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CHAPTER ONE
Marcelle woke with a sublime sense of well-being. Beside her, Stefan slept soundly, untroubled. Last night it had been different, when she had seen him again after six long weeks of separation. She had hidden her shock at the pain in his eyes, and the exhaustion on his face. Something terrible must have happened on the last mission. She knew he would tell her about it in time, when he could find words to describe what had hurt him so.
But last night they had discovered each other anew, trying to make the best of this unnatural marriage. She flinched at the traitorous thought. Stefan had been doing his best for both of them, and she had matched his efforts. But stolen moments when their schedules allowed and short weekends on La Montagne just left them hungering for more.
At first, it had been pure fun when she would open the door of her hotel room to find her husband wearing a waiter’s uniform, holding a tray with champagne and glasses. He often surprised her like that, mindful of the danger of being seen with his new wife. But as his schedule became more hectic, the surprises had become less frequent.
She had not complained, because she understood what drove him. And since their marriage, the dark need inside him had increased. Marcelle knew he longed to give up the furtive life they led. But while terrorists roamed the world unchecked, their dreams would never be possible.
Stefan had attended the final stage of the Tour de Feminin wearing the disguise of an old man, using his age to get right to the front of the crowd. Only when he had given her their secret signal had she realized he had kept his promise. She had returned his proud smile, knowing they would have their own victory celebration when she returned to her hotel room.
Although these charades and disguises added spice to their love life, the stress accompanying them could easily erode their marriage. She shook her head, trying to shake off this nonsensical thought. Their first anniversary was less than two weeks away.
The movement woke Stefan, and he opened his eyes. “Hi, Mrs. Ziegler,” he said with a smile, reaching out for her.
Marcelle melted into his arms. “Good morning, Mr. Ziegler,” she returned, abandoning her somber train of thought.
Much later, they made plans over breakfast. Marcelle had to attend a final briefing on the smallholding of her team manager, Pierre-Henri Petton. Upon her return, they would leave for the airport, where the Omega jet waited to take them to La Montagne. An uninterrupted four months lay ahead, away from a wintry Europe. Marcelle hoped the time together would reinforce the foundations of their new marriage, and infuse it with strength for the long weeks of separation once the cycling season resumed.
“How are Kris and Karl?” she asked.
“Fine,” Stefan replied. “They’re looking forward to seeing you, and so is everyone else on the island. The men complain they don’t have anyone to compete against when you aren’t there.”
She smiled. “They’re going to wish I had stayed in Paris.”
“Perhaps, but I won’t. I can’t believe I’ve got you all to myself for four whole months, without having to wear some kind of disguise.”
“I found the French naval uniform quite a turn-on,” Marcelle said, her eyes twinkling with mirth.
“I have it in my luggage. I thought you might enjoy an encore.” Stefan reached out to cover her hand with his own.
She read the intensity in his eyes, and pulled away. “I know what you’re thinking, mister, and it won’t work,” she said flirtatiously. “I have to leave in fifteen minutes or I’ll be late.” She sobered. “And we must talk. I was worried last night. You weren’t yourself at all.”
He remained silent for long seconds before he sighed. “We’ve got a body on the plane. Francois Gerard.”
The color drained from her face. “Oh no, not Francois. Marie had their baby just the other day.”
He nodded. “Francesca’s two months old now, and she’ll never know her father.”
“Does Marie know?” Marcelle asked, trying to blink the tears away.
Marie was Francois’ twenty-four-year-old wife, an attractive redhead with delicate features and china blue eyes.
“Not yet.” Stefan rose to take her in his arms. He knew what she was thinking, knew she would never say it.
She nestled in his embrace, drawing strength from his hard body. “How did it happen?”
“Ransom negotiations had broken down in a kidnapping case in Belgium. The kidnappers had taken the money, but hadn’t returned the victim, an eight-year-old girl. They asked for a second ransom, and the family contacted us.
“It took us two days to find her. Francois, Karl and I entered the house, and took out five of the kidnappers. But two more kidnappers had taken the victim into the cellar. They were all in radio contact, and the remaining two men panicked when their colleagues didn’t answer. Bullets started flying, and Francois threw himself on top of the child to protect her. He took the bullet meant for her, and died a hero. But how do I tell Marie?”
Marcelle hugged him close, feeling his pain, trying to take it from him. “Perhaps he thought about a father who couldn’t bear to lose his child. I know you feel responsible, darling, but you can’t save everybody. It’s just not possible.”
“I know, but my heart feels otherwise.”
“I love you so much,” she whispered, a tear gliding down her cheek. She buried her face in her husband’s shoulder, hiding her tears from him.
Marcelle steered the black Lamborghini Diablo through the sweeping bends of the deserted country road, wrestling with the death of Francois Gerard. While she had been with Pierre-Henri, the conversation had been enough to keep her mind occupied, but now sadness threatened to overwhelm her.
She could still see Francois Gerard in her mind’s eye, a twenty-eight-year-old soldier with a wicked sense of humor, and the heart of a lion. Having also lost a husband in violent circumstances, Marcelle felt endless sympathy for the new widow and planned to offer her all the support she could. At least Marie had her little girl, while she had only photos to remind her of what she had shared with Jean-Michel.
Marcelle focused on the road, noting the needle of her speedometer touched 250 kilometers per hour. Mentally she scolded herself. At this speed, she needed every ounce of concentration. She approached a blind curve in the road, and changed down, planning to go through the curve at 160 kilometers per hour.
She rounded the curve, and cried out in horror when she saw two large yellow bulldozers blocking the road. If she had been travelling at the speed limit, she would have been able to stop, but now, she had no chance.
Marcelle didn’t have time to wonder why anyone would block the deserted country road providing access to Pierre-Henri’s smallholding. She had to stop this brute of a car with minimum damage to herself or anyone else.
Smoke billowed from the wheels of the Diablo as she hit the brakes, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough. She yanked on the handbrake and wrenched the steering wheel hard to the left, attempting a handbrake turn even though she knew it was futile. Still, it would be better to hit the bulldozers with the rear of the car at a diminished speed than with the front at full speed. But her speed was too high for such a maneuver, and the car went into an uncontrollable spin.
Marcelle tried to visualize the side of the road. She remembered a low curb of rough stone, with a steep embankment down the side, but it was already too late.
The car hit the curb broadside, the chassis shuddering from the impact. But the speed had not diminished enough, and the momentum combined with the low obstacle proved a deadly combination. The two far side wheels lifted off the tar, and with a groan of metal, the Diablo fell onto its side and rolled down the steep embankment. Marcelle had an inkling of how it must have been for Jean-Michel as the world whirled in front of her eyes. The Lamborghini died around her, the engine screaming in agony as metal twisted and glass shattered.
CHAPTER TWO
Marcelle became aware of the constriction of the safety harness first, and then of billowing whiteness choking her. She fought the air bag to release herself from the five-point safety harness. The door wouldn’t open, so she crawled out of the window of the badly twisted car.
She fell to the ground, and saw ten or more swarthy men swarming down the embankment. Alarm jangled down her spine, and everything became clear.
Marcelle used her left hand to wipe blood out of her eyes and allowed her training to take over. She carried a firearm, something Stefan had insisted on since their marriage. After drawing her 9mm Glock from its shoulder holster, she crawled to the rear of the car, looking for shelter. She had one spare magazine, which gave her thirty-five shots, including the one in the barrel. Her first shot rang out, and one of the men pitched to the ground.
Marcelle managed to cut down three more attackers before the remainder spread out, searching for cover. They didn’t return her fire, which confirmed her suspicions. How many men were they prepared to sacrifice to kidnap her?
A man showed himself, and Marcelle fired, satisfied when she saw him fall. Her cell phone had remained behind in the car, and she wondered if she could get to it. She crawled to the driver’s side of the Diablo, knowing the car would shield her from view.
Her hand closed on the cell phone, and she unclipped it from its cradle before reversing direction to get behind the car again. She peeked around the corner of the Lamborghini, but the men hadn’t moved any closer. Reassured, she sank down, keying in the password to unlock the phone.
Marcelle had started dialing Stefan’s number when she felt a sharp sting on the side of her neck. Her fingers tugged a small metal object from her flesh, and she felt blood dribbling in a small stream down her neck.
She twisted around, and saw the man grinning at her. He must have circled behind her while she had been distracted, looking for her phone. The tranquilizer dart came from the gun he held in his hand, and he thought he had her, just like that other man, so long ago. Anger bubbled up inside her, and she raised her gun. A second later, the back of the man’s head erupted in a splatter of blood and gristle.
Marcelle still held the phone, but now realized the necessity of hiding it on her person. Stefan could track her via satellite if she could keep the phone switched on and hidden. She locked the keypad with unsteady fingers, and stuffed the phone into the front of her jeans.
Then she removed a locket from around her neck. Gathering the chain and locket together, she hurled the sparkling jewel underneath the car, where a casual eye wouldn’t see it. Intuition told her nobody should find it on her person.
With those details taken care of, Marcelle rose and managed to fire a few wild shots before darkness overcame her, and she felt herself falling to the ground.
CHAPTER THREE
Stefan sat at the dining room table, drumming his fingers on the polished top, waiting for Marcelle. Even allowing for an extended meeting, she was hours overdue. When he called her cell phone, her voicemail picked up, and a phone call to Pierre-Henri revealed she had left three hours earlier. Where could she be?
If only he hadn’t fallen asleep on the couch, he accused himself. But grief and exhaustion had conspired against him, and he had slept the morning away.
Had that mighty car finally gotten the better of her? What if she lay in a ditch, unconscious, her cell phone too damaged to receive calls? Stefan slammed a fist onto the table, and jumped to his feet. He grabbed the keys of the red Ferrari from the key rack and strode to the lift, swearing under his breath.
While speeding along the road to Pierre-Henri’s home, Stefan phoned his cousin. “Listen Karl, we’re running late. I don’t know what’s keeping Marcelle,” he said, speaking German.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” his cousin replied in their mother tongue. “The men are eager to get home. We’ll wait, but it’s getting late.”
“I’m going out to Pierre-Henri’s place. She went there this morning, but he says she left hours ago.”
“Have you tried to phone her?”
“Yes, and I get no answer. I’m worried she may have crashed that bloody car of hers. I’ll let you know one way or the other.” He cut the call, focusing on the road.
Minutes later, he stepped on the formidable brakes of the Ferrari. Heavy rubber marks on the opposite side of the road had made his heart jump in fear. He pulled off the road, and ran to where the tire marks disappeared.
