them were standing by the small tree.
Stella looked around.  She knew that they were being watched and it was only a matter of time before Zack and his guards came running.  She remembered how two of them had come out of the forest the morning before.  They could try running, but Zack was too smart to leave them with a real chance of escape.
She was right.  Two guards came tramping out of the woods, assault rifles at the ready.  Zack came up a little later, shaking his head and smiling.
“You’re something, you know that?” he told her.  “I’ll concede that you could have finished the escape by yourself.  Tara helped you, but you could have found a sharp rock to saw through the ropes or something.  So, congratulations, you passed this test!”
“Thanks,” said Stella, dryly.
 


 
Chapter XII
Dinner Entertainment
 
That night, the usually semi-formal dinner was held in a different manner.  So far, the girls had been dressed in flimsy garments and chained just enough to make eating a task.  That night, however, their host decided he wished to have a display in the dining room while he and Stella ate.  So Tara was taken away as soon as the two of them entered the room, leaving Stella standing there with her arms locked behind her and a worried look on her face.
Zack waved her to a chair.  She sat, but had to wonder about the fact that her hands were still locked up on her back.  Was he expecting her to eat with no hands this night?  And why was Tara taken away?
The answers to both questions came with the soup course.  As the bowl was placed before Stella by Matilda, who was wearing a skin-tight black leather catsuit and adorned with golden chains that limited her ability to serve but did not prevent it, Zack informed his guest, “The soup you can slurp up.  For the rest of the meal, we shall see.”
Playing games again, Stella muttered to herself.  This man, like so many others, enjoyed showing his power and control over women in rather childish ways.  She leaned forward and delicately sipped the soup.  At least it was a good French onion.
Just as the soup was finished, a guard came in and nodded to Zack.  “Fine,” he said, “bring her in.”
A cart on large wheels was rolled into the room by two guards.  The level of the cart was about the same as the dining table, allowing Stella to clearly see what was on it.  It was Tara.  The dress had been taken from her so, save for the high heels, she was naked.  Her legs had been bound together tightly with rope and her arms left in the handcuffs attached to the neck collar behind her.  She was lying face down on the cart and her legs were strapped down to the surface of it.  She was, however not resting.  She was holding her torso up, arching her back up to keep her breasts from touching the surface under them.
Stella saw why as the cart came to a rest opposite her by the dining table.  There was a square of wood under Tara’s chest, and sticking up from that wood were numerous metal points.  Someone had driven nails through the wooden plank, and then turned it over, exposing the sharp points upward.  Tara was held in place so that should she lower her chest, it would come right down on the nails.
A protest tried to get out of Stella but she fought it down.  The more she showed how much she loved Tara, the more this bastard could – and would – hurt her to pressure Stella.
Tara was gagged with a rubber ball, the classic red in color and held in with a leather strap tight enough to be cutting into the corners of her mouth.  Her eyes were wide with fear as she strained to maintain her breasts above those sharp points.
“You friend won’t be eating with us tonight,” he told her.  “She’s going to be our entertainment during dinner.  Don’t you wonder how long she can keep her body bent that way?  How long before her muscles burn and tremble and then fail her?  And will those nails really poke holes in her?  They aren’t very thick nails, you will note.  Rather thin, actually.  I should think that it will not take too much pressure to make them break the skin.  I wonder if she will bleed much?”
“Why?” Stella asked.
“Why?  Because the points are very sharp and should cause bleeding.”
“I mean why do you torture her so?  She had done nothing to you.  Nor have I, for that matter.”  She was working hard to keep anger out of her voice.
He smiled at her.  Then he reached over to a bowl of fruit and removed an apple.  Standing, he went to the side of the cart and placed the apple between Tara’s chest and the nails.  He pushed down on it.  When he pulled it off, there were five holes in the apple and some juice leaking out.  Casually, he returned to his seat and placed the apple on the table, turned so that Stella could see the holes.
“Ah, the veal,” he said as Matilda struggled to carry in a heavy platter loaded with meat.  “There is, of course, mint jelly to go with it.”
When a plate was placed before her, she said, matter-of-factly, “I don’t think that I can rip off a bite without hands.”
“Cut it for her,” he told Matilda, then turned his attention back to Tara.  Already, after only a few minutes, the strain was showing on her face.
Stella was able to pick up the small pieces of meat with her mouth.  She wanted to refuse to eat but knew that she needed to keep her strength up for whatever ordeals lie ahead.  At least the meat tasted good.  A few cooked veggies were also on the plate.
Stella would have rushed through her meal, hoping that Tara would be released when the meal was finished.  But Zack was taking his time, glancing up at Tara between bites and smirking slightly as he watched her straining.  Before too long had passed, the muscles in her back were burning and about to begin shaking – just as predicated.  A pathetic whine escaped from her gagged mouth as the prospect of becoming impaled on that pincushion rapidly headed towards reality.
Stella finished her main course and had to wait until Zack was done.  Then there was the dessert.  Stella knew that her mouth and cheeks were messy from the ice cream but could do nothing about it.  Matilda knelt and, with her golden chains tinkling, wiped Stella’s lips clean.
Tara, meantime, suffered.  Her body was lowering – she could not help it.  Human muscles can only do so much.  Hers were near the end of their endurance.  The first of the points was touching her nipples.  She had already tried twisting to the side, but her legs were held flat against the surface and that prevented her from escaping the sharp points.  With a muffled cry, her breast sank into the points.  Immediately her body jerked up.  There were several indentations in the flesh, but none had punctured the skin yet.  She fought to stay up.  Sweat bedewed her brow and her eyes were darting from Stella to Zack, looking for some sign of hope.
Zack called for brandy.  While he sipped, Tara reached the end of her endurance and settled down onto the points.  She cried out through the gag but her body did not jerk back up.  It must have been terrible, but she simply had to allow her full weight to rest on the points.
Stella came near to yelling at the sadist, ordering him to cease this needless torture.  But what good would it do?  She was still denied the use of her hands and knew full well that he would probably enjoy the evidence of her suffer along with her friend.  Stella bit her tongue to keep foul words within.
Tara’s body quivered from the pain but she tried to hold as still as possible.  Movement made the points dig in deeper and the pain increase.  She was whining through her nose and had her eyes closed.  A few tears began to leak out.  At least she could lower her head to the table without impaling it on the nails.  Maybe he had not wanted her pretty face to get marked up.
Zack tossed off the last of his brandy, and put the glass down.  He stood up and walked the few steps to the suffering girl.  Almost gently, he unbuckled the gag strap and pulled the rubber ball from her mouth.
“I’ll tell you what, darling,” he said to her.  “If you’ll thank me for making you our dinner entertainment, I’ll have you taken off this and you may return to your cell with Stella.  All you have to do is say a thank you.  But, please, make it sincere.  I do so dislike insincerity.”
Tara looked up to him and glared, her lips clamped shut.
“Oh, dear, she seems not to appreciate this wonderful experience I’ve allowed her.  Well, I can simply replace this gag and we’ll try again in an hour or so.”
Fear flashed across Tara’s face.  The same happened to Stella, too, but no one was looking at her.
“Thank you.”  The words came out weak and had to be forced passed her lips.
“What was that?  I couldn’t hear you.”
“Thank you.”  A little louder but spoken to the cart beneath her with her head turned down and her eyes closed.  A small puddle of tears was forming under her face.
“See, now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”
Ignoring the weeping Tara, he turned to Stella.  “Let’s us go out to the patio.  It’s a lovely night and I would like to sit with you for a while and look at the stars.”
He turned to go, leaving Stella with no alternative but to follow.  She looked back at Tara, wanting to give her a smile of encouragement, but the girl’s head was still lowered and her eyes closed.  Her breasts were flattened against the points.
As she reached the door, Stella heard a noise behind her.  Turning around she saw two guards lifting Tara’s body from the cart’s surface.  She could see red spots on Tara’s chest.
The stars were out, paled somewhat by a new moon low in the western sky.  The air was filled with insect sounds and fragrant aromas from the numerous flowers.  Her heels click-clacked on the cement.  She really wanted to rush back to comfort Tara but dared not get Zack angry.  It was not so much that she feared what he might do to her; after all, he prized her as an escape artist and was certainly not finished testing her abilities.  But he might take out his displeasure on Tara, and in way far worse than what had so far happened at dinner.  She sat in a chair beside him and tried to force the tension out of her body.
“That is Alpha Centauri,” he told her, pointing to a bright star.  “It is the closest star to our sun.”
“I know,” she told him.
“It is actually a double star but you can’t see the smaller one without a big telescope.  I was thinking about building an observatory and putting in a good sized telescope right here.  Most nights are clear enough for viewing.”  He sighed.  “But I never seem to have the time to get around to it.  An eighteen inch or twenty inch telescope would be nice.”
For a minute nothing more was said, then he added, “I wonder if I could see the white dwarf companion with that sized scope.”
“I will do the best I can on your tests,” she suddenly said.  “You don’t have to torture Tara to get me to do that.”
“Maybe not.  But when you know that your friend is in danger, then I know for certain that you will exert maximum effort.”  He chuckled in the pale moonlight.  “Besides, I enjoy it.”
You hit the nail on the head, she told herself, and then grimaced at the word nail.  You simply like hurting women.  Unfortunately you have the money and power to do just that.
“Will you tell me what tomorrow’s test will be?” she said, trying to turn the subject away from torturing Tara.
“No, I won’t.  Don’t you think it’s more fun as a surprise?”
“As you wish.”
Which was not what Stella felt like saying.
 


 
Chapter XIII
Look, Ma, no Hands!
 
