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The Method




1 — Trap
  


  “We’re just going around in circles! There it is again!”


  The edge in Linda’s voice was sharp as razors, but Frank was immune, having heard it countless times before. That edge was part of the reason they were here, trudging around—in circles, he thought, sure, maybe, likely—in the middle of these godforsaken woods.


  Not that he didn’t accept a good share of the blame for getting the two of them to this place. His signature was on the contract right beside hers, after all.


  “There what is?”


  “That. It’s the same tree we saw earlier.”


  “It’s not the same tree,” he grumbled, although he knew saying it would only piss her off more. She was always in charge of the maps because she’d always been better with directions. Frank, who would do the driving, was a creature of instinct. With no time restrictions, he would gladly go where the road took him.


  “It’s the same fucking tree,” she said, on the verge of growling as she stomped up alongside him in her ergonomic walking shoes. “Look! That’s the same knot that looks like a vagina with the same initials carved into it!”


  Frank couldn’t help but laugh, even though he knew it would aggravate her. But he saw she was right. Engraved in the tree, below what looked more like a weeping gash to him, were the initials HK + JD.


  He was still laughing as he stepped on something hard that shifted beneath his shoe. His laugh became a yelp of surprise a split second before the pain struck his calf like a snakebite.


  Except it wasn’t a snake. He’d heard a sharp click. A rusty squawk of metal. The crunch of bone.


  Frank dropped to his knees and the pain followed him down, metal grinding against bone like nails down a chalkboard.


  “What the hell, Frank?” Linda turned, flashing with anger. When she saw what had happened, her eyes went wide.


  The agony swelled up his calf and down into his shoe like a swarm of fire ants. Screaming, he rolled back on his buttocks, scrabbling at the metal jaws of the bear trap.


  “Stop moving!” Linda dropped to her haunches beside him and groaned, her eyes preceding her head as she turned away in disgust.


  It was far worse than he thought, if such a thing was possible.


  He didn’t want to look. He had to.


  The thick, rusty teeth had torn into his calf. The wounds gaped on both sides of his leg, red muscle and yellow fatty tissue exposed. Blood had already soaked the rolled-down white tube sock like a nosebleed handkerchief.


  In fevered glimpses it was difficult to tell if the bone beneath was broken or merely fractured. Pain and adrenaline came in waves to the drumming of his heart, his vision alternating from gray to Kodachrome bright, each wave threatening to pull him under.


  Need a tetanus shot, he thought.


  “Okay, everything’s gonna be all right,” Linda said, her eyes still wide with fear as she lied. Her trembling hands hovered over the trap. She was too worried to touch it for fear she’d make it worse. “Just breathe, honey. Breathe.”


  Even through the mind-shattering pain, he noticed she’d called him honey. Was it loving? Nurturing? Or simply professional, like an ER nurse or a waitress? He couldn’t tell. Every phrase between them these days was a secret code the other was never meant to decipher. Every look loaded with hidden meaning.


  He let out a hiss and sucked in a shivering breath. The trees seemed to close in around him, mirroring the trap they’d been caught in for hours, for years, circling them like carrion birds, spiraling ever closer to the pain at its center.


  To the metal jaws.


  To this sharp-edged metaphor of their imploding relationship.


  He held his wife’s gaze, forcing a smile. Jaw quivering. Teeth chattering. Tears burning his cheeks. He tasted them from the corners of his lips.


  He thought, Is this where it all ends?


  Linda reached for his sneaker. “I’m gonna take off your shoe, okay?”


  “What
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2 — It’s Not a Cult
  


  Pain seized Linda’s left calf, and she might have cried out if not for the men above and below her.


  She’d climbed above the trees just fine but had suddenly found herself forty or fifty feet above the rocky ground without a foothold and nothing within reach of her straining hands.


  In an extremely risky dynamic leap, she’d launched herself too far from any previous holds, the crimp she held in both hands barely deep enough for her fingers to maintain their precarious grip. Her strained leg quivered as she scoured the rock for somewhere to place the other.


  With her friend Trevor belaying, she could easily have given up, called “Falling!” and just let go, hanging in space until he lowered her down. But Frank had assured her he wasn’t up to the climb and that she wasn’t either. As much as she wanted to prove her husband wrong, she also wanted to prove to herself how far she’d come since the Year From Hell.


  The trouble was Dillon and Trevor weren’t just experienced climbers, they also appeared to be in the best shape of their lives. Dillon was already nearing the top of the rock, climbing like a sexy little gecko on methamphetamines despite baby Clayton snuggled in a papoose on her back. Trevor leisurely picked holds and glided languidly from one to the next in a semi-doped haze.


