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Chapter I


Taking the Plunge

 

The water below looked very, very cold.


The wind coming off the lake was not exactly a warm summer breeze, either, even though it was officially almost summer by the calendar.  As Stella Walters stood on the platform overlooking the Cuyahoga River, staring down at the greenish water and shivering in her tiny black satin bikini, she wondered why it was she did these stupid things.


Tara was busy attaching chains and handcuffs and locks all over Stella’s body while a fair sized crowd looked on from the parking lot behind them and even some along the shoreline of the river that ran through downtown Cleveland, Ohio.  Two pair of large, really, really heavy-duty handcuffs were already locked on her wrists behind her back, and another pair adorned her ankles as she stood there in a ridiculous pair of very high heels, also black to match the bikini.  This was, after all, a show, and she wanted to look as sexy as possible.


Which was not too hard, considering that she possessed the body of a centerfold, complete with wavy, long, golden hair.  Off to both the left and right were video cameras already recording the preparations for yet another of her famous death defying escapes.  Stella wondered if the goose bumps on her arms and legs were showing up in the close-ups.  She hoped so.  Let the people who would be viewing this know that she was really suffering for her profession.


Which, if you have not figured it out by now, is that of a professional escape artist, one of the few really good females in that esoteric field, and acknowledged as one of the best; displaying a remarkable talent for escaping from the most impossible appearing situations involving handcuffs, chains, ropes, straitjackets, and other forms of restraints.


Tara clicked the last lock and leaned over to whisper in her friend’s ear, “Good luck.”  Then she added, with a shiver of her own, “You’re going to need it.”


Tara was, as Stella was, dressed to give the audience a good show.  Her figure was of first class itself, and her long red hair, a gift from her Irish ancestors, went well with the skin-tight emerald green costume she wore.  The thin material, which clearly showed that she was not wearing a bra or panties, offered very little protection against the chill breeze coming off Lake Erie.  She picked up the last of the restraints, a large red rubber ball with a strap through it.  Stella opened her mouth wide to accept the ball.  It filled her mouth and, as Tara buckled the strap tightly behind her head, added to the appearance of total helplessness.  In actuality, the ball gag was more than just show – it was an important part of assuring that she would survive the dangerous plunge into the cold water a dozen feet below the edge of the wooden platform built especially for this escape.


Stella looked into Tara’s eyes.  That was the moment of no return, the point at which she became committed to having to escape or die.  The brief contact of their eyes was an exchange of love between those two who were much more than friends, and it was the signal that Stella was ready to go.  Tara stepped around behind her and helped her shuffle forward the last two feet to the very edge of the platform.  With her toes hanging over that edge, and the nasty looking water many feet below, she took a deep breath.  A moment later, Tara placed her hands on the arms bound with two pairs of handcuffs at the wrists and another pair at the elbows, and pushed.


Stella’s body fell forward, appearing for all the world as if she were diving off a high board.  Only, her arms were not raised above her head as she plunged downward.  With careful timing developed by a lot of practice, she bent her body and used the momentum given her by Tara’s push to rotate a full turn so that when she struck the water her feet entered first.  Had she not done that, and struck with her head or even sideways, the impact might well have knocked her out or done damage enough so that she would not have been able to perform the underwater escape.  With surprisingly little splash, her body entered the water and disappeared.


The weight of all those chains and handcuffs immediately dragged her to the bottom.  Which might have been disastrous had she not take precautions ahead of the performance.  The bottom of many rivers and lakes has a thick layer of mud.  Coming into contact with that at the speed her body had, might well have pushed her into the mud enough so that she would be caught in it.  Also, there might well have been objects down there that she could have struck, again with disastrous results.  But she had a diver check out the bottom beneath the plank, remove any obstacles and place a sheet of metal down there. The eight foot by eight foot sheet was thick enough that it would provide a hard surface for her to land on and do her escape work.


As Tara watched from above, she was shivering, but from more than just the wind.  The Cuyahoga River, she had found out, was named after an Iroquois word that mean “crooked river”.  But it was more famous as one of the most polluted rivers in American.  Although clean up attempts have made the river better, it is still covered with a brown, oily film, greenish algae plus quantities of black heavy oil floating in slicks.  Debris and trash often got caught up in those oil slicks.  That was why the river was famous as “the river that caught fire”.  Which was true.  At least thirteen fires have occurred, the first reported one back in 1868.  The largest river fire was in 1952 and caused over a million dollars damage to boats and a riverfront office building.  Finally, in 1969, another fire caught the attention of Time magazine and serious efforts were begun to correct the problem.


It was still not exactly like diving into your swimming pool.  The visibility once you were below the surface was only a few inches.


When first approached about doing an escape by a Houdini-type plunge into the water, Stella and Tara did some research and almost declined.  But the money offered them was good, and a certain television network, which shall remain nameless, pressured them into going through with the project.  A good part of the income for the pair is derived from sales to TV, and they dared not alienate that source of money.


The cold water was a shock to her body as it enfolded her.  She rapidly sank the fourteen feet down to the steel plate.  Even before her feet hit the steel, she was working at her restraints.  The first to go would have to be the handcuffs holding her wrists close together and behind her.  She worked rapidly as she could with fingers already starting to become numb from the cold.  Fortunately, cooling water discharged into the river from factories on the banks kept the water temperature higher than it could have been.


The cameras above keep close watch on the dirty surface of the river where the ripples from her entry were spreading out and being carried away downstream.  Next to where Tara stood was a large digital clock displaying the lapse time since Stella struck the water.  An announcer beside her was describing all the dangers that could make this Stella’s last performance.  He was laying it on thick, but Tara knew that there was a lot of truth behind his claims of hypothermia, the bottom ooze, and how long could she hold her breath, and such.  It did not take any acting for Tara to look worried.


Two minutes and nothing showed on the surface of the water.  Two divers were standing by with orders to jump in and try to save her if she ran over four minutes.  But there were serious questions about whether they could even find her.  The visibility was so poor that a diver could be within a couple feet of her and not see her.  Plus, the river current might move her from the place where she went in.


Three minutes.  People in the crowd were growing restless.  The announcer was telling people that trained athletes could hold their breath for up to four minutes.  But then he added that was in a warm room, not submerged in icy water.


Three and a half minutes.  The talking in the crowd had ceased as a nervous silence descended over them.  The announcer even seemed to be running out of words and growing nervous himself.  But then, maybe he was a good actor.


Four minutes.  The divers looked up to Tara and the announcer.  He turned to Tara with the question: “Now?”


Tara looked as if she were undecided, but highly nervous.  Second crept by.  Then she nodded.  Immediately, the divers plunged into the dark oily, dark water.


A few seconds later, a head popped up a good twenty feet from where Stella had gone in and where the divers were looking for her.  Her golden hair was tangled and smeared with oil and who knew what else, but Stella was above water, gasping for air and then swimming towards the ladder at the side of the platform.  The crowd burst into applause.  The announcer sounded as if it were the most incredible thing he had ever seen.


When Stella slowly climbed the ladder, she was still wearing the ball gag and one pair of handcuffs hung by a single cuff from her left wrist.  The rest of the handcuffs and chains and locks were on the bottom of the river.


As per their instructions, a bell was lowered into the water and clanged as a signal to the divers to come up.  Almost immediately, they were following Stella up the ladder.  The truth was that Stella and Tara did not want any of them to be picking up any of the restraints down there as souvenirs.  An examination would show that the locks and handcuffs were rigged to fall apart when pressed properly in the right place.


Stella appeared weak as she stood and accepted a large towel from Tara.  That was wrapped around her shoulders quickly.  Then Tara was unbuckling the ball gag and carefully stowing it away in their equipment bag.  It would not do to have anyone examining that, either.


Shivering, slightly blue and with messy hair, Stella was still a very sexy woman as she talked with the announcer.  She allowed enough of the towel to open to reveal interesting parts of her body, which the camera operators did not miss in their close-ups.  She was busy explaining why this was one of her most difficult escapes and how close she had come to not making it.


Tara came forward with a robe and put it over Stella’s shoulders.  She knew her friend well enough to know that she was truly cold.  Along with the chains and locks at the bottom of the river were the high heel shoes, so it was a barefoot Stella who went to the crowd to accept their congratulations and display that fine showmanship.  The cameras caught some of that before being packed way.


Finally, mostly at Tara’s urging, Stella was led away to the nearby building and privacy.  Tara was careful to carry the equipment bag so no one would try to take it.  Inside, Stella sat down and shivered.  She was handed a cup of coffee, which she drank even though she was not regularly a coffee drinker.  Finally, Tara and she were alone.


Stella handed the robe to Tara and pulled off the ridiculously tiny bikini.  Tara then toweled her whole body down.  Stella worked very hard to try to get the crap out of her hair.


“Any problems?” Tara asked as she worked.


“Not really.  But I’ll tell you, it is a good thing I didn’t have to depend upon picks to get those handcuffs and locks off.  I’d still be down there.”


“Don’t say that!  You know how I worry about you doing these dangerous escapes.”


“The audience doesn’t pay to see easy ones,” Stella commented as she reached for her clothing.


“What’s next?” Tara asked as she handed over the electric blue blouse that went so well with Stella golden hair.  “You get chained up and thrown out the airlock of the space station?”


“Hmmmmm…  Might work!  I wonder if NASA would go for it.”


For just a second Tara froze.  Then she burst out laughing.  “Good thing I know you’re kidding!” she exclaimed.


As they were leaving, one of the men they sometimes used as assistants, a likeable young man named Tony who had a serious crush on Tara but could get nowhere with her, came up to them with a piece of paper in his hand.  Tony handed it to Stella with the comment, “You might find this interesting.”






Chapter II


Russian Sword Torture Death Trick

 

Olga Andreyev was standing on the stage of the Renier Theater in Paris, explaining to the audience – in poorly accented, barely understandable French – why she was the greatest female escape artist in the world.  The audience, at least those who could understand her terrible accent, were polite but on the verge of insisting that she leave off the rhetoric and get on with the show.  Perhaps she sensed the feeling, for suddenly she dropped a detailed explanation of how famous she was in Russia, and signaled to her assistant to come on stage.


Ivan was glad to get the show started, for he too had long ago tired of her long-winded speeches.  He stood behind her to take her cape as she removed the clasp and stepped forward.  The audience suddenly took notice.  Olga’s French might have been poor, but the Frenchmen appreciated a large set of breasts such as she now displayed in the rather low-cut costume that resembled nothing so much as a corset and a pair of tights, both in flaming red.  Oh, and the matching high heels shoes.  Olga hated trying to walk in those five-inch heels, but she had been assured by her manager that the audiences, mostly men, of course, would be greatly drawn to her muscular but shapely legs.  All in all, she was fairly a giant of a woman, easily a couple inches over six feet and at least two hundred pounds, all of it muscle.  Her short-cut black hair framed a Russian face with dark eyes that often flared in anger when things did not go as she wished them to.


Ivan quickly removed the cape and brought forth a leather straitjacket.  While Olga held out her arms, he slipped the jacket on her, turned her around so the audience could see him buckling it up tightly in the back, then turned her around again to wrap her arms across the front.  Again he turned her so that they could watch as the straps on the ends of the long sleeves were threaded through a leather loop in back, and then brought around to the front where they were locked together with a padlock.  There was another strap attached to the front just below the large bulges of her breasts.  That strap was looped around her arms at the elbows and buckled tightly down.  In the front, there was a strap hanging down to just below her knees.  He took that and passed it between her thick thighs, and brought it up in the back where it was threaded through another leather loop and then buckled back upon itself.  The men in the audience noticed how he jerked on that crotch strap to make it as tight as he could.  Olga glared at him but said nothing.  The jerking of that strap had been so hard that for a second she had risen up on her toes.


With the straitjacket in place, Ivan began bringing out the other props.  There were four large platforms, each on wheels and each with four large metal sword blades sticking up.  He positioned the platforms together in the center of the stage, leaving a small gap between the two on the left and the two on the right.


Meantime, Olga was walking around the front edge of the stage, showing off the tightly applied leather straitjacket, turning completely around several times so the audience could see all of it.  By the time she reached the side of the stage, Ivan had the platforms in position.  Olga walked back slowly to the center of the stage.  Her entire round trip had been done slowly because she still did not have the knack of walking on such high heels, and now, with her arms tightly wrapped around her body, it was a little harder to keep her balance.


She did not need to worry, however.  The walking part of the escape was over.  In the center of the stage, between those blade platforms, she lowered herself to the floor and stuck her feet out in front of her.  Ivan immediately knelt and began binding her ankles with a thick rope.  When he had half a dozen turns of the rope around them, he passed the rope between her legs a couple of times then stood up with the end in his hand.  A cable with a ring at the end came down out of the overhead, eventually reaching his hands.  Threading the rope through it, he tied several tight knots, then passed it through the ring again and added another four knots.  He pulled on those ropes as hard as he could to assure that the knots could not come loose.  He knew that if his workmanship on that part was poor and Olga fell, he would catch all hell from her.


Stepping back, Ivan waved his arm and the cable began to take up into the ceiling.  As it rose, so did Olga’s feet until her legs were straight above her and she had to lie back.  The cable continued, lifting her from the floor and upward in a totally inverted position.  As soon as her head cleared the height of the points of the blades, Ivan pushed the two right hand platforms until they met the others.  Olga now hung upside over sixteen very sharp looking blades.


As an announcer told the audience in their own language that this was the Russian Sword Torture Death Trick, and that Olga would not only have to escape from the straitjacket but also she would have to avoid the swinging blades.  Ivan then stepped from one platform to another, switching on the battery-powered motors what made the blades swing back and forth.  The announcer then told the people that the cable she was hanging from would slowly be lowered until her head was among the swinging blades.  If she did not escape before that happened, her head, and then the rest of her, would be cut to pieces.


With all the blades swinging back and forth happily, Ivan stepped back to watch along with the rest of the audience.  There was a slight jerk on the cable that was transmitted down to the hanging woman, and then the cable began a very slow playing out and Olga began inching towards the swinging blades.


A few in the audience were fearful because that straitjacket looked awfully tight on her body.  Most, however, knew that this was all an act and really doubted that she was in danger.  Of course, those blades looked very sharp, and there was always the possibility…


Olga began twisting in mid-air.  She was obviously tugging at her arms and trying to pull them upward – make that downward – which might give her a little more slack.  However, her large breasts seemed to be getting in the way and preventing her from making progress.


The struggling woman approached the swinging blades ever so slowly.  When her head was twice as close to them as it had been at the beginning, she had still not apparently made any progress towards freeing herself.


Lower she went, until one of the blades brushed her short cut hair.  That touch set off a spasm of struggling on her part.  Before, she had been looking off into the distance, concentrating on feeling her way out, but now she had to watch for the blades.  As her head reached the point where contact between the steel blades and her skull seemed inevitable, she began a careful swinging of her body and lifting of her head as needed to avoid the blades.  It appeared that all her effort was being directed towards avoiding the blades, with nothing left over to attempt the escape.


Ah, but as she began to have to lift her head higher to avoid the steel edges, one hand appeared at the neckline of the jacket.  The right sleeve was now empty, she having pulled her arm into the inside of the jacket.  It was now fighting to work its way out through the neck opening.


The audience was tenser now.  It was hard to see how she was managing to avoid those blades.  Then her other hand appeared at the neck opening.  Suddenly, she jerked her body upward, bent in half, pulled down on the edge of the opening with one hand while pushing her other arm through.  Then, while still bent into an L shape, she reached around and unbuckled the crotch strap behind her.  It was an amazing piece of contortion for such a large woman.  What the audience did not see was that some of the seams of the jacket had split to enlarge the opening for her.  But not all the way.  She did not want people to think that she was simply using her strength to burst out of the jacket.


With the crotch strap free, she easily pulled the straitjacket over her head and tossed it aside.  Then she grabbed her legs and pulled herself up until she could grasp the ring at the end of the cable with one hand and, while holding on, used her other hand to untie the knots Ivan had put there.


With her ankles free, she dropped to the stage, Ivan having pulled aside two of the platforms to clear a space for her.  She landed with a loud thump.  One of her high heels broke on impact, and she angrily kicked the shoe off.  The other following immediately.  Then, barefoot, she walked triumphantly around the stage to accept the applause.


When it appeared the applause was dying down, she made her exit, Ivan following, pushing the now-still platforms off the stage.  With the last of the props pushed aside, she grabbed Ivan by the collar and shook him like a dog with a rag doll.


“You idiot!” she hollered.  “You made the knots on my ankles so tight that I almost couldn’t untie them!”


“But, Olga, dearest, I didn’t want you to fall,” he offered weakly.


“Do you have any idea how embarrassing it would have been for me to be lowered to the floor still tied?  Duroc!”


She shook him again, and then tossed him aside.  “Get everything packed!  We have to be in Italy in two days.”


“Yes, dearest.”


“And repaint those blades!  Some of them have the pain coming off.”  She was referring to the fact that the “steel” blades were actually made of soft wood and would only give her a bruise were one to actually strike her.  But from where the audience was, they looked real.


Just then, one of the stage hands came to them and handed Olga a piece of paper.  She looked at it, frowned, and then smiled widely.  “Ivan, this is good news!”


Ivan smiled weakly.  With Olga, good news was rare.






Chapter III


An Arrow in the Heart

 

The audience, while not large, was friendly towards the young woman who was to put her life on the line for their entertainment.


Lynda Marshall came onto the stage to very encouraging applause, bowed to the five hundred or so people assembled in the small auditorium, and then unfastened the clasp on her cape.  Up to that point, all that was visible of her body was a fine bit of both her legs showing from just below the knee down.  When the cape whirled off, some of the men in the group sucked in breath.  This small woman was quite a sight!  She was only five foot and a handful of inches, maybe a little over a hundred pounds, but it was a very nice looking package, if a bit on the small side.


The costume she wore had a great deal to do with the reaction.  It was tight fitting, of course, sort of a one-piece bathing suit but with the sides totally missing, a panel across the front that fastened around her neck, barely covering her breasts, opened in a diamond to expose most of her abdomen, covered her pubic area adequately but just barely, and was open so high on the sides that it left nothing to the imagination concerning her flanks.  A thin strip of material coming up the back connected to the neckpiece but, as in the front, barely covered her assets.


The whole costume was in shimmering lavender, sort of metallic, that went well with her blonde, pixie cut hair.  Her feet were clad in the required high heels, very tall and slender, with ankle straps to secure them on, and matching the costume in color.


Having watched Stella Walters acts many times, she struck a pose with one leg bent slightly, one arm lifted above her, the other on her hip, and her breasts, which, while not huge, were obviously in very good proportion to her slender figure.  The way her waist cut in made it appear she was wearing an extremely tight corset, yet she was not.  She was simply naturally slender-waisted.  Some of the women in the group snarled silently and had nasty thoughts about women like this who had perfect figures seemingly without effort.


Lynda was twenty-two years old but looked more like sixteen.  She was gifted with that healthy, clean-cut, girl-next-door appearance.


After letting the audience get a good look at her, she held out her arm towards the side of the stage.  From there, her assistant, Melody, entered, herself not bad looking in a very tight, spandex costume.  Most of her was covered, but only by material so thin that it was obvious that she wore no bra or panties - nor did she need a bra.  Medium sized but very firm looking breasts pushed against the light pink costume.  Every bit of skin from the neck down was covered but she still looked far sexier than most women do naked.  A pair of black, calf-length boots with very high heels completed her costume and made clacking sound as she walked across the wooden stage.


Melody handed Lynda a cordless mike, and then stepped back to the apparatus covered with a tarp behind the two of them.  Lynda addressed the crowd.


“Ladies and gentlemen, I know what you came here for tonight,” she began, her usually quiet voice filling the auditorium.  “You did not come to see me sing or dance or make a speech.  You came to see me defy death.”  She paused, then added, “And maybe not escape it.”


She took a few steps backward.  “You don’t have to be afraid to admit it; that’s why escape acts are so interesting.  Same reason why some people go to car races.  They want to see a crash or two!  It livens up the show, right?  Well, tonight you’re going to get what you came for.”


The half turned to wave an arm towards the device Melody was uncovering.  “This, we call the Crucifixion.  You see that cross up there?  I will be bound to that cross with steel chains and locks.  You’ll see them go on and know that they are very real.


“Ah, but what then, you ask?”  She paused again, obviously enjoying her spiel.  “It is this.”  Melody whisked away a cover to reveal a cross-shaped post, similar in size and shape to the one already exposed a couple yards away at the other side of the device.  Affixed to this cross were a dozen crossbows, each with a good, three-foot span on the bow, each string pulled back and the bow arched tightly, and an arrow placed in position.