Tara was already in the cell when Stella was taken back.  Her hands were still locked behind her as she sat on the bed.  There were tracks of tears down her cheeks and she was none too happy looking.
“Look what that bastard did to me,” she said as soon as the cell door was closed and locked.
Her breasts were covered with small wounds, most with a slight spot of dried blood.  Because her breasts were not small, the weight of her body had been taken on them and the rest of her chest had escaped the sharp points.
“There was only an inch or so of those nails sticking up through that board.  None of those puncture wounds can be very deep,” Stella told her.  “I’ve seen you take much worse in the name of fun and games.”
“That is different.”  Tara sniffed.  “I wish they would let us take showers.  At least that would wipe away the blood.”
Stella agreed.  They had been guest of Zack for four days without the civilized benefits of proper personal hygiene.
“What puzzles me is why he hasn’t touched either one of us sexually,” Stella went on.  “According to Matilda, he has performed numerous sexual acts with her and other women.  Have we lost our attractiveness?”
Tara snorted.  “He’ll get around to it.  He’s just playing with us so far.”
“I wonder what will happen when he gives me a test I can’t pass?”
“Oh, Stella, you can get out of anything!” protested Tara.
“I tried to tell him that what he sees in my acts is fake.  He doesn’t seem to want to accept that.  But you and I both know that, good as I am, there are many ways that I can be defeated.”
“Maybe he’ll let us go?” offered Tara.
“No way.  You know the type, he’ll keep us.  If he tires of playing with us, he might sell us to someone else.  We’re both well aware there is a trade among the rich, powerful and perverted.  Women are bought and sold every day.”
“Oh, goodie!” said Tara, dripping with sarcasm.  “We’ll have a new master to look forward to.  Probably some bastard who will whip the skin off our bodies because he hates all women.”
Stella sat down next to Tara, leaned close and whispered, “I have one of those plastic picks.  After the light goes out, it might be possible for me to pick your handcuffs.”  She gave Tara a gentle kiss on the ear.  “But then he’ll know that I have some way of defeating the handcuffs.  He’ll probably search the cell.”
“Is he going to leave us locked like this all night?” Tara asked.  “Having my hands pulled up behind me is not a very comfortable way to sleep.  Besides, I can’t touch you.”  Tara turned her head and kissed Stella.  The kiss lasted a long time.
As the passion grew between them, they were faced with a problem.  They had a strong desire to make love to each other but their hands were useless.  Which, however, was not really an obstacle for those two.  Tara, for one, was very accomplished at pleasuring her friend with no hands to help.  Stella was also quite good at it.  As soon as the lights went out, Tara was bending over Stella’s body and using her mouth to pull aside the dress.  It might have been transparent and flimsy but it did cover the portion Tara wanted most to get at.
It was a narrow fit on the bed, but they managed to get into the sixty-nine position, each with her head between the other’s legs.  There was a great deal of pent-up emotion in those two; it eagerly came out in a rush to pleasure each other.  Tara had her orgasm first, even though she had been trying to hold it off to assure that Stella would get hers.  For a short time, her lapping at Stella sex faltered as the pure ecstasy exploded in her head.  Fighting through the haze of pleasure, she forced herself to continue.  It was not long before Stella was also moaning aloud and her body going rigid in the grasp of a fine and welcomed orgasm.
They could not put their arms around each other, and had to content themselves with pressing their bodies together.  A while later, as both of them were drifting into sleep, Stella felt a tongue pushing its way past her labia.  She responded and another lovemaking session ensued.
Sometime during the night, Tara fell out of the small bed.  She crawled over to her bed and climbed in to sink into sleep again.
 
* * * * *

 
”It is as I thought,” mused Zack to himself.  “They are lesbians and lovers.”
He pushed back from the monitors.  “Which means that there will be a strong emotional bond between them.  I had thought so, and this confirms it.  Now, how to use that to best inspire Stella…?”
 

* * * * *

 
”I have a few leads.”  O’Malley was drinking straight whiskey as he reported to Thomas in the bar.  “A boat was seen off shore the night that those two girls left the hotel.  I’m working on identifying it.”
“Good.  It is unlikely that the boat just happened to be there the night they were taken.  Especially since it left long before dawn.  I want to know who owns that boat.”
 



 
Chapter XIV
Cleanliness is Next to... Well, Something
 
In the morning, both Tara and Stella were experiencing the torment of arms bent up behind them all night.
“Maybe you should use that pick and get us out of these,” Tara suggested.  “It would please me greatly to see my hands again.”
“Someone’s coming now,” Stella said.  “Maybe you’ll get your wish.”
Matilda appeared along with two guards.  She held a tray from which came pleasing smells.  One guard stood by while the other unlocked the door and then the handcuffs from both girls.  Tara moaned when the stiffness in her arms made it painful to bring them around in front.  Stella said nothing as she stared at the red marks left on her wrists by the hard metal cuffs.
Breakfast was good and both ate heartily.  Matilda stood by, as did both guards.  This was not the normal procedure and Stella had to wonder what it signaled.
The tray was taken away.  Stella was told to remove the dress but neither of them was instructed to don the hot pants.  The guard then relocked their hands up behind their backs.
While that was happening, Matilda went up the stairs.  Zack was standing there.  Without speaking, she picked up one of the plastic forks to show her captor.  One of the tings was missing.  He nodded understanding, and she left.
The girls were taken from their cell without even the high heels to wear.  Only the steel of the collar, chain, handcuffs and padlock served as clothing – if one wishes to consider those items as such.
The cart that had been a part of the dinner entertainment the night before was next to the swimming pool.  Tara was grabbed and lifted to the cart’s top.  The intent was not to bind her in the same manner as the night before.  In fact, the wooden board with the nails sticking through was not present.  She was placed on her back and her legs tied down to the wheels at that end, forcing her legs to spread widely.
Matilda then came forth, carrying a mug and some other items wrapped in a small towel.  Setting the mug on the table between Tara’s spread thighs, she began stirring the contents of the mug with a short handled brush.  When it was lifted out of the mug, Stella recognized it as a man’s shaving bush, currently loaded with suds.  The soap was laved onto the area around Tara’s pubic mound.  A straight razor then appeared and Stella watched as that area was shaven clean with skillful strokes of the sharp edge.
Both Stella and Tara regularly shaved their pubic hairs off.  It made each look better and made sex easier.  They had not shaved since before leaving the United States, so a bit of stubble was beginning to show.  When Matilda was finished, that was gone and the skin a wonderful, smooth surface again.
Tara was taken from the table and replaced with Stella.  The razor was cold as it slid over her skin, but Matilda knew what she was doing and no nicks appeared.  Stella kept very still to help assure that outcome.
Matilda, wearing a pair of fire engine red hot pants along with a length of golden chain between her ankles that did not hamper her walking a bit, faced the two girls as they stood by the poolside.  Calmly, she reached out and pushed Stella into the pool.  Tara followed immediately.
Under the clear water, both girls struggled to get their feet under them.  It was not the deep end, and they could stand on the bottom, but they had to work their feet under them and the weight of the shackles, along with the total lack of hands, made that a difficult task.
Stella shook her hair from her face and looked up to Matilda.  Was this supposed to be some form of torment?  If so, it failed to bother either girl much.  Both were good swimmers and, even without hands, could easily right themselves in the water and probably even swim.  Both had learned to swim with their hands tied behind them.  Sometimes it was a useful skill in the acts.
“Splash around,” Matilda told them.  “This here’s all the shower you gonna get.”
Stella lowered herself into the water and shook her long golden hair.  It was as close to a shampoo as she was likely to get.  Shampoo and conditioner – and pair of free hands – would have been nice, but one makes do with what one has.  Tara followed suit, her red hair spreading out in the water like a fan.
The morning sun was shining down on them, and fortunately the water was only cool, not cold, so the makeshift bath was actually pleasant, if you ignored the lack of hands.
Matilda allowed them about ten minutes to get clean, then ordered them out.  They climbed up the steps and stood awaiting new orders.  The water dripped off them to wet the concrete walkway.  Matilda opened a door on the side of the cart and produced two towels.  “Go ahead, boys.  Have fun!” she said as she handed a towel to each of the guards.
Their weapons resting atop the cart, each took a towel and began rubbing a wet woman down.  A lot more attention was paid to the breasts, ass and pussy than was necessary, but neither girl protested.  It actually felt good, even if the men were leering at them and squeezing parts that were already dry.
Matilda finally called a halt to the fun and told two disappointed guards to take the girls back to their cell.
Once the door locked, Stella examined her hot pants with her bare foot, her hands being still locked behind her.  Turning to Tara, she said, “Well, that proves it.  This cell is bugged.”
“I don’t know.  It seems pretty clean.  No cockroaches or…”
“You know what I mean.”
Tara did.  The disappearance of that small piece of plastic that Stella had hidden in her hot pants told them that someone was listening in on their conversations.  That and the fact that they wished aloud for showers and the next morning they were given one - sort of.
It was an hour later that Zack came for them.
 
* * * * *

 
“His name is Zachariah Hodges.  He’s rich, owns an island and is heavily involved in all kinds of illegal activities.”  O’Malley paused to take a sip of the whiskey.  “Originally he was mostly into smuggling and drugs.  But he’s moved up to high level crimes.  Now he deals with terrorist organizations and crime syndicates.  Or so they say.”
Thomas frowned.  “Owns an island, huh?”
Thomas Crofton knew that kind of man: he was one.
“I would like to know just where this island is.”
O’Malley smiled.  “I thought you would.”
 



