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This one is for all the warriors battling diabetes every single day. In case no one has told you today: You’re doing enough, and you’re doing it well.







Prelude







I don’t deserve any of this. I should not be the one paying for my husband’s sins. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no longer so naive as to think life should be fair when you cross all your Ts and dot all your Is—take one good look at the African continent if you need proof. But even so, I can’t stop crying over the unfairness of this shitstorm featuring yours truly. Hell, I can’t even wipe my tears away thanks to those morons watching Griselda behind me. Or breathe through the waves of emotions like I normally do when I’m upset—God, the word doesn’t even scratch the surface. Is there a word for uprooted, terrorized and robbed of your freedom? Well, there fucking should be.

What do we do when we cry, Waylon? My mother used to ask me this time and again when I was little. The correct answer, which she always said together with me, was we feel, we breathe, we overcome. Yeah, Mom, that worked a lot better when all I needed to overcome was a skinned knee. I kid you not, I’d gladly sacrifice the skin on my knees to go back home.

Shit. I promised myself not to think about my mom too much. If I keep doing so, I’ll start wondering if I’ll ever get to see her again and never stop sobbing.

One of the guys behind me curses in Spanish—it always involves balls or whores. “Could you stop all this crying? For the last time, pendejo, you did this to yourself. All you had to do was be good and not try anything. But no, you had to go and pull a stunt on us.”

“Yeah,” the other guy says—the big one, if I had to guess. “You made your bed, now lie in it.” I’m pretty sure that whatever word he mumbled last was faggot in Spanish.

If I were able to speak, I’d say something like: Thanks to you, it’s kind of impossible to lie in it. However, since these two goons attached the Hannibal-inspired muzzle to my face, producing intelligible words is not in the cards for the time being—a period I hope won’t stretch through the night. Lord knows I’ll go crazy if I have to stand here like this for hours to come: the cold metal bars freezing my back, my arms stretched out to both sides crucifix-style, and blinking like a madman to stop my eyes from stinging with tears. And, not that I’m one to complain, but I can’t decide whether I’m more hungry or thirsty. 

That’s right, they haven’t bothered to feed me tonight, which goes against the policy that Red guy dictated two days ago. Given he’s the type of man that’s unafraid of displaying random violence, I wouldn’t mind him walking through the front door right now. If I got to watch my two guards writhe in pain, I would gladly stomach the terror emanating from Red’s presence. Funny how my brain works these days—but then again, who wouldn’t be losing his marbles in my stead?

No fucking way.

Headlights flash across the walls, indicating a car has just turned onto the driveway of this weird-ass house in the middle of…wherever they’ve taken me. It’s safe to assume we’re still in New England, but we could really be anywhere from rural Pennsylvania to upstate New York to the heart of Connecticut. Tinted windows on our drive here, combined with my state of shock that awful night, made it impossible to keep track.

The footfalls are too heavy to be Red’s, which means the shit is about to hit the fan for the ones not tied up in this house.

The red-painted door flies open and closes with the same efficiency as it yields to the power of Sean’s coordinated movements. Shaking the last snow from his black army-style boots before removing them, the big man’s eyes land on mine as he drops the plastic grocery bags. Here’s to hoping my pleading eyes convey all the misery they can muster.

“Wha—what the fuck? I leave you idiots alone for two hours and this is what I find?” Sean bellows, his deep voice thundering through the beige floorboards and the bars of my cage.

“Hey, we can explain—”

Sean scoffs as he approaches the cage’s door with three large strides. “By all means, explain yourselves. Start with the part of ‘do not hurt him’ that you don’t seem to understand.”

The short, slim one of the two goons explains the events that got me chained up. Looking back, I still think my plan was worth the shot. About two hours ago, I started coughing and swaying from side to side as I mumbled some gibberish in Dutch. It took these idiots half an hour to realize something was off about me, but when they finally stood near the cage to get my attention, I really went for it. Falling onto my side, I started convulsing and shaking on the floor as though I were experiencing an epileptic episode. Save for frothing at the mouth, my performance must have looked eerily realistic judging from the panicked voices. Then I lay very still with my eyes and mouth open until the skinny one came closer. When he got within kicking range, I dealt him a blow to the nuts and hustled out of the cage into the open plan space serving as living room, dining room and kitchen.

If the front door hadn’t been locked, I’m sure I would have made it outside. Alas, the five extra seconds it took for me to turn the key and move the deadbolt were enough for the stocky one to body-slam me into the red-painted wood face-first. After absorbing the first blow with my forearms, the guy got mad and punched me in the stomach. His smaller friend then picked me up off the floor by the throat and slammed the back of my head against the door a second time. That’s where the details of being forced into a Christ-on-the-cross posture get woozy.

“So, after beating the shit out of him, leaving all kinds of marks Red will explode over, you decided it was a fine idea to torture him some more.” Sean takes a big breath through his nose, making his chest a quarter bigger in size. “Did you at least tend to his wounds, or did you actually fuck up all the way?”

Even in the dim yellow lighting of the two floor lamps in the free corners of the room, the faces of Sean’s coworkers become two shades paler as their mouths open and close like a goldfish.

“Of course you didn’t.” Sean pinches the bridge of his nose. “Get out of my house.” When the two fuck-ups don’t react, he yells, “Now!”