“All of these crossbows have their triggers arranged so that they will all fire when this main cord is pulled.”  She showed them the cord.  One end was split and ran to each of the crossbow triggers, the other was run up over a pulley and tied to a bucket.  Just above the bucket, there was a thin hose attached.


“This hose will begin pouring water into that bucket,” she continued.  “The bucket will become heavier and heavier with the water, until it lowers itself far enough to pull the cord attached to all the crossbows.  Then each one will fire at the same time.  At me.”


She walked over to the lowest of the crossbows and stood to one side while she inserted her finger into the trigger guard.  Then she pulled gently back and, with a loud twang! the arrow shot across the short distance an embedded itself in the wooden post opposite.  Melody stepped up on the edge of the framework and, with an obvious effort, pulled out the arrow.


Lynda stepped forward while Melody reloaded that crossbow and set the arrow back into it.


“These crossbows are aligned so that the arrows will all strike the cross before them.  All at the same time.  Can you imagine what would happen if a woman were standing against that cross when that happened?”


She paused to let the people envision the disastrous results, before continuing.  “I will be chained to that cross…”  She let that simple sentence trail off.  “If I do not escape before the bucket fills…  Well, this may be my last performance!”


She put the mike down and stepped gracefully up onto the short platform at the base of the cross.  Melody was several inches taller than Lynda, so it was easy for her to stand there and reach high enough to place all the chains around Lynda.  She began with a chain around the slender waist.  It was locked with a large padlock in front, the lock resting right over her pubic mound.  Then Lynda spread her arms and put them up against the arms of the cross.  Melody, taking care to allow the audience to see each move, began chaining those arms to the crosspieces.  The chains were not made of huge links, but obviously large enough so that a small woman like this could not possibly break them.  Chains went around the wrists and were locked there, then wrapped around and around each arm until the chain reached her neck.  Then each side was wrapped around the neck twice and locked.  The center post behind her head was included in that wrapping so that her neck was chained to it.


She then secured the ankles in chains, separately first, then with the chains being wrapped around the post.  More chains passed around Lynda’s legs just above the knees.  Those were padlocked also, and the ends run up to that around her waist and locked again.


This would have been enough to secure most anyone, but it was not all.  Melody picked up some more chain and wrapped it tightly around Lynda’s chest, both above and below the breasts.  When that chain was wrapped securely, the ends were routed up and around the crosspiece and locked there.  There would be no way that those chains could be wiggled down and off the nearly naked showgirl.


Melody stepped down, allowing Lynda to shake her chains and make a show of trying to pull her arms free.  Nothing gave the slightest.  Picking up the mike, Melody again mounted the framework and held the mike up before Lynda’s face.


“As you can see, I am chained quite solidly to this cross.”  She wiggled her hands.  “And in a minute, my assistant will turn on the water.  Then it will be up to me to escape or become a human pincushion.  Or should I say, arrow-cushion?”  She took a deep breath, then added, as if an afterthought: “Just before the bucket reaches the point of triggering the crossbows, my assistant will pull a paper drape around me.  Believe me, it will not stop arrows.  It’s only to spare those of you who are squeamish at the sight of a lot of blood.”


Melody backed off the platform and went over to the bucket and hose.  She turned the handle on the hose and a trickle of water began to drop down into the bucket.  Then she stepped back.


Lynda began working on the chains.  She was pulling her arms, seemingly tugging as hard as she could.  Her arms moved a little, but then, when the arm began to bend, was stopped by the chain windings holding the arm against the wood.


She was trying to reach her fingers back to get at the locks holding her wrists to the crosspiece.  She could just reach the locks but tugging on them did nothing to help her.


Meanwhile, the bucket was slowly lowering; the cord tied to it becoming tauter.


Now Lynda was trying to lift one leg and pull it out of the chains holding her to the post.  With her ankles being locked together separately from the windings around the post, she could not separate her feet.


The bucket crept lower.  Melody was staring at the bucket as if fascinated by its slow progress towards a terrible end for the good-looking young girl bound to the cross.


Those who looked at it could see the cord tightening more and more, until it surely had to be pulling those triggers back!  Suddenly, Melody shook her head, looked at the crossbows, then at Lynda struggling uselessly against the chains holding her, and she dashed up to that end of the framework.  For a second she paused there, her hand on a cord attached to the curtain.  She looked terribly afraid as she looked into the frightened eyes of the struggling girl.  Then she pulled the cord, and a black paper curtain came around in front of Lynda, blocking all of her from the view of the audience.


It was only five seconds or so, but that time seemed like an eternity.  The bucket was pulling on that cord and some of the audience could even see the triggers moving backward.  Melody’s hand dropped the cord and went to cover her mouth.  She looked shocked.


Had something gone wrong?  Surely it would only be a second or two before the crossbows let loose their bolts; just as surely as the fact that Lynda could not possibly free herself.


Suddenly the twanging sounds rang out and half the crossbows fired their arrows.  A moment later, staggered out over a full second, the rest fired.  Each arrow made a small ripping sound as it pierced the paper curtain and a thud as it buried itself into what was behind the curtain.


There was not a sound in the auditorium.  Then one woman screamed.  All sorts of voices called out, and a few people even stood to go to the stage.


Melody, still looking shocked, put her foot on the step and rose to the platform.  Slowly, fearfully, she took the black paper in one hand, and then ripped it off with a sudden movement.


There were more cries and gasps from the audience.  There, still chained to the cross, was the figure of Lynda, pierced by a dozen arrows and with vivid red blood trickling down her body and limbs.  Her head was bowed, her short hair just enough to cover her face.


Just as it seemed nothing more could shock the audience, Lynda came prancing out from one side of the stage, still wearing the same costume, totally free of both chains and arrows.  She was smiling and waving to the crowd as she danced up to the framework.  Pushing Melody aside, she stood before what the people had thought was her dead body, and lifted the head.  The face was totally smooth, no eyes, nose or mouth.  It was a dummy!


But a dummy that had been rigged with fake blood sacks inside so that it would look as though it was bleeding when hit by the all-too-real arrows.


Lynda jumped down from the framework and picked up the mike.


“I hope you enjoyed my little show,” she told them.  “Helped very much by the good acting of my assistant, Melody!”


Melody, now smiling, waved an arm at the audience.


The audience was small, but they made a lot of noise when they began to applaud.


Later, after the props had been cleared away, the dummy wiped clean and put away for the next performance, Melody and Lynda finally had a few seconds to catch their breath.


“You really got them!” Melody exclaimed.  “They thought you were dead for sure!”


“If the trap door and releases hadn’t worked properly, I might well have been.”


“Maybe you should consider my suggestion and not use real arrows,” Melody offered.


“That would not work.  I have to make it look as real as possible.”


“Well, you did have me worried there for a bit.  I kept thinking about all the things that could go wrong.”


There came a knock on the dressing room door.  Neither of them had begun to change into street clothes yet, so Lynda simple told whoever it was to come in.


It was a man neither of them had ever seen before.  He was tall, well dressed, and walked with a cane.  His white hair and beard hinted at advanced years.


“May I come in?” he asked politely.


“What do you want?” asked Melody.  “An autograph or are you here to ask how Lynda does it?”


“Neither,” he told them.  “My name is Carl Hardson.  I own Magicland in California.  I came to inform you of a contest coming up.  A contest you may be very interested in.”






Chapter IV


The Lady or the Tiger

 

The tiger looked hungry.


The great beast, a five hundred pound mass of orange muscle streaked with black lines and huge fangs, paced back and forth within the limits the cage allowed him.  It was made of steel bars on all four sides so the audience could see as he paced nervously back and forth.  Occasionally, he looked out at the crowd, and a deep rumbling growl sounded in this throat.


He was a magnificent creature, but the audience’s attention was more on the woman hanging over the cage.  Gigi, whose real name was Madeleine de Souvre, was apparently in a lot of trouble.  Her wrists were bound together and it was by those that she was hanging over the tiger’s cage – which, by the way, had no top.  Her legs were also bound with ropes at the ankles and again above the knees.  She was wearing a costume of gold and looked much like a drum majorette or cheerleader.  Her auburn hair hung down her bare back all the way to the top of her ass.  She was, actually, a very pretty little French girl, early twenties and with a sweet face, a total mask of innocence.


She was also coming close to falling into the tiger’s cage.


The rope that was tied to her hands and held her up was on fire.  It had been soaked with a flammable liquid and set on fire as soon as Gigi had been lifted high enough to clear the top of the cage.  She was then, with the rope smoking and burning, swung over the center of the cage and left there.  Next to her, about an arm’s reach away, was a trapeze.  All she had to do to keep from falling into the cage and experiencing the fangs and claws of that beast, was to free herself from the ropes, reach out and grab the trapeze – all before the rope burned through enough to break.  That was all.


The arena holding both the bound escape artist and the tiger was a show area at a major zoo.  It held only a few hundred people, but each presentation of her performance was sold out to an audience who appreciated a fine looking young lady risking her life for their entertainment.  When the tiger came dashing into his cage, he was introduced as Henri, the woman-eating tiger.


The show was reaching the critical stage.  The rope had been burning for a couple minutes and Gigi was still hanging by her wrists, apparently no closer to escaping than she had been before.  Those who understood what was happening appreciated the difficulty of this escape.  With her wrists bound together and all her weight taken by that rope, it made the rope very tight around her wrists and correspondingly more difficult to work her hands out of.  She had been working her fingers around those ropes but not accomplishing much.  They were simply too tight to do much with.


Gigi kept looking up, a fearful expression on her face.  Occasionally, she looked downward, but mostly she stared at the burning rope.  When she judged the timing was right, she ceased working at the ropes on her wrists and began wiggling her legs.  One leg would push down while the other pulled up.  The shifting of her legs had the effect of loosening the rope tied just above her knees.  As any woman who has ever attempted to escape from being tied up can tell you, rope above the knees is the easiest to work off.  A bit of wiggling and the rope slipped down to her lower legs.  Then she pulled her legs up until the knees were at the level of her breasts.  Leaning backward, she lifted her feet over her head until they were at the level of her bound hands.  Not many women were flexible enough to bend into hairpin shape like that.  She began working at the knot holding the rope around her ankles.  With one hand, she held on to her toes, with the other she worked at the knot.  Finally it gave way.  Her legs fell back down and she wiggled and kicked until her ankles were free.  Then she took aim and swung her feet up towards the trapeze.  With a surprising surge of strength, she pushed both feet over the trapeze bar, curled her heels down and pulled the bar towards her.


At just that point, the rope above her hands gave a snap and parted.  Gigi’s body fell backward and was prevented from falling all the way into the tiger’s cage by the fact that her knees were linked over the trapeze bar.  For a few seconds, she swung back and forth, and then her hands came up to her face and she used her teeth to undo the knots there.  The rope fell into the cage where the tiger announced his displeasure with a roar.  Either he was displeased at being hit by a falling rope, or at having missed a meal.


Gigi pulled herself up to the trapeze, which was then pulled to one side and lowered until she could lightly jump to the ground.


The audience was pleased.  The fans of such things among them knew that this was an unusual performance.  Most escape artists use rigged locks, handcuffs, weakened ropes and other “tricks” to do their escapes.  This was one done totally by skill of the artist – no tricks.


Later, after Henri the Tiger was back in his normal cage area, Gigi stood by with the Director of Publicity for the zoo and a journalist from a local paper.


“Does it bother you, having to work over such a dangerous animal?” asked the journalist.


“Henri, dangerous?  Henri is a pussycat.  He would never hurt me,” she told them, pronouncing his name in the French fashion: ahn-REE.  “But, of course, you cannot tell the people that,” she quickly added with a smile.  They must think that I am in danger of losing my life.  Truth is, the worst that could happen is I would break a leg if I fell – maybe.  Or an arm.  But Henri eat me?  Never!”


Switching topics, the journalist asked her, “Are you going to apply for the contest that Magicland is putting on?”


“Contest?  What contest?”






Chapter V


The Princess Gets a Point

 

Princess Otani was a very nice looking young Japanese girl, in her early twenties, long dark hair, a slender build but with ample beasts to please the males in the audience, and shapely legs well displayed by the brief costume she wore.  It was a skintight one-piece suit in shades of purple, beginning with dark purple at the neckline and shading down to a very light touch of violet where the thin band of cloth passed between her legs.


The stage was located in one of the larger auditoriums in Tokyo and well packed with an audience containing very few non-Japanese.  The Japanese males have always enjoyed a good escape artist act, just as many of them practiced bondage as an important part of their private sex lives.  Japanese films were constantly filled with scenes of young maidens bound in assorted fashions.  This crowd was looking forward to Princess Otani’s newest escape, which had been touted as being spectacular.


There was a raised platform in the center of the stage, held up by two thick posts and with the underneath an empty space about four feet high.  The platform, itself was about twelve inches thick, painted black.  In length it was about six feet and a couple feet wide.  The post that it was attached to continued up for another six feet and were connected by a smaller post across the tops.  In the center of that crosspiece was a small pulley.  A rope was threaded through that pulley and wrapped around a hitch on one post.


That was all, just a simple platform of wood secured at each end by metal shaft to the supporting posts.


The Princess had already come on stage and was letting the public get a good look at her fine body by posing in several positions.  Finally, she walked over to the device and stood there while her assistant, another Japanese girl dressed in traditional kimono in black with dragon and bamboo designs and a red obi.  The assistant held several lengths of rope in her hands.  Most of those she set upon the platform, but she took one length and, when Princess Otani turned her back and put her arms behind her, began to bind her arms.  She started with rope wrapped around and around her chest, just above her breasts.  Then she pulled the wrists together horizontally and wrapped rope around them.  More rope was passed between the wrists and the rope around her body, pulling her hands up and holding them securely in the middle of her back.  With the final knots, the Princess walked over to the front of the stage and paraded across it, letting the audience see how firmly and securely tied the ropes were.  It was a typically Japanese style bondage, secure enough to prevent the woman from freeing her arms but comfortable enough to stay on for a very long time.  Many of the men in the audience had bound their wives, girlfriends or mistresses like that and left them bound all night, enjoying the use of their bodies.  Many a Japanese woman woke up in the morning with her arms still bound behind her and her man playing with her body to arouse her for the morning screwing.


Returning to the platform, her assistant placed a headset on the Princess, which allowed her to address the audience.  In Japanese, then in English, she told the audience that she would be lashed to the platform and then risk death as she attempted to escape before a sharp spear plunged downward into her stomach.  To illustrate, her assistant was pulling on one of the ropes running up to the pulley.  As the end came to her hands, she picked up a length of metal shaft from the platform and began tying the end of the rope to it.  The audience quickly realized that the shaft was, indeed, a sort spear with a wide head, apparently sharpened to a razor edge, and a round part at the other end where the assistant was tying the rope.  The spear was almost two inches thick and about three feet long.  The assistant then pulled on the other rope and the spear was lifted into the air, swinging back and forth but quickly coming to a rest directly over the middle of the platform.  When the back end of the spear touched the pulley, it held there for a moment then plunged down as the assistant let go of the rope.


The spear impacted against the wooden platform with a loud thunk!  The assistant then came around to the side post and touched a button.  The platform slowly rotated until it was face on to the audience.  The spear was embedded in the wood, dead center.  The assistant went over and, with considerable effort, pulled the spear from the wood.  There was a hole visible where the point had come out.  She then rotated the platform back to the horizontal position.


Princess Otani waited until her assistant had placed a small wooden step in place, and she used that to step up and turn to sit on the edge of the platform.  The step was pushed aside, and the assistant took another length of rope from where they had fallen to the floor, and began binding the Princess’ ankles together.  She was careful to not block the audience’s view of the proceedings.  When the ankles were bound, she used another rope to bind the legs just above the knees.  The Princess held her legs out straight for that.


With her legs bound, the Princess rotated to place her legs on the platform, and then lower herself until she was lying on her back, bound arms underneath her.  The assistant then began wrapping great lengths of rope around Princess Otani’s body and the platform.  Beginning at the top of the chest, she tied the Princess down to the wooden platform in several key places.  Rope around her chest, stomach and hips held her solidly down.  More around her legs at the thighs and again at the ankles held her legs down.


With a couple hundred feet of rope holding the thinly clad woman down, the assistant went to one of the posts and touched a button there again.  The platform began to slowly tilt towards the audience, rotating on the metal shaft connecting it with the post.  As it did, they could see Princess Otani’s body shift just the slightest as her weight tried to make her fall off.  But the ropes were tight and held her lashed to the platform.  Slowly, the rotation continued until the Princess was face down.  There was no space between her and the platform; she was tied down that tightly.  The rotation continued around until she was again face up.


At that point, the assistant returned to the back of the device and picked up the spear.  Holding it in one hand, she poured a small container of clear fluid over about a foot of the rope’s length.  Then she pulled the spear back up to its position, this time the point being centered on Princess Otani’s stomach.  She then tied off the rope.  From her position on her back, the Princess told the audience that the lighter fluid poured on the rope would be lit and burn through the rope in about one minute.  If she failed to free herself in that time, the spear would come down with disastrous results for the bound Princess.


The assistant stepped up on the stepstool, which placed her above the Princess, and pulled a folded length of black cloth from her obi.  She unfolded the length of cloth and spread it out.  Made of very thin silk, the cloth floated slowly down to cover the bound form.  The assistant then stepped down and went across the device, straightening the cloth so that it hung perfectly.  The lump that was the Princess was easily visible, but the edges hung down to just below the platform so that the ropes were now invisible.  Still, the audience noted that there was no way for the Princess to get off the platform without all seeing her.


The assistant then walked behind the platform and turned to the stage side.  A man came out, carrying a slender length of wood almost eight feet in length and burning at the end: a torch.  He handed it to the assistant and then retreated.  With deliberate and dramatic slowness, the assistant brought the burning end of the torch up until it was almost touching the rope above the spear.  She looked down at the covered form of Princess Otani fearfully, and then touched the flame to the rope.


It caught fire immediately.  As the assistant backed away, all eyes were upon the burning rope.  How long would it take before it parted and the spear plunged down?  The Princess had said a minute, but what if she were wrong?  What if it came down before she worked herself free of the ropes?  And, for that matter, could she work her way free?  She had been tightly bound and lashed to that platform.  Most women could never free themselves from that kind of bondage.


The audience waited anxiously.  And, for some, eagerly.  It was a race: a young woman’s abilities against a burning piece of rope.  Which would win?


The shape under the black cloth was moving, that much could be seen.  But the major portion of the bound woman did not move from its position.  It was more as though she was struggling but still held in place.


Seconds ticked by.  The rope was smoking now, like a giant candle.  The part that was burning was noticeably thinner than it had been before.


The shape under the cloth was moving more now.  Was she managing to get some of the ropes off?  Still she was stretched out, and still directly under that wicked looking spear.


One end of the cloth lifted a bit.  Had she freed her feet?  The cloth trembled, apparently from the strained efforts of the woman under it.  Then the audience heard, over the loudspeakers, her voice.  She was not addressing them, but muttering about damned ropes that were too tight.


Some of the audience felt their mouth go dry.  Had something gone wrong?  Very soon that rope would part and the spear come plunging down.  Had the Princess failed in some important part of the escape?  Again she cursed the ropes, followed by some grunting and moans.


Suddenly, the rope snapped and the spear dropped.  It happened so suddenly that many in the audience were taken by surprise and gasped in horror.  The spear was buried into the black cloth and the shape underneath was no longer moving.


The assistant raced to the end post and pressed the button.  The platform began its slow rotation, this time away from the audience.  Very slowly it crept around until it was half way, the top facing away from the audience.  The black cloth fell to the floor, followed by the spear with a loud clank, then ropes, then a set of shapely legs.  Princess Otani came dashing around the side of the device, arms spread wide in triumph and a big smile on her face.  Her stomach was unharmed and there were no longer any ropes on her at all.  They were now lying in a several piles on the floor under the half turned platform.


The applause was very gratifying. The Princess took several bows before leaving the stage.


Back in the dressing room, she collapsed into a chair.  “Damn, that was close,” she said to her assistant.  She pulled down her costume and showed where there was a small hole.  On her stomach there was a spot of blood slowly oozing out.  “The spear came right through the board,” she said heatedly.  “That board is supposed to stop the spear!”


Just then, the door opened and in came Shiba Ryotaro, her manager.  Immediately he looked to the red spot and whistled.  “Cutting it close again?” he asked.


The Princess, apparently not minding at all that her breasts were showing, said, “Look at this!  That spear almost split the board!”


Part of the escape, aside from the trick ropes, was that the Princess, once her hands were free, pulled a flat board out from the edge of the platform and held it over her stomach. Then, when the spear stuck, it would embed itself in the wood and not her stomach.  As the platform rotated away from the audience, she, being totally free now, would replace the board into the platform as she stood up, and then make her surprising appearance, unharmed.