 
Chapter XV
Stella Goes for a Swim
 
“I’m amazed that you were able to pick those handcuffs with only a broken piece of plastic fork!”
Stella said nothing.
“Of course, I had to confiscate it, along with the other one.  They’re now in the trash where they were supposed to go in the first place.”
Both Stella and Tara were standing before Zack’s big desk in the library.  Each was again dressed in the pair of hot pants, high heels, and the steel shackles that had been their almost constant companions for the last two days. Their hair had dried but could use a good brushing.
“I’ve some business I can’t put off, so your next test will have to be this afternoon,” he told them.  “You’re famous for your underwater escapes, so we’ll just try you on one of them.  I have two choices: the ocean or the swimming pool.  Since tossing you into the ocean would make it hard for me to watch you escape, I’ll pick the pool today.  Maybe we’ll see how well you escape while sinking to the bottom of the ocean - but some other day.
“Take them back to their cell,” he commanded of the guards.
As she turned to leave, Stella bumped into a sofa and fell to the floor with a cry of surprise.  Zack smiled at her as she struggled to regain her feet.  He did not offer to help her, nor did the guards.  With her hands high on her back, it was not an easy task, but soon enough she was back on her feet.
“I wish you wouldn’t make us wear this damned high heels when we have to walk on plush carpet,” she told him.
“I like you wearing the heels,” he simply said.
They left the room and marched back to the cell.  The door was closed and locked with that magnetic key and they were left alone.
“Oh, Stella, what’s he going to do to you now?  You know how dangerous underwater escapes are.”
Stella said nothing.  She sat on her bed for a few minutes, then reclined and turned her back to the wall.  Tara stayed standing and paced.  The cell was not big enough to allow much pacing; only three steps one way then turn around and go back.
Tara noticed that Stella was moving her hands behind her back and arching her head backward.  To an observer, it might simply appear that she was stretching stiff muscles.  What else could she be doing with her hands locked in steel?  But to Tara, being a smart young woman and experienced with the tricks of the trade, it was apparent that something was happening.  Perhaps she was working on removing the handcuffs.  That would be nice.  Then she could take Tara’s off and they could enjoy a little more freedom for at while, at least.
After a while, Stella stood up, stretched her legs and went to Tara.  Coming close, she pressed her breasts against Tara’s.  She rubbed them together in an obviously sexual manner.
“Kiss me,” Stella said in a low voice.
Tara turned her head upward and did as she was told.  Their lips met and their tongues played with each other.  Stella pushed Tara up against the wall and began kissing her face and neck.  The kisses were return.
“Oh, Stella, that feels good,” Tara said.  “But what can we do?  I’m not sure we can get these hot pants off.”
“Don’t worry,” Stella whispered back.  “Look in my right ear.”
While kissing, Tara turned her head and saw a small piece of silver wire hanging from Stella’s earlobe.
“What’s that?” Tara asked.
“A paper clip.  I noticed it on the floor almost under that sofa.”  She paused to again lock lips with Tara.  When that broke up, she added, “That’s why I made like my heel get caught in the carpet and I fell down.”
They kissed some more.  “I picked it up in my hand as I struggled to get to my feet.”
Some more kissing.
“Then I unbent it and put it through my pierced earlobe.  It will stay hidden if I can keep my hair covering my ear.”
“Good luck,” Tara breathed.  She wished she had hands free to rip off those hot pants and attack Stella’s sex with her tongue.  This pressing of bodies and kissing was getting her very horny.  Not that it took much to accomplish that, her being the highly sexed little nympho she was.
Rubbing their hot pants together felt good, but they were interrupted by the guards before they could see if it led to anything more satisfying.  They were taken out to the yard and the pool.  Zack was waiting there.  So was a boat anchor, not a large one but at least thirty pounds or more.
“Take of their hot pants,” he told a guard.  “Just to make sure there isn’t anything in them.”
When both girls were standing there totally naked, he gave the signal for the test to begin.
It was simply enough.  Stella was sat down by the pool and her ankles tightly bound together and to the shaft of the anchor.  Tara, at the same time, was taken to the shallow end of the pool and her ankles were also tied, not to an anchor, but pulled up behind her to the handcuffs on her wrists.  It made a fairly taut hogtie.  A weight belt such as used by skin divers was placed around her waist.  There were half a dozen lead weights attached to it.
“At the same time, both you and your friend will be tossed into the pool,” he told Stella.  “You will sink to the bottom, feet first.  I have measured and the pool is deep enough so that you cannot reach the surface while tied to the anchor.
“At the same time, your friend will be dumped into the other end.  That diver’s weight belt will take her down to the bottom.  Since she’s hogtied, she will be unable to swim and her hands locked up that way will prevent her from releasing the belt.  You know how they work?  There is a quick release level in the front.  Just put a couple fingers under it and pull and the belt will fall off.  Of course, she will not be able to do that by herself.
“You will have to escape from both these handcuffs and the ropes on your ankles, then get over to her and release her weight belt.  You can then help her to the surface so she can get a breath.
“Simple, no?”
He pushed the anchor nearer the edge of the pool with his foot.  “I wonder how long you can hold your breath underwater,” he asked her.  “I wonder how long Tara can.”  He stood back and a guard came forward.  The man picked up Stella and stood her on the edge.  The water was calm and Stella could see her reflection in the surface.  The pool there was at least ten feet deep, she could see the drain way down at the bottom.
Zack, grinning, patted Stella on her bare ass, and then kicked the anchor over the edge.  At the same time, the guard tossed Stella into the water.  With a loud splash, she struck and immediately went under, dragged down by the weight of that anchor.
Across the pool, another guard was picking up Tara and tossing her into the shallow end.  It might have been only three or four feet deep, but to the hogtied girl it might as well have been a mile.  She also sank to the bottom where she immediately began struggling.
Stella, having plenty of practice at underwater escapes, had taken several deep breaths to saturate her blood with oxygen, and a big one as she sailed through the air.  When her head went under, she knew that she had as much air as she could hold.  From prior experience, she knew that she could hold her breath for up to a minute and a half, two if pushed, but not much more.  And it had been a while since she practiced this particular art.
Tilting her head back and sideways, she reached for the wire paperclip in her ear.  Working with your hands up by your shoulder blades is not easy, and being under water made it harder.  Carefully, she unbent the paper clip and slid it out of her ear.  Then she bent the end by pressing it against the collar around her neck.  She was working as rapidly as she could, but carefully.  If she dropped the paperclip, picking it up from the bottom of the pool would be impossible with her hands secured the way they were.
“What she doing?” asked Zack as he watched the gorgeous blonde at the bottom of his pool.  Her long hair was fanned out by the water and hid her hands from his sight.
Stella had the paperclip end into one of the cuffs and began slowly working it, twisting the clip to try to catch the lever inside.
In the back of her mind a clock was ticking off the seconds.  Twenty.  Thirty.
The cuff gave a muted click and opened.  Immediately she was switching the paperclip to the free hand so she could work on the other cuff.
At that point there came a problem.  Her arms had been held up on her back for so long that the muscles had stiffened.  Moving her hands around up there was hard anyway, without being underwater or having aching muscles.  She almost dropped the paperclip and had to push it against her neck to keep it from sinking down and away from her fingers.  Carefully, she got it between her thumb and forefinger and inserted it into the cuff.
Zack, with apparently not much happening at the deep end, walked down to the other end.  Tara was frantically trying to twist her hands down towards her waist, even though she must have known that it was a hopeless task.  He could almost see the fear in her eyes.  It was delicious.
He returned to watch Stella again.  Nothing had changed.  Her hands were still high up on her back and her feet still solidly tied to the anchor.  He shook his head.  Maybe he had exceeded her ability to escape with this test.  Should he, he wondered, save her just before she sucked water into her lungs?  And maybe tell a guard to jump in and save the other girl?  Never mind her; Stella was the important one.  So, if she seemed to be passing out, should he jump in and pull her up?
Fifty seconds.
It occurred to him that it would have been a good idea to have a rope tied to the anchor so he could easily pull the anchor and her up.  Well, too late for that now.
Just then, her hands came down!  He watched with amazement as she unfolded her arms from that awkward position and bent in half to reach her feet.
She had to be running out of air, he thought.  Had to be; it was at least a full minute she had been down there.
With her fingers working frantically at the knots, Stella knew the count was at eighty seconds as the knot came undone.  Not much time left.  Already her lungs were burning and the need for air a strong demand on her body.
With the knot parted, she hurriedly pulled the cinch ropes out of the ring at the end of the anchor.  Without taking the time to unwrap the ropes from around her ankles, she turned, kicked off the bottom and swam towards the shallow end.  Her arms were pulling her forward and her legs were doing the dolphin kick to propel her.
Reaching Tara’s side, she put her feet on the bottom, grabbed the rope holding her feet to her wrists and lifted.  Stella’s head broke the water then Tara’s came up.  While holding her head up with one hand, Stella reached down with the other and flipped the release.  The weight belt sank to the bottom.
Hopping on her bound feet, Stella made for the steps.  She was holding Tara’s head above water but was feeling sick inside because her friend’s body was lifeless.  She did not bother to try to hop up the steps, instead she moved to the edge by them and, with all her strength, lifted Tara out of the water and onto the deck.  Then she grabbed the edge and pulled herself out of the water.
Doing CPR on a hogtied girl would not be easy, but Stella was about to try that when Tara’s body gave a shudder and she coughed out water.  Choking but now showing signs of life, she coughed out more water and sucked in life-giving air.
Stella, seeing that Tara would recover, untied the rope holding her feet up and allowed her to unfold from the hogtie.  Reaching down as she sat there, she unwrapped the rope from around her ankles.  All this while she was taking deep breaths, trying to replace the used up oxygen in her body.  Eventually she stood up.  The ropes from her ankles were in her hands.  Turning to Zack, she threw the ropes at him.
“Your little game almost killed Tara,” she said through clenched teeth.  Her hands formed into fists and for a moment it appeared that she would strike at him.
“But she didn’t die,” he said calmly.  “And how did you get out of those cuffs?  You know that you were underwater for over two minutes?”
“Go to hell,” she spat at him.
A guard grabbed Stella’s arms.  Less than a minute later her hands were again locked in the handcuffs high up on her back and both girls were being marched back to their cell.
 


 
Chapter XVI
A French Whipping
 
When their lunch came, a change in the way they were bound accompanied it.  The handcuffs were taken off, along with the collars around their necks.  For the first time in a while, they were totally free of restraints.  But not for long.
Stella was secured first.  A pair of handcuffs were locked onto her wrists behind her back, then a second pair on her elbows.  That pulled her elbows towards each other but not severely so.  A length of chain was passed around her waist and locked to the handcuffs in the back, but only after having been pulled in until her waist was constricted.  That locked her hands against her back and lifted her arms until the cuffs around her elbows were cutting into her arms.
Her bed was then searched carefully, the blanket and mattress pulled off and tossed aside outside the cell.  All that was left of the bed was the metal tubular frame and the wire mesh that held the mattress.  She was forced to lie face down on those wires while her ankles were placed under the rail at the foot of the bed and lashed to it with a great deal of rope.
Tara was then bound in the same way and attached to her bed.
They were left alone after having been made secure to the beds.  Each girl tested the restraints and found them both impossible to get off and rather uncomfortable.  Had Stella a pick, she might have been able to do something about the shackles, but she lacked one and the handcuffs were all clicked down as tightly as possible.
“You don’t happen to have that… Ah, that thing you had earlier?”  She was referring to the paperclip.
“No, I dropped it in the pool.”
“Too bad.”
“Yeah.  Well, this could be worse.”
Tara snorted.  “I hate it when you’re so damned optimistic.  Do you like having your breasts pushed through these wires.  This is not very comfortable.”
“Cheer up, our boy Zack will probably make it worse.”
“Thanks.”
They spent the afternoon face down on their beds and not really enjoying it.  In the late afternoon the guards came for them.
 