Once the front door closes, I’m able to take deeper breaths than before.

Hold on. My house?

So, what? The guy actually lives here? It’s not just some random spot these criminals use for safekeeping? What kind of sick freak has a 10-foot-wide cage in the middle of his living space?

“Hey Waylon?” he says, his voice softer. He unlocks the cage’s door and opens it before he continues, approaching me with his big hands spread out like I’m a rabid raccoon. “I’m sorry. They had no right to…” He blows out the rest of his breath. “I’m sorry.”

I nod and blink, the only means of communication that don’t confirm my animalistic air.

“I’m going to untie you, starting with that thing on your face. That okay?” I nod again, spurring Sean into action. He reaches behind my neck and pulls at the twin belts of the muzzle until it gives way. 

Finally feeling fresh air on my face, I swallow as I stare into his blue eyes, way closer than before. “I think this goes without saying, but please don’t leave those two in charge again. Zero stars—do not recommend.”

With a closed smile, Sean starts fumbling with the handcuffs on my left hand, but then hesitates and meets my gaze.

“Oh, come on,” I say, “I’m not stupid. There’s no way I can fight you. You’re way too strong, and—and fast. Clever, too, I’m sure. Your coworkers, on the other hand, I’m still convinced I would have gotten past them. Stupid door.”

He huffs, tickling the skin on my shoulder, then continues freeing my left arm. I sigh when my arm drops to my side. “Good news is, I don’t think you need any medical attention. Does your head hurt? Are you dizzy?”

I wipe the salty tearstains off my cheeks with my freed wrists and sniff. “I’m fine.”

“Okay. Let me know when that changes. You should drink lots of water.” He rubs his stubble. “I, uhm…I have to hand it to you, that epilepsy thing you tried to pull must have been kind of awesome. Makes me wish there were cameras in this place.”

I make it a point not to say thank you to my captors, for the sole reason that it’s not appropriate to be grateful to the people who end your life as you know it. No matter how nice Sean is or pretends to be, I will not say those two words. I’m allowed to have a modicum of control over my existence, even if it’s lilliputian.

“Yeah, CCTV would have added another star to this fine accommodation for sure.”

Instead of being annoyed at my dig, Sean taps his chin and looks around. “You know, you are not the first one who told me that. Put it in the review after your stay, so the owner will consider it.” Then he turns on his heels and walks to the front door. I know this part well: he’ll lock the door, put the key in the special lockbox, and stay close to me as I exit the cage.

That’s right. When I’m a good dog and behave around here, I get to come out and play. How is this my life again? Right, because Paul—my husband—fucked me in every possible way.

While I put on my gray hoodie, Sean picks up the plastic grocery bags and puts them on the dining table, a sturdy black IKEA piece in front of the windows on the right side of the front door. We bought the exact same ones in bulk for the teachers’ lounge in school a few years back. God, I miss my students and coworkers. I so need to get out of here.

A work in progress as there ever was one.

“Any word on Paul?” I ask.

“I don’t think so, no,” Sean says as he puts large foil-packaged sandwiches on the same side of the table—one for him and one for me. “It would be too soon, anyway. I mean, I highly doubt your husband would have found that kind of money in 48 hours.” He gestures to the chair next to him. “Sit down and eat. I hope you like turkey melt. You want coffee?”

Instead of answering, I do as he says and unwrap the sandwich at warp speed. In between grunts I manage a confirming nod that makes Sean smile again.

The first bite of crisp, whole wheat baguette, crunchy lettuce and cheese-covered meat almost has me weeping again. When I open my eyes, however, I am reminded that although my meal may taste like it, this is not exactly heaven. The sight in front of me comes pretty damn close, though.

Somewhere in between my hungry frenzy Sean must have taken off his black parka. As he’s making coffee, humming to himself like he tends to do, I can’t peel my eyes away from the ridges of his shoulders and back. Of course, his white T-shirt being hell-bent on highlighting them in the kitchen’s spotlights isn’t exactly helping my strife. Paired with a light pair of jeans that hug his ass just right, it’s like watching a 90s commercial for Diet Coke.

Stop it, Waylon. This is a man who gets paid to keep you here. You’re not going to be one of those sad Stockholm Syndrome cases on Date Line. This is just you being mad at Paul and trying to get back at him for what he’s done. Nothing more. Besides, there’s no way Sean would even be interested. He’s just playing you, so you won’t run off. That’s why he flashes his smile, why his voice is always breathy and why he’s the only one who pretends to care about your well-being. Get a fucking grip.

But…what if this guy really likes me? Okay, he’s got a wedding band, but the lingering gazes can’t be a coincidence. I could totally use him to my advantage. Maybe my ticket out of here is right in front of me. And if not, at least I can appreciate his beauty without feeling bad about it. Sounds like a plan—just what I needed.




I







Please let this guy be easy to handle.

What I don’t need tonight of all nights is a hefty physical confrontation with a trophy husband gone gym bug in his thirties, thank you very much. Unlike my two coworkers of circumstance—stocky Jose and slim Dario—I am not a fan of violence. Sure, it gets the job done when all else fails, but if we don’t have to go there, I won’t mind. At all. I keep telling myself this is nothing more than a business transaction between these people and Red, my employer’s handler. However, the longer I do this job, the less I’m able to fool myself into believing it. In other words, I might be getting too old for this shit.