He saw the crumpled Lamborghini far below, smoke and vapor drifting from the smashed engine. His face paled when he failed to detect any sign of life. He lurched towards the car on stiff legs, horrified at what he might find.
Halfway down the steep slope, Stefan slipped and fell, bruising his hip. He sat there for a moment, trying to gather his wits, when he noticed blood on his boots, and his jeans. His tunnel vision receded, and several more patches of blood on the grass caught his attention. The sight injected new life into his limbs, and he hurried towards the smoldering car, calling his wife’s name.
He found the car empty. At first, her absence was a source of relief for his dazed mind, but then he spotted the spent shells. Why had Marcelle been firing her gun?
He picked up a small silver object, cold dread dribbling down his spine. The tranquillizer dart, added to the spent ammunition and the patches of blood on the grass made everything clear to him. Somebody had snatched Marcelle!
Stefan fell to his knees, his body devoid of will as his world disintegrated. What he had always feared had happened. But how, who, why? They had been so careful, paid so much attention to detail. If it was for ransom, Marcelle was safe for the moment, but if there was another, more sinister motive, not only was her life at risk, but all of theirs too. Chemicals have become much more advanced, and reliable. But what had led the kidnappers to Marcelle?
An hour later the twins and four men had joined Stefan at the crash site. Attempts from the technicians on La Montagne to triangulate Marcelle’s position via her cell phone had met with failure.
The men combed the area for any sign of her. Finally, they met up to pool their knowledge.
Ludo Dubois confirmed what they all knew. “Boss, Miss Marcelle is nowhere to be found, nor is her weapon or her phone.”
Emilio Cortez, a dark Spaniard, spoke heavily accented English. “Yes, but she went hard. She killed or wounded five men as they came down the hill and made a mess of another as he came up behind her at the car.” He grimaced, gesturing. “His brains are all over the place. He must have been the one who fired the dart.”
“This was a professional hit,” Karl mused. “I would say ten men or more. They blocked the road and waited for her to return, but they hadn’t reckoned on her high speed. I don’t think they planned for her to write off the car. She could have been killed.”
“And she has a head injury,” Kris added, having examined the interior of the car. “It bled like hell, you can see drops of blood where she got out and crawled to the back. And I found this underneath the car.” He held the discarded chain and locket out to Stefan.
The mercenary boss took the shining object from his cousin. He examined it, checking the clasp and chain. “It isn’t broken. She must have taken it off and hidden it as best she could.”
“Why would she do that?” Karl asked.
Stefan clicked the locket open, allowing the brilliant stones to sparkle in the sunlight. “My initials are inside,” he said. “She must have recognized something or someone, and threw this away so she couldn’t be connected to Omega.”
Heinrich Schmidt, the blond German, spoke for the first time. “She’s a clever girl, but I think we’re in trouble. The trail is cold.”
Miguel Cortez put a hand on his captain’s arm to console him. “She’s strong. We’ll find her, Boss.”
Stefan shook his head, a broken man. “If this was a professional hit, everything becomes unpredictable. Marcelle’s been missing more than five hours. She could be out of the country by now, on her way to God knows where. This is hopeless. How will we find her?”
CHAPTER FOUR
Two men spoke French at a volume loud enough to penetrate Marcelle’s pounding head.
A hoarse voice shouted, “The dose was too high! She should have been awake by now!”
“The drug will keep her under for eight hours or more. This is normal, I’m telling you.”
“Well, I’m going to wake her up now.”
Marcelle heard footsteps, but was unprepared for the slap that crashed into her cheek. Her eyes flew open, and she tasted blood in her mouth.
What she saw was grotesque. Dark eyes stared out of a pink face that resembled a melted waxwork. A lipless hole occupied the space where a mouth should be, and a lump of glossy flesh with two black holes suggested a nose. Eyelids were absent, but two glistening folds of skin served as such. On both sides of the hairless skull, cabbage-like skin substituted for ears.
The sight would have been ludicrous if it had not been so terrifying. Then the apparition spoke, the pink tongue lolling inside the inadequate mouth, and Marcelle screamed. Scream after scream tore from her as she tried to scramble away from the ghoul who stared at her with such intense hatred.
She didn’t see the blow coming, but after a brief flash of pain, it delivered her back to the familiar oblivion where nothing mattered.
Stefan sat on the couch in the living room of Marcelle’s apartment, his head in his hands, his mind a jumble. Karl, his faithful lieutenant, had taken over all his duties. He had hired a truck with a winch to recover the smashed Diablo and take it back to Pierre-Henri’s smallholding where no one would see it. Then he had briefed Louis Gautier and Pierre-Henri on what had happened, shielding Stefan from their shock and grief. He had organized the men to fetch and setup the listening and tracing equipment still onboard the Omega jet from the last kidnapping case. Then he had sent the plane home, with Kris and the body of Francois Gerard.
Kris had to organize the defenses on La Montagne in case the purpose of the kidnapping had been to extract information from Marcelle. She didn’t know, had not wanted to know the location of the island, but it was always better to err on the side of caution. Then Kris was to return to Paris with all the men La Montagne could spare.
Karl approached Stefan, laying a hand on his shoulder. “You can’t blame yourself. We need you fully functional. You’re making the men nervous.”
Stefan looked up, a world of pain in his eyes. “The men are nervous?” he said, bitterness in his voice. “I’m beyond nervous. I’m terrified at what could be happening to Marcelle.” He dropped his head into his hands. “What if they hurt her, or kill her? How can I help her if we can’t find her? Why can’t we trace her phone? It’s been more than eight hours. Why don’t they name their demands? What if this is pure revenge?” He jumped to his feet, his hands clenched into fists. “I can’t stand the waiting!”
Karl raised his hands to placate his cousin. “We’ll find her. Remember, we always find them.”
“Yes,” Stefan said scathingly, “we always find them, dead or alive, at least we find them. But this time nothing but a 100 percent success will be acceptable.”
“Then I suggest you pull yourself together. The men need leadership.”
Stefan glanced up at his lieutenant, having heard the sharp tone of offence in his voice. “I’m sorry, Karl,” he said with a sigh. “I haven’t been much of a leader. Bring me up to date with what you’ve done.”
CHAPTER FIVE
Marcelle opened her eyes, or thought she had. The inky blackness didn’t change. A excruciating headache pounded her brain, and she reached a hand to the stickiness on her forehead. Searching fingers found her eyes open, and panic surged through her. She waved a hand in front of her eyes, fighting down her alarm. She was blind!
And that wasn’t the only problem. Rough blankets scraped against her skin every time she moved, and it took only a second before she realized she was naked. They had not even left her the dignity of underwear. Her wristwatch, a birthday gift from her father, was also missing.
Had that ugly man undressed her? What else had he done while she had been unconscious? She shuddered, revulsion rising at the back of her throat. Was he watching her, even now? Her panic was turning into hysteria when she heard a click, and bright light flooded the room.
She cried out as the sharp light hurt her eyes, but she was also profoundly grateful.
The light revealed a small windowless room, bare of furnishings except for the narrow cot upon which she lay, and the small table next to it. The blankets over and under her were the same drab grey as the rough stone walls of the room.
Marcelle stared at the heavy wooden door, expecting it to open, but nothing further happened. Through the open doorway of an adjoining room, she could see a washbasin and a toilet. Her bursting bladder could wait no longer. She wrapped a blanket around herself, and staggered towards the toilet. The door had a flimsy lock, but Marcelle was grateful for it. She locked the door behind her, and dropped the blanket to the floor.
After her ablutions, she rinsed her face with cold water, and rubbed away the dried blood. The ugly cut still oozed a thin trickle of watery blood, but a wad of toilet paper stemmed the flow. She checked her body, but apart from cuts and bruises from the car accident, everything seemed to be intact. She decided the monstrous man had not violated her while she had been defenseless.
When she returned to the bed, the blanket wrapped around her again, she found a tray with food, and a set of clothing. Someone had brought it in while she had been inside the bathroom.
She glanced at the door before grabbing the clothing. It was a pair of gray sweatpants, and a matching zip-up top. But no underwear. The clothes were clean, and she put them on immediately. The soft fabric against her skin felt wonderful after the hard, scratchy blanket. The absence of shoes left her acutely aware of her bare feet, and the impossibility of a rapid escape.
She examined the food, feeling raging hunger for the first time. The thick fragrant stew made her mouth water, the bread looked fresh, and the coffee smelled wonderful. On the corner of the tray, she saw a beautiful red apple. This could be good, or bad. When your captors feed you well, Stefan had always said, they’re planning to exchange you for ransom, in which case they need you in good health. Of course, they could be getting your strength up for a severe interrogation, he had added, his eyes darkening.
Marcelle also found two pain-tablets, still in their original branded packaging. The medication again suggested they wanted her comfortable and in good health. But a niggling little voice in the back of her mind kept reminding her how much her captors resembled that man at the post office. And what about the man she saw when she first awoke, the ghoul with the burning, hate-filled eyes.
Her hunger got the better of her. She ate her meal, and drank the pain tablets, trying not to imagine Stefan’s distress.
An hour later, the light went off again, leaving her in darkness. She lay back on the hard bed, and pulled the rough blankets over her. The darkness threatened to smother her, and Marcelle fought her anxiety, trying not to remember her childhood, and her stepfather locking her in a dark closet whenever she misbehaved. She had hated it then, and hated it now. She hoped this darkness wasn’t also punishment for some imagined sin.
Marcelle woke to the sound of the door closing. Her headache had receded, thanks to the pain tablets. Someone had switched the light on, and a tray with bread, cheese and coffee waited on the table beside the bed. A walk to the bathroom revealed steadier legs and better balance.
She sat on the bed again, assessing her condition. Though she felt bruised and battered from her car accident, and her head ached, none of the damage seemed permanent. Certainly, her appetite had not suffered any damage. She devoured the bread and cheese, washing it down with the strong, sweet coffee. After she finished eating, she used the last of the coffee to swallow two more pain tablets she found on the tray. Rule number one in the kidnapping handbook: Keep your strength up, check.
Marcelle had dozed off again when the door opened to reveal one of her captors. She sat up straight on the bed, studying the olive-skinned man. He stared back at her with an inscrutable expression before he said in French, “Come with me, please.”
“Where are you taking me?” she asked, swinging her legs off the bed.
He grabbed her right arm, and propelled her towards the door. “You’ll see.”
She wanted to resist his grip, but thought better of it. So far, they have treated her well, and undue resistance from her side could worsen things for herself.