“Oh, crap!  I nearly lost a good act,” Shiba said in mock seriousness.


“You nearly lost an act!  By my Great Ancestors, you nearly lost the best damn screw you ever had!”


Shiba opened his arms and the Princess rushed into them.  As he held her, he began telling her about this contest some crazy American was going to hold.  And that she was invited.






Chapter VI


Press Conference

 

The room was filled, mostly with the Press.  Half a dozen video cameras lined the walls as the cameramen jockeyed for position.  The front of the room held a single podium, with the emblem of Magicland, a wand with sparkles coming out of the end as it waved over a stylized globe.  Most of those present knew what the big announcement was; it not being a very well kept secret.  Magicland was going to hold the largest Escape Artist Contest ever, but the details were not yet known, only guessed at.  It was also rumored that a substantial prize would go to the winner – a very substantial prize.


The buzz of whispered voices stilled as Carl Hardson entered from a side door and stepped up to the podium.  His flowing white hair, van Dyke beard and cane (he walked with a slight limp) were well recognized.  He waited for a moment, until the room was quiet enough for him, and then began his presentation.


“I welcome you all here today,” his voice boomed out, “to make an important announcement.  Magicland, as you undoubtedly know, has always been supportive of the magic arts.  We have encouraged those who want to mystify and sometimes dazzle audiences everywhere, and often given them their first chance on our own stages.”


He was referring to the huge castle in Southern California that was the home of Magicland, which, over the years, had become a center of professional magicians, as well as a famous entertainment venue.


“As a part of this continuing effort,” he continued, “Magicland will host the first annual Escape Artist Contest, in two months.”


Nothing new there; most of those in the audience knew that part was coming.


“I’m here to announce the details of this contest.”  He paused dramatically, a habit of his, and then continued, “First, this contest will be open by invitation only.  Secondly, only professional escape artists will be invited.  This is, as you can imagine, a dangerous profession and not for amateurs.  Third,” here he paused again, “only female escape artists will be invited.”


This time he did not have to pause for drama.  A hum of whispered voices filled the room.  The exclusion of male contestants was a major surprise.


Hardson waited patiently until the murmur died down.  “We have already extended invitations to a number of individuals in this profession, all of whom have accepted.  I will announce the full list later.


“The judging will be done by a panel of professional magicians, all of whom have established themselves in the profession and demonstrated devotion and respect for the profession.”


He then named four men, all famous in the field but none of them professional escape artists.


“You will probably note that none of these men named works within the specialized area of the contest.  This is deliberate.  The intent is for them to judge the escapes from the point of view of the audience, not those ‘in the know’ so to speak.


“Each contestant may arrive at Magicland thirty days before the contest.  Each will be given accommodation and an area in which to set up any props they need and practice.  That includes, of course, complete privacy in which to practice their escapes.”


He paused again, and then dropped the bombshell.


“There will be only one prize.  The escape artist judged to have made the most dramatic, exciting and dangerous escape will be awarded one million dollars.”


A few in the audience gasped.  That was a lot of money!


“Needless to say, unless you are the best, you will have spent a lot to time and perhaps money for nothing.  It should, however, make for a very, shall I say spirited, competition.”  He smiled as he uttered that understatement.


“Now I will read the list of those who have so far accepted the invitation.  First, from the United States, a name well known in this field: Stella Walters!”


Stella stepped up behind him, dressed in a very revealing gown of shimmering, gossamer lavender color that could almost be seen through.  Almost.  There were tantalizing hints that she wore no undergarments, but only hints.  Still, with the low cut neckline and rather high slit on one side, there was no doubt that she was one beautiful woman.


“Secondly, also from the United States, a relative newcomer but already a proven professional: Miss Lynda Marshall!”


Lynda came forward from the side door, a very pretty package in a very tight jumpsuit of electric blue with calf length, high heeled boots.  She smiled at the crowd but seemed a little nervous.


“From France, Miss Gigi!”


As she stood next to Stella, wearing a modest business suit but with a very short skirt to show off her nice legs, her head came only to Stella’s shoulder.


“From Russia, Miss Olga!”


The tall Russian girl glared at him and then the audience, apparently not liking being called “Miss” for some reason.  But when she joined the lineup, she smiled.  Sort of.


“From Japan, Princess Otani!”


The Princess wore a black leather jumpsuit that covered most of her, save for the fact that it was open in the front all the way down to her navel.  The insides of her breasts were clearly visible.  The cameras did not miss that.  Her high heeled boots clacked on the wooden floor as she came up to join the rest.


Hardson went on to name half a dozen more women, only one of whom was present.


With the announcements over, Hardson went up to each woman, gallantly kissed her hand, then returned to the microphone to say, “We will all meet again in one month to prepare for the contest!”


He did not stay to answer questions, but the professionals who were there did.  They all knew the value of publicity.






Chapter VII


Close to a Record

 

“Boy, did you see that Russian woman’s reaction when that guy tried to kiss her hand?” Tara said as they were driving away from the press conference.  “I thought she would knock his head off!”


“Strange, really,” Stella said as she downshifted and her metallic red Corvette jumped, veered to the left, and passed the SL500 like it was standing still, “you would expect a woman from a country with a history of aristocracy to be used to such.”


“Maybe she’s a Communist,” Tara offered.


“Maybe,” was all Stella would say.


“Okay, so what escape do you plan to use for the contest?  A cool million dollars – now that is my kind of money!”


“Not sure,” Stella muttered as she slowed down to under a hundred.


“How about that tied and hanging upside down in the water tank we did in Japan?”  Tara watched the desert whizzing by.  “Or that locked in a trunk and buried in the sand trick?”


“I suspect that whatever wins this contest will have to be new and quite spectacular.  I’d rather not use one of the old tricks.”


“Hmmm…  Well, we have a month to come up with a new one.  Then another month to perfect it.  Got any ideas?”


“Not yet.  But I’ll think of something.  Don’t I always?”


“Right, boss.” Tara stretched her arms over her head and yawned.  “How about we take tonight off and just relax,” she suggested.  “Get a nice dinner, some good wine, and then we could go down to the lounge and get picked up.”


Tara was only half kidding.  They were both quite good looking and had no trouble at all finding men who would be glad to “show them a good time”.  Then Tara reached over the console and put her hand on Stella’s leg.  “Or maybe just go to our room and… Well, you know.  Play games?”


Tara stretched again, almost popping the buttons on her blouse as her breasts pushed against the thin material.  “Maybe,” she said, “you can experiment with me and come up with an interesting new bondage position you can use in the act.  That’s happened before, you know.”


Stella knew.  But right then the contest was heavy on her mind.  She had returned only a couple months before from Japan were she had teamed up with her friend, Blaze, and a really strange but likeable guy who billed himself as “Sled Speed, World’s Greatest Private Dick”.  She had to wonder if he realized that no one used the term “dick” to mean a detective any more.  But he had proven himself in the clinch, and that was what was important.  (See “The Mad Scientist Case” by John Savage, Strict Publishing International.)


“Oh, I’ll experiment with you,” Stella responded.  “Like seeing how long you can stay locked in a closet while in a nice, tight hogtie.”


“That sounds mean,” Tara replied in a pouting voice.  “I was thinking more along the lines of tying me down to the bed and seeing how long you can keep me on the edge of an orgasm without letting me have it.”


“Been there, done that.”


“Yeah, but it was fun.”  Tara smiled at the memories.  “How about we switch places and I see how long I can keep you on the edge?”


“We’ll see.  We’ll see.”


The car topped a rise, and they could see the sprawling oasis that was Las Vegas up ahead.


“Don’t forget, we have two shows to do on Friday.  That gives us only tomorrow to get ready.”


“It’s an old escape,” Tara reminded her.  “One you’ve done before.  Shouldn’t take too much prep.”


“I’ve stayed alive in the business by not taking any escape lightly.  Every one has to be carefully prepared and practiced.”


Tara said nothing.  What her friend said was very true; most of the escapes involved danger of some sort.  That was, of course, because the public was hungry for danger and risk.  So long as it involved another person.


For the rest of the drive, Tara set herself to trying to think of a new escape, one that would be really, really spectacular.  Mostly, though, she could come up with only variations on old themes.  Maybe, she thought, every possible escape had been done in one way or another.


“Maybe,” Tara finally said, “your being thrown out the airlock of the Space Station is the only new thing I can come up with.”


“The contest rules require that it be done on their stage,” Stella pointed out.  “Which rules out jumping into a river or from a spacecraft.”


“Say, that’s right!  You did outline an escape once that had you hogtied and tossed out of a plane!  Too bad we can’t use that for the contest.  The idea of you having to get free while in free fall would be exciting.”


“For the audience, sure.  I’m not sure that it would be fun for me.”  Stella paused for a few moments, then added, “Although, maybe at some future date…”


They pulled into the hotel where she was giving her shows.  The marquee proclaimed: “World’s Greatest Female Escape Artist: Stella Walters!”


Not if I don’t win this contest, she thought.  Someone else will have that title.




* * * * *




 

They did take that evening off, had a nice dinner, enjoyed the fiery sunset over the desert, and then retired to their room.  Tara got her wish and they came close to a new record.  She was kept on the edge of an orgasm, moaning and wiggling and begging – finally cursing as the frustration became unendurable – for over two hours.  Stella had to gag her friend because the curses and pleadings were becoming rather loud, not to mention somewhat foul in language.  Finally, as an act of mercy, Stella strapped on a dildo, climbed on the bed, and fucked Tara as hard and quickly as she could.  The tied down girl came almost immediately, and then had to endure the wonderful torture of being screwed for a very long time.


Well, what are friends for, after all?








Chapter VIII


Plans

 

“Da, is a lot of money, that!”


Olga was sitting in front room of her modest Leningrad apartment, sipping tea from a tall glass.  Ivan sat opposite her across the low table, with his own glass of tea.  It was he, of course, who had made the tea and served it.


“With that money I could live like rich, decadent American!  Would have home in Hollywood.  Maybe home in Hawaii.  Winters are not cold there.”


Ivan said nothing, but he did not miss the fierce look in his lover’s eyes.  Olga had worked herself up from poverty by hard work and a shrewd sense of showmanship that allowed her to turn her strong body into a means of making money.  Escape artists were not common in Russia, but she had managed to make a name for herself in European countries – enough to get her invited to that unbelievable contest.


“I must come up with very good escape, nyet?  Must be best I have ever done.”


“But, Kotik, it will cost much to go to America.  And the props, they are not cheap.”


“We will find way.  We must!”


Olga was so emphatic that Ivan dared not disagree with her.  He only sighed and wondered what would happen to them if she did not win that prize.


“Duroc, go and lay out the things by the bed.  I want a massage!”


Quickly, Ivan put down his unfinished tea and hurried to the bedroom where he set up oil and towels, and smoothed out the covers on the bed.  While he called Olga terms of endearment such as kotik (kitten) and zaichik (bunny), she always called him duroc (fool).  Which is as good a way as any of explaining their relationship.


A minute later, Olga came into the bedroom, already having removed her blouse and allowing those huge but firm breasts to be freed from the restraints of a bra.  Without a word, she lowered her pants, tossed aside the panties, and reclined her body face down on the bed.  Ivan immediately began kneading the muscles of her back.


“Khoroshiy, khoroshiy,” she muttered as the muscles began to relax.  She sighed and closed her eyes.


No matter how hard Ivan kneaded, Olga never seemed to stop enjoying it.  He worked the muscles hard, kneeling astride her naked body, and whispering, “Ty takaya chudesnaya (you are so wonderful).”




* * * * *




 

Many miles away from that humble apartment in Leningrad, Lynda and Melody were just finishing their breakfast.  The sun was slanting in through the east facing windows, making bright, square patches on the beige carpet.


“What will we do with all that money?” Melody asked.  There was a smile and dreamy expression on her face.


“Don’t spend it yet,” Lynda advised.  Her face took on a sober look.  “Truth is, I don’t expect to win.”


“Why not!?” protested Melody.  “You’re good.”


“Good isn’t good enough.  The best in the world will be there.  Even Stella will be there.”


It was no secret that it was only after having watched one of Stella’s escapes in person, was Lynda overcome with the desire to be an escape artist herself.


“Gosh, it was incredible just to stand there next to her at that press conference!  She’s so beautiful!”  Lynda sighed.  “No, there’s no chance that I’ll be the winner.  I’m just hoping that I can get some more gigs from the publicity.”


Melody pouted.  “Well, you certainly won’t win if you go in with that attitude.”


“We’ll give it a try,” Lynda told her friend.  “The old college try.”


“You never went to college!” Melody protested.


“That was just a figure of speech.”


“Well, how about the figure of speech ‘trussed up like a turkey’!  We haven’t practiced since that press conference, you know.”


Lynda smiled.  “You are soooo right!  Have to keep in constant practice.  Get the ropes; we’ll do some right now.  Practice, practice, practice!”


Fifteen minutes later, Lynda was tightly bound to a very stout steel chair they had bought for just that purpose, having destroyed a couple wooden chairs during escape attempts.  Her legs were spread wide and the ankles tied to each side of the back, her arms tightly bound with the elbows ever so close, and over a hundred feet of rope tightly wrapped around her upper body and the chair’s back.


Melody had just finished the last knot and stepped back to admire the work.  “Oh, almost forgot!” she said and hurried back into their bedroom.  When she returned, she was holding a red rubber ball gag.


“I don’t need that!” protested Lynda.  “I’m going to practice on the ropework, which, by the way, you did a fine job of.”


“If I don’t gag you, how will I know that you won’t try to bite through the ropes?” she said sweetly.


Lynda sighed and opened her mouth to accept the gag.  It was tightly buckled in place, both silencing her and making it impossible to bite through any ropes.  Not that she could reach any with her mouth, but…


Melody patted Lynda’s naked breast affectionately.  The tied up girl was completely naked, as was normal for their practice sessions so as not to rip any clothing during the struggles.


“I’m going to go take a long soak in a hot tub.  You be a good little girl and try very hard to get free.  Usual rules?”


Lynda nodded agreement.


The usual rules meant that if Lynda managed to totally free herself within two hours, she would get to put Melody in what they called a “punishment tie”.  That was usually something that Melody (or Lynda for that matter) would really feel helpless in and be uncomfortable, to say the least.  It was often a very tight hogtie, but sometimes being hung by the ankles and things like that.  Neither of them ever got out of the punishment ties.


The same rules meant that if Lynda failed to free herself within those two hours, Melody would be free to punish her.  Being tied to the chair, Lynda would not be able to stop Melody from doing most anything she wished.  In that case, the punishment would range from having to endure nipple clamps for a while, being tickled all over with a feather, or just being left bound in the restraints she failed to escape from for an additional two hours (or more).


It was often a rough and uncomfortable form of play but both of them loved it very much.  It would have surprised (but probably pleased) Lynda to know that almost identical games were played by her idol, Stella Walters and her friend Tara.






* * * * *




 

Gigi was sitting at her desk, playing with a pair of handcuffs.  She would close them around her wrists, and then use a tiny piece of metal to pick them open.  Then she would lock them on again and pick them off again.  She repeated this over and over until she could have done it in her sleep.  Then she stood, locked them on behind her back and practiced taking them off behind her.  Again and again she repeated the exercise.  Sometimes she clicked them shut only snug, other times she closed them so tightly that the edge of the metal was cutting into her flesh.  It was not uncommon for some official or other person to apply the handcuffs during an escape. And it was not uncommon for that person to close them as tightly as he or she could, with the idea to foil Gigi’s escape.  So she practiced with them on very tightly.


It was also possible that she would not only have to work against overly tightly applied cuffs, but she might also have to do it underwater or hanging upside down.  The ability to pick the cuffs quickly and surely was important.


After a while, she picked up a second pair of cuffs and sat down on the floor.  One pair she closed on her ankles, the other pair on her wrists behind her back.  Then she practiced picking the cuffs of her ankles without doing the hands first.  A dozen the two dozen times she repeated the process, each time with the cuffs on tighter until she was working with them on so tightly that she could feel her fingers going numb.


All this while, she was thinking about the contest coming up.  She had to do well.  Maybe she would not win the prize, but the publicity could help her career tremendously.


Finally, her wrists red and sore from the practice, she put the handcuffs away and settled back in her chair.  She could call Bernard and ask him to come over and help her work on rope escapes.  Bernard was as old as her father and often smelled of brandy.  But he could tie her with ropes better than any other man she knew.  And she had to have the best to practice against.


Availing herself of his skill had a price, however.  When they were finished with three or four hours of practice, she would remove her skimpy costume and allow him to tie her in a very tight hogtie on the kitchen table.  He would bind her long auburn hair with a cord and then tie it back to her big toes.  He would tie that as tautly as he could so that her head would be held up and back and immobile.  He would then move her over to the edge of the table, drop his pants and present his half-aroused penis for her mouth to caress.  She would work on it, sucking, licking and thrusting her head the tiny amount allowed her, working very hard to get the older man to a full state of erection and eventually to a climax.  Sometimes that took a long time to reach.  Occasionally it did not happen.  But even at the quickest it had ever been, she would be working on his rod for at least half an hour.  The old man enjoyed having a beautiful, young woman sucking on him, and would try his best to keep from a climax for as long as he could.


Gigi did not really like having to do that, but all the young men she had tried simply could not tie as well as Bernard could.  So she put up with having to reward him.  It was not comfortable, having just spent three or four hours working very hard to free herself from tight ropes – often failing, because Bernard was good.  Then she had to endure being tightly bound and her head pulled back for as long as it took to finally get the man to shoot his wad.  He would make her swallow it all, and then lick his penis clean before putting it away and untying her.


Oh, the things she had to do for her profession!






* * * * *




 

In Japan, it was the middle of the night when Princess Otani awoke from a troubled sleep.  She was lying on the shiki-futon sleeping mat.  She could hear Shiba breathing as he slept next to her, his naked body touching hers.  She felt her arms bound behind her but that was not unusual.  They often fell asleep after a strenuous bout of sex with her still tied.  It was a comfortable way to have her arms tied, so she was not worried. In the morning, her arms would be a little stiff but there would be no harm done.  And, in the morning, she would awaken her lover by sliding down and using her mouth to arouse his manhood.  As soon as it was hard and ready, she would straddle his hips and lower her sex onto that shaft.  She would bounce and clench her thighs, hurrying the act so that she could reach an orgasm before he reached his climax.  Usually it was a race she lost, but still an interesting race, nevertheless.  If he was pleased with her performance, he would fetch one of the large vibrators and finish what she had begun.  Occasionally, especially if he had too much sake the night before, she would win.  When that happened, she would roll off him, curl up in a ball and enjoy the wonderful intense feeling in her body.  Being denied, he would eventually wake up enough to climb onto her, force her legs apart and finally get his enjoyment.


That night she was thinking about the contest she had been invited to.  Finally, here was a chance for her to break into the American entertainment field.  She had been the best at her trade in the orient but was hardly known in the West.  This would be her chance!  She had to win!  She simply had to!








Chapter IX


Preparation

 

“Wow!  This place is big!”


Tara was expressing her delight at the workroom that had been assigned to them.  Carl Hardson had spared no expense in providing a place for each contestant to hold her props, practice her escape and even to live.  Four new buildings had been erected on the grounds of Magicland, each holding three large warehouse-like rooms, plus a small apartment attached.  There were cooking facilities, but each guest was invited to eat in the restaurant attached to the building of Magicland, which was not too bad since the restaurant was rated five stars.


Carl Hardson could easily afford it.  His Magicland made good money, but he had become a multi-millionaire in land speculation before retiring and opening a wonderland dedicated to his lifelong fascination with magic.


Stella was busy walking the perimeter and checking out the generously spacious work area.  There were windows, but all were up higher than a man could reach, even if standing on a tall ladder.  There were only two doors, and both were lockable with additional provisions for them to add any locks of their own.  Hardson fully understood a professional magician’s need for privacy and security, escape artists included.  The main work area was fifty by forty feet and two stories tall.


The apartment, while not large, was comfortable.  It was up a short flight of stairs and stretched along one wall.  Twin queen-sized beds filled a bedroom done in shades of blue with very deep, plush carpets, drapes and a painting on the wall showing a hunting scene with a fox running for its life while begin chased by a dozen horsemen.  There was a small kitchen and a comfortable couch, and two chairs in the main area.  A wide screen HD TV plus a first rate sound system assured that they would not get bored.


Stella checked out the windows of the apartment and found them all far off the ground.  Plus they could be locked from the inside.


“This is not bad,” Tara commented as she flopped on one bed.  “I’ve been in worse hotel rooms.  “You going to have Edmund ship us the props?” she asked.