One more year, and I’ll have paid off my debt. As if on cue, my fingers are fumbling with the titanium wedding band I still wear—the one anyone in my place would have pawned off or hidden in a drawer years ago.

One more year. Three more targets. Off to Mexico.

It’s a mantra I’ve been repeating in my head lately to deal with my boss’s mood swings, as well as my coworkers’ shenanigans from time to time.

One more year. Three more targets. Off to Mexico.

No matter who the target is on jobs like this one, it’s always the same blueprint we adhere to. First we roll up to a suburban cookie-cutter house late at night in a UPS van as we all wear the ugly uniform—except for Red, of course. Then we’ll park as close to the front door as possible for the real job we’re pulling. No real guns, just muscle and terror, of which we’ve got plenty to go around among the four of us. Once we’re past the front door, Red will lavishly explain the terms of our transaction, then allow a moment or two for the inevitable drama tonight’s scene will trigger. A quick extraction later, we’ll be back in our van and headed home. If all goes well, we’ll be in and out in under half an hour—the goal is for nosy neighbors to imagine something as mundane as a delivery of a new freezer.

Even though I’ve done this a dozen times before, I’m still shaking with nerves. Combat in Afghanistan might have scared the bejesus out of me, but at least most of the bad guys there were predictable. When entering a man’s house to take what they owe you by force, all bets are off as to how they’ll react. I swear, if this Delaney guy pulls a gun on us the way the last one did, I’m going to break at least three bones in his body. Three months back a few inches more to the right would have had Jose’s brains splattered against the kitchen cupboards, is all I’m saying. God, can you imagine the cleanup?

“You guys ready?” Red asks from the shotgun seat, his voice reaching Jose and me through the rectangular hole in the stainless-steel sliding door between the cabin and our custom-made secure holding area. Instead of the rows of shelves these trucks usually have in the back, we installed two facing benches with attention to comfort. The walls and floor are padded and soundproofed for obvious reasons.

What I never tell Red is that a person can never be ready to knock someone else’s life off its axis. Not even seasoned crooks like the lot of us.

“Okay. I don’t foresee any problems tonight, but with gays you never know. Our target could be one of those health maniacs, so keep your eyes open. From what our boss has seen at the tables, his husband, Paul, was in over his head the entire time. Easiest target he’s ever seen. So, my money is on the guy shitting himself the moment we walk in. Although, I really want him to whimper and plead. It’s been a long time since we had a wholesome, blubbering-on-the-knees begging scene.” Shaking his head slowly, Red makes an hmmm sound. The man enjoys nights like these way too much for him to be anything less than a psychopath. If he could sniff fear like cocaine, his septum would have dissolved years ago.

Showtime is almost there when Dario pulls up to the house under the crunching sounds of gravel. I sway from one side to the other as the truck makes a wide berth before backing up onto the driveway—what we also got rid of is the annoying beeping sound these things make in reverse.

“Smile, pretty boy,” Jose says as I wait for Dario to open the back of the truck. Following his routine, he grabs his golden Christ-on-the-cross necklace and kisses it before saying his prayers, dark eyes closed like he means it. I kind of gave up on any form of religion after my service in the army, but whatever floats his boat, right?

After climbing out of the truck and doing a 180 turn, the suburban vibe of the house is almost laughable. White clapboard, black-painted shutters, double garage to the side, asphalt driveway and an apple tree planted in the perfect center of the front yard. It’s my first ever visit to Voorhees Township, and I have to say it does look nice with all the trees around—if you’re into the Walmart vision for American families.

The cold January air stinging my eyes, I make my way up the two steps to the red front door—they’re going to want to paint it yellow or something after meeting Red. Straightening my scratchy uniform and adjusting my hat, I take a big breath and ring the doorbell. Lucky for me, these guys haven’t installed one of those camera doorbells. Usually, Red’s lesser employees scout all houses beforehand, but it’s hard to trust anyone in this business.

After one of them has inspected my face through the semi-circle of glass panes in the door, the turn of a lock sets me at ease. As the door opens, warm cinnamon-scented air meets my nose, reminding me of my mother’s French toast—the ones she used to make every Saturday.

“Hi there. Uhm. I don’t think we ordered anything. Can I help you?” the guy that must be Waylon says, quirking an eyebrow at me like he regrets opening the door. The first thing I notice are his bright green eyes, two piercing orbs of dewy moss staring back at me.

“Good evening, sir,” I say, my head barely cooperating under the intensity of the man’s gaze. “Oh, I’m not here for a delivery. It’s a pick-up. A man named Paul Delaney ordered this service for tonight. Is that you?”

Frowning, Waylon asks, “Pick-up?” Then he sighs and runs his hand through his blond hair. I can’t decide whether he’s tired or annoyed at yet another of his husband’s shenanigans. Could be both. Mottled gray sweatpants and a black V-neck suggest he was in the middle of R and R on the couch. I almost feel for the guy.

“Honey,” he yells in the direction of the red-carpeted staircase on the left—just like the front door, this is another decorating choice they’re going to want to reconsider after this. “It’s for you.”

I have to press my lips together to hide my smirk when I see Paul come down the stairs in matching sweatpants—they’re the kind of gay couple that wears the same clothes. Fucking lunatics.