  “So she cheated on me,” he shouted down at Linda, oblivious to her pain. “Do you believe that?”


  Linda knew he expected a reply, so she hummed in disbelief, even though she could actually believe it. She’d known Trevor far longer than Dillon had. They’d even dated briefly in college, back when his ego could have received its own honorary PhD. He’d mellowed since then apparently, but the last time the four of them had gotten together, Dillon and Trevor had gotten into a huge fight about some slight he’d committed, and Dillon had stormed off. Now that Linda and Frank were having trouble, it seemed like Trevor and Dillon were suddenly the perfect couple.


  “You all right up there?” Frank called up from a good ten feet below, looking up between her legs. He probably noticed her twitching. His concern, tinged with an obvious “I told you so” edge, pissed her off, but at least he was good enough not to call attention to it.


  “I’m fine,” she grunted.


  “There’s a hold right there.” He let go of his own hold to point to a crimp she hadn’t noticed.


  “That’s a crozzler,” Trevor said, looking down through rainbow-tinted sunglasses. “Crumbled under my foot. Careful there.”


  “Thanks,” she said.


  Frank mumbled something under his breath.


  “What’s that?” Linda asked, unwilling or unable to just let it go.


  “I said, ‘You’re welcome.’“


  If he had said it, he’d done so in a snarky tone. She let it go and felt the crimp for give. It seemed solid enough. Trevor must have crumbled off a layer of loose rock.


  She relaxed her leg, putting more weight on the other. The cramp in her calf lessened to a dull throb, and she rotated her shoulders one at a time, relishing the crackle in her joints.


  Of course, now that she was safe, the pressure on her bladder returned. She’d have to pee relatively soon. She just hoped she could make it to the top of the cliff first.


  “So yeah, she cheated on me with three other guys,” Trevor continued. “Not at the same time. But I deserved it, you know? I was a prick. Took her for granted,” he said, pronouncing it like granite.


  “And you forgave her?” Frank said, forgiving the mispronunciation.


  “Oh yeah. We got to the root of the problem just last week. But we worked through it, didn’t we, Dee?”


  Instead of answering, Dillon shouted, “Rock!”


  Trevor jerked his head back just in time. A large chunk of slate shot through the space he’d left. It struck the cliff face a few feet above Frank, smashing into smaller bits that rattled on his helmet and rolled off his shoulders.


  “Shit!” he cried out.


  “Guess who didn’t want to wear a helmet,” Linda mocked.


  Trevor flashed down a toothy smile that would have melted her like butter in their college days. “Oh, you gotta wear a helmet, bro. One hundred and ten percent.”


  Frank scowled up at Linda. She gave him a big, self-satisfied grin.


  If asked, she could have pinpointed the exact moment hers and Frank’s relationship had become like navigating a barbed wire fence. The fact that the root of their problem wasn’t entirely either of their faults had turned their marriage following their Year From Hell into a battle of wills, neither of them willing to admit their share of the blame. Both of them wore their guilt on their faces like flashing road signs.


  It could be that they’d always been hurtling toward the edge of a metaphorical cliff like Thelma and Louise. Their favorite fictional couples had all been contentious: Maddie and David from Moonlighting, Sam and Dianne from Cheers (although Frank preferred Sam and Rebecca—of course he preferred the hot one over the one with brains), Buttercup and Westley from The Princess Bride. When she was young, Mr. and Mrs. Twit had been her favorite storybook characters. Frank, believing himself a special child merely lacking in parental nurturing, had preferred Charlie Bucket.


  There’d been an element of teasing and toying to their relationship from the very beginning, of push and pull. They’d met at a college basketball game rooting for rival teams, enrolled in rival schools.


  Frank had picked her up with a classic technique of pointing out how great she would look “if not for that stupid hat,” in reference to the team cap she’d been wearing. In retrospect, it likely wouldn’t have worked on her if she and Trevor hadn’t had their huge public breakup a few weeks prior, but when she’d told Frank it was a terrible pickup line, he’d laughed and admitted to it.


  “So let’s trade,” he’d said.


  “Trade? Caps?”


  “Yeah, why not? What’s the worst that could happen?”


  She’d given him a suspicious look. “Head lice?”


  He’d laughed and she’d loved it immediately. It was uproarious, infectious. Not like these days, when he usually just uttered a sharp and sardonic “ha” rather than dare to really let go.