They went down a passage lit by lights, and turned left into a large room. Behind a desk sat a man, dressed in a dark gray suit. He wore some kind of Arab-style headdress, confirming Marcelle’s suspicion that he was of Middle Eastern descent.
He smiled and addressed her in French. “Bonjour, Madame Deschamps.” He gestured to a chair in front of the desk. “Please, have a seat.”
She obeyed, taking note of a large mirror set in a wall of the room. No doubt, it was a two-way mirror. Which meant this man wasn’t in charge. No doubt, the scarred man was in charge, and hid behind the mirror, watching everything in the room. The thought filled her with discomfort.
She remembered what Karl had taught her when she received her basic training. Deny, deny, or find a story and stick to it. Never volunteer anything, and if possible, say nothing at all.
So she remained silent, studying the man behind the desk. He had tanned skin, regular features, and a scraggly moustache and beard. Though he smiled, his brown eyes remained ice-cold. He rose from his chair, revealing a slim build, and walked around to her side of the desk.
He clasped his hands behind his back. “My name is Smith, shall we say, and I’m your host at this establishment. Have you enjoyed your stay so far?”
The man’s formal French and oily manner irritated Marcelle, and she stared at him for long seconds. “Why am I here?”
“We would like you to shed light on a small matter for us. My client’s brother was murdered about eighteen months ago.”
Marcelle felt a chill at the base of her spine. Somehow, these men knew about her and Stefan. She feigned anger. “And for that you kidnap me! Why didn’t you just pick up the phone and ask me?”
“Unfortunately there’s a degree of retribution involved. That’s why you’ve been brought here, for your confession, so you may cleanse your soul.”
She laughed. “Cleanse my soul! Are you sure you have the right person?”
“Oh yes, we’re sure,” Smith replied, flashing a chilling smile.
“You must be mistaken.”
“Time will prove you wrong, I’m afraid.” He walked behind her, out of her line of sight. “Now, do you have anything you would like to share with us?”
“I’m sure I don’t,” she answered, allowing her irritation to show.
He walked back into her line of sight. “You do realize that your life and living conditions are ours to control. My men have treated you with respect until now. You have good food, enough sleep and warmth. If you cooperate, you will continue to be comfortable. If not, well, I’ll leave that to your own imagination.”
Stefan, where are you! I need you! “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said calmly.
“And there’s the matter of the six men you killed while resisting arrest.”
“That was self-defense, and you know it.”
“Do you always carry a gun?”
“No.”
He sat down behind his desk again. “Now tell me, were you carrying a gun on the evening of 6 April 2003?”
“No.” Marcelle knew she was in deep trouble. These men wanted her to confess to killing that despicable man at the post office. Thereafter they would kill her. Somehow she had to keep from giving them the confession they sought. That was the only way she could prolong her life long enough for Stefan to find her.
Smith spoke again. “We’ve sent your weapon for ballistic testing anyway, but you could save us some time by speaking out now.”
Marcelle decided he was bluffing, but even if he wasn’t, she was safe. She hadn’t used the Glock to shoot Stefan’s would-be killer.
He shrugged. “I’ll give you the rest of today to think it over, and we’ll speak again tomorrow morning.” He addressed the tall Arab who had brought her to him. “Please take Madame Deschamps back to her room.”
Marcelle walked next to her escort, her mind racing, knowing she had to escape somehow. So far, she had not seen any windows. The entire installation appeared to be underground.
The guard opened the door of her room, and she entered ahead of him. A vicious blow exploded into her kidney region. Indescribable pain radiated though her body, and she collapsed to the floor. She heard a door slam before darkness descended on her.
CHAPTER SIX
Marcelle recovered consciousness in stages, sensing reality and shying away from it like a skittish fawn. Any attempt at movement brought pain as cramps seized her traumatized muscles.
Time passed, whether minutes or hours she couldn’t say. She lay in the thick darkness, aware only of the pain, and the cold floor beneath her. If she could get to the bed, she could be warm, but the bed might as well be kilometers away instead of mere meters.
More time passed, during which she slipped in and out of consciousness.
The door opened once, and a shaft of light fell across her body. A voice said, “She’s still out cold,” and the door closed.
When oblivion gave way to consciousness once more, Marcelle found the cramps were no longer so quick to seize her muscles, and if she moved carefully, they left her in peace. Perhaps now she could get to the bed, and warmth.
She lost consciousness three more times before she felt the iron bedpost against her hand, and found herself faced with a new challenge, getting up on the cot.
A few failed attempts proved she would not accomplish it that night, or day, whichever it was. She found the corner of a blanket, and pulled it down on top of herself, crawling on top of one rough blanket, using another to cover her shivering body.
They had come to fetch her, and she had prepared herself for another cat and mouse game, dodging the questions, or saying nothing. Even though her guard had caught her with a sucker punch the day before, there had been no more signs of physical violence towards her. The guard must have had some personal score to settle with her, and she believed the terrible blow to her kidneys had not carried Smith’s blessing.
But Smith had struck her during the interrogation, a lightning fast, backhanded slap to the face. She had tasted blood, and seen red, flying out of the chair, wanting to smash his face into pulp. Rough hands had pulled her off him, but not until she had landed a few solid blows.
Someone had struck her behind the head, and she had fallen to the ground, dazed. Before she made it to her feet, her world had dissolved into kicking boots and flying fists as Smith’s men handed her a severe beating.
Consciousness fled eventually, and she had known nothing more until waking on the floor of her cell. How had this happened? And where was Stefan?
Marcelle tried to imagine where her husband might be, and what he might be doing to find her. But she found it difficult to call up his image amid the red mists of pain, and drifted off to sleep, happy to surrender reality.
CHAPTER SEVEN
Unkind hands wrenched her from sleep, and Marcelle cried out in protest. She tried to open her eyes, but her left eye wouldn’t comply, swollen and caked with blood. Her body burned, racked by cramps and stiffness, and every breath sent sharp daggers into her lungs. This didn’t seem to bother her two antagonists.
Marcelle tried to walk, to relieve the pressure on her arms and chest, but her legs collapsed, and the two men dragged her along the rough stone floor. Soon they were back in the room where Smith sat waiting, a cold little smile on his lips.
The two men forced her to sit on a sturdy wooden chair. Then they pulled her arms behind her and handcuffed each wrist to a back leg of the chair. They passed a rope around her neck, and crossed it over before tying each end to the same back legs of her chair. The tension on the rope forced her to sit tight against the backrest of the chair, and made it impossible to whip her head forward to get at Smith. They would not underestimate her again.
Marcelle peered at him, grimly satisfied when she saw the bruises she had inflicted on his face the day before. Or was it the day before that?
The Arab spoke, his voice colder than the arctic. “You seem to be pleased with yourself, Madame Deschamps. Would you like to share the joke?”
Marcelle didn’t think she could speak. She had nothing to say anyway.
“What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?” Smith switched to English, looking pleased that he had remembered the idiom.
When she didn’t respond, he continued, “Yes, we know all about you. We know you come from South Africa, a country notorious for her racism and class divisions. You were sixteen when you killed your first man, your stepfather. You escaped to Europe, but the French police arrested you a few years later. For a change, they got something right. But Jean-Michel Deschamps saved you from prosecution, by using his influence with the government and marrying you. He was a rich and famous man, which must have appealed to your high-class tastes.” Smith smiled nastily. “But he can’t save you now, from us. This time you will pay for your crime.
“Did you value the life of a white man, one of Aryan descent, higher than that of a lowly Algerian? Who can blame you for the cruel regime that spawned someone like you? Even France, the country you adopted as your own, treats Algerians badly, ignoring their civil rights. Is that what drove you to kill my client’s brother?” Smith paused, staring expectantly at the badly battered woman before him. When she merely looked back impassively, he continued, softening his voice, “Come, Madame Deschamps, surely you can’t be comfortable? Just tell us what we want to know, then we can put all this unpleasantness behind us. We’ll let the doctor fix you up, get you a warm bath, clean clothes, a tasty meal and then a soft warm bed. What do you think?”
His words washed over Marcelle, trying to hypnotize her into giving him what he wanted. But she steeled herself, pushing away the wonderful images his last little speech evoked. It was a lie, designed to trick her into condemning herself with a confession.
She raised her head with an effort, and stared at the Arab. “I think that you’re a liar and a coward.” She dropped her head, not caring what his reaction would be.
“That’s unfortunate,” Smith said. He spoke to the men behind her. “Secure her feet to the chair, and then leave us alone. I’ll call when I need you again.”
It took only a minute for the men to snap restraints around her ankles and fasten her feet to the front legs of the chair. Then they were alone.
Smith walked to the door, and locked it behind the men. Marcelle went ice-cold. This didn’t look good. She tried to stay calm. Maybe he just wanted to talk to her in private.
“That’s much better,” he said, returning to stand in front of her.
She didn’t answer, gritting her teeth to remain calm.
The chair had no armrests, which made it easy for him to straddle her legs and sit on her lap, facing her. She bit back a moan as his weight settled onto the bruised muscles of her thighs.
Confident that she couldn’t move her head without crushing her throat, Smith leaned forward, putting his face right up to hers. “So far, you have been most impressive, Madame Deschamps. Many of the people I have interrogated have folded at the first sign of violence, but here you are, soldiering on.
“At first, I was intrigued, but then I thought perhaps you feel such incredible guilt over your crime, that you welcome the punishment.” He laughed, and Marcelle recoiled from his hot breath in her face. “Of course, you know as soon as we have your confession, we will kill you. In our culture, the punishment for murder is death. There’s just no way around it, I’m afraid. But I love this part of the game, finding your tipping point. That is the point at which you will confess, because you crave death.” He pulled back a little, watching her reaction.
Marcelle kept her face impassive, realizing she was just a toy in a game for this psychopath.
Smith looked disappointed, but then reached out, and slowly pulled down the zip of her gray top. He unzipped the top completely, and pushed the bloodstained fabric over her shoulders and partly down her upper arms, exposing her torso to his gaze. Then he pushed her tracksuit pants down over her hips, as far as the chair would allow.
Marcelle tried not to show any reaction, but couldn’t suppress a shudder of revulsion when he leaned forward and latched onto one of her breasts. His mouth was hot and wet, and felt like pure acid on her skin. No, this couldn’t be happening. He had no right to do this to her. She tried to squirm away, but the rope around her neck left her no leeway.
Smith lifted his mouth from her breast, and licked his lips. “I’ve wanted to do that since the last time, when you got here, and I undressed you. Then you weren’t so tense, but it wasn’t any fun, either. I enjoy a little resistance.”