Peering at me through rounded black glasses that complement his dark hair, Paul asks what I need while Waylon crosses his arms. In the corner of my eye, I can see Red and my two Dominican companions approach with the stealth of a drunken teenager after curfew.

“Well, Mr. Delaney. We’re here to pick up the very valuable package you owe my employers.”

Paul is still blinking away his confusion as Red sidles up next to me in his red trench coat. Holding a manila folder in the same shade, the man practically vibrates with excitement. “That’s right, Paul,” he says. “Hi, my name is Red. Words can’t express what a pleasure it is to finally meet you both. Now, before we really get to talking, this document here will—”

“What the hell is this about? Who are you people? Is this some kind of prank?” Waylon interjects before Red can show Paul the document he signed two weeks ago.

“All in due time, Waylon,” Red continues, pronouncing the man’s name with a grin in his voice. “The document inside explains our reason for being here tonight—among other things.” He shoves the folder in Paul’s hands, eyeing Waylon the entire time as he passes the threshold.

“Wait. Paul? Do you know them?” When Paul doesn’t answer, Waylon turns to Red again. “How do you even know my name? I never introduced myself. You know what? I’m going to call the police, because this is fishy as fuck. I want you off my property. Now.”

Damn it. Guy’s got a temper.

Red makes a clicking sound with his tongue, like a dog owner getting his mutt to listen. “Funny you should mention the word property, Waylon. Careful, though. I wouldn’t call anyone if I were you—not until you hear what your husband has to say about our little visit tonight, and the events that led us to your lovely doorstep.”

“Oh my God, no,” Paul whispers, his hands tensing around the sides of the document. “I thought they were kidding. That it was some kind of test to—to, I don’t know, see how far I’d go. Like a social experiment or something?”

“What? What are you talking about? Paul?” Waylon says.

Red tilts his head inside, indicating it’s time for business. Jose, Dario and I pull out our fake guns and step inside. Horror slaps the two men’s faces into a paler shade as their eyes widen. Curses and sighs boom in the hallway and echo off the picture frames along the staircase. Forcing them to step back into the living room with its creaky mahogany floorboards, we don’t stop until we’ve commanded them onto the cream upholstered loveseat. Dario checks their pockets and confiscates Paul’s iPhone while I take Waylon’s together with his silver Apple Watch.

Red steps in front of them and claps his hands once, making the two jump in perfect sync. “That’s much better. Now we can talk like civilized human beings. Paul, my man, would you be a doll and hand your husband the document so he can catch up on his own terms?”

I hate this part. Red is going to squeeze out every drop of fear he can from the scene as he introduces these guys to their new reality for the next days. And all I can do is watch and stick to our routine.

Waylon’s green eyes dart from me to Jose to Red and back before he dives into the text on the page in his shaking hands. “What the fuck is this?”

“I’m sorry, Way, I—”

“Manners, Paul. Let the man read,” Red says.

A minute later a strangled sound comes from Waylon’s throat. “Paul? Tell me this is some kind of twisted prank. It’s not funny, but I’d let it slide. Promise.”

Paul bites his lower lip and averts his gaze.

“Are you fucking kidding me? You did this? This is real?” Waylon shouts with an amount of decibels I didn’t expect.

“I’m so sorry. I thought it wasn’t. They told me it wasn’t—sort of,” Paul says, his eyes filling.

“Don’t give me that,” Waylon snaps. “It says right here that you surrendered your husband, Waylon Sneijders, as your property to a company called REDeemed Moonlight Inc. on the night of January 5 in Atlantic City.” His eyes widen. “Oh my God. That was the exact same night I had my school fundraiser, you lying piece of shit. And since when are you a gambling man, huh? Were you going to tell me about any of this at some point? Start talking, Paul. Now.”

If this Waylon guy had telekinetic powers, his husband’s neck would snap just about now. It’s refreshing how fast his shock turned into anger. Usually, it takes a while for the spouse to let the news sink in, but not with this guy. Just like when we were standing at the front door, I’m getting marital-trouble vibes from these two. In any case, Waylon is not all that much surprised at his husband’s latest fuck-up. The scope of it, however, now that’s something even a man as feisty as Waylon won’t take well.

Paul, as if by contrast, is now hugging his knees and sobbing into the cotton of his sweatpants. He’s taken off his glasses like he can’t bear witness to the scene in front of him. Like everyone who plays his part in this sick game, he knows all too well that he’s the one to blame for everything that’s about to go down.

While Waylon keeps needling his husband for details, to no avail, I take in the interior of this open-plan living area and kitchen. Something feels off about this place. The kitchen, with its off-white cabinets and black granite countertop island, showcases a comfortable amount of clutter: a few pots and pans got lost on their way to the dishwasher, and wine glasses are standing in a pool of condensation on the stone surface. A cognac leather shoulder bag is flung over one of the upholstered chairs at the bulky dining table. A stack of envelopes tumbles over part of the coffee table between Red and the two husbands. 

These clues all add up to one conclusion. Unlike most dwellings of our targets, this house is a loving home where everyday life happens, the good and the ugly. These are men who worked hard for this house and life—a far cry from the usual type we encounter, as in rich assholes who have their staff do the cleaning up. 

In short, if I’m reading this scene right, this is bad news for all of us.