“I gave Edmund a list of what we might need.  I’ll have him get us other items after I decide what kind of escape I’ll do for this contest,” Stella said as she took off her suit coat.  The white satin blouse and short, tight skirt showed her figure off quite nicely.


“So you still haven’t come up with an idea?” asked Tara.


“I’ve been thinking about it,” Stella replied but did not elaborate.


Tara shrugged and began undressing.  “I’m going to take a shower then dress for dinner.  I understand the food here is first rate.” It did not take Tara long to divest herself of all clothing – it never did.  Then she walked naked into the bathroom portion and a few moments later there came the sound of running water.


Stella was slower about taking her clothes off.  They had brought a couple suitcases of clothing with them and some more of their clothing would be brought with the shipment of props.  She was thinking; going over in her mind the opposition.  Some of them she knew personally, like Gigi whom she had worked with in Europe.  Others she knew by reputation, like Princess Otani.  She had studied the Japanese girl’s shows carefully and considered her a prime contender for the prize.  And some of the women were new to her.  Like Lynda Marshall.  She knew the girl was not an established name in the profession and had to wonder how it was that she qualified.  Maybe she would have someone do a little research on those she did not know.  It never hurt to know your competition.


When Tara emerged, toweling herself down, Stella cast off the last of her clothing and went for her shower.  Tara laid out some clothing on her bed, trying to decide on the blue Silk Brocade Cheongsam with the delightful slit up the side all the way to her hip, or the very tight black leather skirt with matching halter top.  She always liked black leather and this skirt only came down to mid-thigh, showing her legs off nicely.  She would, of course, wear four-inch stiletto heels with either outfit.


She finally decided on the black leather skirt, but discarded the leather top and added a diaphanous blouse, also black, that more than hinted at the shapely bare breasts underneath.


When they left the apartment for dinner, Stella was wearing a white evening dress with gold jewelry, in contrast to the all black of Tara.


As they passed the workroom next to theirs, the large door was open and some of the props being unloaded could be seen.  Neither Stella nor Tara missed noting that among those props was a large metal framework tank with glass sides.  A male helper hurried over and closed the door so they could see no more.


“Whose area is that?” Tara asked.


“Madam Monique,” Stella supplied.  “If she’s going to go for a straight water tank escape, she probably won’t do very well.”


“I saw the top yoke and it had ankle holes,” Tara commented.  “My guess would be that she’s going to do the inverted water torture tank escape.  Wonder if she’ll add anything to make it more interesting?”


“If she just does it with handcuffs or even a straitjacket, it won’t get many points with the judges.  For a contest at this level, you’ve got to come up with something spectacular.”


The work areas were behind the main building, which had been built in the form of a large castle, complete with tower at each corner, battlements, a drawbridge and even arrow slits.  The walls were three stories high and made of gray stone blocks.  A large parking lot in front served those who came to view the shows.


Entering via the back entrance, they made their way to the main restaurant, named, appropriately enough, Merlin’s Retreat, passing by the main stage area in addition to several smaller entertainment rooms where close-up magic could be performed.  Merlin’s Retreat was large enough to hold a hundred diners, and was done totally in medieval motif with rich tapestries, warm, polished wood and shields with coats of arms.


Stella recognized Princess Otani with her assistant, Olga, with the man who helped her, Ivan, and a couple others of the even dozen artists who had been invited to perform.  Polite nods were exchanged but nothing more.  Tara commented on the strange contrast between the tall and solidly built Olga and the diminutive Ivan, openly wondering if he were capable of sexually satisfying the large woman.


The food, as advertised, was excellent.  The salads were fresh and crisp, the bread freshly baked and still warm from the oven, and the steaks could be cut with a fork.  Dessert was triple-cherry streusel or tiramisu torte.


“By the time this contest is over, I’m going to be ten pounds heavier,” said Tara as she grabbed another streusel off the tray.


“You lose that wonderfully girlish figure and I’ll get myself another assistant,” Stella told her.  “I like you just the way you are.”


“Well, then,” Tara said slowly as she licked the crumbs off her fingers, “maybe I should do some exercise when we get back to the apartment.”  She smiled sweetly.  “Like maybe struggling in a nice, tight, calorie-burning hogtie?”


“It could be arranged,” Stella said with a smile.


It was arranged, and Tara spent a lot longer than she would have wished, crawling back and forth from one end of the apartment to the other while naked and hogtied.  Stella, enforcing her commands with a riding crop generously applied to the bare bottom and occasionally to the bottoms of Tara’s feet, made the unfortunate girl roll and wiggle the distance a dozen times before she was satisfied that her friend had worked off all the extra calories.  Only then did she roll Tara onto her side and apply a large vibrator to her pussy, granting the sweaty, tired young woman the sexual satisfaction she had expected much sooner and greatly craved.


Not being one to ignore a situation to her own benefit, Stella allowed Tara twenty minutes to recover from what must have been a pretty good orgasm – to judge by the moaning and straining of her bound body – before removing her own clothing and placing her widespread legs around Tara’s hogtied body, positioning her pussy within licking distance, and telling Tara that she would not be untied until Stella had been satisfied.


It was another twenty minutes before the ropes came off.  The two naked women then fell asleep in each other’s arms.






Chapter X


I’m Watching You

 

Carl Hardson was sitting in what he thought of as his “Command Center.”  It was a room deep within Magicland; a room filled with monitors, computers, and communication gear.  There was another control center in Magicland, called the Security Center, where the security staff maintained their own watch over the facilities and grounds.  This private Command Center, however, was not known to even the security officers.  From that room, he could tap into any of the video feeds from an array of camera.  He could watch the performance in any of the auditoriums, check out the dinner room, the kitchen, even watch the parking lot, should he choose.  The official Security Center could do all that also, but it lacked the special feeds he had built into his private center.  When he added the three new buildings with their large work areas for the escape artists, he had hidden camera installed there also.  Even in the apartments.


A bank of computers monitored each of those cameras and recorded any feed where motion was detected.  He could later go over those recordings.  In short, he could see and hear everything that went on in his personal kingdom.


It was not that he was a voyeur, although he enjoyed looking at a pretty woman as much as the next man.  That elaborate setup was not so he could watch the female escape artists taking showers, although he could.  It was because he had always believed that knowledge was power.  He wanted to be aware of everything that was happening; from the private conversations to the practice of the escapes.


The surveillance was also part of a large plan that had its beginnings long before this contest had been announced.  Months before, he had devised means of getting certain people together and under his control.  Then he used his money to bring that plan into reality.


Settling back in his comfortable chair, he sighed as he watched the antics of one pair of his guests.  Six large, high definition monitors were arrayed before him, but only two were currently activated.  On one, Olga was berating Ivan for some failed task.  The much smaller man cringed before her verbal onslaught, looking as if he feared physical violence at any second.


On the screen to the right was a much more interesting show.  Two women were engaged in lesbian sex.  Hardson turned up the volume so he could hear the moaning and little cries of sexual excitement coming from both women.  He sighed and could feel his body, one long past prime, stirring at the sight of those two fine bodies displayed for his enjoyment – even if they did not know it.


He made sure that the scene was being recorded, and decided that later he would call that Linda from accounting to his bedroom.  He would tie her down to the bed and then put on this video to stimulate him, hopefully enough so he could perform the sex act, something that was getting rarer and rarer as the years piled on.


It was nice that one of the two women on the screen was also tightly bound with ropes, and in a hogtie, no less.  He had watched as the larger woman had used a riding crop lightly applied to the bare bottom and the soles of her feet to make her crawl across the apartment several times.  Then she had used a large, plug-in vibrator to bring the bound one to what appeared to be a very intense orgasm.  After a short rest, Stella was astraddle the bound Tara and pressing her sex up against her mouth as she lay on her bound arms and legs.


Hardson tried to guess just how long it would take for Stella to have her own orgasm, but his estimate was off.  Tara must have been more skilled than he thought, or Stella was in a pretty high state of arousal when she mounted her partner.  She was moaning loudly and squeezing her breasts tightly.  He watched as she shuddered all over and fell to one side, where she curled up and closed her eyes.


Damn, those two were good, he thought.  Maybe he could sell this video – heaven knows there are a lot of men who would enjoy seeing those two go at it.


Of course, he had no real plan to sell any of the videos he made.  There was a more important goal than just making a few more dollars, which he certainly did not need in the first place.


He continued to watch as the ropes finally came off Tara, leaving behind red indentations on her arms and legs.  Then the two of them were cuddling together, the light went off and the show was over.


Hardson could feel a layer of perspiration on his forehead.  That Stella was the finest looking woman he had ever seen – and he had seen plenty.  Her body was as perfect as any centerfold.  Her face was so sweet and lovely, yet also so sensual that men lost track of what they were saying just by looking at her.


As he shut down the monitors for the night, he wondered if Stella would be the one to win the prize.  He had chosen the panel of “experts” carefully, his only criteria being that they were knowledgeable in this profession and totally honest.  Since he planned to hold the contest again next year, he did not want any hint of favoritism or scandal.  Besides, he did not really care who won.  He had other plans besides handing out a trophy.






Chapter XI


Water Torture Tank

 

Sally Cox, whose stage name was Mystica, was practicing her Water Torture escape.


It was, actually, a fairly simple escape, one done many times by many artists.  The concept was simple: hang her upside down in a tank of water and watch her escape.


Her two assistances, Mark and Todd, were helping her.  For the practice she had on only a bikini, not the fancy costume she normally wore.  She was sitting on the floor besides the eight-foot tank of water with a thick glass front so she could be seen.  Todd had already locked her arms behind her with two pairs of handcuffs, one at the wrists and one at the elbows.  Mark was lowering the top of the tank, really a small set of stocks.  The top was cut in half, hinged and had two holes cut along the dividing line.  With the top in place, Mystica put first one ankle and then the other into the half circles.  Mark then lowered the other half and locked it firmly in place with a large padlock.  The holes had been custom fitted to her ankles and made a snug fit.  Mark then held the control unit in his hand and began lifting the top upward.


Mystica’s feet rose with the metal frame until they were high enough to force her onto her back.  Then the hoist continued until she was totally lifted off the floor and still rising.  In that upside down position, the top was lifted until her head was above the level of the tank, then swung over so that she was directly over it.  Her long black hair was already hanging down into the water.


She twisted her arms to get the feel of the handcuffs, and then nodded to her assistant.  He pressed the button, and Mystica was rapidly lowered into the water.  It closed over her head, and then rapidly crept up her breasts and waist and hips.  Within five seconds, she was totally underwater save for her ankles and feet, which could be seen sticking out the top.


At that point in the escape, she would struggle, obviously trying to force her arms out of the handcuffs.  That part went on for twenty seconds, long enough to give the audience a good view of her body twisting in the water.  At the thirty second mark, and as her obviously useless struggles were increasing in desperation, Todd would pull a curtain around the front of the tank, cutting off the audience’s view.  At that point, Mystica would begin the real escape.  She would reach her fingers around and trigger the release on the handcuffs on her wrists.  Then she would jerk her arms apart and the handcuffs on her elbows would open as they were designed to.  Part of the practice was so she could gauge just how much struggling she could do while in view without the cuffs opening too soon.  She would then bend her body up and press the hidden trigger on the stocks.  That would bypass the large padlock holding the two halves together and allow the spring loaded back half to swing backward, enough for her to extract her ankles.  Twisting around in the water, she would then push the stocks apart and exit the tank, crawling over the back edge and keeping low so that nothing of her showed above the curtain.


This whole procedure would take her no more than thirty seconds.  She had practiced extensively and was able to hold her breath for well over two minutes.  This would give her a wide margin of safety.


That was the way it was suppose to go.  Mark and Todd stood by, a little nervous but confident that their boss knew what she was doing.  Both of them enjoyed watching that fine body wiggling and going through her struggling act.  And both of them had plans for that body later when they got her in bed with them.  Sally was a lucky girl to have two handsome men to attend to her sexual needs.


At the thirty-second mark, all was going according to plan.  Mystica’s struggles were taking on a frantic aspect that looked very real.  Todd went to the side of the tank and pulled the curtain across the front.  Then he stood to one side to await her triumphant reappearance.


They could hear the slosh of water as she moved around in the tank.  The two men looked at the curtain, then at each other.  They were playing her moves in their minds as they had seen her do many times in practice.  At this point, she should have freed herself of the wrist cuffs and be jerking her elbows apart to get the top pair off.  Now she should have all the handcuffs off and be bending upward to reach for the release on the stocks.  That back stock should be swinging open now.  Her feet should be coming down, and she should be twisting around in the tank, ready to reach over the top and slide her body out.  Just before she jumped down, she would push the back half of the stocks back into place.


Thirty seconds passed.  They could hear water sloshing.  Was that Mystica pulling her body out of the tank?


At the point where she would normally have emerged from around the tank, there was no Mystica.  Todd and Mark looked at each other with nervous expressions.  It had never taken her this long for the total escape.  Had this been an actual performance, they would have allowed her extra time before taking action.  Rushing to save her would ruin the act, and Mystica would not be very happy about that.  Better let her have a little extra time in case something was giving her a problem.  Sometimes the handcuffs on her elbows took several tries before they opened.


Finally, Todd stepped up to the curtain and with a jerk, yanked it away.  They were frozen for a second as they realized that Mystica was still hanging upside down in the water.  The handcuffs were off her arms and she was bent upward, and twisted to one side to allow her to reach up to the stocks part.  But she was frantically pushing at the release button.


Mark was reaching for the control unit with the intent of lifting her out of the water.  At that point, Mystica lowered herself and turned to the front of the tank.  Her small fists pounded on the glass.  Both of them could see that she was very frightened, almost on the verge of panicking.  Mark pushed the up button.


Nothing happened.  With a curse, he jammed down the button again.  And again.  The hoist motor remained silent.


Mark looked at Todd.  Both of them had frightened looks on their face now.  The safety procedure if something went wrong was to lift her out.  That could be done in just a few seconds – if the hoist worked.


They could see her eyes go wide.  Apparently she had seen Mark trying to activate the hoist and knew that he could not.  She began pounding on the glass again.


There was a drain valve on the bottom of the tank.  Todd dove for it and twisted it.  Water began to gush out the drain but way too slowly.  It was designed to simply drain the tank, but not as an emergency procedure.  It would take several minutes before the water level reached even the level of her knees, let along her head.


Mark dropped the useless control unit and was wildly looking around for something he could use to break the glass.  The nearest thing was a folding metal chair.  Leaping for that, he grabbed it and rushed back to the tank where he pounded the metal frame against the glass.  On the other side, he could see Mystica’s fright-filled eyes.


Three times he crashed the metal against the glass and three times it bounced off.  The glass was thick – too thick.


Todd was rushing over with the tall stepladder they used to work on the top of the tank.  Up he rushed and grabbed the top assembly.  From where he stood, he did not have enough leverage to pull the whole stock upward.  Instead, he tried to force the yoke open.  It did not move.  The padlock rattled, but the two halves stayed together.  Right before his eyes, her bare feet were wiggling frantically.


In front of the tank, Mark was still pounding the chair against the glass and watching as Mystica’s struggles became slower.  He cursed loudly as she saw bubbles race out of her mouth and rush to the top of the water.  The look on her face tore at his heart.  With lungs screaming for air, she knew it was only a matter of seconds before she would unable to keep herself from breathing in water.  Already her vision was turning black around the edges.


Todd had climbed up on top of the tank and was standing with his legs on each side of the tank, taking the top in both hands and lifting with all his strength.  The top rose until it reached the level of his waist.  Up to that point, he had been using his leg muscles, and lifting both Mystica and the top was not a problem.  But then he found that he could not lift the top higher because he did not have the arm strength and the angle was completely wrong for leverage.  For precious few seconds he stood there, straining to pull the drowning girl higher.


At that moment, Sally Cox was very close to death.  Already she had sucked water into her lungs, not willingly, but unable to stop herself.  For her, the world was beginning to turn black.


Mark was still bashing the now-deformed chair against the glass.  He screamed out this anger, dropped the chair and crashed his shoulder against the terribly strong glass.  It did no more good than the chair had.


Atop the tank, Todd knew, even though he could not see all of her, that Sally was no longer moving.  Then, in desperation, he did the only thing he could think of.  He bent his legs, clutched the metal top tightly against his body and then jerked up with all the strength in his legs.  At the same time, he threw his body backwards and off the tank.


Mystica rose, her legs coming out of the lowering water level, then her hips.  As Todd’s body fell, she was dragged out of the tank, scraping her belly and breasts against the tank’s edge, ripping off the top of her bikini but finally coming completely out.  With Todd still desperately clutching the stocks, the two of them fell to the floor.


Mark was immediately by Mystica’s side, turning her over onto her back and kneeling beside her.  He began CPR, forcing her mouth open and putting his own up against hers, then forcing air down into her.


They were fortunate in the manner that Todd had pulled her from the tank.  As her body was dragged out, the edge of her tank pushed hard against her stomach and chest, forcing water out of the lungs.  That made Mark’s CPR more effective.  After a long handful of seconds, Mystica make choking sounds and coughed up more water.  Then she was gasping in air.


The drain hose had not been connected to the proper drain, and the tank’s water was flooding the work area flooring.


Mystica was saved from a very close brush with death.






Chapter XII


Sabotage!

 

“The release mechanism was sabotaged.”


While a two person crew was cleaning up that water, several people stood around a table looking at the stocks that had refused to release Mystica’s ankles, almost killing her in the process.


“See here, this lever was cut off.  Once the yoke closed, the release would not work.”


Todd was the one talking.  Before him, the yoke had been opened up and the inner mechanism revealed.  He was addressing not only Mark and Mystica but also Carl Hardson and Bart Matterson, his Chief of Security.


“You can see here where someone took a hacksaw blade and cut the level.”  Todd sighed deeply and looked up towards the ceiling.  “And I’ll bet we find sabotage on the hoist motor, too.”  He turned to Hardson with a grim expression.  “Someone tried to kill Mystica.”


Hardson was rubbing his chin and frowning.  “So it would seem,” was all he said.


“Who had access to this device?” asked Matterson.


“Beyond the three of us,” Todd said with a wave of his hand to include Mark and Mystica, “no one should.  We locked this room when we were not here.”


“Are you going to call the police?” asked Mystica, still damp from the water that almost ended her career.


“I would like to avoid that,” Hardson said.


“But someone tried to kill Sally!” exclaimed Mark.


With a sigh, Hardson shook his head.  “The wrong kind of publicity could ruin the contest, not to mention hurt Magicland.”


“If you don’t call them, I will,” Mystica said quietly but firmly.


One eyebrow lifted on Hardson’s time-worn face.  “Very well, I shall.  But please keep this low key.  I’ll try to get the police to keep their investigation low key also.  Of course, I’ll have to tell the other contestants so they can take precautions.”


“You think someone is trying to kill contestants, not just Sally?” asked Mark.


“I don’t know.  Maybe.”


“Shit!” cursed Mark.  Turning to Mystica, he said, “Honey, maybe you should withdraw.  Don’t give whoever another chance at you.”


Mystica shook her head.  “No, I’m not going to run.”


Mark looked as if someone had just told him his favorite puppy had died.  “Honey…” was all he could say.


“Your choice,” Hardson said.  “Bart, increase security on all the work areas.  ‘Harden the target,’ as they say.”


“Yes, sir.”


Looking down at the sabotaged device, he shook his head, then turned and walked away.  Matterson followed.


When they were outside and alone, he informed his boss, “Publicity might be good.  If the public thinks someone is trying to kill the contestants, it would probably fill the show and increase the TV ratings.”


“I know.”




* * * * *




 

“Is everyone here?”


Hardson was looking out over the seats in the auditorium where the contest was to be held.  There were five hundred seats but only a handful were occupied by the contestants and their assistances.


“I have to make an announcement – an important announcement,” he began.  “A part of Mystica’s escape was sabotaged this afternoon.  She was nearly drowned in the Water Torture escape.”


He waited until the murmuring subsided.


“I have reviewed the evidence and can tell you that it was deliberate, not equipment failure.”


“What about the contest?” called out Olga.


“The contest will go on.  Of course, any of you who wish to may withdraw.”


That met with silence.


“Because of the danger, plus the fact that this was a criminal act, I have called the San Matos police.  This is Lt. Robert Powers.  He will be investigating.  He will probably be asking all of you questions, so please cooperate with him.”


The lieutenant did not look like a policeman.  He was mid-fifties, average height, and looked much more like a gangster than a cop.  A five o’clock shadow gave him a vaguely sinister appearance. The wrinkled suit coat and half undone tie added to that impression.


Before any more could be said, Princess Otani stood and lifted her hand.  Hardson nodded at her.


“Sir, is it possible that one of the contestants is trying to, how do you put it, eliminate the competition?”