  “I don’t have lice,” he’d assured her. He’d taken off his cap and held it out for her to inspect. The band had been sweaty but it appeared to be free of bugs. “What, are you afraid they’ll catch us on the JumboTron and all your friends’ll disown you for rooting for the bad guys?”


  “Oh, come on. You’re not bad guys.” She’d smirked, being playful.


  Frank had grinned. “Some of us are
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3 — Authority


  


  Silence drew out between Frank and Linda as he drove the wide mountain road, looking for the turnoff. Linda wondered if it was as uncomfortable for him as it was for her, but she wasn’t about to ask. Instead, she pretended to study directions on her cell phone.


  In the week following their climb with Trevor and Dillon, when Frank had blurted out that he wanted to try this “method” and she’d agreed to it, they hadn’t argued much. Home life had been civil for the most part. Part of her suspected Frank’s reason for suggesting the trip was so he couldn’t be seen as the bad guy when their marriage did eventually—inevitably—disintegrate.


  He was trying though, and she couldn’t fault him for it. If she didn’t at least meet him halfway, she’d ultimately be responsible for the death of their marriage, or be burdened by the weight of that guilt, even if she wasn’t.


  She’d decided not to ruin his gesture by questioning his motives. She let him book the trip, let him put the hefty down payment on their joint credit account and provide Lone Loon Lodge with the make, model and plate number of their hatchback and the names of their next of kin in case of emergency. They’d both undergone physicals and had their physicians fax the results to Lone Loon Lodge, c/o Dr. Kaspar.


  The little blue arrow on her GPS blinked for them to take a right at the next turn, and she instructed Frank to do so.


  “Thanks.” He turned to her briefly. The smile didn’t reach his eyes. “How ‘bout some music, huh?”


  He thumbed on the radio. Fleetwood Mac’s “The Chain” came on in the middle of the chorus, “never break the chain
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4 — True/False
  


  Frank stepped up to the slab of live edge wood that served as the concierge desk and dinged the service bell. He peered around the large cathedral-ceiling lobby with its second-floor loft, everything glossy wood and clean stone. The lobby smelled like Pine Sol and hot chocolate, reminding him of Christmas at Grandma Moffat’s.


  “I guess nobody’s home.” He turned to Linda, who stood in near silhouette against bay windows two stories tall, baggage in both hands.


  “Patience is a virtue.”


  “So is free Wi-Fi.” He looked at his cell phone. “I can’t even get a tower signal. Why don’t you put the bags down?”


  “When we get upstairs.”


  “Well, at least let me carry one.”


  “I’ve got them.”


  Frank sighed and rang the bell again.


  “I’ll be right there!” a man called from the open doorway beyond the desk.


  Frank took a red striped mint from the dish beside the bell, twisted it open, and popped it in his mouth. A moment later, a muscular Asian man emerged from the back in a black t-shirt two sizes too small, showing off the tattoos on his biceps.


  “You must be the Moffats.” He smiled. “I’m Alex Xiang, the concierge. I’ll take you to your rooms.”


  “Rooms?” Linda asked, emphasizing the plural.


  “That’s right.” Alex stepped around the desk and met them with a bright smile. “Here at Lone Loon Lake, all of our guests have private accommodations.”


  “It’s part of The Method,” Frank said. “Right?”


  “We just like to make sure our guests are comfortable.” The concierge held a hand out to Linda. “May I take your bags?”


  She handed the one not containing her toiletries and underwear, Frank noted. Even still, she hadn’t hesitated for a moment.


  Do you blame her? he thought. Look at the guy. He looks like the cover of a romance novel. You should just be glad she didn’t swoon into his rippling chest muscles.


  Alex lifted her heavy luggage to hip level with a pleasant smile. “Follow me, please.”


  Right, so my wife can get a good view of your rock-solid buns. Nice try, pal.


  Frank picked up his bags and hurried to slip in between them. Linda gave him a quizzical look to which he grinned.


  At the stairs, Alex turned back to see that they were following and smiled again. “Dinner is at six. Breakfast from eight to ten. Lunch is served from noon to two. All meals are provided as a part of your treatment package.” He began up the stairs. Frank and Linda followed.


  Yup. Rock solid.


  “You’ll find fresh towels in the bathrooms as well as an array of complementary toiletries.”


  “Ooh,” Frank said with a sarcastic edge.


  Linda bumped his leg with her remaining suitcase. He turned back with a grin.


  “You’ll also find a bottle of Dr. Kaspar’s homemade wine from his very own vineyard in the south of France. It’s a wonderful, fragrant Bordeaux I’m sure you’ll both fall in love with.”