“Just talk to me, Paul,” Waylon continues. “Help me understand what’s going on here. You owe me a fucking explanation. Why would you bet my life away like that? We have money—not a lot, but still. Why didn’t you use it? Or am I worth less than your precious dollars these days? Is that it?”

Before Paul can deny his husband’s suspicions, Red interjects, “Yeah, Paul. I’m with Waylon on this. Why didn’t you use your money, like anyone in your stead would have?”

The dark-haired man swallows twice like he’s going to throw up, then breathes through pants. “Be-because…because I…I ran out, okay? I was in way over my head, Way. I…I had lost so much already. It was my one chance to earn it back, and I really liked my odds. I just…I couldn’t give up. Had to keep trying.”

Groaning, Waylon’s fists fly to his forehead like he’s trying to force the facts into his frontal lobe. “You…you ran out?” he asks, sounding like a kid who’s just found out about Santa. “It’s gone? All of it? Everything we’ve worked for? The future we’ve been building?” 

Make that an angry kid. Yikes.

Paul squeezes his eyes shut and nods. On the one hand, it’s almost too painful to watch, but on the other, this guy deserves to be punched.

Which is exactly what Waylon does, aiming for the man’s shoulder hard enough to make him wince. “You fucking son of a bitch. This wasn’t a one-time thing? So you, what? Have a gambling problem now? How long has this been going on? Wait. Is that why we couldn’t do a bathroom remodel? You know what, Paul? I can’t listen to any more of this.” He stands up.

Acting quickly, I block his path with my large frame and puff out my chest. When he freezes, I push him back down by the shoulder. Shock prevents him from resisting my treatment, but in the process I can’t help but notice he’s a lot more solidly built than I expected—more than adequate to put up a fight if need be.

After running his hand through the longer blond locks on the top of his head, Waylon clears his throat. “Okay. Listen, Mr.—uhm—Red. I get that you’re mad at my husband, trust me. But you can’t be serious about all of this. I mean, what are you going to do? Take me with you? Sell me on eBay?”

Jose coughs and looks away to avoid letting loose a series of chuckles.

“I’m sure we can all work this out some other way,” Waylon continues. “We could come up with…like, a payment plan or something. It’s good enough for most banks in this country, right? So why don’t we all just sit down and reach an understanding? I’ll go and make us some coffee. Sound good?”

Red uncrosses his legs and leans closer, same as Waylon. “Make us coffee, you say?”

Incoming.

The air in the room changes as Red displays his dark side. It starts with a snort, then morphs from chuckles to giggles, and segues into a full-blown Disney-villain hysterical laughing fit. His voice piles on at least two more octaves as his head flies back. The reaction of his audience is always the same, no matter how tough they may be: both gentlemen sink further back into the couch, with the letters WTF flashing in their eyes.

Red recovers with a sigh, then goes straight for the jugular. “Waylon, dear, instead of being a good host, you’re going to sit here and listen to what I have to say. By the way, you’re not going to like this next part very much, so brace yourself. 

“Now, because my employers and I are upstanding citizens with generous hearts, we’re not just going to abduct you tonight, force you to say goodbye to your husband and sell you on some black market come dawn. No, I mean, we’re all grownups here, and at the end of the day, I myself am a firm believer in second chances. Which is exactly the kind of courtesy I’m going to grant the two of you. However, Paul still owes us a lot of money from his adventures at the poker table. Therefore, you’ll understand there are limits to my goodwill.

“This is what’s going to happen starting now. My friends are going to pack Waylon’s things to make it look like a last-minute getaway. Then Waylon is coming with us to a secure location where we’ll take good care of him—pinky swear. Paul, you are going to stay here and do everything you can to get us back the money you owe us, as in 2.7 million dollars, interest and tax included. If you can pay us back somewhere in the next ten days, we’ll be delighted and bring Waylon right back here. If not, well… In that case we’re going to sell him to the highest bidder.” Red rolls his eyes over Waylon’s features. “He looks like he’s worth about that amount, don’t you agree, Paul? I mean, given his Aryan looks and body type, I’m thinking there are plenty of Brazilians or Indonesians or whatever dying to acquire a new toy to play with. Bottom line is, one way or another, we’re getting our money back.”

Waylon blanches as his hand covers his mouth, then drops to his lap slowly. On cue, he’s got that glazed-over stare into nothingness that every one of our targets eventually gets. It’s as though his dark new reality is slowly covering his features inch by inch, life as he knows it disappearing under it for who knows how long.

“Way, I’m so sorry, I never meant for this to happen, I swear, I—” Paul starts, his voice cracking. A nod of Red’s head later, Jose elbows him in the head from behind, sending his lanky frame flying away from Waylon.

His husband either really doesn’t register the violence next to him, or chooses not to, as he’s still staring into a void miles ahead of him. When his trance clears up, he could react any which way imaginable: angry, panicked, or even catatonic. I once watched a woman in her forties pass out after screaming so loudly my ears hurt.

Waylon’s reaction, however, is something new. Just when I think he’s gone catatonic, a repressed moan slips past his lips. His shoulders shake a few times with what I first mistake for sobs. “Sorry,” he says, then breaks out into chuckles as he bends at the waist. Before we know it, he’s laughing hysterically, almost matching Red’s earlier episode.