* * * * *

 
“This is Yvette,” Zack told them.
The French girl was much more uncomfortable than they had been that afternoon.  They were in the garden with the three poles.  It had probably taken a bit of work, but Yvette had been lifted up and bound to one of the posts, upside down.  Her body was lashed solidly to the post, her legs tied not only together but also to the post in three places.  Her arms were pulled behind the post and the elbows tied together – not touching, the post was a little too thick to allow that, but pulled tightly towards each other.  Her disheveled blonde hair hung down to the ground.
When Zack and his guests came into the garden, the hanging girl did not look up.  From her past experiences and the look on this girl’s face, Stella knew that here was a woman who had been beaten down and had lost the will to fight back.  She had absorbed so much harsh treatment that her spirit had faded away.  Her mind was retreating into a semi-comatose state to escape a reality she could not face.  Her eyes never opened, even when Zack introduced her.
“She’s been my guest for a few weeks now.  At first she used to fight and curse me with the foulest French you can imagine,” he chuckled.  “But lately she has calmed down and become very docile.  It’s a form of brainwashing.  Or you could say she is becoming the obedient slave that is in every woman.”
“Brainwashing is more correct,” Stella stated.  She noted both fading and fresh marks on the girl’s thighs and curving around from her ass, and knew that a whip was a frequent visitor to those places.  Her breasts showed signs of having been flogged, and recently.
She could not help but to wonder why this man had been so relatively gentle with her and Tara.  Obviously he was a sadist, first class.  And he had shown ruthlessness in endangering both their lives several times already.  So why had he not touched them sexually or whipped them?  Why only the highly unpleasant forms his restraints took?
“You’ve pretty much broken her spirit.  You have not trained her as a slave, only beaten the fight out of her.”
“Ah, yes!  And now, if I wish, I can train her to be the perfect slave.  You seem to know about such matters.  First you have to break the will down, and then you impose another set of values and patterns of behavior upon her.  It takes a while and requires care to know when to apply a little more pain and when not to.  But it can be done.”
Stella bit back a nasty retort about men who destroy a woman’s mind.
“But I do not have the time for such niceties.  I do have my business to run, after all.”  He paused as if thinking about the subject.  “I may, however,” he continued, “give her to a man I know.  He’s much more cruel than I am and enjoys training slavegirls.  I’ve done him the favor of breaking her will; all he has to do is the training.”  He turned to Stella.  “I’ve seen girls he has trained.  They were incredibly submissive and obedient.  They would do anything he told them to.  His pleasure was their only desire.  They would gladly accept any punishment, no matter how painful, if it came from his hand or at his order.  If he told them to walk off a cliff, they would.”
“Is that what you intend to do with us?” Tara snapped, not even bothering to hide the anger in her voice this time.  Perhaps she identified with that unfortunate girl, imagining herself one day hanging there, a lifeless but alive shell of her former self.  At the very least she empathized with the girl.
“Oh, no.  You two are special.  Stella is something very unique, not to be abused and then tossed away like any common woman.  No, I will not try to break your wills.”  He smiled sweetly at Tara.  “At least not until I’m finished with the tests.”
Both of them were wearing handcuffs on their wrists and elbows, dressed in the hot pants, along with high heels that he seemed to like so much.  Well, it did make their legs look shapelier, even if at the expense of aching feet.
“Bind these two to the posts,” he commanded.  Shortly thereafter, each girl was tied to a post on either side of Yvette.  After the handcuffs were removed, their arms were pulled behind the posts and, as with Yvette, not only the wrists were bound but also the elbows were pulled as closely as possible.  Their ankles were tied together but not to the post.
Zack stood before all three captives, seemingly very happy with the scene.  He held out his hand and a whip was placed in it.  Without commentary, he began whipping Yvette across the breasts.
For the first time, the naked French girl reacted.  Her head jerked from side to side and she whined with the first two strokes.  “Non, non, non,” she began crying out.  A few mores strokes and her cries edged towards screams.
Stella and Tara had been tied so that they faced Yvette.  They could have closed their eyes but did not.  They watched as the girl’s firm, youthful breasts became marked up with red lines.  He was careful to not put all of them in the same place, but spread them to cover all her breasts, top, bottom, and sides.  The red lines began to swell up, some of them oddly a lighter color in the middle, almost a white.
From the side, Stella could see the girl’s fingers fluttering, a reflection of the pain inside her.  She strained against the ropes but it was only an emotional reaction, not any real attempt to escape.
At the leisurely rate of one stroke every five seconds, it took only two minutes to cover her breasts with vicious and painful marks.
“Arrêt.  Vous me massacrez,” she muttered.  Then her eyes closed and she said no more.
“She seems to be getting used to being whipped there.  But I’ll bet I can get a reaction out of her.”  He grinned at Stella and brought the whip downward, squarely on the Yvette’s pubic mound, the tip catching the sensitive flesh there.
She screamed.  For a long second her eyes were wide with fear and shock and pain, and her body rigid within its bonds.  Then her head drooped and the scream ended.
“Oh, my, she’s fainted,” Zack said sadly.  “Well, no use whipping a dead horse - so to speak.  I’ll bet that you would last longer,” he said to Stella.  “Even your friend Tara would last longer than this girl.  She’s not made of very stern stuff.”
He tossed the whip to a guard and turned to leave.  Suddenly, he stopped and turned back to Stella.  “Would you like to try now and see?” he asked her.  “It would not take long for the men to bind you to the post as Yvette is.  And the whip is already at hand…”
Stella declined to reply.  She knew that he was not really asking her to make a choice.  If he wanted to whip her breasts, he would.
“Well…  Maybe another time,” he said.  Then he was gone.
The guards left the girls tied to the posts for almost an hour before untying the two upright ones, handcuffing them, and taking them back to their cell.  Yvette was still hanging inverted and unconscious when the left.
 



 
Chapter XVII
A Piece of French Ass
 
“Yes, that’s right.  Five men should be enough if they’re heavily armed and professional.  We don’t want to take over the whole island, just a precision rescue.”
Thomas Crofton paused to listen to the voice on the cell phone, and then added, “That’s not soon enough.  Make it two days.  Yes.  I don’t care about that.  Get them here.”
He closed the cell phone with an angry snap.  Why was it so hard to get good help these days?
 
* * * * *

 
“I feel sorry for that poor Yvette,” Tara said in the dark that night.
They were both tied face down on their beds (without benefit of mattresses) with the handcuffs and chains securing their arms.  It was not comfortable at all, but could be worse.  Zack had demonstrated that he was certainly capable of hurting a woman – and enjoying it.
“There is nothing we can do to help her,” Stella pointed out.  “Unless we can escape and notify authorities somewhere.  There must be some government who can come in here and shut this guy down.”
Tara snorted, and then said, “All we have to do is free ourselves, avoid capture, steal a boat that is probably heavily guarded, and motor away.  When do we start?”
 

* * * * *

 
While Tara was being sarcastic in her cell, Yvette was slowly regaining consciousness.  Blinking her eyes, she found herself looking at a blue carpet.  It was the same carpet she had seen many times before.  It was the carpet in Zack’s bedroom.
As awareness came to her, she realized that she was still naked – no surprise there – and was no longer hanging upside down from that post.  Now she was tied bent over a chair.  She could feel her arms bound with the elbows very tightly together, the ropes around her ankles holding her feet to the back legs of the chair, and the rope around her neck that held her bent over.  This position, of course, placed her ass uppermost, spread her legs and exposed both her vagina and anus.
By tilting her head, she could see her breasts and the ugly marks covering them.  They still burned from that vicious whipping.  Her vagina ached.  The last thing she remembered while hanging there was the burst of pain between her legs.  She knew he had whipped her there and was glad that she had fainted.  It hurt so much when he whipped her cunt.  She feared that much more than she feared having her breasts whipped.
The naked woman wiggled a bit but knew that she could not free herself from those ropes.  She never could.  Early on, Zack had ceased trying to force her to escape from the bondage he put her in, and contented himself with torturing her body.  And using all three orifices for sexual gratification.  When he fucked her in the mouth, he put in one of those ring gags, a metal ring that was tied in place behind her teeth and that held her mouth open.  That way he could use her mouth as if it were a vagina, pumping away, shoving his rod deep in until she had to swallow it, and eventually shooting his load down her throat.
Actually, were she to count his use of her body, she would notice that he preferred using her mouth and anus to the more normal hole.  Being bent over a chair like this was nothing new to her, and probably forecast what was to happen when he returned.
Of course, she was correct in her assumption.  When Zack entered the room, he immediately divested himself of clothing and positioned himself behind her.  She felt some cold ointment smeared into her asshole, and knew what would follow it.  She did not, however, brace herself for the assault of her rear.  She simply did not care any more.  Besides, she had found that if she could relax, it hurt less.  She was not a large woman, and with Zack being reasonably well endowed, it was a tight fit when he entered her.  A very tight fit, which was probably why he preferred that entrance.
She felt fingers spreading her anus open and closed her eyes.  The entrance was hard and fast.  As usual, he was rigid quickly and the rod that invaded her was very hard.
Normally he held her hips with his hands as he pounded away in her ass, but tonight he reach down and clamped his hands around her sore breasts.  Squeezing and digging his fingernails into the abused flesh, he sent fresh waves of pain coursing into her body.  She moaned and shook her body at this double assault but, of course, could do nothing to prevent it.
Maybe luck was with her that night, for he came quickly, pumping his warm seed deep into her.
She stayed in that bent over position while he showered.  She could feel the juice slowly trickling out of her anus and down her leg.  But she did not care.  He could do whatever he wanted to her and, unless the pain was very strong as it was with that whipping of her breasts, she reacted very little.
A while later, he called upon the guards to removed Yvette from his bedroom.  “Get her cleaned up and you two can screw all you want,” he told them.  It was two grinning guards that carried the French girl away.
 