  “That sounds to die for,” Linda said.


  Frank had never heard Linda utter the phrase “to die for” in his life and bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.


  “On your way in, you may have seen the lake.” Alex reached the second-floor loft. “The water is
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5 — The Other Couple
  


  Frank changed into his swim trunks in the bathroom and headed out into the hall with a towel under his arm and a Ludlum book in hand. As he closed the door, wishing for a lock on the outside, the woman he’d seen—and had considered stroking off to in front of God knew how many cameras—came around the corner, still glistening from the lake, a bright yellow towel wrapped around her hair.


  Up close, he could see she was probably in her late thirties or early forties, judging by the crow’s feet and the beginnings of laugh lines, but her body was as taut as a twenty-year-old’s. He suspected she worked out frequently, and in conjunction with her Egyptian-looking gold and jade necklace, he suspected she was rich enough to put in as many hours at the gym as her husband may have required of her.


  A smile crept onto her lips as she saw him. “Well, hello,” she said, stopping in front of the door nearest the loft. “I didn’t realize we had company this weekend. I was told it was just Neville and I.”


  “Sorry to disappoint you.”


  “Oh, I’m not disappointed.” She looked him up and down. “It should be fun. Don’t you think?”


  “Always nice to meet new people.”


  “Isn’t it?” Without turning away, she opened her door. “Don’t catch a chill in the water. It’s not quite spa temperature.”


  “I’m just gonna dip my toes in, thanks. You might want to be careful in here. Apparently there are cameras in all the rooms.”


  “Are there?” She smirked and raised an eyebrow. “Well
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6 — Polite Dinner Conversation


  


  Dinner was served on the hour.


  The four of them sat across from each other at the large dining table, all other chairs and place settings removed except for one at the head of the table, where Linda supposed Dr. Kaspar might soon join them. The small Hispanic woman who seemed to perform multiple duties at the lodge circled the table, serving Consommé Olga and a glass of sherry from an ancient sterling silver tray.


  Polite dinner conversation followed, interspersed with light slurps. Careers were briefly spoken of, their respective hometowns, and their mutual appreciation of basketball, and although everyone had their own favorite, they all seemed to agree that Frank’s Raptors were open to disdain.


  The woman cleared their plates and returned with a main course of Chicken Lyonnaise accompanied by a red Bordeaux. Linda sniffed her glass appreciatively, rich cherry and tart lemon.


  “Is this Dr. Kaspar’s homemade wine?”


  The maid gave a bemused shrug. “No English.” She continued around the table.


  “You know,” Teri began, daintily cutting up her chicken, “I think this is the same meal they served on the Titanic.”


  “Ha!” Frank said with his mouth full. “You think it’s a metaphor?”


  “Maybe a double entendre,” Teri muttered.


  Neville greeted this with a smirk. “Well, here’s to one or more of us going down tonight.” He raised his glass in a toast.


  Linda nearly spat out a mouthful of wine laughing.


  “What? Nobody?” He lowered the glass with a cheeky grin.


  “Hell, I’ll drink to that,” Frank said.


  They clinked glasses. Teri joined their toast. Linda thought, Fuck it, although it would take a hell of a lot of wine to put her in that mood. She clinked her glass against theirs.


  Neville locked eyes with her, a sly grin still on his lips. She felt her cheeks flush.


  “I keep getting the feeling we’ve met before,” she said, desperate to change the subject. “Do I know you from somewhere?”


  Teri popped her eyes in Neville’s direction. He daubed his lips on his napkin and swallowed. “I suppose it’s possible. Maybe you’ve seen me on the news.”


  “Why were you on the news?”


  Teri smiled awkwardly.


  “I was accused of insider trading. Totally fabricated, around the time of the financial crisis, the banking scandals, Bernie Madoff. They dropped the charges before it went to trial, but it stuck in the craw of public consciousness. That’s likely where you remember me from.”


  Teri’s smile widened as if he’d dodged a conversational bullet. He returned the smile briefly, taking her hand.


  “That must be it,” Linda said. “I’m sorry to hear it.”


  “Good thing they acquitted you though,” Frank added. “A thing like that gets to trial and it’s in the news all the time. I mean, look at Martha Stewart.”


  “There but for the grace of God.” Neville widened his eyes dramatically over a sip of wine.


  “How is everything?”


  Everyone turned to the doorway to see Alex had stepped in with his characteristic smile.


  “Simply to die for,” Teri said.


  Linda ignored Frank’s smirk in her direction. “It’s delicious, thank you, Alex.”