Frowning, Red leans forward again, ready to spew venom at our target to make him stop making a fool of himself—he’s not a man known for patience.

“Red,” I say, “give him a minute. It’s better he freaks out now than later in the truck.”

Red narrows his cold blue eyes at me, then nods and gets up with a sigh. After walking around the gentlemen’s home like he owns the place, he toys with an apple on the kitchen island, rolling it from one side to the other. Then he takes a loud bite and hums.

Waylon sighs in a high pitch and turns to Paul. “You want to hear what’s funny? All this time I was thinking you were cheating on me. I knew something was going on with you, but I never would have expected this. And now I’m kind of wishing you were sleeping with someone else—Lord knows it would have been much better than this, this…whatever this is. I can’t even wrap my head around what’s happening.” His green eyes land on me, the nearest target. “I mean, this isn’t legal. You can’t just claim me as property, because I was never Paul’s to gamble away. That’s not how American law works. Also, I’m going to be missed. I have to be in school on Monday. I have family and friends who are going to notice my absence. What if they report me as a missing person?”

Red groans somewhere behind me. “Do you hear that, gentlemen? They think we’ve never done this before. I hate to break it to you, Waylon, but this isn’t our first rodeo. We’ll take care of everything. Your story goes as follows. Marital troubles have forced you into a ten-day trip to a cabin in Canada. A detox retreat that requires you to hand over your phone. We’ve got a very realistic online brochure that covers all questions your loved ones may have. Our IT guy will scan your phone with an AI and send texts and emails in your name. No one will be the wiser.”

Waylon buries his face in his palms, his resolve finally showing cracks. “This can’t be happening,” he whispers to himself.

“Good, he’s coming around. I think we’ve wasted enough time here, guys. You two,” Red says, pointing to Jose and Dario, “get upstairs and start packing.”

When they’ve disappeared, Red focuses on Waylon again. “Waylon, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. Hard way would be to hold you down, get shackles on your wrists and ankles, and put a muzzle on you just in case. We won’t hurt you that much, since it would endanger your market value, but we can make things very uncomfortable. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Looking away, Waylon nods as a tear spills over his cheek. “And the easy way?”

“You follow us to the truck outside of your own volition and don’t make a sound.”

Finally, Waylon breaks down in sobs, doubling over with his hands clawing at his scalp. After a few minutes of us indulging him, he wipes away tears he can’t keep up with and swallows hard. “Can I…” He coughs. “Can I have a moment with my husband?”

Red winces. “Not alone, you can’t. We’ll stay close, seeing as how you’re my property now. And I always protect my assets.”

My boss and I give the men some space by walking over to the foyer. We both keep our eyes open just in case one of them would go crazy and try something stupid. Paul is on his knees nestling his head in Waylon’s lap, sobbing and begging for forgiveness. The torn expression on his husband’s face does things to my head. If I had to guess, at the same time, he wants to leave on good terms, and strangle the man he once trusted with his life.

“Sean,” Red says to my left, “don’t ever do that again.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Undermine my authority like that. Telling me to give the guy a minute. It was unprofessional. I call the shots, Sean. Always. Don’t screw up like that again.”

What Red is really saying here, is I wanted to sniff their fear like cocaine and you got in the way. If my name were Pablo Escobar, I’d have you castrated. And so, I nod like the good puppy I’ve always been and repeat the mantra in my head one more time for good measure.

One more year. Three more targets. Off to Mexico.

Even though the signs are telling me an entirely different story, here’s to hoping this Waylon guy won’t give us much trouble once we get to the house.

Jose and Dario join us in the foyer with a silver-gray suitcase—the kind with four wheels. How on earth they knew how to distinguish one guy’s clothes and toiletries from the other’s is beyond me.

When Red tells Waylon it’s time to go in his sing-song voice, the man stands up and hugs his husband with closed eyes, then kisses him on the lips.

Suddenly, he stops in his tracks and stares at the floor. “I’m sorry. One more thing,” he says, holding up a finger. He turns back to Paul, takes three calculated strides, then kicks his husband right in the nuts.

Paul produces a low moan and grabs his junk as he falls to the side on the floorboards.

Waylon turns back around and takes a big breath. “Now we’re good to go.”

It takes Jose, Dario, and me a full thirty seconds to close our gaping mouths again and resume our guarding duties on our way out the door.

Strong as my hope for a favorable ending to this job may be, I’m starting to think its foundations are not sturdy enough for the hurricane called Waylon.




II







“I’m going to be sick.”

Fucking great. For the past ten minutes, our prisoner has been shivering in the back of the truck two feet away from me, and now he’s going to puke. Hands down, this is the part I hate most about my job—well, it’s a tie with feeling like a criminal who abducts people for a living, of course.

Don’t get me wrong, I get it. Just like all the others, terror is wreaking havoc on Waylon’s nervous system as we speak. Ever since he got into this cold dark space and I forced him to unlock his phone, he’s been bawling his eyes out in the dim ceiling light. As though he’s unwilling to grant his captors the satisfaction of watching him crumble, he’s turned his back on us. I’m almost done turning off Find My iPhone and all passcodes on his device.