Loathing bubbled up inside her like hot lava. “Let me free, and I’ll give you all the resistance you want.”
He chuckled. “I’m sure you will.” He reached out to caress her breasts again.
Marcelle hated the way her nipples puckered, giving him the impression he had succeeded in arousing her, when nothing could be further from the truth.
“Unfortunately,” he continued, “my religion forbids me to fuck an infidel. That’s you, in case you didn’t know, but it doesn’t say I can’t do this.”
He reached down and unzipped his fly. Vomit rose at the back of Marcelle’s throat. Dear God, no.
Smith reached into his pants and scooped out his penis, already erect. “I wish I could force you to suck me off, but I don’t trust you, so I’ll have to settle for this.”
Marcelle tried not to look, but couldn’t help herself. The head was wet and purple, with a drop of moisture at the tip. She tore her gaze away, focusing on the ceiling, swallowing the bile at the back of her throat.
Smith leaned closer and rubbed the head of his penis against her lower abdomen, while his other hand squeezed her breast. His eyes glazed over with desire as he brought his mouth down on her other breast, and sucked so hard she cried out in protest. But her pain seemed to spur him on, and from the pumping motion of his right arm, she soon realized that he was masturbating while he violated her breasts.
Marcelle’s skin crawled with loathing as she strained against her bindings. The minutes felt too long, but then Smith sat up, clearly getting closer, his face contorted in a grimace of pleasure. She didn’t expect the slap on her left breast, or the backhand that crashed into her already bruised cheek, but Smith hit her harder and harder.
A few seconds later, he stiffened and gave a hoarse cry. Marcelle felt his semen spurting onto her stomach and chest. White-hot hatred roared through her veins as she fought against the rope, trying to get at Smith. Blood trickled down her neck from the rough rope, but still her rage would not abate.
Smith sighed dramatically, and pushed a hand into her pants, clawing at her most tender parts before he thrust two fingers inside her, hurting her. Then he leaned forward, and licked her left cheek, a long hard lick that went from her jaw line all the way to her forehead. Marcelle gagged, revolted by the action, and by his horribly sweet breath.
Smith rose to his feet, tucked himself back into his clothing, and zipped up his pants. Then he walked to his desk and returned with a wad of tissues, and a digital camera. He snapped four photos of her humiliation. “After you are dead, I’ll release these photos on the internet. Then the whole world will see you for the whore you are.” He used the wad of tissues to mop his fluids from her torso, and zipped up her top again. “We don’t want my men to know what we’ve been doing. They might all want to have a go.”
Those two sentences broke Marcelle, though she tried hard not to show it. His tone implied consent, which she had not given, and made her feel used and dirty. Tears burned behind her eyelids as Smith unlocked the door and motioned the men to come back.
“Take Madame Deschamps to her cell.”
CHAPTER EIGHT
Stefan woke with a shout.
Kris ran into the living room, alarmed. “What’s wrong?”
Stefan wiped a tired hand over his face, and swung his legs to the floor, resting his head against the backrest of the couch. “I had a bad dream. I thought I heard Marcelle screaming, calling my name. It was just a dream.”
Kris sat on the opposite couch. “It’s normal to have dreams like that. Your subconscious is playing out your worst fears.”
“I know, but it feels real. They’re hurting her. I can sense it. The last time I felt this way was when those men assaulted her in Turin. I was right then, and I’m right now.”
“All right, I believe you,” Kris said, “but I’m worried about you.”
“How would you like me to react? My wife is missing without trace. It’s been four days, and no ransom demand. I’m going off my head.”
“Calm down, just calm down,” Kris said. “We aren’t going to achieve anything by fighting with each other.” He squeezed Stefan’s shoulder. “Let me give you something to take the edge off. You’re not getting enough rest.”
“No dope, thanks. I need my head clear. The unease I feel tells me she’s alive. I can only hope she’s able to escape and let us know where to find her. It’s the only hope we have.” He dropped his face into his hands to hide his despair.
Marcelle lay in darkness, trying to recall a happy memory of Stefan. Anything to give her strength. If only a single wish could transport her out of there.
Smith’s disrespectful treatment of her had hurt more than the beatings. She knew the purpose of his display had not only been to give vent to his lust. He wanted her to realize she was powerless, and he could do anything he wanted to her. She believed him to be a dangerous psychopath, and wondered how long it would take before even his religion couldn’t prevent him from raping her. She tried not to imagine foreign flesh invading her body. She didn’t even want to think about rape, remembering the pain and humiliation when Stefan had... No, she didn’t want to think about that.
And where was he? I have to be strong, she thought, biting back the tears. Stefan had gone through the same kind of torture, and she tried to recall his words. ‘Never let them get into your mind! No matter what they do to your body, try to keep your mind separate. Go to a pleasant place in your mind, and hang onto it with everything you’ve got.’
She imagined herself walking on the beach at La Montagne, but the discomfort of her bruised and battered body intruded, drawing her back to her cell.
She had to hold out, until Stefan came. He had told her that while he had been under torture, his belief that Omega would find him had kept him strong. Marcelle clung to the same thought, imagining what Stefan, Karl and the men from Omega would do to this band of terrorists when they found them.
The overhead bulb spewed harsh light, and the crunch of a key in the lock roused Marcelle from the warm cocoon of sleep. Two men entered the room.
“Get up!” the taller man commanded, his distaste plain at the sight of his filthy prisoner.
She tried to comply, swinging her legs off the side of the bed and attempting to stand. But her legs buckled, and she fell to her knees. Her captors grabbed her by the arms, and dragged her out of the room.
This time they went past Smith’s office, though Marcelle didn’t allow herself any joy. She wasn’t escaping torture. The method would change, but the purpose would remain the same. Inflicting hurt and abuse upon her, their victim, until she longed for death, until she would be willing to exchange her soul for physical comfort and peaceful sleep, until she admitted she had killed that man, so they could kill her in turn.
Smith was waiting, but Marcelle felt bile rising in her throat when she saw his companion, the monster with the burning black eyes. He wore traditional robes, and his hate-filled eyes bored into her while the two men secured her to the chair.
Smith spoke first. “I want to introduce you to my client, Mr. Ahmed Rashid. This is the brother of the man you killed, Madame Deschamps. He has been suffering the tortures of hell since losing his younger brother. His older brother was killed by Stefan Ziegler, the man you saved by choosing his life over that of an Arab. Did you pause for a single second to wonder which of them was right? Did you spare a moment to look beyond the skin color?”
The scarred man spoke for the first time. His voice was hoarse, roughened by the fire that had destroyed his face. “That man you saved came back to wreak revenge on me, firebombing the farm where my men and I lay sleeping.” His voice quivered with anger, and he drew a long, wheezing breath before continuing, “I alone escaped the fiery hell he devised for us, but at what price. Look at me, Madame Deschamps! After more than eighteen months of painful plastic surgery, I have a face that drove you to hysteria when you first saw it. This is what I have to live with for the rest of my life.” He approached Marcelle and stopped in front of her, leaning down so his disfigured face was right in front of her. “I hold you responsible for that, and for the life of every man I lost that night.”
Both men stared at her, their hatred and contempt tangible.
Marcelle met their gaze, lifting her chin defiantly. She marveled at the way they had twisted the facts to show themselves in a good light. These men knew nothing of her connection to Stefan, and believed her contact with him had been limited to a single incident. If they only knew what they had in their hands, the wife of the man they hated and despised.
Smith spoke. “Do you have anything to say?”
She remained silent, unwilling to waste energy on a pointless debate. For the first time she felt unease. What if Stefan didn’t find her? These men wouldn’t stop until they had her confession. How much more could she stand before death became an irresistible option?
Her silence infuriated Smith, and he backhanded her across the face. Her head snapped to the side, and Marcelle felt her senses spinning. But before she could allow herself to drift away, she felt strong arms lifting the chair on which she sat. The world stopped reeling seconds later, when she was plunged into ice-cold water.
They released the chair, and she felt herself sinking head first to the bottom of the deep bath. Red spots formed behind her eyes, and she tried to resist breathing water, her lungs convulsing with the need to draw air. She couldn’t do anything to save herself, because her restraints bound her to the chair. Still, it was instinct to struggle, and the rope sawing against her neck only made matters worse.
Just as she thought drowning was inevitable, Marcelle felt something metallic hooking onto the back of the chair, and a few seconds later, someone hoisted her back to the surface. Two men put the chair back on the ground. Gratefully she sucked her lungs full of life-giving oxygen.
She heard Smith’s voice. “Release her. It isn’t any fun if she’s tied to a chair.”
The men removed her restraints, and Marcelle slid from the chair onto the floor, not caring if they kicked her, as long as they let her breathe.
She opened her eyes to see what she hadn’t noticed upon entering the room. A large, deep cement bath stood in a corner, filled to the brim with icy water. About four feet of the bath protruded above the surface, but it was much deeper than that, sunk into the floor of the room. Drawing on her scuba diving experience, and from the way her ears had popped while she descended, Marcelle guessed the bath was about eight feet deep.
Before she could recover her breath fully, she heard Smith give the order. Two men threw her into the water. She broke the surface once to draw breath before they pushed her under again, using poles with an upside down U-shaped fitting on the front to keep her beneath the surface. She struck out at them, fighting for oxygen. They allowed her only a few seconds on the surface before dunking her again.
This was torture from hell, to deprive her of something she had until now taken for granted. Normally she could hold her breath for two minutes or more, but in her weakened condition even thirty seconds felt too long. The bath was too deep to allow her to stand in it, and Marcelle could feel herself getting weaker, fighting the rigid poles forcing her under the water. Every time she maneuvered out from under two of the poles clamped over her shoulders, a third and fourth pole would be there to take its place.
She could hear Smith and Ahmed Rashid laughing every time she broke the surface. Through the red haze in her brain, she realized they considered this great entertainment, watching her suffer.
Just as she became convinced she must drown, the men fished her out of the bath, dropping her unceremoniously on the ground. She remained on her hands and knees, drawing in great gulps of air.
Too soon, they hauled her to her feet. She opened her eyes to find Smith standing before her.
“Head a little clearer?” he asked.
“Fuck you!” Marcelle spat, knowing she had nothing to lose. These men planned to kill her, no matter what she did.
“No, Madame Deschamps,” Smith returned. “I believe it is fuck you. I’m the one in charge here. Perhaps now you realize we will stop at nothing to get what we want.”
The scarred man interjected. “Perhaps that little dip gave you an idea of how my brother had felt, drowning in his own blood.”