  “Just terrific,” Frank said. “Is this Dr. Kaspar’s wine?”


  “Yes, actually. One of several dozen bottles in the cellar. Isn’t it lovely?”


  They all agreed it was lovely.


  “Will Dr. Kaspar be joining us tonight?” Neville asked, with a glance toward Frank as if he’d wanted to beat him to the punch.


  “Oh, no. Unfortunately, he’s been called to Switzerland for an emergency.”


  “What sort of emergency?” Frank asked.


  “Some dilettante must have come down with a case of bourgeois malaise,” Teri muttered.


  “Isn’t that why we’re here, sweetheart?”


  Teri gave her husband a sidelong glance and sipped her wine without comment.


  “He should arrive tomorrow afternoon in time for your individual sessions. I am so sorry for your inconvenience.”


  Those sympathetic smiles of his were starting to grate on Linda. Judging by the looks of mild annoyance from the other dinner guests, she assumed they felt the same.


  “I suppose we should be thankful it’s a long weekend,” Neville said. “Do you people work on Memorial Day?”


  “We’ll work when Dr. Kaspar needs us to,” Alex said, and backed out of the room.


  Neville watched the man leave. “That’s just great. I could have been at the office today.”


  “You were there in the morning.”


  “I can’t just skip out on a Friday without sticking my head in the office. I am a VP, sweetheart.”


  Teri rolled her eyes.


  “What about you two? You must be pissed. This is chump change for me, but a hundred grand means a lot to people like you.”


  Frank choked on his wine.


  “It’s definitely not chump change,” Linda said, eager to steer the conversation away from the amount of money they’d spent to be here. “Do either of you know anything about Dr. Kaspar?”


  The Lumleys shared a look. With raised eyebrows and a wave of her fork, Teri urged her husband to speak.


  Neville broke a chunk off the French stick and began to butter it as he spoke. “Well, there’s not much known about his early life, aside from emigrating from Vienna a year or so before the Occupation, when Kaspar was three. His father was a colleague of Freud’s. His mother was a barmaid. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”


  He bit off a piece of bread and chewed before continuing.


  “In his twenties, Kaspar worked with the CIA. In the ’60s, he wrote a few famous diet books, some quit-drinking and self-actualization books, but his most famous was one of those key-to-wealth things, and that book really solidified him in the public consciousness.” Neville sopped up some sauce with the bread and took another generous bite. “I like to attribute my first million to my own sweat and blood, but I owe a lot to Kaspar’s Rewire Your Brain for Success. It really was my bible in the early 2000s. I was pulling in cash money hand over fist, Frank. I’m telling you. And when all the other dotcoms started dropping like flies, I rode that tech bubble like a motherfucking mechanical bull into software development, real estate, finance. You name it.”


  He finished the last bite and dusted crumbs from his fingers. “Linda, you’d appreciate this. Actually, you should take my card once the weekend’s over. I might have some business for you.”


  Teri rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you do.”


  “Thank you, that’s kind,” Linda said, ignoring the woman.


  “Long story short, Kaspar pulled a Chappelle and went into hiding at his family castle in France. He only recently came back into the public eye with The Method, though it’s so exclusive even celebrities haven’t heard of it yet. I doubt it’s the sort of thing that would make a New York Times bestseller if he ever did write it all down. Not exactly a ten-step program, from what I hear.”


  “What have you heard?” Frank asked.


  “Not much. But my lawyer said the nondisclosure agreements have their own nondisclosure agreements.” He grinned. “It’s like Fight Club. You do not—”


  The men finished the quote in unison, grinning amiably.


  Teri rolled her eyes again.


  “We saw that,” Linda said. “Our friends were pretty secretive about it too.”


  “Exactly. We thought Teri’s friends might have joined a cult at first.”


  Teri chuckled along with him.


  “So did we,” Frank said.


  “The funny thing was,” Teri added, “I’d just seen Celia for coffee and she was fine, but when we met the week following their Method weekend, they were all banged up and bruised. Rick said they’d been in a car accident.”


  Neville nodded. “That was a bit odd. Their car looked fine. A shitbox, but fine.”


  “Maybe it was their other car?” Frank said.


  Teri shook her head. “They only have the one.”


  “That’s weird.” Linda turned to Frank. “Because our friends were all banged up when we saw them too. They said they’d gotten in a motorcycle accident.”


  “That is odd,” Neville said, wiping his hands on his napkin.


  Frank sipped his wine, seemingly in deep thought. “What are the chances of that?” he asked. “Two couples in separate accidents right after they’ve been here for the weekend?”