“I can’t do this. Just take me back. Please.” His breath turns to heaves, which means he’s seconds away from hyperventilating if he keeps this up. If he passes out and adds vomiting to the mix, he could end up choking. Ergo, all of our livelihoods are at stake. Red was very clear when I took on this job: If the target dies, so do you. I don’t want to find out just how serious he was about said statement, thank you very much.

Jose juts his chin in Waylon’s direction, conveying I should do something, since I’m closest.

Jackass.

I scoot closer over the bench. “Hey, Waylon? Listen, I’m going to need you to calm down. You could pass out.” His heaves gain momentum like he didn’t even hear me, so I shift gears and kneel in front of him. Grabbing his shoulders, I force him to face me. “Waylon, stop. Hey! Look at me. You’re having a panic attack, that’s all. Just breathe with me, okay? Can you do that?”

Sweat dotting his forehead, he moans in between pants, then nods with a hard swallow. Acting fast, I put my palm on his chest and place his on mine. Slowly, I increase the count of inhales to seven and exhales to eight, all the while maintaining eye contact. It’s a trick I learned when dealing with PTSD in our vet support group a few years back. Works every time.

“That’s it. You’re doing great. You’re going to be okay.”

Waylon shakes his head. “How can you even say that?”

He’s got a point, so I rephrase. “Believe it or not, but under the circumstances? Yes, Waylon. You’re going to be fine.”

“Liar. Let go of me. Nothing about this is fine.” His voice is still strained, but more focused. After I release my hold on his shoulders, he says, “I have every fucking reason to freak out, and you know it. Especially now that I’ve realized something. I’ve seen all of your faces. You didn’t bother to use balaclavas or ski masks or whatever, which means you don’t care if I recognize you after all of this. If Paul found that kind of money two days from now and you took me back like you promised, what would stop me from going to the cops? Huh? That’s right, I’m too much of a liability. Ergo, I am never going back home, am I? Am I? At least have the decency to tell me how fucked I really am.”

Oh yes. If there were any doubt before about Waylon being a spitfire of a man, it’s now gone up in smoke. The combination of his temper, physical strength, and quick mind might just make him the worst prisoner ever. Truth be told, we’re just as fucked as he is.

While Jose curses in Spanish—again—I take a moment to look Waylon right in the eye so he knows I’m not lying. “Our identities don’t matter. In the end, Red has ways to guarantee people’s silence. Don’t worry about that right now.”

“Hey,” Jose says, forcing me to look over my shoulder, “I think that’s enough talk for now. Stop doing Red’s job.”

It may seem like a douchebag move, but he’s protecting me in his own elegant way. I can’t cross our boss again tonight by spilling the beans about Waylon’s ordeal. Red will be pissed if he can’t lay out all the terms with his unique brand of terror. So, in full self-preservation mode, I get off the floor, dust off my knees and reclaim my seat at a sensible distance from our captive.

It’s quite amazing how fast he calmed down under my guidance. I don’t know what that says about him, but I’m thinking it shows resilience. The last three times we did this, the spouses in this truck—one male, two females—had to be sedated to stop them from hurting us or themselves. Waylon, though calm, is just sitting here in his anguish, sinking further into the soil of realization that he’s not going to see the surface for quite some time.

We spend the next fifteen minutes in silence, Waylon curled up into a ball hugging his knees and Jose and me trying to get comfortable without letting our guard down. The no-phone rule, though logical, is not being our friend. And neither is our blond target turning chatty again all of a sudden.

“Hey,” he says, turning to me with his arms crossed. “Help me understand something here. Why would you do this? Work for these people, I mean?”

Shit. Protocol dictates we can’t answer personal questions. Information means leverage, which is the highest commodity in the world for guys like Red. When I look over at Jose, his eyebrows shoot up like he’s already warning me against any stupid ideas.

“Right. My bad. You can’t tell me, can you? Let me guess. You did something so horrible that you had no other choice but to join them? Or you went to prison and made a deal with the devil in his red trench coat, perhaps? Or,” he says, using two syllables in his venomous rant, “you really get off on this, torturing innocent people for your own pleasure. Preferably those whose husbands are epic assholes who fucked up one too many times? I have to say, it’s quite an original angle, as far as fetishes go.”

It takes all my willpower not to defend myself, but I can’t screw this up. Or better yet, I won’t. No matter how hard he’s pushing my buttons—not an easy thing to do these days. I wonder what that says about me. Or him.

Waylon scoffs. “Really? That’s how it’s going to be? Fine. You know what? I hope your death will be a slow one, and that whoever you call your loved ones will be watching helplessly. Of course, once they figure out what it is you did for a living up until your final hour, they’ll probably hate you for a long time anyway.”

“All right. That’s enough talking. We could still put that muzzle on you if you don’t shut your trap,” Jose says.

The faintest of smiles pulling at the corners of his mouth, Waylon shrugs. “Oh really? Speaking of fetishes, maybe that shit turns me on. Not much of a threat in that case, is it?”

This guy.

After masking a snort as a cough, I have to look away to hide the chuckles his comment triggered. This has never happened before. He should still be collapsing in on himself this soon after—what is basically—his abduction. Yet here he is, coming out of his corner swinging. I’m well aware this is some kind of deranged coping mechanism, but I’ll be damned if it’s not entertaining.

Matching Waylon’s bravado, Jose leans forward. “Okay then. Let’s find out how much you like it.”