“That is a very real possibility,” Hardson said, but he was looking sideways at the policeman as he said it.  “Whoever sabotaged the device knew what he was doing.  The device was fixed to fail at a critical point in the act.”


There followed a silence as everyone in the auditorium looked at each other suspiciously.


“I certainly hope that is not the case,” Hardson continued, “but please take precautions with your equipment.  My Chief of Security will see each of the teams with suggestions about additional security.”


Lt. Powers stepped forward, catching everyone’s attention.  “I will be talking with each of you.  Please make yourself available after dinner.”  He turned without thanking them for their cooperation, and walked out.


“That is all.  Have a nice dinner.”  Hardson followed the policeman off stage.






* * * * *




 

As the auditorium emptied, Stella went up to Mystica.


“I am sorry to hear about your… accident,” she told the smaller woman.  “Are you sure it was not an accident?”


Mark interrupted before Mystica could answer, “Damn right it was!” he said heatedly.  “A lever in the release mechanism was cut through so the yoke wouldn’t open when pressed.”  He apparently did not mind talking about professional “secrets” in front of other professionals.


“I see.”  She turned to Mystica.  “You sure you want to go ahead in the contest?”


“You’re going to, aren’t you?” was Mystica’s reply.


Stella nodded, understanding the young woman completely.  “Take care.  Watch your back.”


Mystica nodded.  “You too,” she added as Stella and Tara turned to leave.






* * * * *




 

After dinner, Stella and Tara were the second ones to be questioned by Lt. Powers.


“Can you account for your time up to the point where this Mystica began her practice run?”


“For how long?” Stella asked him in return.  “She said that the device had been last inspected yesterday and was working fine when she left it in the work area just before dinner last night.  If you want to know where we were after dinner, we went to our apartment and talked for a while then went to bed early.


“This morning we were setting up some props in our own work area.  We didn’t hear about the incident until this afternoon.”


“You two were together all that time?” he asked.


“Yes,” Stella said simply.


Tara was having trouble not grinning as she wondered what this policeman would think if he knew exactly what they had been doing, which was not exactly the talking Stella had indicated.  Well, Stella had done some talking, but mostly she was using that riding crop to encourage Tara to crawl faster across the carpeted floor.


“You know anyone who would want this Miss Sally Cox dead?” he asked.


“I know of no one,” Stella replied, “but I also do not know all of her acquaintances or friends.”  She paused for a while, and then made a comment to him as he was closing his small notebook.


“I would consider it likely that the culprit was someone else in the contest – or someone associated with a contestant.  The prize for the winner is quite a bit of money.”


He looked up with a frown on his face.  “How much?” he asked in almost a growl.


“One million dollars,” she replied.


For a few long seconds he said nothing.  Then he shook his head and headed for the door.  “People have been killed for far less that,” he muttered as he left.


“He didn’t even know about the prize,” said Tara.


“I suspect he is of the old school.  You question everyone, then lean on the person you think most likely did it.  If that doesn’t work, he leans harder.”  Stella grinned and added, “Sort of like Sled Speed, only not as likeable.”


Remembering the assignment where they had worked with Sled Speed, World’s Greatest Private Dick, as he liked to call himself, Tara had to grin also.  Sled acted and talked like something out of a nineteen thirties detective movie.  But he usually managed to get the case solved somehow.


(See any of the Sled Speed novels by John Savage, Strict Publishing International.)








Chapter XIII


Blades of Death

 

Princess Otani, whose real name was Fumiko Enchi, was getting ready to practice an escape that she had designed especially for this contest.  It was in keeping with a Japanese theme, being that if she did not escape she would be cut to ribbons by a dozen Samuri swords.  The arrangement was simple: she would be bound tightly and placed on a platform.  In front of that platform was a sloping ramp leading down to the floor at about a forty-five degree angle.  Affixed to that ramp were a dozen Samuri swords, each with the sharp edge upward.  They had practiced with a dummy and knew that a body falling onto that ramp would be sliced up nicely by the swords.  During the contest, they would demonstrate with a lifelike dummy designed to show the effect of a human body sliding along a dozen sharp edges.


They had run through it a dozen times with the swords not in place, but this was the first practice with real swords.  Her two assistants were worried, but the Princess showed no apparent concern.  The reason for worry was that during three of the trials without swords she had failed to escape, which, of course, would have meant a painful demise as she lay on the stage floor, bleeding to death.


There were stairs leading up to the platform on which she would be placed.  The platform was hinged and spring loaded with two strong springs on either side.  When a level was released, those springs would force the platform to tilt forward.  The Princess, should she not be able to free herself before that point, would be unable to prevent herself from sliding forward and onto the blades.


Before mounting the platform, one of her assistants would bind her arms tightly behind her back in the traditional Japanese style with the forearms parallel and ropes wrapped around her chest to which her wrists were bound.  It was a fairly secure position, and one favored by the Japanese because a woman could remain bound like that for a long period of time without circulation problems.  Apparently, the Japanese men liked to keep their girls tied up all night.


This practice was a full dress rehearsal, so she was wearing what she would during the contest: a very skintight spandex one-piece bathing suit.  A sharp Vee was cut out of each side so that a goodly part of her thighs were visible.  The material was of a metallic emerald green and so thin that it was obvious she wore no undergarments of any type.  As her arms were being bound, her nipples became noticeably harder, something that her assistants had noted on many occasions.  The rope being used was the thicker, hemp rope, also favored by the Japanese who had apparently never discovered cotton clothesline or even nylon ropes. He carefully applied the ropes in an exact order and tightness that had been worked out before with the Princess.  The bondage looked very tight and secure but the Princess knew from long practice that she could work her way out of it in less than a minute.  Of course, most women could not, but then she had been practicing such escapes since she was a small child.


The next step was for her to mount the stairs and pose on the platform.  The assistant went up behind her with more ropes in his hands.  She had no problem stepping up the steep stairs even with no hands to help her balance.  At the top, she turned to face forward where the audience would be and smiled.  Her assistant knelt and began binding her ankles together as she stood there.  That finished, he also bound her legs just above the knees, cinching down both bindings and knotting them carefully. Again, this was all carefully choreographed to assure that ropes were exactly as she wished them to be.


During the performance, there would be several cameras covering this preparation from different angles and in close-up detail.  Those images would be projected on two large screen placed on either side of the stage for the audience to observe every winding and every knot.


With her legs bound, the Princess was helped by her assistant to a kneeling position.  He then took a thicker rope and placed a noose around her neck with the rest of the rope trailing down her back.  He threaded that rope between her ankles and around that binding, then pulled slowly.  All watching could see the rope tighten about the Princess’ neck, then pull her head backwards as the pressure forced her to arch her body.  When her head was almost at the level of her bound arms, he ceased pulling and knotted the rope off.  From the camera’s view, the audience would be able to see just how much her body was forced into a backward bend.  She would not be able to straighten up without strangling herself.


This was not only an awkward and uncomfortable position to be tied in, but also it was one that would be very hard to escape from.  Unless, of course, you were an expert.  Princess Otani had practiced that and many other escapes for hours every day of her life.


The lever that would cause the platform to tilt was located to one side of the stairs.  Attached to it was a bucket.  Above that was a clear tank of water, about five gallons.  The assistant would turn a tap to allow the water to slowly pour into the bucket.  When enough weight had accumulated in the bucket, it would pull down the lever and release the platform.


He stood by the valve and looked up to the Princess.  She called out that she was ready.  He turned the valve and then backed away.  The clock was running.  Careful timing had shown that she would have approximately two minutes and twenty seconds to escape.  Plus or minus five seconds.


Her hands immediately began working on the ropes around her chest, fingers crawling over them, tugging at a piece here and there.  During the performance, the side camera would see all that, but the audience would feel certain that no woman could escape from bondage that tight and in such a strained position.


For a long time the only sign of activity was her fingers working.  She had managed to pull some slack into one of the windings and, because that was the one that the final knots was tied to, allow that knot to lower a bit so her fingers could now reach it.  She began working on that.


From the front, it was a most interesting view.  The kneeling body was a fine example of sexy female, and bent backwards it was as if she were showing her body off.  Her fair sized breasts were pointed straight up with the rigid nipples clearly visible on the close-up camera.  Her pubic region was thrust out towards the viewers as if being offered to them.  The thin material covering that place was pulled tighter by the position, and when the camera panned down the vagina lips could clearly been seen slightly parted.  Had the camera come in a little closer, it would be obvious that she shaved that area.  But it was not planned to come in that close.


Just over a minute had passed and she had some of the rope trailing down towards her bound ankles.  She was hurriedly working on the rest of the ropes, even though her fingers were growing increasingly tired from the hard work and the fact that the circulation in her arms was somewhat impaired by the tightness of the ropes.  Her pretty face was showing consternation as she worked and as the internal clock in her mind ticked off the seconds.  To those watching, the bucket had already lowered itself and the rope connecting it to the lever was taut.  Just the water trickled down into it.


A minute and a half – ninety seconds – and she still had not worked her hands free.  Suddenly, the final knot was eliminated and the ropes began falling away from around her body.  She tugged at that rope around her wrists, forcing her hands through it.  Suddenly her arms were free.  Still bending backwards, one hand was reaching down to the knot that held the rope around her neck.  Franticly her fingers tugged at it.  Fortunately – as planned – that was a single knot and the rope thick enough to easily be untied.  She lifted her body to an upright position and reached down to where the ropes around her knees were knotted.  Both hands in front of her now and she was working rapidly at the two knots there.


The weight of the bucket was very, very close to pulling the lever all the way down.  She knew that, and the audience would know it during the show.  Any second and the springs would tilt the wooden platform she was kneeling on, sending her plunging down onto those blades.


There was a loud click and suddenly the platform was rising in the back.  At exactly the same instant, Princess Otani threw her body sideways and straightened her legs in a sort of leap.  The platform pushing her forward helped.  Her arms reached out and grasped the rail that held the water tank and bucket assembly.  Her momentum swung her body and legs out, away from the swords.  Letting go, she dropped about five feet to the floor, landing on her still-bound legs.


Turning around, she untied the ropes from her legs and stepped forward, arms raised in triumph.


The last second escape had been carefully planned, of course.  She knew about when the platform would spring and was waiting for it.  When she heard the click, she leapt.  It was designed so that the audience would be certain she would not be totally free in time and would fall on the blades.


Her assistants ran up to her and congratulated her.  The practice had gone perfectly.


This time.






Chapter XIV


Woman in the Boxes

 

Betty Sue Anderson was not as well known as Stella or Princess Otani, but she was no beginner, either.  Her specialty was Locked Box escapes.  The one she was planning for the contest was her most ambitious and, therefore, the most dangerous.  In her work area, she was helped by her brother and his wife.  Not that her purpose was to keep it all in the family, but simply because they would work for free and she barely eked out a living from doing her act at county fairs and occasional larger venues.


Her apparatus was simple: a collection of ropes, handcuffs, and three boxes made of plastic, wood and metal.


Betty Sue was not her real name; she felt that Tiffany Barbara Snodgrass would not do for an escape artist.  Betty Sue had a girl-next-door, down home, all American feeling to it.  She never forgave her parents for being named Snodgrass, even if it was an honorable Irish name, meaning “dweller in the smooth grass” and went back to the late thirteenth century.  Rather plain in appearance, she augmented her act by wearing a special custom outfit that her sister-in-law had designed and made for her.  Basically, it was a black leather catsuit, a one piece jumpsuit that molded itself to her body.  There was a collar, but below that a diamond shape was cut out to expose her chest from the neck down to almost the navel.  It was just wide enough to show the insides of her breasts – altogether a rather sexy outfit, if you like your women kinky.  She added a pair of lace-up over the calf high-heeled boots for a really nice super-kinky touch.


On that Thursday afternoon, she getting ready for a full dress rehearsal, so she was wearing her kinky catsuit and her heels click-clacked across the wooden floor to where Tony and Sandra were waiting.  During the contest they would be wearing similar leather attire, especially Sandra who had a really short and tight leather skirt that showed off her fine legs quite nicely.  Of course, she wore very sexy high heels of patent leather with an ankle strap.


Betty Sue walked up to them, demonstrating her “wiggle walk,” a way of putting one foot in front of the other as she walked that made her look as though she was trying to seduce the audience – which, in a sense, she was.


She turned her back to where the audience would be and struck a wide stance with her legs spread in a Vee.  She placed her arms behind her back and waited.  Tony stepped forward with rope in his hand, white nylon rope, the soft kind and only a little thicker than cotton clothesline would be.  When he was positioned behind her, Betty Sue leaned forward and lifted her arms.  The position was convenient for him to bind them, but also presented her bottom and legs thrust out at the audience.  He bound her elbows together, wrapping the rope a dozen times around them, cinching them down, knotting them tightly with three knots.  He did the same with her wrists.


At that point, she turned around to face the audience.  Her breasts, although not overly large, were of good size, and the pulling of her elbows together behind her accentuated them nicely.


Tony stepped back to make room for Sandra to come forward.  She looped rope around Betty Sue’s chest and proceeded to lash her arms to her body with tight windings above and below the breasts and again around the narrow part of her waist.  She cinched them down and knotted them tightly.


Tony came forward then, rolling a low table on wheels.  He and Sandra then helped Betty Sue onto the table where she lay on her bound arms and lifted her legs straight up.  Tony began wrapping rope around her ankles, while Sandra began binding them just above her knees.  With the legs totally done, they lifted her off the table and stood her up.  Sandra then placed a ball gag, bright red in color, of course, in Betty Sue’s mouth and buckled the strap behind her head.  Tony then placed a black leather discipline hood over her head.  It took him a little time to lace it up in the back, but when he was finished her entire head was covered in soft, tightly applied leather.  Only a tiny hole was left for her nose.


The two assistants stepped back to each side and allowed the bound woman to be on display for all to see.  She was covered with black leather from head to toe, only a tiny bit of her nose showing and her bare hands in back.


Tony and Sandra then brought forth a small box made of half-inch thick plexiglass.  The corners were reinforced with brass fittings and the top was hinged and had two hasps.  The clear box was placed on the floor in front of Betty Sue and the lid opened.  The two of them picked up the bound woman and placed her inside the box, on her knees.  The box was only a tiny bit wider and longer than her body, so it was a tight fit.  Especially when they bent her over and pushed her body down so she was folded into a small ball with her head touching her knees.  The lid was closed over her bound arms.  Tony had to push down on the lid to compress Betty Sue and force it to close.  He then put two padlocks in the hasps and locked them shut.


It was obvious that the woman in the cube really could not move at all.  There simply was no room for her to do anything but lift her head a very little.  Even without the ropes, the box was enough to ensure she would not be escaping.


But wait!  There was more!


Tony and Sandra carried out another box, this time a little larger and made of wood.  They sat it down next to the clear box.  They lifted the smaller cube and placed it inside the larger box.  It was a tight fit, no doubt about that.  He closed the lid and again locked it with two large padlocks.


The two of them placed the wooden box on the small table.  Tony turned the table around to show all sides.  Then they brought out the final restraint: a metal box only a little large than the wooden one.  Into that they put the wooden box and closed the lid.  This time, they not only locked it with two large locks, they set out three chains on the table, then lifted the metal box, obviously with some effort for the whole arrangement was getting heavy now, and placed it in the center of the chains.  Two of the chains were wrapped around the box sideways and then locked on top.  The third chain went around the length of the box and was also locked on top.


Tony then picked up a remote control and pressed a button.  From above, a hoist lowered a chain with a large carabiner hook at the end.  When it was at the height of the box, he snapped the carabiner through the chains and stood back.  The hoist then took up the slack in the chain and began to lift the box up.  Slowly the box rose, first to waist height, then head high, and finally six foot above Tony’s head.  There he stopped it.


While the boxes were being lifted, Sandra had rolled the table back behind a screen.


At that point, Tony and Sandra would give Betty Sue time to finish the escape by putting on a little demonstration of their own.  Tony locked a pair of handcuffs on Sandra’s wrists.  She turned so her hands were out of sight behind her for only a few seconds, then she handed the cuffs back to Tony.  She turned her back to the audience and again he locked them on her wrists behind her, and then added a pair around her elbows.  Again she turned her front to the audience, wiggled and twisted for a good ten seconds, then turned and handed both sets of handcuffs to Tony.


The little show was simply to give Betty Sue time to work herself free of the ropes.  The real part of the escape came just after she was locked into the wooden box.  At that point, the back of the box was facing the wheeled table.  The back sides of both the clear plastic box and the wooden box were hinged to lift up when she pushed backwards against them.  She would wiggle backwards out of the two nested boxes and into the small space under the table, which was covered with cloth on all sides.  By the time Tony and Sandra brought out the metal box, she would have gotten out of the boxes and into the table.  They would then put the plastic and wood boxes into the metal one and take their time to lock it and wrap the chains around it.  When it lifted into the air, the audience would think that she was still tightly bound inside the three boxes, but she would not be.  When Sandra rolled the table out of sight, Betty Sue would roll out of it and begin seriously working on the ropes binding her.  She was very good at working her way free of ropes and should have been finished and ready to make her dramatic reappearance after Tony and Sandra finished their handcuff demonstrations.


At that point, Tony would lower the boxes and open them one at a time until the final box was exposed, but with the captive woman inside no longer there.  Betty Sue would then come dancing down the aisle of the auditorium, waving to the crowd and smiling all around.  While they boxes were being unlocked, she would rush from behind the stage out to the lobby, and then make her appearance.


For this rehearsal, there was no audience or aisle, so she would simply come out from behind the screen.  Again, because it was a rehearsal, they did not bother going through the lowering of the boxes and opening of them.


That was how it was suppose to work.


Tony and Sandra waited for Betty Sue to come out.  And waited.  After a minute, they looked at each other with the same thought in their heads.  Betty Sue must have had trouble getting the ropes off!  They walked over to the screen, ready to chide her for failing that part of the escape.


There was no Betty Sue, fighting the ropes or otherwise.  Tony quickly looked under the table but found the space there empty.  Once again the two of them looked at each other.


“Maybe she’s playing a trick on us,” Sandra said.


Tony looked around the work area and shook his head.  Then it snapped up to the boxes still hanging.  They both rushed over to where the remote control lay on the floor.  Tony grabbed it and pressed the button to lower the boxes.


Nothing happened.


Again he mashed down on the button.  The hoist refused to obey and the boxes still hung far over their heads.


“Shit!” he muttered and looked around.  There was a large ladder standing against one wall, the ladder he had used to place the hoist motor in position on the rafter.  He rushed over and dragged it back.  As quickly as he could, he opened the ladder and climbed up.  From the top, he could just reach the hoist, but instead he turned his attention to the chained boxes.  From his pocket, he took the keys and began unlocking the outer padlocks.


“You’ll drop her!” cried Sandra from below.


“Have to,” he called out as he worked feverishly.  “We don’t have time to try to fix the hoist.  Got to get her out of there!”


They were both aware of the danger for Betty Sue.  Locked inside three boxes there would be very little air for her to breath.  Had the escape gone as planned, she would be out of the boxes before that little air was used up.  But since she had not gotten out, she was in very real danger of suffocating.  Especially with that leather discipline hood over her head.  And bent over into a ball did not make breathing any easier.


The lengthwise padlock gave way, then one of the side ones.  The chains hung down and the metal box tilted to one side.  The twisting of the box and the chains made it hard to pull the padlock out even after he had unlocked it.  Finally, with a curse, he forced it out and the box dropped to the floor with a loud crash.  Tony could only hope that Betty Sue would not be injured by the drop, but he was more worried about her air supply.


He practically jumped down off the ladder.  Again he had to take precious seconds to select the right keys.  The locks on the metal box gave up more easily than the ones of the chains had.  He flipped the lid over and then tilted the box on its side.  That was faster than for them to try to lift the box out.


The wooden box was lying on its side, half out of the metal one.  Tony grabbed it and pulled it all the way out.  Then he was fumbling at the two padlocks holding it shut.


When he flipped that lid back, they could both see that Betty Sue was still in the plastic box, still bound and unmoving.  It was fifteen long seconds before he could get the locks off it and tilt the box to dump Betty Sue out.


Quickly, he pulled out a pocketknife and began cutting the ropes.  As he did, Sandra was working at the laces on the discipline hood.  They both finished about the same time.  Rolling her over onto her back, Tony saw that she was not breathing.  Immediately he began CPR.  Between breaths, he told Sandra to call for help.


Betty Sue’s pretty features were a grayish blue in color and her skin was cold.  How long had she been without oxygen?  The wild thought occurred to him that they should have put air holes in the boxes.  But it had never been the intention that she remain in the boxes that long.  He continued to press his lips against hers and force air into her lungs.  After half a dozen breaths, he paused to push his open palms against her chest to force the heart to beat.