 
Chapter XVIII
Seafood Dinner
 
As they made their way through the dense brush, branches and leaves snapped back after been pushed aside.  But since both Stella and Tara had their arms secured behind them, they could not avoid the springing back branches and the resulting slap on the breasts or face.  Zack, who walked before them, did not look back but could hear each time a branch struck one of them.
It would have been damned near impossible for them to walk that rough trail in high heels, what with all the roots, vines, low branches and such, so the girls were allowed to walk it barefooted.  For most of the journey, they did not see the sun, so dense was this part of the island.  They had been loaded into a jeep and taken to the side of the island away from the dock.  Not too far from the shore, they parked the jeeps and made their way through the foliage.  After a few minutes they came out at the shore.
“This island is volcanic, so there is no coral reef to protect the shore.  You can see that the waves come right in to break on the rocks.”  Zack pointed to the rocks where the ocean lapped at the shore.  “Except over here.”  To the side was a smooth, sandy part where a small creek fed its fresh water into the salt.  “This part is smooth because of the silt and dirt washed down here.  Now, if you will come over this way, I’ll show you what we came to see.”
The guard tugged on the rope tied to Stella’s neck.  Being roped together by their necks, Tara had to follow.
“There are two things to note here,” he told them when they halted close to where the waves moved up the creek spillway.  “One is this cement block.”  The block was more of a square pad, about four feet on a side and only a few inches above the water flowing around it.  There were four rusty iron rings set into the concrete.  “When the tide is in, this block is covered by saltwater.  Not deeply, but enough.”
He turned to one of the guards who had followed them.
“In this cage is one of the local inhabitants.”  He waved the guard forward to show the girls up close what was contained within the small metal cage.  It was a crab with one large pincher, many legs and two eyes set on stalks.  Those stalks glared at the shackled women.
“This is just one of them, of course,” Zack continued.  “There are thousands of them.  Normally this species do not venture inland, but I have been putting raw meat out here, tied to this block.  They’ve gotten used to coming up here during high tide for a free meal.”
He nodded to the guard, who set the cage on the concrete and opened the door.  Cautiously, the crab emerged and walked sideways across the smooth surface of the concrete, into the water, and then off towards the ocean.
“He’ll be back in a few hours when the tide comes in and his friends come looking for something to eat.  And…” he said with special emphasis, “do you know what they’ll find?
“Yes, I can see it in your eyes, Stella, you know.  They will find your friend Tara, naked and tied down to these rings, just waiting for their arrival. These crabs are nasty fellows.  They don’t mind if their food is alive or dead.  They can rip the flesh from the bone with those claws.”
He nodded to the guards and Tara, who so far had been restrained with only two pairs of handcuffs, one on the wrists and one on the elbows, was dragged over to the concrete pad.  First, the guards unbuttoned her hot pants and pulled them down, leaving her with nothing to cover herself.  Then they unlocked the handcuffs and spread-eagled her on her back.  The three of them held the squirming girl while her wrists and ankles were locked to the rings with the handcuffs just taken from her and another pair brought along for the occasion.  They had to pull her legs a bit, but when the final cuff was clicked shut, she was in a wide X shape and held tautly that way.
Zack walked over to inspect the steel cuffs around her wrists.  Finding them satisfactorily tight, he nodded and returned to Stella.
“I don’t think she’ll be going anywhere,” he told Stella.  Glancing at his watch, he added, “In four hours the tide will just cover her body.  Oh, don’t worry, she won’t drown.  It won’t reach that high.  But with it will come the crabs.”  His smile was pure evil.  “And you will note how wide open her cunt is.  I’ll bet they will go for that first.  Probably very tasty for them.”
He took up the rope from Stella’s neck and jerked it towards him.  “I don’t think it will take them very long to remove all the flesh from her body.  There are hundreds of them.  I’ve seen them come in and consume a whole leg from a cow.  By tomorrow, there will be nothing left but a skeleton handcuffed to the rings.”
He walked around her and started up the trail, jerking on the rope.  After a few steps, he halted and turned back to her.  “That is unless, of course, you manage to escape from your next test.  If you do, I promise that we will immediately come down here and free your friend.  Your only worry is if you will manage that little task in time before the crabs get to her.”
As he led her up the trail to the jeeps, Stella was feeling sick to her stomach with worry.  She did not know what test he had planned for her, but they had been getting harder each time.  And this time, she had no bent paperclip or plastic fork tine hidden in her hot pants.  Nothing to aid her.  Would her skills be enough?  Without that paperclip, she would not have survived being thrown in the pool.  Nor would have Tara.
They drove back to the house.  Stella was taken into the garage.  It was big enough to hold half a dozen cars, along with some workbenches and tools.  There was currently only one jeep in there, so most of the space was open.  He took her over to the center of the room.  Sitting there was a cage.  It was made of steel bars, half an inch thick and four or five inches apart.  The corners were welded together and the lid was hinged with heavy-duty hinges.  There was a hasp that a lock could be put through.
The rope was taken from her neck and the handcuffs removed from her arms.  With three guards plus Zack, she knew that resistance would be useless.  Better, she told herself, to save your strength for the escape attempt.
Her arms were bound behind her back, elbows tightly together, as were the wrists.  Her legs were tied together, at the ankles and again above the knees.  Two guards then lifted her and set her down in the cage, forcing her to rest on her knees.  Under Zack’s supervision, she was bent over and the lid closed over her.  She could hear the large padlock click shut.
Zack placed a clock on the floor where she could easily see it.  With a marking pen he drew a short mark about two hours in the future. “Here is when the tide will reach your friend.”  He drew another mark an hour later.  And here is where it will cover her enough for the crabs to reach her.”
He put away his pen and stood.  “So now you see the test and know the time limits, more or less.  Good luck.”
Then he was gone, along with the guards.
Stella sighed.  She was sure that there was a camera or two recording her, but that did not matter right then.  Getting out of those ropes and the cage was what did.  And depending on him to keep his word about freeing Tara.  Stella knew from long practice with her companion and lover that Tara could not free herself from those handcuffs.  They had been put on far too tightly for that.
Having paid attention as she was bound, Stella had a fair idea where the cinch ropes and knots were.  Not that he had made it easy by placing the knots where she might reach any, but at least she had an idea where they were.  First, she would have to worry about the ropes, and then tackle the cage afterwards.
The cage might have been custom made for her body, it fitted so closely all around. She could feel both sides and the ends, as well as the lid pressing against her arms.  She began feeling around with her fingers, seeking all that she could touch.  There was a little sideways movement of her hands possible, but not much.  And she was not sure how that would help.
The bent-over position was uncomfortable and would become painful if she were left that way long enough, except that before the pain became a real problem, Tara would be crab food.  That thought sent a shiver through Stella.  The most important person in her world was in danger of suffering a terrible demise and she was not at all sure if she could do anything about it.  This was not one of her rigged cages.  There were no secret releases on the hinges, these bars were solid and none could be screwed out.  Nor was the lock fixed so she could easily open it.  And the ropes were tight and skillful applied.
Stella was very afraid.
 
* * * * *

 
“Do you think she can escape?” Zack asked.
The only other person in the room was Matilda and she was in no condition to reply.  Just for his amusement, he had two identical cages made, and the other one was sitting on the floor of his office.  Inside it, Matilda was bound in the same way as Stella.  The cage was locked with the same kind of lock.  The only difference was that she was gagged with a ball gag.  Zack was not sure why he had added the gag.  It ruined the identicalness of the restraints, but perhaps it was because he intended to leave Matilda in there all night and did not want her screaming during the long, painful hours ahead.
In any event, he had explained to her that she was bound in the same manner and locked in the same cage as Stella.  His questioning her if she thought that Stella might be able to escape was based on Matilda’s first hand knowledge of the challenge.
“Just nod or shake your head,” he told her.
Matilda looked up and shook her head.  She wiggled her fingers to emphasis her opinion that escape was impossible.
“Too bad.  Her lesbian lover is spread wide on that concrete block, you know, you’ve seen it.  And the tide will be in shortly.  You know about the crabs, too, don’t you?”
Matilda nodded, her eyes growing wide with fear.  She had a pretty good idea what would happen to that cute redhead when they got to her.  It sent a cold streak down her spine to think about it.
“Well, we will see.”  He turned to his desk where a laptop computer showed the garage scene.  Stella was fumbling around with the ropes on her wrists.  Twenty minutes had passed and she had made no apparent progress towards escaping.  He shook his head.  “Maybe the great Stella Walters had met her match.”
He rose and stretched his arms above his head.  “Makes me stiff just to see you two girls tied in such a confining manner.”  He picked up the laptop and placed it on the floor where Matilda could see the screen.  “Oh, by the way,” he told her, “I’m leaving now.  I won’t be back until tomorrow morning.  Have a nice night.”
Matilda was whining into the gag as he left the room.
 