  A silence fell over the table, not even an audible clink of cutlery.


  “It would be even more odd if it was the same accident. Wouldn’t it?”


  “Neville,” Teri said. “What happened to polite dinner conversation?”


  “I’m just saying. Hey, we’re all in this to win this, right?” He picked up his knife, red with caramelized onion and wine sauce, and studied it.


  “Our friends were here three weekends ago,” Linda said. “When were yours?”


  The Lumleys gave each other a look. “Same,” they said in unison.


  “Are any of you getting the idea they’re gonna pit us against each other in some kind of battle royale situation?” Frank half joked, raising his glass to look at the claret liquid.


  Teri popped her heavily mascaraed eyes at him.


  Neville laid his knife down on the plate. “Beats me. But if there is something nefarious going down here, I think it would be wise to know about it ahead of time.”


  “Agreed.” Frank downed the glass in one gulp.
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7 — Mixed Signals


  


  Frank sat on the edge of his bed, pondering the conversation at dinner.


  Trevor had called it “unconventional therapy,” but the scenarios running through his mind couldn’t be considered therapeutic by any stretch of the imagination.


  They were violent. They were vicious.


  Deciding he was being paranoid, he flicked on the television to take his mind off it. The news didn’t lessen his anxiety, and when a knock came at his door, he jumped, spilling his pop on the bedspread.


  “Coming!” he said, using his damp towel to mop up the spill.


  Frank opened the door without looking through the peephole first, expecting Linda. Instead, Teri stood in the doorway in a silky nightgown, her face scrubbed of makeup and somehow more beautiful as she shot paranoid glances down the hall. “Can I come in?”


  “I don’t think that’s—”


  She slipped past him before he could finish and sat down hurriedly on the bed. Her eyebrows knotted and she shifted positions, touching the spill she’d sat on. “When you said you were coming, I didn’t think you’d meant that way.”


  “Ha! Spilled some pop.” He left the door open, not wanting to give the impression he had anything to hide should Linda or Neville come knocking.


  “Pop?” She sounded distraught. Confused.


  “Soda,” he explained. He’d lived in the United States almost fifteen years and still hadn’t gotten used to calling it soda, since most people he’d met in Seattle had called it pop just like he did. “What’s this about?”


  “It’s Neville.” She smoothed the hem of her nightgown on her thigh. “He thinks you two, you and your wife. Linda. He thinks the two of you are plotting to kill us in our sleep.” She looked up at him then, her blue eyes wide. “You aren’t, are you?”


  He approached the bed, stopping short of sitting down beside her. “Teri

The Method





8 — Dogs


  


  When Frank stepped into the dining room the next morning, Linda was already eating scrambled eggs and toast. He’d had trouble sleeping after Linda left, uncertain what had caused her 180 from being pissed off at him to jumping his bones within the span of an hour.


  “Someone’s got an appetite,” he said with a playful smirk.


  Linda looked up at him, scooped another forkful of bright yellow egg into her mouth, and chewed.


  “Oh, okay, we’re not talking now? Because it seemed like you were real interested in me last night.”


  She sipped her coffee. “I wasn’t the only one interested in you last night.”


  “Oh, so that’s what this is about. You saw what happened with Teri Lumley. I told her not to come in, Linda.”


  She didn’t look up from her plate. “You didn’t kick her out.”


  “I knew it. I knew you saw. That’s why you came into my room last night, isn’t it? You got jealous so you had to prove you still own my dick, right?” He realized how self-satisfied he must sound and changed tack. “I mean, what was I gonna do, physically push her out the door?”


  Linda shrugged.


  “She came to me because she was concerned about her husband, okay? I didn’t want that to happen.”


  “Yes you did, Frank. You just didn’t want an audience.”


  “Fine, okay, part of me wanted her. I mean, obviously, or it wouldn’t have happened.” He pulled out the chair across from her and sat. The steaming cup of coffee between them smelled strong and black.


  Like Neville, he thought.


  “Like you’ve never had thoughts about other men.”


  Don’t give her any ideas, Frank.


  “I wouldn’t act on them,” she said.


  “And I didn’t! I stopped it, or did you not see that?”


  “It was hard to tell with all the groping.”


  Frank shook his head. “You’ve gotta be crazy.”


  Linda shrugged, not looking up from her food. “I get it, Frank. She’s an attractive woman. We hadn’t been intimate in a long time. Shit happens.”


  “You say that, but I don’t think you mean it.”