Sandra came rushing back to announce that help was coming.  “Is she…?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” he replied as he pressed down on her chest.  “I don’t know.”


It was five minutes before two security guards rushed in, carrying a bag.  They were trained first responders and began immediately to take over the CPR.  One was readying an oxygen mask.






Chapter XV


A Dangerous Profession

 

“She was lucky that you knew CPR.”


The paramedic who had responded and taken over from the first responders security guards, was talking to Tony and Sandra.  Carl Hardson and a few others were also standing in the work area as Betty Sue was being carried out on a gurney.  An oxygen mask was strapped to her face but she was breathing.


“Without your quick action, she would have died for sure.”


“Will she be okay?” Sandra asked.


“I can’t say.  She was not responding to verbal questions but she is breathing on her own.  We’ll get her to the hospital where the doctors can work on her.”


The young man looked at the open boxes, cut ropes, locks and chains lying around on the floor.  “What the hell was going on here?”


“Betty Sue is a professional escape artist.  She was practicing for the contest.”


The paramedic only shook his head and headed for the door.


Sandra could not stop the tears running down from her eyes.


“Now tell me exactly what happened,” said Carl Hardson.  “Exactly what happened.”


Tony told him.  “I don’t know why the boxes failed,” he finished up, “but I’m going to find out.”


Hardson knelt down to examine the wooden box.  Tony joined him.


“This is the release for the end panel, right?”


“That’s right.  Pretty much standard escape apparatus.  It’s simple and should work with only a little pressure from the inside.  In fact, we occasionally had trouble with the panels lifting before the right time.  Betty Sue had to be careful not to push backward too soon.”


“You’re right, it is a simple mechanism.  And should work.  But not if it’s jammed with a screw.”


“What!”


“Here…”


“God Damn!” Tony said.  “Someone sabotaged it!”


“I’ll wager that you’ll find the hoist motor has been sabotaged also,” Hardson told him.”  He stood and looked at the remains of the escape lying around his feet.  “Someone who knew just how this kind of escape was done fixed it so that she couldn’t back out and was stuck in the boxes.  Someone who knows the escape profession very well.”


His last words were spoken softly and slowly.  It was obvious to all present that he was saying that the culprit was someone on one of the teams.  One of their own kind.




* * * * *




 

Stella and Tara were having dinner that night in the restaurant.  The crowd was unusually quiet, with a lot of glances being cast around at the others involved with the contest.  Word had pretty well spread all around that another sabotage had occurred, this time resulting in more harm that the first.  Betty Sue was in the hospital in guarded condition, meaning that she was not out of the woods but was recovering.  The doctors were worried that some brain damage might have occurred from oxygen starvation while she was in the boxes.


“It’s too bad about Betty Sue,” Tara was saying.  “I hope she gets better.”


“We all do,” said Stella, “except, of course, for the person who sabotaged her act.”


“I guess it is pretty well established that it was someone in this group,” Tara said, glumly.


“Looks like it.  We had better take extra care with our props,” Stella said as she toyed with her steak.  “And check them out before every practice.  This last one came close to killing her, and the one before that could have, too.”


“Hey, there’s that Lt. Powers again,” Tara said as she spotted the sad looking policeman.  “Guess Hardson had to call him again.”


“It would be nice if he would catch the person, but I’m not too sure about him.  He doesn’t seem to understand this profession at all.”


“He’ll be questioning us all again?”


“Seems likely,” Stella replied.  “That’s all he can do: ask questions.”


“Can’t he get some fingerprints off the sabotaged stuff?”


“He tried.  Brought in a lab team, but they found nothing but the prints that should be there.  Perhaps the culprit wore gloves.”


Lt. Powers spotted Stella and made his way towards her table.


“Mind if I sit with you?” he asked, already sitting down before she had a chance to reply.


“Sure, go ahead – so long as you’re already sitting there.”


Ignoring her barb, he pulled out his small notebook and opened it to a fresh page.  “Did you know that woman, this Betty Sue, very well?”


“I met her once or twice,” Stella replied.  “But would never call her a friend or close acquaintance.


A waiter came over, attracted by the policeman, and asked what he would like.  He just asked for a cup of coffee.  For a while he stared at this notes, and then sighed and flipped the notebook closed.


“Tell me,” he asked, “why is it you escape artists always do such dangerous stunts?”


Stella smiled at him.  “Not every one of us does that.  Some just show off their escape ability.  Betty Sue was doing that.  Her escape would not have been dangerous if it went as planned.  She would have been out of those boxes only a couple minutes after she went in.


“Now, Mystica was doing an escape that did have an element of danger in it.  The audience would know that if she failed to escape, she would drown.  As nearly happened.


“But to answer your question, the element of danger adds to the drama.  And excitement.  Audiences like to see someone tempt death.  Maybe there is a psychological motive behind it; perhaps they morbidly want to see someone killed before their eyes.  We are a rather bloodthirsty race, as you know, being a policeman and all.  Why is there so much shooting and stabbing and bloodshed in the movies?  Why is it that a cheaply made, horribly acted slasher movie can sell well at the box office so long as it has blood and guts aplenty?  The public, in general, wants to see violence and danger.


“We add danger simply because that makes it more exciting for the audience,” she concluded.


His coffee came.  He lifted it and blew on the surface to cool it.  “You know, if you didn’t make these stunts so dangerous, these two attempts - or should I say sabotages - might not have happened.”


“There I disagree with you.  I think that the person doing this is only trying to sabotage the acts, not really kill people.  Whoever it is wants to eliminate competition.  He – or she – would sabotage the acts anyway, even if there were no danger to the performer beyond being embarrassed.”


“I suspect that if someone were killed, it would discourage the rest,” he said.


“Not this group.  At least, not most of them,” she replied.  “All of us know this is a dangerous profession.  I can give you a list of people who have been hurt or even killed doing escapes.  A true professional takes precautions, and the escape is not really as dangerous as it looks.  But there have been even professionals who made mistakes and paid for them.”


He took a sip of the coffee and casually asked, “Who do you think is doing this?”


Stella smiled.  “Wish I knew.  You’d be the first person I tell.”


“It will be easy to find out who is doing it,” Tara spoke up.


“Easy?” he asked.


“Sure!  All you have to do is wait.  When all the acts but one have been sabotaged, that one is the culprit!”


Both Stella and Lt. Powers frowned.  Neither bothered to comment on the suggestion.


“I’ll keep my eyes and ears open,” Stella told him.  “If I see anything, I’ll let you know.”


“Thanks.”  He finished off the coffee in two gulps.  “And be careful.  Check your equipment constantly.”


“I always do,” Stella said.  “It’s my life on the line.”


He pursed his lips and put the coffee cup down.


“Does he ever smile?” Tara said as the policeman wandered across the room.  Then he sat down next to Olga and Ivan.


“Probably not.  When you’re dealing with the dregs of society every day, you tend to see everything in a negative light.”


“He’s talking with Olga.  Now there’s a couple I would watch carefully.  She’s got a temper and he’s a sneaky little bastard.”


“And she would like the million dollars,” commented Stella dryly.


“Wouldn’t we all?” Tara replied, equally dryly.






* * * * *




 

After dinner, Stella and Tara took a walk in the garden adjacent to Magicland.  Carl Hardson had set up a very tranquil, well-maintained garden with numerous paths to walk along.  Multihued flowers filled the pathways, and a variety of trees formed the backdrop to a lovely setting on that warm summer evening.  Very shortly into their walk they came upon a large pond with a Japanese style bridge over it.  Pausing at the top of the arching bridge, they looked down into the dark waters to find numerous large fish in a multitude of colors ranging from gray to pure white, with gold, red, black patches covering their bodies.


“Koi,” Stella said.  “Someday, when I retire, I would like to have a garden like this with a Koi pond.  Did you know they will eat right out of your hand?”


“They certainly are colorful.  That one is black and orange.  And that big one is white with a large red patch on its head.”


For a while they watched the colorful fish swimming, unaware that they were themselves being watched.  From a hiding place in the bushes, a pair of hard eyes watched the two beautiful women in the fading twilight.  The lips under those eyes were tightly compressed, an indication of the hatred within.


Finally, the two began wandering back to the main castle-like building.  The hard eyes watched them until they disappeared into the building.








Chapter XVI


The Milk Can

 

“Are you sure you want to do this?”


Tara’s voice showed the nervousness within the young woman.  Ever since Stella had taken her “under her wing,” so to speak, and saved her from an abusive and dangerous lifestyle, she had become not only a close friend of the escape artist, but a lover in both the physical and emotional sense.  Nothing else in her world really mattered save for Stella.


“That will be dangerous!” she added.


“Sure it will,” Stella said brightly, “and the audience will love it!”


“If you survive…”


“If I don’t, they’ll love it all the more.  Imagine being able to tell your friends that you were there when the great Stella Walters met a challenge she couldn’t overcome.”


“Oh, Stella, don’t talk that way.”


Stella picked up the sketch she had drawn of the escape.  The roughly drawn woman in it certainly looked as if she were not only in a position from which no woman could possibly escape but also one in which she was sure to lose her life.


“We have to get a few additional parts made, but I’m sure that Edmund can work them up.  We still have ten days before the contest.”


This new idea came to Stella while she was tickling the bound and gagged Tara mercilessly the prior evening.  Some of her best ideas came while she was playing with her friend.  This idea would replace the escape she had been planning to use but had not been totally happy with.  It seemed to lack a certain excitement, a high enough amount of danger, something that would really reach out and grab the audience’s attention – and the judges, of course.


“Besides, if it works as I plan it to, I won’t be in any danger,” Stella added as she made a slight addition to the drawing.  She added a black leather discipline hood over the woman’s head.




* * * * *





Carl Hardson watched, fascinated, as Stella and Tara discussed this new escape plan.  The door to his private observation room opened behind him, but he continued to watch the monitors before him.  There was only one person who knew the code for the keypad lock on that door, and she was welcome anywhere in Magicland.


“Oh, that’s Stella!” exclaimed Heather, Hardson’s granddaughter, a girl he had raised from an early age when her parents died in a car crash.  She walked up behind his chair, leaning heavily on the two aluminum forearm crutches she needed ever since an accident had damaged her legs.  “Do you know what kind of escape she’s planning, Grandpa?”


“A basic idea,” he said as he turned to the teenage girl.  His features, which had been their normal stern expression, softened as he saw her.  There was no question that he loved her – anyone could see that in his eyes.


“She was going to do a water tank escape, but has just changed her mind.”


“Will the new one be better?”


“It should be, if she can do it as she just outlined.”


“Oh, good!  I’m looking forward to seeing that,” she said with a smile.


For a brief moment, a frown crossed the man’s face, but it quickly fled.  “You will.  I have arranged for you to have a front row seat for the contest.”


“Oh, thank you, Grandpa!  This whole idea of yours for an escape artist contest is really great.”


“It will be a lot of publicity for Magicland,” he said.  “That’s the bottom line.”






* * * * *




 

Lt. Powers spent the whole day talking again to all those entered in the contest or who were part of the support teams, but came up with a complete blank.  Since it was really impossible to tell when the equipment was sabotaged, asking people for alibis as to where they were would prove nothing.  He then spent a good deal of time going over the security surveillance videos of Magicland, but, again, learning nothing useful.


It was really too bad that he did not know about the video cameras and recordings Carl Hardson was making of the work areas and even the private apartments of the contestants.  Those might have told him a great deal.






* * * * *




 

Gigi would have liked to do her escape over the tiger’s cage, but getting a live tiger proved a little too difficult.  Which was too bad, because a real tiger prowling around and looking up at the poor girl bound and struggling over his head as if he were certain she was his next meal always caught the audience’s attention.


Instead, she had fallen back to an old escape she had seen done when she was a child and first becoming interested in the profession.  It was called the “Milk Can Escape” because it involved the artist being chained up and then placed inside a metal can of the type once used to hold large quantities of milk being transported from the farms.  Gigi had seen it done by a fellow Frenchman, but originally it was invented by the Master Escape Artist, Harry Houdini in 1908.  He claimed it was the “best escape that I have ever invented.”


The milk can is a cylinder about three feet tall that tapered down to another, narrower cylinder at the top.  Atop that was a lid hinged on end side and with two hasps for locks.


The escape began with Houdini pounding the metal can to demonstrate its solidity.  It was then filled with water to overflowing.  Houdini was handcuffed and stepped into the can.  He would squat down until only his head showed.  He would take a deep breath then duck down.  The steel cover was slammed on, the hasps latched and two padlocks attached.  A screen was put in front, and the audience was invited to see if they could hold their breaths as long as Houdini.  After a couple minutes, Houdini would emerge from behind the screen, wet but free of the can and the handcuffs.  The screen would be removed, showing that the can was still there, its lid still locked in place.


Gigi made the trick a little fancier by adding a second pair of handcuffs on her ankles.  It meant that she had to be lifted and inserted by an assistant, but it added to the act.  For the contest, she planned to add additional chains and locks between her hands and feet, and even to have her hands locked behind her back, something that most others doing the same trick never did.


Gigi was alone in her work area.  In the middle sat the milk can, shiny steel and very solid looking.  It was, in actuality, very solid.  She placed her hand on the smaller cylinder and opened the lid.  During the performance, she would invite someone up to inspect the can.  She would also have it tilted or even turned upside down and shaken, to show that there was nothing inside it.


The hasp and lid were not fakes.  Once the lid was locked in place, it was quite solid and could defeat anyone’s attempts to break out.  The trick of the escape as not in the lid – well, not exactly.  The cylindrical portion above the main section was apparently attached with rivets.  Only they were fakes.  The entire top section could be lifted straight up and separated from the rest of the can.  However, when being inspected, the top section could not be lifted from the outside.  There was no place to get a grip on it, and it was fitted tightly enough to make it difficult to slide off, especially if wet, as it would be.  But…  To a person inside the can, it was easy to push straight up and lift the top section away.  Then all she had to do was free herself of the handcuffs and chains, which she might already have done inside the can, and step out.  The handcuffs were, of course, rigged to open easily if you knew the secret.  She would then place the top back on the can, and step victoriously out from behind the curtain.


It was, in reality, a very easy escape, and one that Houdini made famous.


Gigi hoped it would impress the judges, but since it was a famous escape from Houdini, it was possible they knew the trick and would consider it too simple.  She could only hope it would be good enough.


She spent a few minutes inspecting the can, the lid and manacles in the box next to it.  All seemed to be in proper working order.  She sighed.  Only a few more days.  She would practice, but the trick was so simple and required almost no special skills that she really did not need the practice.  As she left the building, she inspected the locks that had been provided on the door, and the two additional locks that she had added and that only she had the key for.  She did not want anyone sabotaging her act.


That night, shortly after midnight, it was sabotaged.






* * * * *




 

The next morning, Carl Hardson was sitting in his private security room, looking over the recordings made during the night.  The cameras he had set up were all connected to a computer system that monitored them.  If there was no movement in the screen, the computer did not record.  But, if it detected movement, it would record until the movement stopped, and then for a while after that.  He had made sure there were lights in the work areas that could not be turned off.  It was to ensure that if someone came into a work area he would see who it was.


Mostly these nighttime videos showed nothing.  A few times, one of the performers would be working late but nothing suspicious came up until he started the recording for Gigi’s work area.  The time stamp on the recording showed that it was just after one o’clock in the morning when the recording started.


Hardson sat up straighter.  There was a darkly dressed figure sneaking into the camera range.  The figure went directly to the milk can.  For a minute, it looked over the device, and then opened the lid.  Using the lid as a handle, he worked the top section off.  It did not come easily, but it did come up enough for him to confirm the way that trick worked.  He then applied some paste from a tube all around the collar and pushed the top section back onto the can.


Hardson backed up the recording and was able to see how the figure had gotten into the room in the first place.  Then he froze the frame and sat there staring at the figure caught in the act of sabotage.  The light was dim but he recognized who it was.


His hand reached for the phone as he recalled the number that Lt. Powers had given him.  Then his hand halted just above the phone.  For long seconds it hovered there, and then withdrew.


No, he decided.  He would not call the police.








Chapter XVII


Mistress X

 

It was fortunate that there had been two sabotage attempts before.  If that had not been on her mind, Gigi might have gone through with the practice session without first checking her equipment.  It had been, after all, in a locked room since she had checked it the night before.


But check it again she did.  And found that she could not slide up the top section.  Some type of strong glue had been placed on the interface between the top collar and the bottom section.  Even with her assistant helping, they could not get the milk can to separate.  If she had gone ahead without checking, she would have found that she was unable to push the top off.  Then it would be a question of how long before her assistant realized that something was wrong.  And how long it would take to unlock the padlocks and lift the lid.


It was unlikely that Gigi would have drowned, but…


She immediately went to Carl Hardson to tell him about the latest sabotage.  He frowned and shook his head, but agreed that something had to be done.  He promised to tell the police officer investigating.  Meantime, he advised Gigi to get a new milk can or a different escape for the contest, now only eight days away.  He also said that he would arrange for armed guards to patrol the work area buildings, and even for one to stay inside the work area if Gigi wanted that.  She said no, that extreme would not be necessary, but it was obvious that the event had shaken her up.  Perhaps it was the thought of finding herself shackled, underwater and unable to escape – the fear of all escape artists.


Hardson did call Lt. Powers and did inform him of the new attempt.  But he did not state that he knew who was doing the sabotage.




* * * * *




 

Word quickly spread about the new attempt at sabotage.  Everyone connected with the contest showed signs of nervousness.  Each team glanced at the others with speculation and distrust in their eyes.


That same day, only seven days before the contest, a large box was delivered to Stella Walters’ area.  Stella and Tara made sure that the work area was closed before opening the wooden crate.  Within, was an object both beautiful and repugnant.  It was a coffin made of clear plexiglass.  It was the classic old coffin shape, with a narrower bottom widening out on the top end.  In all respects it was a functional coffin.  The lid was hinged and could be opened and closed, and was equipped with four hasps so it could be padlocked in place.


The two of them carried it over to a worktable.  Stella carefully examined the whole assembly, checking each corner weld and seam.  Finally satisfied, she opened the lid and climbed in.  Assuming the classic corpse position on her back, arms folded across her chest, she told Tara to close the lid.  Tara did, but with a shudder.  Since this was only a check of the fit, the lid was not locked, but as soon as it was closed Tara shook her head.  The plexiglass walls were a close fit for the escape artist within.  The lip allowed a little extra room while the sides pressed in.  Which was the way Stella had ordered it.  When she was confined within during the contest, her arms would be secured behind her back, so some extra room was needed on top.


She lay there for a while, gauging the amount of air within the coffin, and therefore how long she could expect before it ran out.  Three and a half minutes later, she pushed the lid open and took a deep breath.  The air had begun to become stale and her breathing harder.


When she was out, Stella flipped open her cell phone and made a call.  Tara, meantime, closed the lid and wiped off her fingerprints.  It might be a symbol of death, but at least she could keep it clean.


The next morning, another crate was delivered to her along with some other boxes, including one marked “explosives”.






* * * * *




 

Mistress X was the show name of Carla Haniko, a half Latino, half Japanese woman of thirty some years and an experienced escape artist.  The unusual combination of a Mexican mother and a Japanese father had produced a very stunningly beautiful woman, a mixture of the best of both genetic lines.  Her long black hair framed a face that at first appearance was Oriental.  But the coloring was wrong; it was the darker shade of the Indio from her mother’s people.  Combine that with a not-too-slender body of full breasts and shapely legs, and you had a nice to look at package.  She also had a good sense of showmanship, and knew how to turn an average escape into a dramatic, exiting experience.


On this sunny California afternoon, she had just returned from lunch and was once again checking out her equipment, something she did several times a day even if she were not practicing her act.  The equipment appeared to be in good condition and not tampered with.  She was alone in the work area because she had given her two assistants the day off.  They were both from Japan, hired by her father, and she had allowed them to take a day of rest before the serious practices began during the last few days before the contest.  They had taken off late that morning with two of the assistants of Princess Otani’s, also, of course, Japanese.  If Mistress X knew her the Japanese men, and she did, they would get to drinking sake and not be back before very late that night.  Maybe not until the next morning.


It being a Sunday, other teams had also given their workers the day off, so the area of the workshops was almost deserted.