“Go tell someone who cares, you fucking freak!” Marcelle snarled, no longer caring about the consequences of her actions. The water had done a lot to clear her head, and her short fuse had returned to her. It had been absent for too long, buried beneath the pain and confusion.
But she had taken as much as she planned to take from her captors. She was tired of these sanctimonious clowns trying to impose their warped views on her. They were on some sick sympathy trip, to get her to admit to a crime because she felt pity for the fucking dead Arab. If only she could bring him back to life, she would kill him again. To hell with the rule about not antagonizing your kidnappers. From now on she would give as good as she got.
Smith laughed. “I think you need to cool down a little more. And the swearing isn’t very ladylike.” He looked at the men behind her. “Strip her.”
She fought them with what meager strength she had left, but couldn’t stop them from stripping her soaked clothing from her body. Then they held her to face Smith and Ahmed. Marcelle hated the lust she saw in their eyes. She felt a hand from one of her captors sliding over her bare bottom before he pinched the inside of her leg, unseen by Smith. The men scrutinized her nudity, and she raised her chin in defiance, trying not to show how vulnerable she felt. But Smith knew, and winked at her while running his tongue over his bottom lip.
Ahmed Rashid produced a caricature of a smile, his left hand disappearing beneath his robes. In that instant Marcelle felt such hatred that her vision dimmed for a few seconds, and she knew if even half a chance presented itself, she would kill every man in the room.
Smith spoke again. “Put her in the cold cell for the night, and we’ll see how she feels tomorrow morning.”
The men dragged her out of the room, and back down the passage. They stopped in front of a different door. The man she knew as Abdul opened the door and snapped on the light to reveal a cell devoid of furniture. The floor and the walls of the cell looked green and slimy, and Marcelle tried to suppress a shudder.
The two men holding her arms felt the tremor in her body, and grinned at her, their white teeth contrasting with their dark features. “It’s even worse than it looks,” one said in French.
“Don’t sit on the floor, or lean against the wall. You’ll freeze to death if you do,” a man behind them added, the look in his eyes telling her he wasn’t joking.
Abdul motioned to them, and they pushed Marcelle into the room with so much force that she lost her footing. She slid along the slimy floor, and crashed against the opposite wall. Before she could get to her feet, the door slammed shut, and the light went off, leaving her in darkness.
She immediately felt the cold chill from the floor and the walls, and decided to heed the advice of the man who had followed them to the cell. He didn’t even warrant the title of man, looking more like a boy of sixteen. What had happened in his life to compel him to throw in his lot with such lowlifes? Marcelle pushed herself to her feet, trying to keep her gaze focused in the direction of the door, so she wouldn’t lose her orientation. She knew a horrific night waited for her.
Back in the room with the water bath, Smith turned to the scarred man. “Do you think we’ve taken the wrong person, Ahmed? She’s putting up a lot of resistance for someone who’s guilty. In four days, we haven’t managed to get an admission out of her. I’ve seen strong men break under this kind of treatment. Perhaps she has no confession to give?”
“She’ll break, you’ll see. My brother described her to me, and gave me her car registration number. He told me how she had stared at him without feeling as she pulled the trigger. His life meant nothing to her. She cared only for the infidel with the white skin and blond hair. But Allah saved my life, so I can teach her the error of her ways, so she can cleanse her soul by confessing her wrongdoing. And when she has confessed, we will try her in our court. I will be judge, jury and executioner, and I will take her life, just like she took my brother’s life.”
CHAPTER NINE
The paneled lift doors opened to allow Karl to enter the living room. His gaze took in what had become an unusual sight these last few days. Stefan sprawled on the couch, fast asleep, one hand trailing on the carpet. He hadn’t even stirred at the sound of the lift, and Karl frowned.
Kris emerged from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a dishcloth. “Hi, brother,” he greeted his twin in German.
“Hi, brother,” Karl returned, gesturing towards Stefan. “What’s the story here? He’s sleeping like the dead.”
“Spiked his coffee. It was the only way,” Kris said with a shrug.
“You did what! Why?”
“Haven’t you noticed how he’s deteriorating? He’s going to pieces in front of our eyes. I thought a few hours of sleep would be good for him, but he wouldn’t take any medication. So I took matters into my own hands. He’ll thank me for it when he wakes up.”
“Or he’ll knock some sense into your thick head! What if an emergency comes up now?”
“Then we’ll handle it. He’s no good to anyone in this state, anyway.”
Karl picked up Stefan’s trailing hand and let it fall onto his sleeping chest. “He really is out cold,” he commented, rearranging his cousin’s limbs more comfortably. He sat down on the opposite sofa, facing Stefan. “I’ve never seen him in such a state. I hadn’t realized until now the bond between him and Marcelle.”
Kris came to stand between the two couches. “He says he can feel her pain, and that she’s being treated badly.”
“How can he know?”
“I think it’s similar to the bond we’ve shared from birth. Sometimes I get the impression he’s physically in pain.”
“So we can assume Marcelle is still alive?”
“I think so,” Kris returned, “but it has been such a long time. We’re moving into the fifth day. Don’t you think if these bastards had been interested in negotiating, they would have contacted us by now?”
“What could their intentions be? They don’t want a ransom, and they don’t want to exchange her for an imprisoned terrorist, or we would have heard.” Karl dropped his chin onto his chest, leaning against the backrest of the sofa, and crossing his arms over his chest. “We’re missing something here.”
“I think it has something to do with Marcelle throwing away her locket. Why would she do that?”
“So she couldn’t be linked to Stefan, and Omega,” Karl returned. “But what if this had nothing to do with Omega? What if this was personal?”
“The fact remains she felt threatened by her connection to Omega. She knew those men were terrorists, but how?”
“Of course! That’s it!”
“What?”
“Where did she see another terrorist?” Karl jumped to his feet. “When she found Stefan, and killed Mohammed Rashid.”
“Marcelle has never admitted to killing him.”
“She admitted it to me.” Karl paced to the windows, excited. “That’s the connection! She didn’t recognize her kidnappers as terrorists, she recognized them as Arabs, and made an obvious association, based on past experience.”
“I follow your reasoning,” Kris said, not yet allowing himself to believe. “But those guys are all dead. You were there. They were wiped out to the last man.”
“Yes, but Ahmed could have spoken to anyone before we killed him. Maybe there were other cells elsewhere. Anything is possible.”
“How do we know Mohammed Rashid even identified Marcelle as his killer? Maybe he died immediately.”
“How do we know he didn’t? Under the circumstances we have to assume he lived for a while.”
“But why take so long to react? It’s been eighteen months since that incident.”
“Who knows what goes on in the minds of fanatics? When we find them, I’ll be sure to ask, right before I slit their throats.” Karl headed for the lift. “I need to brief the men on these developments. Bring Stefan up to date when he wakes.”
CHAPTER TEN
Marcelle swayed under the bright lights. All around her, the floor, the ceiling, and the walls shone with reflective white tiles. Even closing her eyes didn’t help, because the light seemed to be everywhere. In contrast to the cold and dark cell where she had spent a terrible night, this cell was too warm, and too bright. She was still naked, but past the point of caring. Exhaustion dragged at her limbs, and her brain felt hazy, as if a heavy curtain was about to descend over her senses. Hunger gnawed at her insides, and her tongue felt thick in her dry mouth.
In keeping with Smith’s instructions, they didn’t allow her to sit on the warm tiles. Nor did they allow her to pace, or do anything that would help her to keep awake. They observed her through a small window at all times, and if she broke the rules in any way, the door would fly open, and Abdul would toss her over his shoulder, and carry her to the room with the deep cement bath. He was senior to the other men, and had claimed the right of transporting her to the other room as his alone.
She believed he did this because he enjoyed the feel of her breasts bouncing against his back, and it gave him the opportunity to violate her most private places. She had tried at first to keep her legs tightly closed, but he had pinched her until she relaxed enough for him to gain access. Every time he handed her over to the men in the room, he put his thick fingers into his mouth, and sucked them until she burned with shame.
Still they did not feed her, or offer her water. At first, she had tried to take a few gulps of the water in the cement bath, but the water was salty, which it had not been on the first day they dunked her. They had deliberately salted the water, to increase her thirst.
She had lost count of how many times Abdul had taken her from the white room to the cold cement bath. The icy water served to revive her, but Smith’s men dunking her until she didn’t have the strength to kick back up to the surface held a particular terror.
Marcelle knew she couldn’t take much more punishment, and would have to find a way to end this torture, while she still had the power of rational thought. No doubt, Smith planned to turn her into a mindless automaton, pliant to his will.
Stefan wasn’t coming. This much she had worked out for herself. He had no way of knowing that Ahmed Rashid had survived, which meant he would never find her. She tried to block out the images of his pain at her disappearance.
One of her captors, the same one who had warned her about the cold cell, had told her she was in her seventh day of captivity, and had been continuously awake for the past three. She guessed he was perhaps sixteen, which could be the reason why he received special treatment from Smith and the others.
Smith never ordered him to participate in the beatings or torture, and she had seen him leaving the room when things got bad. Still, he didn’t feel strong enough about her maltreatment to oppose Smith, but how could he? They would kill him without blinking an eye. This left her with few options. How could she gain the upper hand?
Marcelle began to sway drunkenly. She felt immeasurably weak, just a wisp of cotton wool floating in the breeze. Desperately, she tried to keep her eyes fixed on one particular tile, trying to remain on her feet, but soon the world tilted, and turned black.
She woke the minute she hit the tiles, and tried to get up, but it was too late. The door opened, and Abdul stormed in. He picked her up, slung her over his shoulder, and carried her from the room.
The cold drove the breath from Marcelle’s body as the icy water closed over her head. She fought the men who sought to deprive her of what she needed to live. Live? But wasn’t this dying? Wasn’t this just a slow death? The result was inevitable. The only uncertainty was how long it would take, and how much more indignity and humiliation waited for her before she closed her eyes for the last time. But she could end it now.
She stopped struggling and dived deep, driving to the bottom of the bath. The decision already taken, she opened her mouth, trying to rip the icy water into her lungs. Her body tensed, fighting for survival. The physical organism wasn’t ready for death, no matter what the mind had decided. But it would all be over in a few seconds, she thought. The red darkness gave way to warm light, and then she was floating, weightless. I’m sorry, Stefan.
Marcelle found herself back on the ground, on her hands and knees as she coughed and vomited, blinded by a red haze in front of her eyes. She felt as if she was trying to expel hot barbed wire from her lungs every time she coughed, and the pain was excruciating.