  Her eyes met his, clear and unwavering. Thinking back to what she’d written on her assessment steeled her resolve. Those words unchangeable, graven on paper.


  “Forget it. If the tables were turned, I might have done the same.”


  “You—” He chose to ignore it. “Those two. I don’t even know if they really are who they say they are. They could be—I don’t know. I mean, for all we know, they’re in on this, right?”


  “It doesn’t matter. We’re leaving, aren’t we? That’s what you decided?”


  “We’re leaving,” he agreed. “But I don’t want to leave if we’re going back to separate beds. Separate lives. I’ll stay here as long as it takes. I just want us to be good again. Like we used to be.”


  Linda blew on her coffee. “Honestly, Frank, I don’t think that’s ever going to happen.”


  She took a casual sip from the mug emblazoned with the Lone Loon Lodge logo, and Frank held her gaze. When he realized she wasn’t backing down, he pushed up from the table, scooped himself some eggs, plated bacon, toast, some jam packets, and a carton of milk and returned to his seat.


  “You sure got a funny way of cutting ties, slipping into my room in the middle of the night. Once more for old times, eh?”


  “It was a mistake, Frank. I’m sorry, but that’s all it was.”


  Frank bit his lip and nodded. He had no appetite, but he ate anyway, supposing he’d need sustenance for the long drive ahead of them.


  Linda waved her fork in the direction of his face. “He hit you?”


  “Yeah he did. Sucker punch.” Frank touched the large purple bruise on his jaw. “Will you do me one favor before we go?”


  Linda finished chewing. “Depends.”


  “Come for a walk with me.”


  “That’s it?”


  He saw her words on the page between them as if they’d been written on her face: I’m here because Frank needs closure.


  “That’s all,” he said. “You don’t have to forgive me. We don’t even have to talk about it if you don’t want. Just take a walk with me in the woods. It’s a nice day. The sun’s shining. Who knows when we’ll ever get to do that again?”


  Linda chewed thoughtfully before shrugging. “I can’t see any harm in that.”


  “Great.” Frank smiled and began to eat. “This bacon’s to die for,” he said, but the reference failed to return a smile.
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9 — Refuge
  


  On the verge of passing out several times, suffering under the midafternoon sun, Frank stumbled along behind Linda on his injured leg. After walking for what seemed like hours, they finally came to a clearing with a small body of brown water, little more than a pond.


  Frank dropped to his knees on the pine-carpeted shore and splashed his hands in the water. He doused his hair, neck, and armpits with the gritty water. Despite being on the verge of dehydration, he didn’t dare drink any. He’d seen enough survival reality shows to know it was a surefire way to get sick.


  When he looked up from the water, he saw the cabin.


  The way the sunlight flickered off the old graying wood and sloped roof, he wasn’t sure if it was real or a mirage until Linda confirmed it.


  She favored him with a sympathetic look. “Think you can make it?”


  “We’ve come this far.”


  Linda helped him to his feet, and they followed along the edge of the pond, pushing aside low branches and sidestepping marshy areas.


  Nearing where the woods had been cleared to build the cabin and had since grown over, Linda stopped. “What if this is where the dogs came from?”


  “I need water,” Frank said. “A phone. If that place has either, I don’t care if they’re breeding those motherfuckers.”


  She nodded and continued. At the edge of the trees, she surveyed the area. Beyond a patch of dead leaves surrounding the cabin was an open field of scrub grass and stones. A two-rut road led from there into dense woods.


  No vehicles in sight. Better yet, no sign of any dogs.


  “Okay.” She drew his arm over her shoulder. “Let’s go.”


  They walked side by side to the back porch, Linda carrying much of Frank’s weight as he hobbled along beside her. Crickets chirped somewhere in the bone-dry field. Brittle grass swished at their feet.


  On the porch, they navigated broken boards and loose nails to reach the door. Frank leaned against the splintered railing, taking the weight off his bad leg while Linda peered in through a window coated with grime, soot, dust, or a combination of all three. Flies buzzed inside so loudly Frank thought there must be hundreds of them.


  “Well?”


  “Well, I don’t think anyone’s been in here in decades,” she said. “There’s a phone, but I doubt it works. I didn’t see any cables, did you?”


  Frank shook his head.


  “There’s a sewing machine. Maybe there’s some thread we can use to sew you up.”


  “Small miracles,” he said despondently.


  Linda tried the handle, and the door creaked open on a gasp of dust that swirled in the sunlight. Frank thought of the cigarillos he’d left in his room. He would have killed for one of them right now.