 
Chapter XIX
Just in Time
 
The hour hand had traveled half the distance to the first mark and Stella was still bound and locked in that cage.  She had not, however, been idle.  Finding no way to loosen the ropes, nor to move a knot into reach, she had fallen back onto an old trick she had developed when she was first starting out with her escape artist act in small night clubs.
She had always been careful to take care of her fingernails.  This was not only so they looked good, but also because they could be used as tools.  She had glued acrylic nails over her real ones.  This gave her a harder nail than nature had.  When she determined that she could not wiggle free, she began sawing at the rope around her wrist with the edge of one fingernail.  She wanted desperately to hurry, but had to take care.  If she broke the nail, she would have to use another.  And she had only five on each hand.
The rope was made of nylon.  It would have been better for her if it had been the old fashioned cotton rope because that cut easier.  She worked on one strand, having decided that was the one that would do the most good if she could cut through it.
She worked away, mostly keeping her eyes closed so she would not see that minute hand creeping round the clock and marking time until Tara would be eaten alive.
Her reward came when the clock told her it was only ten minutes short of the time the water would begin covering Tara.  The rope loosened, telling her that she had cut through that piece.  She began worked on the next winding, trying to pull the slack into it. And then the next one.  The clock had just passed the tide arrival mark when she pulled the final winding off her wrists.  She did not, however, throw the rope away.  She held on to it.
Looking around, she sought something around the cage she might use.  There were tools, but most were well out of reach.  She had tried pushing up on the lid and knew that it was beyond her strength to force her way out of the cage.  She would have to get out by opening the lock.  And she had no pick.
Twisting around, she tried to see behind her but could not.  There probably was not anything within reach anyway or she would have seen it when she was brought in.
Think! she yelled at herself mentally.  Think!  There has to be something.
The second hand swept around the dial.  The minute hand crawled, but at a frightening speed for Stella.  Think!
What have I got that I can reach, she asked herself.  Nothing, she answered.  There is this rope I took off my wrists and the cage and that damned clock constantly reminding me how close Tara is to death.
For a long, long minute Stella stared at the clock.  Then she began pulling at the rope in her hand.  She formed a noose out of the end.  Twisting her body and forcing her hands down by her side, she pushed one hand through the bars as far as she could.  It would have been easier had her elbows not been tightly bound together, but she managed to get most of her hand between two bars.  Swinging the rope around, she tossed it out towards the clock with only a flick of her wrist to propel it.  The rope fell short.  She pulled it back and coiled up the end again for another attempt.
It took eleven tries before the loop fell around the clock.  Slowly she pulled on the rope, using both hands awkwardly but being very careful not to drop the rope.
Closer it crept to the edge of the cage.  The clock was not huge, but it was a good nine inches across the face.  She edged it up to where she could grab it with her fingers.  Gripping it firmly, she jerked her hand back to strike the face of the clock against the bars of the cage.  On the third try, the plastic faceplate broke.  She could have taken a piece of plastic and tried to cut more ropes with it, but that was not what she wanted. Carefully, she pulled away the broken clear plastic.  Then she reached for the hour hand and pulled it off the clock face.  That was what she wanted, and was her only hope for escape.
The hour hand was made of metal.  Not too thick but hopefully enough for her purpose.  She worked the piece of metal around in her hand, and then lifted her hand as high as she could towards the lock hanging against the bars on that side.  She had to bring around her other hand to help hold the lock while she worked the end of the hour hand into the keyhole.  With closed eyes and sweat beading on her forehead, she used all her skill to work that lock.  If the hour hand broke, there was the minute hand, but that was thinner and the second hand even more so.
The click she heard sounded like trumpets of heaven announcing her triumph.
She pulled the lock out of the hasp and lifted the lid.  She arched backwards so as to be able to lower her hands down to the ropes on her ankles.  Those free, she was able to stand and step out of the cage.  With an awkward, hobbled walk, she hurried to a workbench.  She could have taken the time to try to reach the knots on the rope binding her knees, but she was in too much of a hurry.  Working behind her, she took a box cutter and placed it in a vice attached to the table.  That held it firmly while she positioned her bound elbows over it and worked them back and forth until the ropes parted.  After that, it was easy to untie her knees.
She ran for the door.  Now she had to find Zack and hope that he would keep to his promise.
Zack was sitting in the jeep just outside the door.
“Get in.  Maybe we can save Tara,” he told her with a grin.
True to his word, he gunned the motor and they rushed away down the dirt road.  It seemed to take forever to reach the beginning of the trail.  Stella leapt out of the jeep and was running full tilt down the path, ignoring the slap of the bushes.
Before she reached the creek, she heard the screams.  Tara’s screams, she knew.
Bursting through the final bushes, she rushed to the spread-eagled girl.  Tara was sputtering and struggling to hold her head above the water that now threatened to cover her mouth.  Along her naked body were a dozen crabs, mostly on her legs.  In two places a little blood showed.  Stella waded through the water and onto the pad.  She began picking crabs off and throwing them as far away as she could.
But for every one she pulled off, two or three seemed to take its place.  Tara could not keep from screaming every time a crab bit her flesh.
“Zack, get your damned ass down here!” Stella yelled.
Suddenly Zack was standing next to the block, knee deep in water, and unlocking the handcuff attached to her right ankle.
Stella grabbed the key out of his hand and used it on the other cuffs. The two of them lifted Tara and carried her the dry shore.  She was weeping.
“Doesn’t look too bad,” Zach commented casually.  “A few nips here and there.  But they haven’t gotten to the good parts yet.”
“You’re a bastard!” Stella told him through clenched teeth.  “You would have let her die here if I failed.”
“Of course.  That was the condition of the test.”
“You’re a bastard!”
“And you’re repeating yourself.”
 


 
Chapter XX
The Next Test Will be Harder
 
“Best I can tell, he has twelve to fifteen guards on the island.  It varies.”
O’Malley looked out over the rail of the yacht at the sparkling blue water.
“They are armed and he had security sensors around his house.  He does not want unannounced visitors.”
“Too bad,” Thomas said.
“Your five men are going to be outnumbered and outgunned.”
“A running man can slit a thousand throats in a single night.  I heard that someplace.”
O’Malley harrumphed.  “Well, I’m glad I’m not going ashore with you.”
 
* * * * *

 
“I suppose I should thank you for saving Tara,” Stella said as she picked up another piece of lobster.
“It was as I promised,” he replied.  Then, turning his attention to Tara, added, “The crabs are too well fed anyway.”
She pointedly ignored him.
Both of them were dressed in their hot pants again, but this time, for some reason he would not reveal, he had given them halters made of matching black leather.  The tops were a little too tight but hid most of their breasts, a fact that surprised both of them.  They were, of course, shackled, but only with handcuffs in front and another pair on their ankles.  He did, however, make sure that they wore their high heels.
With the important parts covered and the restraints on the mild side, it was almost like a normal dinner among friends.  Almost.  Tara was fuming inside after her frightening experience with the local wildlife.  On the way over from their cell, she had several choice and nasty comments to make about their host, along with several suggests for what he could do with himself, most of them painful.
Still, she ate the meal, although not before giving the lobster in its shell a horrified look.  Apparently it was a little too much in the crab family for her.
“I reviewed the video of you getting out of that cage.  I must say that you are indeed unique and incredible.”
She said nothing.  It was praise, but not from a source she approved of.
“For the next test, how would you like to try being the one on that cement block?  It’s only four handcuffs.  Should be easy for someone with your skills. And you would have three or four hours to work at it before the crabs get too numerous.”
“No, thank you,” Stella said.  It was not what she felt like saying.
“Well, I’ll come up with something to challenge you.”
A while later, he said, “By the way, the guards told me that in the morning you both had a grid pattern of red lines on your breasts.  Sleeping face down on those wires must hurt.  So I’ve arranged for something different for you tonight.”
“Should I say thank you?” asked Stella, coolly.  “Or is this new thing likely to make us yearn for the bare bed again?”
He laughed and took another sip of wine.  He also, Stella noted, did not answer her question.
When they were taken back to their cell, they found something had been added.  Inside their cell were two metal boxes.  Each was about as tall as a standing woman, but only eighteen or twenty inches wide and deep.  The sides were of solid metal, including the doors.  At waist height on each inside was a ring welded to the side.
Stella was the first to be put into her box.  After her handcuffs were taken off from in front of her and replaced behind her, both at the wrists and elbows, she was pushed in face first until her breasts were pressed against the back.  The top of the box had a half circle cut off that just fitted her neck.  She could feel a chain being wrapped around her waist, including in its grasp her arms.  That chain was locked to the rings on the sides, after being pulled tight enough to cut into her waist and press her arms tightly against her back.  One of the guards knelt down and locked another pair on her ankles.  A second guard inspected all the handcuffs, tightening the ones on her ankles another notch.
Then the door was closed.  On the top of the door was a section that corresponded to the half circle of her neck and, when closed, encircled her neck completely and snugly.  Two padlocks were used to secure the door closed.
Tara was then placed in the adjoining box, and locked in.  They were left alone and the lights turned out.  This was all, of course, in addition to locking of their cell door.
“You were right, Stella,” Tara said bitterly.  “I would rather be tied face down on the bed.  I’m not sure I can sleep this way.”
“Maybe that’s his intent.  Depriving one of sleep can be a torture.  Sort of.”
It was a long night.  Every time Tara began to nod off, the metal ring around her neck woke her.
Stella managed some sleep but not a lot.  It was very uncomfortable to have to stand there, that metal around the neck holding her head upright and immobile.  She tried to take off the high heels, but she found that the combination of narrow box and her ankles being handcuffed together prevented it.  By morning time, her feet were aching.
Sometime after the sun had risen above the trees, Matilda came in.  A guard was with her and he unlocked the boxes and the chains and ankle cuffs.  Both girls almost stumbled as they tried to back out.
Without permission, Tara kicked off her shoes and sighed as her feet returned to a more normal stance.  Stella did the same, whether it would earn her punishment or not.  If Zack followed his normal pattern, the test that day would be harder and might well kill her.
“Come with me,” Matilda told them.  “You will eat breakfast with the Master.”
Both of them noted the dull, drab tone of her voice and the lackluster look in her eyes, not her normal self.  This woman had been put through something very rough.
As they walked across the yard, Tara came up next to Matilda and asked, “What happened to you?”
With very little expression, she told them.  “He said it was the same way that you were tied and caged,” she concluded.  “But he left me in it all night.”
“That’s terrible,” said Tara.  Stella agreed.  “It’s amazing your survived it.”
“My hands are still numb and my arms and legs hurt so much.  In the bones.”
Stella assumed she meant joints.  Having to endure prolonged and contorted bondage can place a lot of strain on the joints.
As they approached the small garden where Zack liked to eat meals, they heard voices.  One was Zack’s, the other one they did not recognize.  The guard halted them just outside the gate.  The conversation inside was in French, but the other voice was a man’s, not Yvette’s.
A moment later the two men emerged.  The other man was short, bald, Middle Eastern appearance, and had a particular reddish blemish on one temple.  It reminded Stella of the shape of Texas.  The man stared at the two handcuffed women but was hurried along by Zack, who seemed surprised that the two were standing there.  Maybe he forgot having given orders for them to be brought there for breakfast.
The two were pushed into that garden area and told to sit down.  Matilda lifelessly cleared away the dishes from the prior meal.  Minutes later, Zack returned.
“Well, how was your night?” he asked them, cheerfully.
Neither said anything.
“So, didn’t care for the boxes.  Well, that will be your new beds until I decide on something else.”  He laughed, mostly to himself.  “Of course, whatever that turns out to be might be worse, no?”
They were saved from having to answer by the arrival of Matilda with a tray of food.  Zack drank coffee while the two girls ate scrambled eggs and cut up pieces of toast without hands.  Coffee was poured into bowls for them to drink.
“I think that today’s test will be a little harder,” he told them as they finished.
Stella felt dismayed, to say the least.  She was afraid of what might happen when she failed one of his tests.  And she would, sooner or later.  Of that there could be no question.
“But I haven’t figured out what it will be yet.  I’ve had some unexpected business to attend to.  But I’ll think of something that will challenge you.”
Putting down his coffee cup, he ordered the guard to take them back to their cell.  “Might as well lock them into the boxes again,” he added.  “They won’t be going anywhere until this afternoon, at the earliest.  Meantime, I have to attend to Omar.”
The iron boxes were not a welcome sight to the two of them.  But they had little choice in the matter and were soon locked tightly inside them again.
“Oh, Stella, I’m going to go crazy,” Tara complained when they were alone again.  “You know I like being tied up and played with, but his is getting on my nerves.”
“I know what you mean.”  Stella sighed.  “What worries me is what he might do when I fail a test.  If I hadn’t gotten out of the cage, you would have been eaten by those crabs.”
“Don’t remind me.”
That silenced the conversation for a long time.  It was not until mid-afternoon that they were taken out of the boxes.
They were taken to another part of the basement, another cell actually.  It was the same size as their cell but empty.  The handcuffs were taken off and the girls ordered to undress.  When they were completely naked, they were again locked in the handcuffs, this time two sets on the wrists and two sets on the arms above the elbows.  Extra security, apparently.  Their ankles were shackled also, but only with a single pair of handcuffs.  Each was placed in the cell.  A short length of chain was circled around their waists and locked in front so that the chain cut into their waists very tightly.  The end of the chain was then passed between their legs and pulled up to their handcuffs where it was locked to the link of the handcuffs.  But not before it was pulled as far as the guard could and locked on the link farthest down.  That made the chain press very hard into their pubic mounds and butts.
Another short length of chain was passed around their chests at the level of their elbows.  It was locked tightly in place, the lock including the center link of the elbow handcuffs.  It held their arms tight against their backs, and there was no way that chain could slide down.
With their bodies solidly chained up, the final touch was added, the touch that would turn discomfort into danger.  A rope was fashioned into a hangman’s noose and fitted over each head.  It was tightened down and then the rope threaded through a ring in the ceiling.  That rope was pulled until both of them were standing on their tiptoes and having trouble breathing.
When the cell door was locked, both of the girls were in dire straits, to say the least.  Without aid, there was no way any human female could free herself of those steel cuffs and chains.  And they were in a very real danger of strangling if they did not stay on their toes.
“Stella, does he mean to kill us?”
“I don’t know.  But we can’t stay up on our toes forever.”
“That’s right,” came Zack’s voice from the doorway.  “Eventually, your foot muscles will tire.  Then they will begin to tremble.  Finally they will not be able to take your weight any longer.”  He walked up to the bars and stared through them at the two helpless females.  “When you first find yourself sinking down and the rope tightening round your necks, you’ll find the strength to lift yourselves up again.  But the next time will come sooner and you’ll have trouble lifting up again.  Eventually you won’t be able to lift yourself, no matter how hard you try.  And then…”
He was smiling at them.  Tara wanted to shout at him, call him every dirty name she could think of, and scream for him to take them down.  But the tightness of the rope around her neck made it hard to do that.  Stella looked frightened, as, indeed, she was.  She had faced death many times, but that was always in situation over which she had some control.  Now there was nothing she could do.  All her experience told her that she could not free herself from those restraints; they were just too tight.  Death was breathing down her spine.
“Of course, I am a fair man,” he continued after enjoying the looks of fear.  “I’ll give you a chance.  One chance.  For one of you.”
He smiled very evilly.  “When one of you dies, I will let down the other.  Simple, no?  Just stay on your toes longer than your friend, and you’ll live.”
He laughed, and for the first time Stella saw the true madness in his eyes.  A cold knot of fear formed in her stomach.
He turned to go, but called out over his shoulder, “I have a camera watching you.  When the monitor shows one of you dead, I’ll be told and come to cut the other one down.”
Then he was gone.
 