When she stopped coughing, two men pulled Marcelle to her feet again. Water dripped from their clothes, and she realized they had jumped into the bath to prevent her from committing suicide. Smith approached, his dark face contorted with fury. He seemed unable to speak, and instead satisfied himself by slapping her across the face.
Marcelle tasted blood, but felt a small sense of triumph, having seen the shock behind the anger in his eyes. She had reacted in a way Smith hadn’t anticipated. He had assumed she would cling to life, no matter what the cost, and she had chosen death. Perhaps now she had gained the upper hand, she should use it to her advantage.
Smith spoke, his voice quivering. “Have you lost your mind?”
She stared at him. “You think you hold the power over my life. But when you put me under water, I hold the power. If you put me back in the water, I’ll do it again, and perhaps I’ll succeed.”
He stared at her, speechless.
Marcelle spoke again. “Your play, Smith.”
Smith stared at the naked, battered woman standing in front of him. Even her exceptional strength and fitness could no longer withstand the constant beatings, indignities, and ill-treatment he imposed on her.
But she remained defiant, and the fierce pride in her pale gray eyes promised him death if even half a chance presented itself. He was sorry she fought for the other side. The cause needed people like her.
Smith addressed the men who held Marcelle, grudging respect in his voice, “Take Madame Deschamps back to her normal cell. Give her some clothing, and let her sleep. We’ll continue later.”
When they brought Marcelle back to her room, the young boy whispered in her ear, “Look under your blankets. I’ll try to leave the light on.”
They left her in the darkness. She felt her way to the bed, seeking the warmth of the rough blankets.
A moment later, the light snapped on, and she realized her young friend had kept his promise. She lifted up a corner of the blankets, and found a veritable feast. An apple, an orange, two painkiller tablets, and two chocolate bars. And a cold can of Coke.
She stared at the food, hunger burning in her stomach. Maybe there was hope after all.
The light went off again later, and she curled up under the rough blankets, feeling a little revived by the food, and grateful for the comfort of a bed. Despite the chronic lack of sleep, she could feel her body recovering from the abuse of the past week. In comparison to how she had felt after that first severe beating, her present condition was much improved. Her muscles were no longer as stiff, and some of her earlier bruises had lightened to a greenish shade.
The cigar burns on the insides of her upper arms stung mercilessly, the result of Smith in a particularly vicious mood. She closed her mind to the memory, not willing to relive the dread of watching the glowing cigar tip, wondering when it would occur to Smith to burn her eyes.
But although the burns were deep, and had become septic, they wouldn’t hold her back. She had an ally, and if a chance for escape presented itself, she could take advantage of it.
A hand shaking her shoulder roused Marcelle from a deep dreamless sleep. She opened her eyes, and brought a hand up to shield them against the bright light. The face of the young Arab hovered above her, and when he saw he had her attention, he stepped back wordlessly, putting a set of clean clothing on her bed.
She spoke first. “What time is it?”
“It’s two o’clock in the afternoon. You’ve been asleep for nearly fourteen hours.”
“It feels like it.” She sat up, flexing her stiff joints.
“Please get dressed,” he said, clearly uncomfortable with her nudity beneath the blanket. “I’ll be back in five minutes.”
They walked slowly down the long passage. Marcelle glanced at her young escort. “Do you have a name?”
“You can call me Ali. It is the name I use in Europe.”
“Thank you, Ali, for the food. I feel a lot better today.” She kept her voice down, even though they appeared to be alone in the passage.
“I am pleased,” he answered.
“Do you know what Smith has in mind today?”
“You scared him yesterday. But you may have made things worse for yourself.”
“Why?” Marcelle felt apprehension returning to her stomach. Ali’s friendly manner had allowed her to forget for a moment what lay at the end of the passage.
He didn’t answer, because they had reached the end of their journey. He motioned her into a third room, one she hadn’t been in before, though it looked similar to the others, with a two-way mirror and bare furnishings.
But this room had a sterile quality to it, and a peculiar smell. It reminded her of the antiseptic smell of hospitals. She spotted a stranger in a white coat next to what appeared to be a dentist’s chair. Smith leaned against the chair, talking to the stranger.
Four more men entered behind her, and Marcelle realized something unpleasant was about to happen. She glanced at Ali for reassurance, but he didn’t look at her, instead watching Smith with an inscrutable expression on his face.
Smith came over to her. “Good afternoon, Madame Deschamps. I trust you slept well.” His manner was too polite, and this infuriated Marcelle.
“I hardly think my sleeping habits lie close to your heart,” she responded bitterly, staring at the dark man.
He held her gaze. “On the contrary, for what we have in mind today, I need you well rested.”
“I can’t see what being rested has to do with getting beaten senseless.”
He laughed, enjoying the game. “I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know we’ve abandoned that course of action. All you’re going to feel now is a little prick as we take control of your mind.”
Marcelle frowned, not understanding.
“You’ll see,” Smith promised, nodding at the men behind her.
The four men grabbed her limbs and carried her to the chair. Despite her frantic struggles, she soon found herself strapped to the chair, unable to move without the restraints cutting into her skin.
Marcelle watched with growing horror as the stranger prepared a series of syringes. Smith came to the foot of the chair so she could see him. “Yes, Madame Deschamps, we’ve opted for drug therapy. We would have preferred a confession, freely given, but you leave us no option. Once the good doctor injects you, we can ask anything we want, and you’ll answer us every time.”
The seriousness of her plight dawned on Marcelle. They would find out everything. They would know she had killed that Arab terrorist, which was already a death sentence for her. But they would also find out about her marriage to Stefan, about the headquarters of Omega, and everything they ever needed to know about Omega, which could spell death for everyone on La Montagne. Marcelle fought her restraints with superhuman strength, but the doctor calmly swabbed an area on her arm before sliding the needle into a vein.
“No!” The scream came from the depths of her soul. She stared at Ali, her eyes begging him to do something. He turned away, a helpless look on his face, and left the room.
Marcelle struggled with renewed determination, not noticing the blood from her torn skin where the restraints had cut deep. But the strength started seeping from her body, and the need to get free became less and less important. Far away, she heard someone say, “She’s ready, you can start.” Then she was nothing, and nowhere.
Smith stared down at the young woman in the chair. She was ripe for the picking, her mind naked to his probing. He slapped her lightly on the cheek to rouse her.
The peculiar gray eyes opened sluggishly, and stared at him without the disdain he had come to expect.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Stefan and the twins sat at the dining room table with Ludo Dubois, Heinrich Schmidt, and the two Cortez brothers. Supper had ended, and the men were silent, having nothing more to report. There hardly seemed any point in talking, because their leader appeared lost in thought, wrapped up in his pain.
Karl shot Kris a helpless look, jerking his head in their cousin’s direction. Kris followed his gaze, staring at Stefan for long seconds, assessing his condition. He looked back at his twin, shrugging. Stefan had refused further medication, though the eight hours of sleep had benefited him greatly. But now, nearly two days later, they were in the same situation, with the mercenary leader out on his feet.
Despite the breakthrough they had made regarding the nationalities of the kidnappers, they were no closer to a solution. Whoever had snatched Marcelle appeared to have vanished from the face of the earth.
Karl had a dark theory, which he kept to himself. He suspected Marcelle was already beyond their help, perhaps buried in a shallow grave somewhere. If her kidnappers were family of the man she had killed, they would have no reason to keep her alive for nine days. They weren’t interested in ransom, only in payback. By the time Stefan had discovered the smashed Lamborghini, it had already been too late for Marcelle.
The phone in the living room rang, and Stefan jumped up, sending his chair clattering to the floor. Karl followed on his heels, and found his cousin in the living room.
Stefan held a hand over the mouthpiece of the telephone. “It’s Pierre-Henri.” He listened intently for a moment, his face changing to an expression of hope. “No, don’t open it. Bring it straight here. Hurry, we’ll be waiting.”
He put the phone down, and turned to face his men. “Pierre-Henri says someone delivered a parcel to his house a few minutes ago. He didn’t see anyone, just a knock at the door and the package on the doorstep. My name is on the cover. I’ve told him to bring it here immediately.”
“How big is the package?” Heinrich Schmidt asked, thinking of the fondness of kidnappers to send body parts to the families of their victims.
From the look on Stefan’s face, the thought had occurred to him too. “He said it was the size of a standard hardcover novel.”
A hand then, perhaps, Karl thought, and saw the same thought in his twin’s eyes. But even bad news was better than no news.
About forty-five minutes passed before the lift doors opened to reveal Louis Gautier and Pierre-Henri Petton. The manager had picked the doctor up on the way. Stefan took the package wordlessly, trying to reassure the two men with a smile. He examined the package, searching for trip wires, or any indication it might contain a bomb. When he had finished, he handed the package to Karl. “Please check it again.”
Karl searched for anything his best friend may have missed. He didn’t find anything. “It’s clean. I think we should open it.” He took a deep breath, and tore off the brown wrapping to reveal an unlabelled video tape.
Stefan readied the video equipment, and after taking the tape from Karl, he slipped it into the slot. He turned and stared at Karl for a long moment, his face a picture of conflict, the remote in his hand. The redhead understood, and reached for the remote. Everyone got comfortable on the two couches, and Stefan took the spot between Kris and Karl, needing the comfort of his family.
The first picture showed the morning edition of a French newspaper. The camera zoomed in to show the date.
“That’s yesterday’s paper,” Pierre-Henri said.
Next a face filled the screen, a vision so horrible one would at first have assumed the person wore a rubber mask to hide his identity. But when the man started speaking English with a French accent, it became obvious that the scarred face was his own.
“Stefan Ziegler, I’m speaking to you. Perhaps you don’t recognize me. I’ve lost my good looks since our last meeting. But this is what napalm does to the human body. Does that ring a bell? Perhaps if you examine the scars on your body, you will see my signature, the bullet-holes you received from my men. The day you ran like a coward, instead of fighting like a man. The day your whore killed my brother in cold blood!”
He paused, visibly making an effort to bring himself under control. “Yes, it is I, Ahmed Rashid, the man you thought dead. But Allah kept me alive, so I can right this wrong. So I may take revenge on the persons who had destroyed my life, and taken my brother from me. Yes, revenge can keep a man alive, Stefan Ziegler. I had a lot to live for, and this was the first item on my agenda. For your whore to stand trial for what she had done.
“Sorry, did I say whore? I meant wife. Yes, we know everything. Your little wife told us everything we needed to know, eventually. Now we can go to trial. So sit back and watch the proceedings.” The pink face gave a horrible distortion of a smile, and he stepped away from the camera.