Her act was a straitjacket escape but not of the usual type.  Her straitjacket was custom made and far more restrictive than the normal.  The top part was much as a normal straightjacket, with sleeves for the arms that wrapped around the front and were attached to the back of the jacket, forcing the arms into a tight wrap around the body.  The top part was buckled on with leather straps and padlocks, all quite tight and secure.  But then the jacket differed from the norm.  There was the normal crotch strap, a wide leather strap passing between the legs and tightly buckled to prevent the jacket from being pulled up.  But there was a second part, a leather sheath that covered her legs from the hips down to the ankles.  That sheath had a dozen straps to hold her legs together, along with hasps to attach locks.  After the sheath was secured on her legs, they would be bent double and a wide strap used to bind them in that doubled-up position.  There were then several straps from that leg-binder up to the top part of the jacket to secure it and prevent it from being pulled off the legs.  When it was finished, she would be strapped tightly in leather from neck to ankles and with her legs folded.  It was a position from which no one should be able to escape.  Most of the normal ways of working your arms out of a straightjacket would not work because of the straps holding the top to the bottom parts.


She would be put in those leather restraints and then gagged.  She would be picked up and placed inside a steel barred cage and locked in.  The cage would be atop a table about four feet off the floor.  A short curtain would be pulled around the cage, covering only from the top to the table level.  All under the table would be completely visible to the audience.


The escape was a double one; first the straightjacket then the cage.  The only negative part of the escape was that it took time.  The cage was not large and gave her very little room to move around in.  The locks were rigged to open by themselves two minutes after being locked.  When the lock closed, it punctured a small vial of acid that then ate through a tiny metal clip.  As soon as that clip was weakened enough, the lock could be shaken and would open by itself.  Working her arms out would not be too hard because all the straps were not buckled as with a normal straightjacket, but locked closed.  With the locks literally falling off, she could wiggle out of the leather restraints.  The only problem could arise from one or more of the locks failing to disengage properly.  Because of that, she had tested over fifty locks to perfect the mechanism, and was confident that they would not fail her.


She would have a pick hidden in her rather brief costume and use that to unlock the locks on the cage.


Her best time at doing all this was five minutes and eighteen seconds.  That was a bit long to make an audience wait with nothing happening on the stage, so, as she climbed the stairs to her apartment, she was thinking about what might be done as a diversion during that time.


Shedding her clothes, she entered the bathroom and took a shower.  When she emerged, damp all over, she failed to notice the dark figure hidden behind the door.  A sudden shock jolted her body, and then everything went black.






* * * * *




 

From his secret observation center, Carl Hardson watched as the figure dressed in black placed the stun gun up to the back of Mistress X’s neck and as her body jerked backwards then collapsed to the floor.


He was most interested to see what the figure would do next.  Leave her there and go sabotage her equipment?  Or would he sabotage the naked woman lying at his feet?


Hardson had to switch cameras as the figure carried the unconscious woman down the stairs and over to her equipment.  What now?  The figure placed her on a table and looked around at the cages, chains and locks and boxes of leather restraints.  What was he looking for?


He found what he was looking for in a cardboard box.  From that he pulled several coils of rope, white nylon and about a quarter inch in thickness.  Going to the naked woman, he began binding her body.  The arms were bound behind her, the elbows very tightly together.  Then he wrapped rope around her waist and arms, and cinched that down as tightly as he could.  The man watching on the monitor could see how it cut into her stomach – it was that tight.


He bound her legs together, as usual at the ankles and again above the knees.  A rope then went from the ankles up to the elbows and was used to pull her legs up into a classic hogtie.  Only he pulled very hard and forced the feet up higher than her bound wrists, almost all the way to her bound elbows.  Her body was forced into an arch by the tightness.


This was a very tight hogtie, and one that most people could never get out of, even a professional escape artist.  Hardson noted that as the man tied her, he seemed to be exuding hatred with the viciousness with which he bound her.  Did he hate this woman?  Or all women?


The hogtie was very tight and secure, but he was not finished with the unfortunate woman.  From his pocket, he pulled a ball gag and forced it into her mouth.  When it was buckled tightly, he tied a short rope from the back of the gag strap to her ankles and pulled until her head was lifted and pulled back.  She was beginning to moan, perhaps coming out of the stunned condition.


From his pocket, he took a small role of duct tape that he wrapped around her head, completely covering her eyes.  Then he stepped back and looked at his work.


There was no question that if she were not already feeling pain, she would as she awoke more.  It seemed every muscle in her body was strained by the tight ropes.  This kind of hogtie was only used when you wished to punish the victim.  It was uncomfortable at the very start and became extremely painful before very long passed.  A few hours of this kind of hogtie would be agony for any woman.


The figure then picked her up like a piece of luggage, using the rope between her ankles and elbows as a handle, and carried her over to the steel barred cage that was part of her act.  He inserted her into the cage and closed the lid.  Ignoring the locks lying around, he tied the lid shut with numerous windings of rope.  The knots were tied very tightly and in a dozen places to make it difficult to get out of the cage.  Which was clearly a case of overkill, since it was highly unlikely that Mistress X could possible free herself from the hogtie ropes.


For minute, the figure just stood there, looking at the secured package he had created.  Then he draped a tarp over the cage and left.


Hardson sat back in his chair after the figure had exited the room.  He was thinking.  He could easily notify his security to go to her work area and free her.  Or he could leave her there.  From what he had heard earlier that morning, it was unlikely that she would be discovered until the next morning.  It was about one o’clock now, and if left until morning, say eight o’clock, she would have to endure that crushing hogtie for nineteen hours!  That long in such serious bondage would surely result in some kind of physical damage to the woman.  Perhaps there would be problems from the circulation being impeded or cut off.  Perhaps there would be muscle or ligament damage.  Whatever, she was very probably not going to be in a position to carry on with the contest.  It was highly likely that the saboteur had eliminated this contestant.


He weighed the options and effects of this latest sabotage.  It might mean that some of the contestants would withdraw.  Maybe the police would even order him to cancel the contest.  That, he did not want, for his own reasons, and not all of them financial.  On the other hand, he felt no remorse at the idea of letting this very pretty woman suffer hours of agony.  That was simply not important.


Finally, he decided to allow her to enjoy her captivity for the rest of the day.  That evening, when she did not show up for dinner, he would have security go to her work area to check on her.  They would find her, probably suffering terribly, and release her.  Whether she was in good enough condition to continue with the contest or not, did not concern him at all.








Chapter XVIII


Sabotage - Again

 

When Stella heard about the attack on Mistress X, she realized that the reign of sabotage terror was changing.  No longer was the unknown terrorist targeting the equipment, he was now targeting the performers.  It was likely that, like Stella and Tara, everyone had increased the security of their work area.  She noted that most doors contained new locks in addition to those already provided by Hardson.  From what she heard, the teams were also taking more precautions, both in inspecting the equipment at every opportunity, but even going so far as to have one of them sleep down in the work area.  And there were the additional guards that Hardson had patrolling the grounds.


Stella considered the situation and made a phone call to a friend to ask a personal favor.  The next morning, a man showed at her work area as a result of that call.  He did his job, and left twenty minutes later.


Still, despite these precautions, the saboteur had struck again.  Mistress X was found by the security guards when she did not show up for dinner, and released.  She was, to say the least, not a happy camper.  Her hands were the worst damaged, being denied proper blood circulation for so many hours.  When she was untied, they were an ugly purplish gray and she could not feel them.  Fortunately, a while later, she began to cry at the pain in her hands – a good sign because it meant that the nerves were awakening.  By the end of a full day, she could move her fingers some, and the color had improved considerably.  However, the ordeal had done more than just injure her hands.  Being so tightly bound, gagged and blindfolded for eight hours had a negative impact upon her mind.  For the time being, at least, she did not want to be tied up again.  Even the mention of her custom-made straitjacket was abhorrent to her.


The saboteur had eliminated another of the contestants.


That day, two more large boxes were delivered to Stella, along with some other smaller boxes.  She and Tara were working hurriedly to prepare the new act, have it ready to go, and practice with it, all in only six days.


It was not a simple act, and when the equipment, including that clear plastic coffin, was ready, it would take a great deal of practice to make the escape work.


With the last of the deliveries came Edmund, an old friend and a master at making complex equipment from rough drawings.  Edmund, a bit advanced in years, limped and had a large scar running down his wrinkled face from the corner of one eye down to the chin where a piece of shrapnel had torn across his face.  As if to make up for the almost total lack of hair on top of his head, he sported a thick beard of gray hair.  It also covered part of the scar.


As they unloaded the crates, he explained how he had made the equipment and how it would work.  Tara was amazed at the solid workmanship of the hurriedly made devices, but Stella had expected nothing less.  Edmund was of the old school: if something was worth doing, it was worth doing right.


That evening they made their first run through of the act, minus the restraints but with Stella inside the coffin.  There were, as is often the case, some glitches to work out.  Like when the bracket at one end of the coffin ripped loose while it was being lifted into the air.  Fortunately, there was no damage to either Stella or the coffin when it fell three feet to the floor.  Edmund immediately set to work on a stronger bracket.  During the act it would have to lift not only its own weight but Stella’s and the restraints as well.


Late that night, Stella and Tara cuddled together in bed, tired but satisfied that they had worked out the basic presentation of the escape.  And it would be spectacular!




* * * * *




 

In the dark of night, a silent, black clad figure crept through the shadows outside the work area buildings.  The target that night was Princess Otani – or at least her equipment.  The saboteur gained entrance to the building via his usual method, but when he looked down upon the work area of the Princess, he was dismayed to find that one of her assistants was guarding the tarp covered equipment.  The Japanese man was not simply watching the equipment, he was slowly, silently patrolling the entire area.  As he came near, the saboteur could see that the man was wearing a Samurai sword.  Undoubtedly he knew how to use it.  The saboteur backed out.


For a while, he paused in the shadows, considering his next move.  For a long time he knelt there, thinking, cursing himself for missing an opportunity to sabotage one of the leading contenders in the contest, and trying to come up with an alternative.


In a way, it was good that he could not gain entrance to Princess Otani’s area.  That denial forced him into thinking more clearly than he usually did.  And that gave him the target for that night.  Again he entered the building, this time going into the area of Olga Andreyev.


Unknown to him, a set of hard eyes watched his moves on a monitor.  An amused smile crossed the Hardson’s lips as he watched the saboteur doing damage to Olga’s equipment.






* * * * *




 

“I vant somethink done!” Olga was shouting as she stood before her sabotaged guillotine.  “This cannot be allowed!”


That morning, she and her assistant Ivan had checked out the equipment.  During a test run of the guillotine, the massive, wicked blade had chopped through a piece of wood that was placed in the head hole to simulate Olga’s neck.  Since it was not suppose to really chop the wood, Ivan checked and found that the internal mechanism had been tampered with.  Had Olga been lying there, her neck locked in the stock piece, she would have one head shorter.  It would have just ruined her day.


Hardson cringed at her verbal onslaught.  She was a big woman, with a big voice, and it echoed nicely off the bare walls of her work area.


“I assure you, we are doing all we can to find out how this saboteur is gaining access to the work areas,” he told her in an effort to placate her anger.  It did little.  She still looked as if she wished to wring someone’s neck with her bare hands.


“Can you fix this problem?” he asked in an attempt to divert her attention.


“Da, it can be fixed,” she told him.  “But what if I had been in there!”


“Well,” he told her with a faint smile, “it means we would have had to clean up a large blood stain on the floor.”


“Duroc!  Worthless turd!”


Before she could think of worse terms in English, he cut her off with: “We will put more guards around your area.  Do you wish a guard inside at all times?”


That seemed to calm her down a little.  “Nyet,  no guard in here.  But if this happens again…”


“I assure you, it will not,” he told her confidently.


As he said that, he turned to look at Ivan who was cringing beside him, another victim of her angry outburst.  For just a brief second their eyes locked and a communication of sorts occurred.  Ivan turned even paler but said nothing.


“I am, of course, happy that you were not injured in any way,” Hardson said, turning back to Olga.  “If there is anything you need, please let me or one of my employees know.”


He then turned and left.


Olga pointed a stern finger at the disassembled mechanism before them, and ordered: “Fix that!” to Ivan.  Then she stomped away.






* * * * *




 

That afternoon, Carl Hardson sat before his private monitors and watched Stella and Tara and Edmund go through a practice run of her act.  He studied very carefully each move they made, each tiny portion of the performance, the exact position of each piece of equipment.  Then he played the recording over several times.  Finally, he rose, took up his cane and limped from the room, his mind filled with possibilities.








Chapter XVIX


A Good Night’s Sleep

 

Word of Olga’s “little equipment problem” got around quickly.  For those who questioned him at lunch, Hardson assured that steps had been taken to prevent any additional sabotage and they could all go on with their acts in safety.  Probably no one really believed him, least of all Olga who was bothered by the image of what would have happened had she been in the guillotine when it malfunctioned.  Slice!  Chunk!


The casual chatter and even professional exchange of information diminished and was replaced by suspicion and distrust.  Someone was out to ruin their escapes, and so far that someone had not been caught.


With three days left to go, a manager for Magicland came round to coordinate the storage and movement of equipment during the performance.  All of the acts would require special equipment, often elaborate or large, or both.  Several of the performers were using water tanks for variations on the classic underwater escapes.  That included Stella, who had her own custom-built water tank.  The manager measured each piece of equipment, estimated the weight and any sequencing necessary.  Then he told her that she was to go on next to last.  Supposedly, the position in the program had been chosen by random drawing, but it seemed to Stella that those most likely to be major contenders were all on last.  Carl Hardson was, after all, a showman, and a good showman always puts the best acts on last.


She and Tara and Edmund worked hard all that day to get the moves and timing down perfect.  In her act, the timing was all-important.  Tara, as the contest came closer, and as was expected, talked more and more about what they would do with all that money.  Stella just let her ramble on without pointing out that it was no sure thing that she would win.  She knew that Tara was talking about positive things because she was worried about the danger in the escape.  She was always like that.


On the day before the contest, when large dollies and forklifts were brought in to move the equipment to the main stage building, the tension became thicker, like a fog settling down over everyone.  Tempers flared when something did not go exactly right, but that was not all that unusual.  Escape artists, like most artists, were very temperamental and demanding people.  Add to that the fact that someone was sabotaging acts, that one of the performers was still in the hospital, plus all that money, and one had to wonder why there were not more incidents of temper and distrust.


Even on the day before the show, when the acts had to be finalized and ready, each artist carefully guarded their equipment.  Almost nothing was visible; all was either packed away or covered.  Hardson had told them all that there would be several guards in the storage area and that there would be no chance for any tampering.  Even so, most of the teams decided to have one of their own stay overnight with the equipment.  Cots were brought in for that purpose, although it was questionable whether anyone would do much sleeping.


Edmund volunteered to stay with the props so that Stella and Tara could get a good night’s sleep.  After a formal dinner during which Carl Hardson gave a little pep talk, told them the order they would appear, told them that the show was a sell out and that it would be broadcast to more than fifty countries, he wished them all good luck and left them to their own thoughts.


Tara was showing signs of nervousness as they walked to their apartment.  The work area seemed strange, being mostly empty now that the equipment had been taken.  Stella, on the other hand, seemed perfectly calm.


“How the hell can you stay so calm when all that money is on the line?” Tara asked her.


“Easy.  If I win, I win.  If not, I still gain from all the publicity.”  She took off her jacket and stretched, putting her blouse to the test as the large breasts pushed against the material.  “And, there is always next year,” she added.  “Carl says that he wants this to be an annual event.  I think it’s the best thing that has happened to the profession since Harry Houdini.”


Tara wiggled out of the tight dress she had worn to the dinner.  As was usual with that over-sexed young woman, she wore no panties or bra.  So with the dress gone, she was left standing there dressed only in a pair of high heels and a grin.


“You seem nervous,” Stella commented as she saw the nearly naked Tara looking at her.  “You need something to relax you?”


“Oh, would you?  Please?”


“And what kind of relaxing do you need?”


“Oh, something that you know I like.  Something exciting enough to take my mind off the damned contest.  You know what I like.”


“I could take you down to the work area, hang you by your wrists and leave you there to sleep all night.  If you can.”


Tara’s eyes gleamed, but also frowned.  She was not sure if Stella was serious.  They had done some pretty rough “play” and being hung by her hands for a long time was not out of the question.


“I’d rather you did something a bit more personal…  Like tie me up and force me to make love to you until we’re both exhausted.”


“But we do that sooooo often,” Stella complained.  “I still think that hanging you in the downstairs work area is a good idea.  That way you’ll be there to make sure that no one comes in and sabotages our equipment.”


“Our equipment is already gone!” Tara protested.


“Oh, that’s right.”


“Besides, what could I do to stop someone if I were hanging by my wrists?”


“You could yell for help.”


“You’d probably have me gagged – just so I won’t disturb your sleep.”


“You’re right,” Stella said, nodding in agreement.  “It is important that I get a good night’s sleep.  Wouldn’t want you disturbing that.”


Tara sighed.  “Why don’t you just tie my arms behind me and see what happens?”


“What, and be kept up all night with your continuous sexual activities?  I know you!”


Tara was used to this kind of banter between them.  Stella would suggest increasingly outrageous punishments and torments until Tara would give in and suggest one of the earlier, not so outrageous plans.


“Maybe when I hang you downstairs, I should add a heavy weight to your ankles.  Help keep you straight.”


“I’m already straight!” Tara protested.  “Except for these curves here… and here… and here.”  She was grinning as she showed Stella exactly the curves she was talking about.


“Maybe I should rent you out,” Stella said as she stroked her chin.  “I could tie you down to a bed and let some of the others have at you.  Linda Marshall and Melody might like to play with you.  And there’s that big guy, the one who worked with Betty Sue, what’s his name?  Well, anyway, he looks like a stud who could please even a harlot like you.”


She wandered over to a dresser and took out a length of rope.  “Or maybe Ivan, Ogla’s little partner.  Never can tell; he might have a nice sized prick in those pants.  Besides, you know what they say: size doesn’t matter, it’s how you use it.”


“They lie!” Tara protested.  “And that Ivan is a creep!  I can’t imagine you would be so cruel as to give me to him!”


Stella smiled, and Tara grimaced.  That was exactly the kind of punishment that Stella might well do to the submissive Tara.  And, even while she protested and struggled, she would like being turned over to strangers in a helpless state.  So long as Stella was there to protect her, she was game for a great variety of sexual activities.


“Maybe just hanging by my hands wouldn’t be so bad after all…” Tara said softly.  “For a little while.”


The “little while” turned out to be almost an hour.  She was taken downstairs, her hands bound before her and then she was hoisted up by those tied wrists until her toes were three feet off the floor.  Stella then carried out her threat and tied the poor girl’s big toes together, then hung a five-pound weight from them.  Tara moaned and protested, but the threat of a really big ball gag silenced her.  As Stella stood back to admire her handiwork, Tara thrust her hips at her captor and made moaning sounds that were a lot closer to lust than pain.  Stella patted her bare bottom and left her alone.


Tara was pretty sure that Stella did not really mean to leave her hanging there all night – although that was always a possibility.  But Stella returned after about an hour, a riding crop in hand and a grin on her face.


“Enjoying your relaxation?” she asked Tara.  From the strain on her face, it was obvious that Tara was not really having fun.  But Stella knew her friend very well, and knew that this punishment was “warming up” Tara for some more serious games.  A mild whipping of her ass, and the younger girl would be ready to do anything – and everything, and eagerly.


“Please don’t hit me,” Tara begged in her best hurt-little-girl voice.  “I’m suffering enough.”


“Nonsense, you’re just hanging there.  So I’ll give you a choice.  You can hang there for the rest of the night, which would force me to use a vibrator on myself if I want any relaxation at all, or you can accept a spanking of twenty hard strokes and then come to bed with me.”


There was never any question which of the punishments Tara would chose. So it was that her bottom was covered with red marks and she was squealing loudly with the mild dose of pain.  She also wiggled and twisted her body most delightfully under the impact of the riding crop.


Lest you think that Stella was being overly cruel, it might be pointed out that the rope binding Tara’s hands was very soft nylon, thicker than average, and wrapped a full dozen times around the wrists.  Had Stella used thinner cord and only a couple windings, with all her weight pulling downward, the rope would have cut into the hanging girl’s wrists in a much more painful manner.


The twenty strokes delivered, Stella removed the weight and cord from her toes and lowered her to the floor.  Immediately, before Tara even had a chance to rub at her sore wrists, her arms were grabbed, pulled behind her back and bound tightly with rope.  The elbows were tightly together, of course.  Tara moaned as her arms were bound, but pushed her breasts against Stella every chance she got.


She was then marched up the stairs to the bedroom, encouraged every step of the way by the riding crop adding additional red blotches to her already colorful bottom.


What happened then was pretty much what you would expect.  Stella tossed off the robe she had been wearing, disclosing a beautiful nudity, and Tara was tossed on the bed.  Then Stella was on her like a cat on a mouse, forcing the bound girl’s legs apart and seeking her private place, which, as expected, was very moist and ready for attention.


The two of them did some fine sixty-nine-ing, each working to excite the other but just enough to slowly build up the arousal without granting satisfaction too fast.