 
Chapter XXI
Last Gasp
 
As the afternoon wore on, keeping on tiptoes grew harder and harder.  The muscles in their feet and legs burned and began to tremble, just as predicted.
“Stella,” Tara forced out.  “I’ll let go and die first.”
“No, Tara!  Don’t do that!”
“It’s better that way.  You’re more important.”
“Oh, Tara, shut up with that.”
“It’s true.  I love you.”
Stella did not want to die.  Nor did she want Tara to die.  This madman had put them into a terrible position.  Stella had never felt so helpless in her life.  Even when she was a captive of Japanese slave traders, she had always had some hope to call upon.  But this was different.  This might well finally be the end.
“You don’t know if he’ll keep his word,” she forced out.  “He might just let both of us die anyway.”
“But…”
“Fight!  Keep fighting as long as you can.”  After a few more gasps, she added, “Maybe something will happen.”
Tara whined.  Her feet were shaking and she was not sure she could stay on her toes much longer.
 
* * * * *

 
“How much farther?” Thomas asked.
“Maybe eighteen more miles,” the charter boat captain answered.  “At this rate, forty-five minutes.  We’re doing twenty-four knots.”
“It will be pretty dark when we arrive.  At least that part is good,” Thomas muttered to himself.  For some reason, he felt that time was of the essence.  Stella was in danger; he felt that in the pit of his stomach.
For a long time, the bridge of the cruiser was silent as all men searched the twilight for the small island that was their target.
 

* * * * *

 
The gagging sounds jerked Stella’s attention away from her own plight.  Tara’s muscles had failed, and the rope tightened to the point where almost no air was entering her lungs.
“Tara!  Fight it!  Get up!” she called out, but her voice was diminished by the tightness of the rope on her own neck.
The gagging stopped, to be replaced by a wheezing as Tara fought to get air.  Apparently she had forced her tired muscles to lift her up again.
 

* * * * *

 
“Radar says the island should be in sight now.”
Thomas wondered if this Zack fellow had his own radar and their coming was already known.
 

* * * * *

 
With her vision turning black around the edges, Stella knew that the end was near.  She tried to call out to tell Tara that she loved her but the words would not form.  Her feet hurt and burned so much.  It took every ounce of her strength to force them to support her.  So very much.  Very soon, the effort would be more than she could muster.
 

* * * * *

 
“You can see the lights of his house there.”
Thomas held the binoculars up and did see some lights at the top of a low mountain, more of a hill, really.  He willed the boat to move faster.
 

* * * * *

 
“Will I meet my mother?” Stella wondered.  Her eyes were closed and her lungs aching with need.  Will Tara be there?  Where is there?
There was a hit against her body and then a snapping sound.  Suddenly Stella felt as if she were falling.  Is this death? she wondered.  No bright light at the end of a tunnel?  Just a falling into blackness?
Then a sharp pain intruded into her confused thoughts.  Something sharp had poked her neck.  Maybe I should complain, she thought.  I’m not supposed to feel pain after death.  Right?
“Wake up!  Oh, Stella, wake up!  Breathe!”
Tara was slapping her face.
“What?” Stella croaked.
“Breathe, damn it!”
“Okay, I’m breathing already.  Stop slapping my face.”
When she opened her eyes, it was not Tara who was slapping her face but Matilda.  Tara was kneeling next to her but her arms were still locked behind her back, just as Stella’s still were.
Tara began crying, sobbing loudly with tears running down her cheeks.  With no hands, she could not wipe them away, but that was of little concern.  Her friend was alive!
Matilda fell backwards to sit on her ass.  She was smiling and looking worried at the same time.
“We gots to get out of here,” she told them.  “Here, I gots a key.  Let me get those things off you.
She removed the shackles from both crying girls.  As soon as Tara’s arms were free, she hugged Stella so tightly that it interfered with Matilda’s efforts to free her.
Eventually both of them were free of restraints.  They all stood up in the cell, Tara and Stella on terribly aching feet and none too steadily.
“Come, we got to get out of here,” Matilda repeated.
As they left the cell, the found a guard lying unconscious on the floor.  “I conked him a good one,” Matilda said.  “Then I took his keys.”
Reality was fast coming back to Stella.  “Won’t Zack already know what you’ve done?  He has a camera watching us strangle.”
I turned the power off.  ’Til they gets the power back on, he won’t see nothin’.  Gets goin’.”
As they rushed up the stairs and out of the building, Stella noticed that Matilda’s hands were connected by that golden chain she had seen before.  Which reminded her of something else.
“You ankle.  There is that tracking unit.  He’ll know where we go.”
“You is right.  I thought ’bout that already.  I goes to the other side of the island.  You two go to the dock.  Steal his boat if you can.  Or use the radio in it to call for help.  He’ll follow me into the forest.  Long time ’fore he catch me.”
Stella wanted to argue but Matilda made sense.  If they stayed together, they would all be found.
“Thank you, Matilda.  We’ll try to get help as soon as we can.  But tell, me, why did you do this?”
“Zack, he crazy.  I see that now.  When he hurt me but also made me feel good, that okay.  But when he lock me in that cage for so long, I gets to thinkin’.  When I saw what he do to Yvette, and now what he’s do to you, I knows he crazy.”
“What did he do to Yvette?”
“Best is you don’t know.  Now go.”
“Goodbye,” they told Matilda.  “Keep away from them until we get help.”
As the two of them hurried into the driveway, they both knew that it might be too late by the time they could get someone to come to that island.  With the state of some of the governments in that area, she might not be able to get anyone to come to get rid of a madman.
 

* * * * *

 
“The power is back on, sir.”
Zack did not look happy.  He had been watching those two gorgeous American women slowly strangling and wondering if he should really save one when the other died.  Then the screen went blank.  All the monitors went blank at the same time, so he knew it was not just that one system.  He sent men off to find the problem.
He powered up the surveillance monitor, hoping that he was still in time to see the final, for-real death struggles of at least one of them.
He gasped when the monitor flickered to life and displayed an empty cell.  The only signs left behind were cut ropes and empty handcuffs.  With a loud cry of anguish, he summoned his guards and set them to searching for the missing women.  As he sat there, he wondered how they had escaped hanging.  Stella was good, but he was sure that not even she could have escape from this one.  They had to have help.  With Yvette gone, that left his guards.  Or Omar.  Or…  Matilda!
It had to be her.  His fist pounded the table.  When he got his hands on her, she was going to wish she had never been born!
 