The camera focused on a doorway, zooming in to show three figures entering the room. The person in the middle was Marcelle. Alive! But there appeared to be little life left in her too slender body as she hung between the two men.
Stefan let out a moan as his wife’s physical condition became more apparent. She wore a gray tracksuit he didn’t recognize, and her once glorious hair hung in dirty, matted knots. Her face was deathly pale, marred by cuts and bruises from numerous beatings. Dark shadows gathered in the hollows of her cheeks, matching the dark bruising below her closed eyes.
The men handled her roughly, not caring that the tops of her bare feet scraped over the uneven stone floor. They dragged her to a table and chair, and made her sit on the chair. But she flopped forward, her face resting on the unfinished wood of the table, her arms hanging at her sides.
“Mon Dieu, what have they done to her!” Louis Gautier cried out.
The faces of all the men reflected his feelings, but no-one spoke, terrified of the expression on their leader’s face. Stefan stared at the screen, his hands clenched into fists in his lap. His face was ashen, and his control appeared so fragile that even a single word could shatter it.
On the screen more men filed into the room, taking their places on chairs set up for an audience. A man in a white coat entered behind them.
A slender man in a dark suit motioned him towards Marcelle. “Wake her. It’s time.”
The doctor protested, speaking French, “Smith, she needs time to recover. You’ve gone too far.”
“She’s had enough time. Do it!”
The doctor shrugged, and walked over to Marcelle. He opened his bag and took out a vial and syringe. She showed no reaction when he injected a colorless fluid into a vein in her arm.
The camera pulled back to include the scarred Ahmed Rashid in the picture. “Are we ready?” he asked.
“Just a moment,” the doctor answered. “She’ll come around in a minute or two.”
Marcelle opened her eyes, but they were empty, unfocussed. The doctor helped by pulling her up straight in the chair. Her eyes closed again, saliva dribbling from the corner of her mouth. The doctor shook her roughly. She opened her eyes and tried to hit him, but her punch carried no strength.
Smith rushed forward, and slapped her across the face. Marcelle toppled from the chair, falling to the floor in a jumble of limbs. The men who had brought her in came forward and patiently picked their charge up again, putting her back on the chair. Blood flowed from a new cut on her lip, and Smith’s finger marks stood red on her pale skin.
The blow, combined with the injection had raised her level of consciousness, and Marcelle stared at Smith with unconcealed hatred. “Beating up girls again, Smith? What’s your problem? The freak over there won’t let you suck his cock?”
Smith flushed red with anger, and raised his hand again, but Rashid’s voice rang out like a whiplash, halting Smith’s hand in midair. “That’s enough!”
Smith strode away, his hands balled in fists of rage.
The disfigured man brought a piece of paper into view. “I will read the charges brought against you, Madame Ziegler. Please pay attention.” He addressed the men behind Marcelle. “Let the prisoner stand while I read the charges.”
The two men responded by pulling her to her feet.
“Marcelle Deschamps-Ziegler, you have committed the following crimes against the Algerian nation. Firstly, you are charged with the murder of Mohammed Rashid, whom you shot down in cold blood when he attempted to apprehend a criminal fugitive. Secondly, you are charged with aiding the escape of said fugitive, Stefan Ziegler, an enemy of our people. Thirdly, you are named an accessory to the unmotivated massacre of fifty-two Algerian nationals, a crime committed by Stefan Ziegler and Omega, an outlawed organization dedicated to the destruction of our way of life. Fourthly, you are charged with the willful injuries inflicted upon me by said Stefan Ziegler, and I reserve the right to claim damages in that regard. Finally, you are charged with resisting arrest and murdering six officers of the state when they attempted to arrest you for your crimes.”
Rashid lowered the paper to stare at Marcelle. “What is your response to these charges?”
She stared back. “Did you think them up all by yourself?”
The scarred man visibly restrained himself. “I would advise you to view these proceedings in a serious light, Madame Ziegler. How do you plead, guilty or not guilty?” He waited, staring at Marcelle.
“I’m a French citizen, and I don’t recognize the power of this court. So don’t expect me to participate. OK?”
“It’s your choice, Madame Ziegler. In the absence of a plea, a guilty plea is assumed, and is entered as such on the record.”
She shrugged. “Whatever makes you happy. Where’s your proof?”
“Oh, we have your confession on record, Madame. You are guilty, as this recording will show.” He nodded at a man in the corner.
The man pressed a button, and Smith’s voice came over the speaker. “Madame Deschamps, on the night of 6 April 2003, do you recall meeting a man at the post office on the Rue de Marie?”
“Yes.”
“Did you know this man?”
“No.”
“But you helped him. Why?”
“He was bleeding. He needed help.” The words were slurred, the undertones of drug therapy clearly present.
“So you wanted to help him, but someone tried to stop you, didn’t they?”
No answer.
Smith tried again. “Do you remember anyone else at the post office?”
Still no answer.
The doctor’s voice spoke. “She’s resisting. Do you want me to give her some more?”
“Yes,” Smith answered.
A long silence passed before Smith tried again. “Marcelle, was there anyone else at the post office when you tried to help that man?”
“Yes.”
“What did this man do?”
“He wanted to shoot the man on the floor. But he said he would kill me first.”
“What did you do then?”
“I shot him. I kept shooting until he stopped moving.”
“Did the other man have a gun, Marcelle?”
“Yes.”
“Did he shoot at you?”
“No, I shot first, but he wanted to kill me. He said so.”
“So you left the post office, with the man, Stefan Ziegler?”
“Yes, I had to get help for him. He was dying.”
“But you saved his life. Is he alive today?”
“Yes.”
“Well done, Marcelle. I have one last question. Do you still have contact with this man, Stefan Ziegler?”
“Yes.”
“Why is that?”
“He’s my husband.”
“He’s your husband? Was he your husband at the post office?” The astonishment was audible in Smith’s voice.
“No.”
Rashid signaled the man in the corner to turn off the tape. He turned back to Marcelle. “Do you have anything to say, Madame Ziegler?”
She appeared to have fallen back into her near catatonic state. The doctor prodded her, and she looked up at Rashid. “What?”
“Do you have anything to say for yourself, having heard your confession?”
“That confession wouldn’t stand up in any court.”
“Except in this court, the People’s court. I repeat, do you have anything to say?”
“Yes, I do,” she said, pushing herself to her feet with an effort. The two men behind her tried to help by grabbing her arms, but she shrugged them off. She held her head high, staring at the men in the room with unconcealed disdain. “I think you’re mad, the whole fucking lot of you, and you’d better put a stop to this before it goes too far.”
The scarred Rashid laughed delightedly, a horrible cawing sound. “Too far for you, or for us, Madame?”
“For you,” she answered, the light in her eyes promising death to everyone in the room.
“Oh, come, come, Madame Ziegler, surely you’re not still waiting for your husband to find you? He doesn’t even know where you are.”
“Who’s talking about my husband?”
Rashid fidgeted with his clothing, his eyes flickering to Smith, who stood somewhere behind Marcelle. Smith stepped forward and clubbed her behind the head with his fist. The impact threw her over the narrow table, but she managed to tuck her head in, rolling to absorb the impact. Smith followed her, intent on getting in a kick or two. He raised his shoe, but she punched him hard on the inside of his thigh. The Arab went down with a grunt of pain, and she jumped on him like a rabid animal, her fury visible as she rained punches on his dark face.
Her two guards were upon her an instant later, a hard kick in the ribs sufficient to dislodge her from Smith’s writhing body.
He got back to his feet, blood streaming from his nose and mouth. “Pick her up,” he instructed.
They complied, and made her stand between them, holding her arms tight.
Smith’s bloodied face was a mask of fury. “You’re going to pay for that!”
Marcelle stared back at him, defiance in her eyes. “Not if that’s the best you can do, you fucking faggot! Come on,” she said venomously, “it’s safe to hit me now!”
He let out a roar of rage and drove a fist into her face with all the force he could muster. She dropped without a sound, blood pouring from her nose and mouth.
“You let her goad you every time!” Rashid shouted.
“I will break her, if it’s the last thing I do!” Smith bellowed.
The two men dragged her back to her seat, allowing her upper body to flop onto the table. The screen went blank, and then flickered back to life.
Marcelle was conscious again, the doctor holding what appeared to be smelling salts in front of her nose. Her head jerked away from the acrid smell, and the doctor smiled. “Welcome back.”
“Oh, fuck off,” she answered groggily, wiping her bleeding mouth on the sleeve of her filthy tracksuit.
Smith stepped forward. “We will now continue your trial. Please pay attention.”
She didn’t grace him with an answer, instead spitting a mouthful of blood onto the floor.
Rashid raised his paper again. “Madame, I have found you guilty of all the charges brought against you, and I will now sentence you for your crimes.”
Marcelle shot him a derisive look.
“For aiding the escape of Stefan Ziegler, I sentence you to two hundred lashes. For accessory to the slaughter of fifty-two Algerian nationals, I sentence you to death. For resisting arrest and the murder of six officers of the state, I sentence you to death, again. For the murder of Mohammed Rashid and the damage inflicted upon me,” the scarred man paused for effect, “I sentence you to death, a third time. You will be tied to a stake, doused in napalm, and set alight, to burn until you are dead.” Rashid lowered the sheet of paper. “Do you have anything to say before your sentence is carried out?”
Marcelle looked up at him, showing bloodstained teeth in a ghastly smile. “Your brother cried like a baby, begging me not to kill him. I left him lying there, drowning in his own blood, while I saved Stefan Ziegler.”
Rashid advanced upon her, taking a gun from his robes and leveling it at her head. “I should kill you now,” he growled, a mad light in his eyes.
She faced him without fear, her eyes challenging him to do the job, but Smith intervened, stepping between them. “Don’t you see what she’s trying to do? She wants you to put a bullet through her head so she can escape punishment. Don’t give in to your anger!”
A long moment passed before Rashid lowered the gun. “Nice try, Madame Ziegler, but you will not succeed.”
“Your brother was a coward,” Marcelle responded. “He tried to kill a defenseless man. Even you didn’t have the guts to face him in a fair fight.”
“You will not succeed in provoking my anger, so stop trying.”
“Isn’t it a pity you can only kill me once, you bloody freak?”
“Perhaps I can only kill you once, but you’ll be wishing for death long before it finds you.” Rashid contorted his face into a hideous smile. “We’ll keep you alive until your sentence of two hundred lashes is complete, then we’ll burn what’s left of you at the stake. We’ll send pieces of your charred body to your husband in the mail, and we’ll save your head for last. He will die a little every day. Stefan Ziegler will die the thousand deaths I intended for you.”