Waylon’s palms fly up a millisecond later. “Fine. I was just joking. I see your point. I’ll shut up now.” If it weren’t for the pantomiming of zipping his mouth shut, I would believe him.




• • •




“What the?” Waylon says as I cuff our wrists together with three clicks.

“This is for your own safety. Once the doors open you’ll make a run for it. Closest town is about eight miles out. You’d freeze to death trying to find it.”

When our truck stopped moving I took advantage of our prisoner’s silent freak-out moment to attach him to my person. The effect of his physical restraint is immediate: his head drops, evidence of the fight he displayed only minutes ago vanishing. To my relief, he doesn’t struggle when we climb out of the truck and onto the frosty front yard. Once he’s taken a look around, his breath puffing out in a cloud, it’s almost painful to watch his despair manifest. Pine forests as far as the eye can see, all surfaces covered in snow, no sounds, no paved roads in the vicinity… There’s nowhere to run. It’s one of those things every target needs to see for themselves. Honestly, having them take in the scenery is the best method to stop them from pulling a half-assed escape plan of sorts.

“Welcome to our humble abode, Waylon,” Red declares in his game-show voice after we’ve entered my house’s warmth.

As I free him of the handcuffs, Waylon pales when his gaze lands on the cage in the middle of this open-plan space that serves as kitchen, dining room and living area—no dividing walls means fewer places to monitor. It’s quite uncommon to find a one-story house in New England, especially one as remote as mine. Putting my name on the deed provided Red with all kinds of leverage, should I ever decide to turn into a snitch.

“This right here is your prison cell, which you will be in whenever we can’t keep an eye on you…or in the event of you turning into a pain in our asses, frankly.” Red goes on to tell Waylon about the rules during his stay in my house, going into great detail as per usual. You’d think that after putting on this exact same show all these years he’d grow tired of informing our captives of the dos and don’ts of this place, but no. His toothy grin—pearl crowns, of course—and wide arm gestures don’t lie: he’s enjoying every second of his own personal horror show too much.

The prison cell in the middle of the room is just big enough for a small cot, a desk with a chair and a few paperbacks, and a stainless-steel sink-toilet combo—the correctional-facility variety. From the fresh linens to the chromed soap dispenser, everything is squeaky clean—we don’t want our targets to get sick, as it would decrease their market value for the auction.

If it comes to that, of course.

Next in Red’s script are the expectations for Waylon's behavior. To get a better price at the end of these ten days, he needs to take care of himself. First off, we’ve got a decently equipped home gym with cardio machines and a power station he ought to use at least half an hour a day. Second, eating properly is a must, with all the right additives and supplements to maintain a healthy figure. And third, hygiene and skincare routines must be respected at all times. Laminated instruction sheets in every room lay it all out in clever tutorials.

“You see, Way,” Red says after his introduction, “everything depends on the decisions you make starting now. How comfortable your stay will be in this house is directly tied to your obedience. If you choose to adhere to our rules, you’ll only have to spend the night in your cell. You’ll use the remodeled bathroom down the hall with all the privacy a man can ask for. Hell, we’ll even go so far as to let you watch TV. It’s the type of getaway thousands of people would surrender their firstborn for, I imagine.

“However, if you choose to tell us to fuck off and be a stubborn son of a bitch, circumstances will sour for you in here faster than milk left out in the sun.” He steps closer to Waylon, his shoe about ten inches from our prisoner’s. “If your dear husband Paul can’t find our precious money, we’ll need you to look your best for the auction. That means we won’t damage you if you start acting up. But rest assured, Way. There are plenty of methods to torture you without causing permanent wounds—at least not visible ones.”

Waylon’s breathing becomes audible, taking over the hum of my noisy fridge. Still not satisfied with the effect of his speech, Red leans in close enough to sniff the side of Waylon’s neck. The latter’s entire body tenses up as he shrinks back. I swear I can feel him tremble through the floorboards. A loud sniff and an ah sound later, Red says, “Don’t you just love the scent of fresh fear? I love it more than cocaine, and that’s saying a lot if you look at my social circles. So, please be afraid, Way. I wouldn’t mind snorting it off you every day from now on. Wouldn’t mind at all.”

Their faces almost touching, Waylon whimpers with hunched shoulders like he’s about to get hit. I’ve only ever seen Red get violent in a physical capacity once before, when he lost his patience with a target. Not to get into it, but like everyone else around him, I’ve been going out of my way not to antagonize the guy ever since. Speaking as a veteran soldier, that counts for something.

Leaving our prisoner hugging himself and staring at the floor, Red starts to walk around and says, “I don’t doubt I’ve made myself clear to you, but I’m a standup guy, so let me ask you this. Do you have any questions? If so, do ask them now so we can all call it a night.”

Instead of answering, Waylon’s eyes lock on mine for a moment as he takes a deep breath. 

And wow. The message his bright green irises convey could not be clearer if he tried: Please, please help me. I don’t belong here. Don’t let this madman hurt me. I’ve heard of people having expressive faces—especially professional actors—but this must be some sort of record. The sheer size of his eyes is probably the reason why I can read him like a book. Or maybe the pinch of his brow, or tight set of his jaw. Not that I’ve been cataloging his features, but it’s hard not to, I suppose. He is quite a looker, no matter how you spin it.
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