 
Chapter XXII
Better Late than Never
 
All they had to do was follow the dirt road downhill to the dock.  Both of the naked women hurried as fast as they could, but kept an ear cocked for the sound of a jeep coming down the road behind them.  When they heard it, they hid in the bushes until it passed, then set out again, following its taillights.
The jeep was parked next to the building by the dock.  A man was running back from the yacht docked there, and there were lights on in the boat.  Apparently someone had been placed there as a guard in case they tried to steal the boat, which was exactly what they had in mind.
The man jumped into the jeep and took off back towards the house.  Stella and Tara hid in the bushes while he drove past.
“Now what?” asked Tara.  “There is a man in the boat.”
“And,” Stella added, “he’ll be on the alert, so surprise is not on our side.”
“Crap!  What do we do now?”
“I’m thinking.”
“Could you think about some food?  I’m hungry.”
“There are more important things now than your stomach,” Stella countered.  “Like getting off this island.”
“That guy in the boat can’t stay awake forever.  Maybe, in the middle of the night, we can sneak in and…”
Her explanation of how they might overpower the guard was interrupted by the sound of a motor.  But it came from the ocean, not from a returning jeep.
The noise was not loud but it brought a man in the yacht up to the flying bridge with a pair of binoculars.  For a long minute he stood there, scanning the dark horizon.  Whatever was making the noise had no lights showing.
Which was the guard’s mistake.  His boat was lit up and there was a light on the bridge, silhouetting him.  About the time he caught sight of the dark shape approaching, a sudden burst of gunfire sounded out and he went down.
A minute later the other boat, much smaller than the yacht, was along the other side of the dock and two men had jumped off to moor them to the cleats. Four more men jumped down and all six of them began running up the dock.
As they passed under an overhead light, Stella gasped aloud.  “Is that…?”
“Who?” begged Tara.  “And what are they doing?”
“It is my guess that they’re here to rescue us.  Come on.”
Thinking that perhaps the near death experience had rattled her fiend’s brains, Tara nevertheless followed.
The men had found a jeep parked near the building and were in the process of hot-wiring it when Stella casually walked up to them.
“What took you so long?” she said.
The sight of two naked woman – make that two gorgeous naked woman – froze the men in their tracks.
Thomas stepped forward and said, “Sorry.  I was traveling economy to save money.”
She felt into his arms and bruised her breasts on the hand grenades across his chest.
 
* * * * *

 
“I could send my men up into the hills to try to find this Matilda, but it would not be an easy task,” Thomas told her later, on his chartered boat cruising around the island.  “If what you say is true about the tracking device, he might already have caught her.”
“But, Tommy, she risked her life to save us.  And it was close, let me tell you.”
“My source says he has twice as many men up there as we, and now he knows we’re here.  It would be messy to try to secure the whole island.”
“I don’t want the whole island.  I only want Matilda saved.”
Thomas was silent for a while.  Finally, he asked, “Do you think that he might have already found her?”
“If he has mobile trackers for that tracking device locked on her ankle, he could have.”
For a while longer he was deep in thought.
“I have a plan that might work.  The Captain here probably has some clothes you can put on.  When you get dressed, we’ll see what we can do.  Right now, you’re distracting my men far too much.”
Stella kissed him and turned to the Captain with a questioning eye.
The clothes were not a very good fit, and were men’s clothes, but they hid the important parts.  As she dressed, Stella continued to fill in Thomas about her adventures as the guest of Zack.
“I think he might have intended for us to really strangle there,” she concluded.
Thomas said nothing, but the tightness of his jaw told a story.
“Here’s what we will do. You use this radio and sent out a call for help.  Say that you’re captive on a boat moored to an island.  Here are the coordinates of the island.”
“What good will that do?”
“I assume that he is monitoring the marine emergency channel.  When he hears this, he will think that you two made it to his boat and are yelling for help.  He will undoubtedly send some of his men down to capture you and put an end to distress calls.  He might even come himself.  While he and, I assume, most of his men are down at the dock looking for you, we’ll put ashore at the creek you mentioned and make our way up to the house.  You said it isn’t far.
“With luck, we will find the house lightly guarded and your friend a prisoner there.”
“Sounds good to me.  I’ll make the call,” she told him.  “And then I’ll go with you.”
“No you won’t.  It might be dangerous.”
“But I know the layout.  Do you?  I know where to look.”
He could not argue with the logic, no matter how much he wished to keep her safe.
“Okay, but you stay behind me.”
“Give me a gun.”
“What?”
“I know how to shoot.  And I’ll be a lot safer with some protection, no?”
Thomas grumbled, but when she showed him she know how to load and unload a .45 auto, he let her have it.
She made radio call, trying to sound like a very frightened woman begging for help.  It must have worked, because almost immediately the channel was jammed with static.  It was a very illegal thing to do, but that apparently did not bother Zack.
They came ashore in a rubber boat they had already prepared.  The night vision binoculars helped Stella pinpoint the creek where Tara had almost become a crab dinner.  Flashlights showed them the trail and soon they were jogging up the road towards the house.
 

* * * * *

 
Matilda cried out in pain.
“Bitch!” Zack growled.  “I’m going to whip every piece of skin off your damned black body.”
He had already started on that task.  Matilda had been easily tracked down, and did not deny her actions.  In anger, he had her dragged back to the house and taken down to the same basement cell she had released Stella and Tara from.  For a minute she thought that he meant to hang her as he had the others, but that was not his intent, at least not at that moment.
Using the hooks that had held the nooses for the girls, he had Matilda hung by her ankles.  The hooks were far enough apart so that her legs were widely spread.  Her arms were tied behind her back, cruelly tight with the hands pulled up towards her neck and held there by a rope around the neck.  If she tried to pull her hands down, she would strangle herself.
He then began whipping her.  First came the legs until the area between the knees and hips was covered with angry red marks, both front and back.  Then he lashed her bottom until she was screaming.  He was about to start in on her breasts when a guard came in with the announcement of the emergency broadcast.  The guard told him that he had already taken the step of jamming the frequency.
Zack, ordered seven of his men to rush to the yacht and to “drag those two bitches back by their feet.”
Returning to the sobbing Matilda, again the whip lashed out and a fresh scream filled the cell.
Had the two girls not been located, his temper might have continued unabated until the hanging girl expired from the severity of the whipping.  It would have pleased him had she done so.
He had marked up her breasts with two dozen blows from that vicious whip when he heard the sound of a shot.  Dropping the whip, he hurried up the stairs to his office to arm himself.
Meanwhile, Stella was leading the team into the basement area.
“She wasn’t in the garden on the post, so it is likely he would put her here.  No, not there.  That’s the cell we were held in.”
Thomas eyed the metal boxes that Stella had described, and growled.
As they approached the next cell, they heard sobbing.  Stella rushed in and found the hanging Matilda, beaten and in serious pain but alive.  The men lowered her to the ground and one covered her with a blanket from another cell.
They were hurrying out and across the lawn when a shot rang out.  The man carrying Matilda continued, but the others turned and crouched down.  Almost as one man, they returned fire.  The guard who had been rash enough to shoot at them paid for it with his life.
As they rose, another shot sounded.  This one came from a dark entranceway.  The return fire peppered the area, but if it did any harm they did not know.  The fire did not come again, so that was good enough.
Rushing through the gate and into the front driveway, they found the man with Matilda standing by a jeep.  “How fast can you hot-wire this, Swede?” he asked.  The man called “Swede” dove under the dashboard and a minute later the motor roared to live.  All of them piled onto the jeep and it spit rocks behind them as the left.
They did not see, but did hear a few final shots ringing out from the house.  Standing in the entrance, an automatic in his hand was Zack.  Blood was staining his white shirt from a shoulder wound and his lips were curled into an angry snarl.
 



 
Chapter XXIII
Send in the Marines
 
On their boat, cruising on the open sea many miles from Zack’s island, Stella, Tara and Thomas began to unwind.  Matilda was in the cabin, asleep on a bunk, her wounds treated and promises made that she would be provided with a new life somewhere that Zack could never find her.
Stella was not one to do much drinking, but after all that happened to her and Tara, the scotch tasted good as it burned down her throat.
“I didn’t see Zack there,” she was telling Thomas.  “So maybe he was down at his yacht looking for us.  Boy, will he be surprised when he gets back to his house.”
Tara was busy downing her third shot glass of scotch.  Normally Stella would have told her to go easy on the booze, but this was not a normal situation.
“It’s too bad that Zack wasn’t there,” Thomas told her.  “From what I have heard about him, he is one nasty dude.  Big time involvement in all sorts of crimes, most of them not your standard drug running and such.  He wants to be in bigger things.”
Stella was silent for a minute.
“Tommy,” she finally said.
“Don’t call me that,” he snapped.
“Would you happen to know a man, probably from some Arab country.  Short, bald, about forty?  He has a spot on his left temple.  It looks like the outline of Texas.  Oh, and I think his name is Omar.”
“Doesn’t ring any bells with me.  But wait a second.”
Pulling out his satellite cell phone, he dialed a number.  He gave a description of the man, and then hung up.  Ten minutes later the phone rang.  He listened for a while, then told whoever it the exact location of the island.
“Omar the Texan,” he said.  “That’s not his real name but he’s called that because of the mark.  He’s big in international terrorism.  Wanted in several countries and responsible for several bombings and other acts of terrorism.
“The US government will be most interested to know he is in this area.  In fact, I think they will be paying a visit to that island real soon.  They would like to talk to him.”
“He might not be there,” Stella pointed out.  “It was about a day ago that I saw him.”
“He’s probably still there.  The only way he could get off the island was by Zack’s boat.”
“Yes, so.  Maybe he’s sailing away right now.”
“I don’t think so.  One of my men did a number on that boat.  It won’t be sailing anywhere until it gets some major repair work.”
“Oh, Tommy, you’re so smart!”
Stella went over and sat on his lap.
“What shall we do while we’re going back?  You said it will take almost a day before we get to Jamaica.”
“Let’s go into the guest cabin.  Bring some rope.  We’ll hogtie Tara and them make her watch while we make love.  I’m missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too, Tommy.  That sounds like fun.”
She stood up and took his hand.  “Tara, come with us!” she said.
 
The End
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