A flicker of pain crossed Marcelle’s features before she answered. “My husband will kill you. There won’t be a place on earth where you could escape his revenge.” Rashid stared at her, hypnotized by the intensity in her eyes.
Smith broke the spell, giving orders to the two men behind Marcelle. “The first part of the sentence is to be carried out immediately. Please proceed.”
The men pulled their captive away, forcing her to walk to the other side of the room, where a thick rope hung over a low beam. Despite her struggles, they stripped off her clothing, and tied her hands to the rope. They hoisted her up until she stood on tiptoe, her arms stretched above her head.
Only now did the full impact of her physical abuse become apparent. Apart from the cuts and bruises on her arms, legs and face, her naked body was dotted with purple and green bruises, and splotches of red where new bruises were busy forming.
Fragile hipbones jutted out on either side of her hollowed out stomach, accentuating how much weight she had lost in the past days. On the insides of her upper arms, infected burns leaked fluid. Bands of abrasions across her stomach, neck, and thighs showed where restraints had rubbed the skin raw. Blood dribbled down her forearms where the rough rope had started the raw skin on her wrists bleeding again.
Smith approached, and she stared at him, murder in her eyes.
He glanced at the leering men, spurred on by their excitement. “So this is the wife of the Aryan pig! The woman he holds sacred above all else!” He reached out and cupped a hand on each side of Marcelle’s firm breasts, using his thumbs to tease her nipples erect. “She seems to respond to more than one master.”
He turned away to accept the applause of the men and Marcelle brought her legs up in a lightning move, wrapping muscular thighs around Smith’s neck. She uttered an animal cry of rage, driving her right heel into his solar plexus before using her legs to exert a chokehold on the Arab’s windpipe. He gagged, his tongue protruding from his mouth while his hands scrabbled ineffectively at the powerfully locked legs.
The stunned men came to his rescue, at first trying to dislodge the potent lock, using their combined strength to no avail. One man punched her in the kidneys. Marcelle cried out with the agony of it, relaxing her stranglehold on Smith, and arching her back in a painful spasm. He fell to the floor, coughing and gagging, massaging his bruised neck. The men dragged him out of the way of those deadly legs.
Rashid stepped forward. “I told you to let it go, Smith! No more games!”
The camera swung to focus on a tall man with a ponytail, who shook out the coils of a long, knotted whip. He did a few practice flicks, and a moment later the camera came back to Marcelle, showing her from the waist upwards.
“Ready! Begin!” Rashid said.
An explosive crack rang out, corresponding with the shocked look on Marcelle’s face. The second pop followed too soon on the first, not giving her time to recover. Her face contorted in an expression of intense agony as she tried to draw air into her lungs.
The third and fourth lashes followed at bigger intervals, as if the tall man wielding the whip savored the moment. Marcelle vomited up what appeared to be fresh blood as her body went into shock. The red fluid dribbled down her chin and onto her breasts as the punishment continued. The sixth lash proved too much, and she went limp, a moan escaping her lips.
Immediately the abuse stopped, and the doctor stepped forward, pressing two fingers against the side of her neck, feeling for a pulse. Satisfied, he held the vial of smelling salts to her nose.
Marcelle recovered consciousness sluggishly, confusion and pain on her face. The doctor continued to hold the vial in front of her, until she pulled her head away, coughing painfully. He stepped back, nodding at the man with the whip.
Her eyes widened in shock when the leather split her skin once more. The eighth lash was off target, curling around her body, leaving an angry red line over the tender flesh of her stomach. She whipped her head from side to side, trying to evade the cruel punishment. But she found no relief, and when the ninth lash connected, she screamed in agony, the primitive sound torn from the depths of her soul.
The punishment continued relentlessly, until Marcelle passed out again after the fourteenth lash, blood speckled saliva dribbling down her chin. The doctor stepped forward, but despite his best efforts couldn’t revive her. The camera focused on her back, showing a mess of deep, bloody wounds.
“She’s had enough,” the doctor said worriedly. “If you continue, she will die today, now.”
“What do you mean?” Rashid shouted. “We’ve only just begun!”
“She’s in deep shock. The torture, the drugs, the lack of food, has been too much. She’s too weak. She’ll go into cardiac arrest, and you’ll be cheated out of the satisfaction you seek.”
Smith’s voice intervened hoarsely. “Fine, we’ll continue tomorrow. We have enough footage to send off anyway.”
The camera came back to show Marcelle’s face, her eyes closed, her bruised features slack, stripped of all dignity and humanity, a far cry from the sexy, healthy young woman she had been ten days earlier. The screen flickered into blackness.
Stefan had clapped his hands over his ears to drown out his wife’s shrieks of pain. He rocked backward and forward, moaning at such a low pitch that the sound was barely human.
Karl touched his cousin’s shoulder, trying to comfort him. Stefan reacted like a scalded cat, jumping to his feet, retreating to the window. The pressure of the collective stares on him proved too much, and he fled towards the main bedroom. Karl and Kris stared at each other, seeing their thoughts reflected. As one man they acted, Kris heading for his doctor’s bag, and Karl running after Stefan.
The door to the bedroom was unlocked, and Karl threw it open. Stefan stood next to the bed, raising his gun to his head, the hammer pulled back.
“No, Stefan, no!” Karl screamed, storming towards his friend. He managed to clamp a hand over the gun, inserting his thumb between the hammer and the firing pin. They tumbled to the ground with a thud as the other mercenaries spilled into the room.
The Cortez brothers joined in, as did Heinrich and Ludo, and soon they had their boss pinned to the ground. But his eyes were those of a crazy man, and he clenched the gun in his right hand with an unbreakable grip, still trying to turn it on himself. Kris came forward with a syringe, and plunged it into Stefan’s left thigh, through the fabric of his jeans.
A long minute passed before Stefan’s eyes closed. Karl pried the gun from his slack hand, and dropped the hammer.
The men stepped back, their faces a mixture of shame and pain to have witnessed the breakdown of their leader. Doc Louis and Pierre-Henri stood in the doorway, shock on their faces.
Karl took control. “Get him onto the bed. We’re going to have to watch him around the clock.” He stared at the men. “Who can blame him? Would any one of us have reacted differently?”
The men cast their eyes down, shuffling their feet, mumbling agreement.
Ludo spoke first. “The captain is the bravest man I know. Those men have done a terrible thing to Marcelle, to him, and to us. I’ll take first watch.” The big man gathered Stefan’s limp body in his arms, and carried him to the bed. Kris pulled the duvet back, and Ludo laid his boss on the bed.
Karl undressed Stefan down to his underwear, and covered him with the duvet. “Let’s hope he feels better when he wakes up,” he said.
Ludo pulled a chair to the bedside, and sank onto it, watching his captain’s sleeping face. “You can go now,” he said to the waiting men. “I’ll call when I need relief.”
They filed out in silence, back to where the television was hissing, waiting for the next installment.
CHAPTER TWELVE
The drone of a soft voice brought Marcelle back to the surface. She opened her eyes to see a dirty floor. Ali shook her shoulder gently, trying to rouse her. She wished he had left her floating in the dark oblivion where the pain hadn’t mattered. Now the burning agony from her back intruded on her senses, and she gasped, clenching her teeth.
Ali’s voice changed from the steady drone to actual words. “Madame, please, you must drink this. It will kill the pain.”
“Help me up, please,” she whispered.
He complied, taking hold of her ankles and pulling her backwards off the bed, grabbing her under both arms when her knees buckled. Marcelle bit back a scream, fighting the pain. Ali turned her around so she could sit on the edge of the bed, averting his eyes from her blood-spattered breasts.
He held three white tablets out to her. “Please, drink this. It will help for the pain.”
Marcelle took the tablets from him, and Ali handed her an opened can of Coke to wash them down.
“You’ll feel better soon, I promise,” he said. “I’ve managed to get you something to eat.” He handed her two chocolate bars. “I’m sorry it isn’t real food, but I can’t take anything else without attracting attention.”
She tried to smile. “Thank you, Ali.”
He gestured towards her folded clothes on the bedside table. “I have brought your clothes, and your boots. The men are talking and I don’t like what I’m hearing. You must get dressed. We need to be ready to take advantage of any situation.”
She nodded, the full impact of the words not sinking into her confused mind.
Ali couldn’t stay long, but he left the light on for her.
Marcelle opened a chocolate bar with shaking hands, cursing her weakness. The chocolate bar blurred in front of her as her eyes filled with tears. She cried soundlessly, for Stefan, for herself, for the future they would never have.
The tears extinguished the tiny flicker of hope she had been nurturing, that Stefan would find her, and everything would be OK. Everything was not OK, would never again be OK. She had passed a point of no return, after which nothing could ever be the same. Death stared her in the face, the most horrible death one human could devise for another, and fear curled in her stomach. She feared she wouldn’t die with grace, with dignity, that she wouldn’t do Stefan and Omega proud.
The tears dried after the tablets took effect, and she lay down on her stomach again, hoping for sleep. The light went off a little later, and she closed her eyes, trying to erase the memory of the terrible beating from her mind.
The pony-tailed Arab, Abdul, slunk down the passage towards the prisoner’s room, feeling the need in his throbbing loins. The sight of Smith caressing those firm young breasts had inflamed his blood more than he had thought possible. A sadist to the core, he had felt himself growing hard as he whipped the female prisoner until blood flowed from her wounds.
The talk of the men at the breakfast table had strengthened his resolve. The pleasure he had derived from beating and groping the young woman could never compare to the ecstasy of taking her against her will. He had raped before, and the beast within him had been growing restless, waiting for the next time. He reached the door without incident, and inserted the key in the lock, his lust nearly unbearable.
The pain radiating from her back woke Marcelle. Someone was on top of her, his breathing erratic, cruel hands kneading her breasts. She opened her eyes to see Abdul kneeling between her parted legs. He had lowered his trousers to mid-thigh, revealing his erect penis. Marcelle had not dressed, despite Ali’s request, and realized she had made things too easy for Abdul.
He slapped her in the face. “You lie quiet,” he advised, slapping her again. “You lie back and enjoy, or I hurt you more!”
The anger drove away the pain and discomfort of her wounds. This wasn’t going to happen, not to her, not today, not again. With a roar, she brought her hands up and clapped them over both the Arab’s ears. He screamed as his eardrums burst, and she flung him off her with a mighty heave. He went down with a bellow of rage, tripped by his own jeans. His head struck the bedside table with a sickening crack.
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