Later, Tara fell asleep in Stella’s arms, her arms still bound.  That would make it more convenient for some fun and games in the morning, you know.






Chapter XX


Let the Contest Begin

 

The morning of the contest, the sun was shining brightly across the southern California mountains, the air clean and pure, and filled an undeniable excitement.  The teams scurried about, making last minute changes, glaring at each other, and even going so far as to toss a few verbal taunts back and forth.  The nervousness of the last few days had diminished, buried under the final preparations and the fact that nothing more had happened.  Word was that Mistress X was making a full recovery from her enforced and cruelly tight hogtie, and that Betty Sue was improving considerably in the hospital.  Rumor was even that she might show up for the evening performance, but no one could confirm that.


Stella was laying out her costume in the dressing room assigned to her when Lt. Powers wandered in.  For a while he simply stood there, looking at Stella and at her costume.  His suit still looked a little too large for his frame and as if he had slept in it.


“Having any troubles?” he finally asked.


“Everything is going fine,” she told him.  For a while they looked at each other, a silent exchange conveying more than just those few words.


Finally the dole-faced officer pursed his lips, and told her, “Keep a sharp eye out.  Oh, and good luck.”


Again there was the exchange of looks.




* * * * *




 

The crowd began to arrive in mid-afternoon, a group of people eager to see some spectacular feats of magic and daring.  People risking their lives always draw a crowd.  It was that way with hangings back in the days when hangings were popular public events.


The contest was set to begin after the dinner hour, which meant a large crowd in the restaurant.  Most of the performers chose to eat in their apartments rather than face the distraction of the crowd.  Stella and Tara had a simple meal, and were silent for most of that.  Then it was time to go.  Behind the stage, they checked with Edmund, who assured them that no one had been anywhere near their props.  They went to the dressing room to change into their costumes.






* * * * *




 

Carl Hardson was dressed in a tux and was due to walk onto the stage in a few minutes to announce the beginning of the contest.  Peering from behind the curtain, he saw his granddaughter, Heather, sitting in the front row, right next to the judges.  He closed his eyes and whispered a silent prayer that she would appreciate what was about to happen.  It was for her that he had done so much.






* * * * *




 

Lt. Powers was wandering around behind the stage area, not really getting in people’s way but making his presence known.






* * * * *




 

It was time.


Carl Hardson walked out, leaning on his cane, a smile plastered across his face.


“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to what I hope will be the first of many annual Magicland Female Escape Artists Contests.  We have gathered together for your enjoyment the finest female escape artists in the world to be pitted against one another in a winner-take-all contest to determine who is the best!”


He went on to introduce the judges, explain how the judging would be conducted, and that there would be only one prize, that being an even one million dollars.


Then he introduced the first performer, and stepped off the stage.


The contest had begun.


As he had planned it, the first few artists were simply warm-up acts, by no means the best.  Still, they were professionals and presented a good performance doing straightjacket and handcuff escapes.


Leaving the back stage area, Hardson made his way through the labyrinth of passages under the auditorium and then up some stairs to a second floor hallway.  There he met with his most trusted security man, and a former military weapons expert.  They said nothing.  All the instructions had been laid down the evening before.  The man carried a two-foot plastic case.  When they departed, the man and his case climbed up stairs to the third floor and then up a ladder to a small crawl space at the very top of the auditorium.  From there, resting on his belly, he removed a small screen to give him a view out over the crowd and a clear view of the stage area.  Slowly, carefully, he opened the case and began assembling the sniper rifle. It was a .223 Remington equipped with a scope and a silencer.  The weapon was capable of delivering a high velocity bullet of a small caliber.  The round he chambered was copper jacketed, because his tests had shown that would penetrate an inch of plexiglass without shattering the pane or losing much of its velocity.


Backing up a little so the silenced end of the barrel would not protrude from the small opening, he settled down to wait.  Several times he checked his line of sight until he was convenience that it would be an easy shot.


Then he just waited.


The contest continued, each act becoming more daring and – the crowd love this – more dangerous.  The artists began to put their lives on the line for the crowd’s entertainment.  Or at least so it seemed.


Finally, it was Stella’s turn.  Olga had just performed a finely done escape from handcuffs and chains holding her down to a board with her head locked in the wooden frame of her guillotine.  She had to free herself from the shackles and chains, and then manage to get the padlock off the stock that held her neck positioned for the descending blade to separate from her body.  She made it with just the slightest fraction of a second to spare.


The stagehands brought Stella’s water tank, pushing it straight out from the back of the stage area.  It was already half filled with water and they had to roll it out slowly.  The audience could see the water sloshing around inside.  With it in position, they pulled out a hose and began filling it with more water.  The tank had clear side and front but was solid in the back and painted white.  With the water level about a foot below the top of the tank, they turned off the hose and left.


Stella came out, wearing, as was her wont, a cape that covered her costume and body.  She strode out to stand before the water tank, and then pulled her cape off with a flourish to reveal her first class body.  She was wearing a very tight pair of black leather pants with high heeled boots that laced up almost to her knees.  The waistband of the pants was cut very low on her hips to leave a wide gap between there and where the top began just below her breasts.  The top part was also of tight black leather, molded to her marvelous form from her neck to her wrists.  It was a rather kinky but oh so sexy outfit.  She tossed the cape aside and assumed a widespread leg stance with her hands on her hips.  Tara, also dressed in black leather but completely covered from neck to feet, wheeled out a table on which were numerous handcuffs, chains and ropes.


At the same time, stagehands wheeled out the plexiglass coffin on a large dolly.  It was placed in an upright position next to the tank.


Tara had picked up a pair of handcuffs and was holding them.  Stella turned her back to the audience and placed her arms behind her.  Tara immediately attached the handcuff around her wrists.  There followed two more pairs around her wrists, and her elbows were encircled with a chain and pulled together.  Tara locked the chain with a large padlock.  Turning around, Stella received the rest of her restraints.  More chain was passed around her body, above the breasts and below them, pulled tightly and locked in position.  Tara even ran a chain from those on her waist down between her legs and pulled that tightly enough so Stella lifted up on her toes.  That chain was then locked in position.


With the top half of her body encircled with chains and locks, Tara brought forth a rubber ball gag and buckled it tightly in Stella mouth.  Then she lifted a black leather hood and pulled that down over Stella’s head.  The hood had a strap around the neck, which she locked on with a padlock in front.  The hood was not a true discipline hood because it did not laced up in the back to assure a very tight fit over all the head.  But it was still a snug fit, nevertheless.


Tara then guided Stella back towards the coffin.  She knelt and helped Stella placed her feet inside the coffin.  Then she wrapped some chain around her ankles and locked them in place.  More chain went around her legs just above the knees and was locked tightly on.


Tara stepped back so the audience could get a good view of the chained up woman in the crystal coffin.  Stella’s form was a close match for the coffin.  The narrowing at the bottom matched her contour of her legs.  The top portion was only a tiny bit wider than her torso.  The only part of her that seemed to have any movement was her leather encased head.  She turned her head slowly from side to side a couple times, and then remained still as Tara added the final props for the escape.


The announcer explained, as Tara wedged several red sticks between Stella’s legs just above her chained knees but below the chain through her crotch, that this was dynamite.  Tara then placed a small red box on Stella’s waist.  A hook in back allowed her to hang it from the waistband of her pants.  The face of the box was a clock with no numbers but a single, large black hand against the white surface.  He added that the box was a timer set to explode the dynamite after three hundred seconds.  That would be one complete revolution of the hand.


Tara connected wires from the dynamite sticks to the box.  Looking rather worried, she checked everything over and then pressed a button on the box.  The hand began to slowly crawl along.  Tara immediately closed the lid and locked it with three padlocks in the hasps.


From the bracket atop the coffin, a cable went up to a hoist.  That began to lift the coffin upwards.  The coffin was just to the right of the tank.  It lifted until it was a couple feet off the floor, then began moving backward.  As soon as the front edge of the coffin was even with the back of the tank, it began moving towards the tank.  For just a brief second, the coffin disappeared behind the tank but immediately the top appeared above the tank as it was being lifted again.  Up it went, until the bottom of the coffin was just above the top of the tank.  It then moved forward until it was directly over the tank.  It paused there for a second, and then rapidly sank down into the water.


While this was occurring, the announcer was telling everyone that Stella would be lowered into the water.  If she did not escape from the chains and the crystal coffin in time, she would be killed when the dynamite exploded. He also pointed out that inside the small coffin she had only a minute or two of air, which would make her escape all the more difficult.


As the bottom of the coffin began to sink into the water, there was loud, very dramatic music being played.  The audience could see Stella’s head turning inside the coffin.  She seemed to be already struggling, but her body was such a tight fit in the coffin that very little movement was possible.  Her head dramatically bowed, then lifted up, and then shook from side to side in mute testimony to her struggles.


At that point, the hidden sniper did as he had been ordered to.  He aligned up the scope crosshairs on the center of Stella’s chest.  As the coffin lowered, he let out half his breath then slowly squeezed the trigger.  The report of the rifle was not very loud, and no one in the audience seemed to have heard it over the drums of the music.


Stella’s head shook a little, and then became still.  The coffin was totally immersed in the water and the black hand of the clock was almost half away around its deadly circle.


Even with the coffin plexiglass, the glass front of the tank and the water, most of the audience could see her head lift and then fall down.


From the front side of the stage, Carl Hardson watched with a strange smile on his face.  Had anyone been looking at him instead of the dramatic scene on the stage, they would have said that his expression was one of evil delight.  He glanced over at his granddaughter, then back at the slightly overflowing water tank and its helpless prisoner.  Only he (and his sniper) knew that the escape artist was already dead.


The hand of the clock crept along up the left side. When it reached the top, the dynamite would be set off.  The announcer had assured the audience that they were not in danger; that the water would absorb the shock of the explosion.  Only Stella was in danger of losing her life.


The black hand crawled upward.  Ten second to go.  Five.  Hardson held his breath.  The audience held its breath.  Most had expected to see a curtain drawn across the front of the tank, but that had not happened.  Stella was still in plain view, and still locked within those chains and the coffin.


Only Tara seemed to notice that water was filling the bottom of the coffin.  Being the closest, she could see that a thin stream of water was pouring in through a small hole at chest height.  A panicked expression came over her face, but there was nothing she could do because the hand reached to top of the clock at that moment.


Everyone in the room was holding their breath.  For just a second nothing happened, then a flash of red light appeared inside the coffin, right in the middle of Stella’s body.  The coffin shattered and water rushed in.  Pieces of black leather and plexiglass and red blood could be seen swirling around in the water.


There was a collective gasp and a few people screamed.


In the stunned silence that followed, Stella came walking out from behind the tank.  She was totally free of the chains and handcuffs, and unharmed, despite the fact that the audience had just seen her blown to pieces before their eyes.


From the front side of the stage, Carl Hardson staggered and almost fell.  With an unbelieving look on his face, he started forward, pointing one accusing finger at Stella.  Halfway to her as she stood with a victorious smile and enjoying the crowd’s frantic applause, he screamed at her.


“You’re dead!” he cried.  “You have to be dead!”


The audience was surprised, but simply assumed he had been taken in by the apparent failure of the escape.


Staggering, he fell to the floor, still calling out that she was dead.  Two stagehands came out to help him up, accompanied by Lt. Powers.  The stunned master of Magicland was led off the stage.  No one heard Lt. Powers telling him that he was under arrest for attempted murder.








Chapter XXI


The Not So Dead Stella

 

After the contest finished and the judges were writing out their decision, a different drama was unfolding in a small room nearby.


Carl Hardson was sitting at a table, still looking stunned but recovering.  Besides him was his granddaughter.  Also present, wearing handcuffs but not an escape artist, was the sniper Hardson had ordered to kill Stella.


They faintly heard the audience applauding as the winner was announced.  Princess Otani had gone on last, but her act, while very good, was simply not was an impressive as Stella’s had been.  It was no surprise when Stella and Tara came into the room, smiling and holding a check for one million dollars.  Stella showed the check to Lt. Powers and Hardson, then folded it and shoved it into the waistband of her leather pants.


Hardson did not look very happy, to say the least.


Stella placed her arms on the table and leaned over towards Hardson.  “Is there anything you wish to tell Lt. Powers?” she asked him.  “Like who it was that was doing the sabotage of the acts?  I know it wasn’t you.”


Looking at least ten years older, Hardson turned to the policeman and sighed.  “The one doing the sabotage was Ivan, Olga’s assistant,” he said.  “I can show you video recordings of him doing it.”


Powers looked up and sent another police officer off to make the arrest.  Then he turned to Hardson again.


“Why?” he asked.  “Why did you want to kill Stella Walters?”


Hardson deflated, and looked like a broken old man rather than the dynamic showman.  “I wanted her to die for what she did to my granddaughter.”


“What?” cried Heather.


“You always were interested in escape artist acts,” he went on.  “Then you talked with Stella after one of her shows and she encouraged you to go ahead and become one.”  He looked pained as he added, “It was while you were practicing an escape that you had the accident that damaged your legs.  Because of her, you’ll never walk right the rest of your life.  I hate her!  For what she did to you.”


“Oh, grandpa, it wasn’t her fault!  Yes, she encouraged me to try it if that was what I wanted to do.  But she also told me of the dangers and made me promise to be very careful and start out slowly.  The accident was my own fault for trying something that was beyond me.”


She looked up to Stella with tears in her eyes.  “You tried to tell me to be careful.”


“I’m sorry,” Stella said.  “I had no idea that you were injured doing an escape.”


A small silence followed, broken by Lt. Powers.  “But why did you not tell anyone about Ivan going around ruining acts?  And how did he do it?”


“He found that each of the work areas was serviced by a single air condition system.  Being a small man, he entered the air ducts and worked his way into any work area he wanted to.”


The policeman asked, “And how did you know about this?”


“He placed cameras in all the work areas and even in the apartments he so graciously provided us.  He was watching everyone as they practiced their escapes,” Stella said.


Hardson glared at her.


“I found out when I realized that it was the kind of thing he would do.  I called a friend, Blaze, in the CIA, and asked her to send out an expert to confirm that the areas were ‘bugged’.  They were.”


Stella sat down, but continued with her explanation.  “When I realized that he could watch every escape and know what was going to happen, I thought that maybe he was the saboteur.  But that didn’t make sense.  Why would he go to all this trouble to set up the contest then sabotage it?  No, it wasn’t him.  But since he had every area under surveillance, he probably knew who it was.”


She paused to look at Hardson.  He said nothing.


She turned to Powers.  “I wondered about why he didn’t simply tell you who was doing the sabotage.  Then I think I figured out why.  He wanted the saboteur to not be caught.  He would find a way to put a stop to the sabotage, but didn’t want the culprit caught.  Why?  Because he wanted someone to be available to put the blame on when another act went wrong.  If someone’s act was sabotaged, Ivan would take the blame afterwards when Hardson came out and told who was doing it.  Isn’t that right?”


“But Ivan sabotaged Olga’s guillotine?  Why do it to his boss?” asked Lt. Powers.


“Because he wanted to throw suspicion away from her, and him,” Stella replied.  “He knew that no harm would come to Olga because he would make sure the sabotage was found before they did a practice run.  Right, Mr. Hardson?”


Hardon said nothing, but everyone knew that she was hitting too close to home.  “So, who was Hardson’s target?  I had no idea – until two days ago.  While taking a walk, I found a trash area.  What caught my eye was a panel of plexiglass very much like I used to make my crystal coffin.  And on that piece of plexiglass were three bullet holes.  Someone was testing what it would take to put a bullet through inch thick plexiglass.


“Since I’m the only one using that substance in an act, it wasn’t too hard to figure out that I was the target.  I did not know the reason, but knew that I had to take precautions.  So Tara and I changed the escape.  We had let Hardson see the original practices.  For the new version of the escape, we put a screen before the cameras.  Blaze’s expert had shown us where they were.  With the screen in place, the cameras would detect no movement and not record us as we practiced the new version.  That allowed us to perfect the new escape while letting Hardson go on thinking he knew exactly what we were going to do.”


Hardson looked as if he was about to cry.  His carefully made plans were all for naught.


“If we had carried through with the original plans, he would have killed me,” Stella said matter-of-factly.


“Well, I guess that wraps up this case,” Powers said.  “Take these two down to the jail.”  As they were being led out, Heather went with them, telling her grandfather that everything would be all right and she would help him.


“I wonder if Olga was behind Ivan’s sabotage or if it was all his idea.  Apparently, he is totally devoted to her.”


“That he is.  You’ll have to ask Olga,” Stella said.


The three of them were alone in the small conference room.  Lt. Powers was about to head for the door when he turned back to Stella.


“I would like to know how you did that escape,” he told her.  “From what I’ve seen around here, I can figure out most of them, but yours I just don’t know about.”


Stella smiled.  “A magician never tells his – or her – secrets,” she told him.


He looked so disappointed that she reconsidered.  “Okay, but only if you promise never to tell anyone else?”


“Done.”


“Well, first off, all the chains and locks are rigged to easily be removed.  That’s common practice in this profession.  The trick was being locked in the coffin.  I was really chained up and locked in when the coffin began to be lifted up.  If you noticed, just for a second it disappeared behind the tank, then reappeared coming up behind it.  That was the point at which the switch was made.  The tank has a solid back, as you noticed.  And it is much wider than the coffin, right?”


He nodded.


“Well, there is enough room behind it to hold two coffins, one in front of the other.  As the first coffin, with me inside, disappeared behind the tank, the second coffin was being lifted up from a trap door in the stage.  The timing was critical.  The second coffin had to appear almost immediately after the first one went behind the tank or the audience would get suspicious.  But with the almost immediate appearance of the second coffin, it looked as if there was only one.


“At that point, the coffin with me in it, was lowered down through the trap door and to the under stage area.  There, my assistant unlocked the coffin and freed me from the chains.  With the quick releases, he didn’t even have to use keys.  Anyway, once free, I crawled back up the trap door, which Edmund then closed behind me, and waited behind the tank for the explosion.  You following so far?”


“Got you.”


“Well, here’s the good part.  Inside the second coffin was a dummy.  It was dressed exactly as I was, it was chained up as I was, and it had the dynamite and timer identical in appearance to the one put with me in the first coffin.


“Inside that dummy was a small electrical motor with gears and a remote control.  That made my head seem to move around as I struggled.  The coffin was so tight a fit that no one expected to see much else in the way of movement.”


“It did look really like you,” he told her, nodded his head.


“The explosion was real.  Ruined a nice leather costume, but that’s the price of realism.”


“And the blood?  I saw a lot of blood in the water.”


“Fake blood.  Packets placed next to the explosive, which, by the way, was a lot less powerful than real dynamite would have been.  So you, and everyone else, thought that I died in the explosion.”


“Clever,” was his only comment.


“Hardson knew that the explosion was real and counted on that to help hide the fact that my body had a bullet hole in the chest.  It had been his understanding that my switch would occur after the coffin was in the water and a curtain was pulled across the front.  He figured that by the time that happened I would already be dead and unable to escape from the explosion.  My death would probably have been written off as an escape gone bad.”


Powers shook his head again.  “Strange profession you have there,” was all he said before leaving.




* * * * *




 

Stella and Tara stayed one more night in the apartment that had been provided for them.  The next day they would help Edmund pack up everything and leave.


“One million dollars!” Tara repeated for the hundredth time.  “One million dollars!”


“Minus taxes,” Stella pointed out as she knotted the final rope binding Tara to the bed.  The young woman was naked, as usual, and hogtied, with a dozen ropes lashing her body down to the bed so that she could not even roll over onto her side.


“Hey,” she finally said when she realized how Stella had bound her.  “You can’t do much to me when I’m tied like this,” she protested.  “All my good parts are hidden away.”


“Not all,” Stella said as she pulled a feather duster from the suitcase.  “Your bare feet and flanks and such make wonderful targets for this.  And you are sooooo ticklish!”


“Damn!” cried Tara as she began to struggle, which she knew full well would be totally useless.  As the feather duster approached her side, she brought up another subject.  “Hey, you knew that Hardson was watching us on camera when you hung me by my hands downstairs!”


“Yes.  I figured that we might as well give him the same show as he had been getting from us.  You know, lots of bondage and tickling and teasing and, well, love-making.”


“Oh.  Okay.  Ohhhh!  Don’t do that!”


Tara was wiggling delightfully as she tried uselessly to avoid the feather duster.


After fifteen minutes, when Tara was reduced to tears and pitiful pleadings for a halt to that wonderful, horrible torment, Stella paused.


“You know,” she told Tara, “maybe we could get NASA to arrange for me to escape from being tossed out the airlock of the Space Station.  That would be a really good escape.”


She then picked up the feather duster again, and continued to torment her friend.






The End
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