  “Check for traps,” he said.


  Linda spooked, withdrawing her foot. She looked back with a scowl.


  “Trip wires. Stuff like that. I mean, you can never be too cautious.”


  Linda shook her head and stepped in quickly to spite him. She turned and threw her hands out. “No traps. See?”


  Frank lingered a moment, still nervous.


  She pouted. “You want help?”


  Linda felt bad teasing him when he’d done such an admirable job following her without much complaining on their way here. But she’d found in her time living with Frank that he tended to work better with a little push.


  “I can do it,” he said, grunting as he pushed off from the railing. The board split under his weight, and he stumbled forward, pain shooting up his leg as he lurched through the doorway to where Linda caught him, his head nestled against her breasts.


  She patted him on the back. Frank couldn’t tell if she was genuinely sympathetic or patronizing him, but it felt nice. “It really does hurt, you know.”


  “It looks like it hurts. We’ll get you fixed up.” She gave him a brisk stroke between his shoulders. “Come on. Sit down over here.”


  She helped him to a metal-frame desk chair, its blood red vinyl cushion burst open like a zit, dirty, yellow foam scattered around it on dusty, plastic tiles. She swatted dust and buzzing flies from the seat and eased him onto it.


  He sighed, glad to finally be able to rest both legs.


  The whole place smelled like stale beer, mustiness, and copper. Maybe fifteen feet at its widest, the floor of the small hunting cabin was littered with newsprint, pine needles, and crushed beer cans, flies darting in and out of their open tabs. Cupboards lined the wall to his immediate left, with a few dusty food tins and boxes visible on doorless shelves. Below the cupboards was a counter lined with old newspapers and a sink with a hand pump.


  Chains hung from the ceiling at the center of the room with fat hooks fastened at the ends. Frank guessed they must be for stringing up deer and gutting them. More flies alighted on the old bloodstains below.


  Against the opposite wall stood an old push-pedal sewing machine. Beside it was a black iron stove with a white enamel oven door, the stovepipe broken and bent a foot below the roof. Water dripped from the remaining pipe segment left in the ceiling, clanging on the copper kettle that was perched on the stovetop.


  Linda didn’t like the look of those hooks hung from the ceiling and gave them a wide berth on her way to the sewing machine in search of needle and thread. The drawers reeked of animal urine, their bottoms littered with turds. She found a scattering of various needles and a few spools of thread in various colors in the last drawer and brought them back to Frank.


  He’d been staring vacantly at the single painting beside the stove, a plain-looking watercolor of a pot of flowers that didn’t seem to belong in a place like this.


  “Here we go.” Linda knelt down in front of him. “I’m gonna have to take off your sock.”


  Frank nodded and looked away, as if not seeing it might lessen the pain. Linda gingerly peeled the blood-encrusted sock away from his flesh, rolled it off his foot, and tossed it aside. Inspecting the wound, she saw it was actually two separate gashes, one deeper and wider than the other. Fortunately, the two hadn’t connected at the front or the back of his leg.


  “Do you have your lighter?”


  “I think so
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10 — FUBAR
  


  Frank tapped his fingers impatiently while Linda sewed up the second wound, so keyed up thinking about everything that the pain barely registered.


  “I don’t think the painting fell by accident,” he said as she closed the wound.


  “You think
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11 — Right Place, Wrong Time
  


  Frank hobbled down the stairs at gunpoint, holding the handrail to steady himself.


  “It truly shames me I was forced to strike your wife,” the man in the duster said at his back. “Especially as there are few things I find sexier than a lady with a gun.”


  Frank gritted his teeth and continued down the steps. One of his stitches had popped, and he was babying his leg, walking on the ball of his foot, hoping the other stitches would hold. The stone floor felt cool as he limped to the end of a short hall lined with wood wine racks stained red. He eyed bottles of various shapes and colors in individual cubbyholes. He considered using them as weapons, but Sarge prodded him with the gun barrel, urging him forward.


  In the main cellar, several corked wooden barrels stood alongside more wine racks, every bottle gleaming in the yellow glow of several wall sconces, not a speck of dust on anything. No sign of Alex or the cook either.


   A heavy wooden door with a round window at head height stood at the far end of the room. Sarge slipped past and opened it, revealing a sauna carved jaggedly out of the bedrock and a wood-paneled heater stacked with black rocks at the center of the room.


  Alex and the cook sat slumped against the wood benches, beaten to the point of unconsciousness. Sarge and his thugs had left them gagged and tied at the wrists and ankles.


  Frank shook his head. “You guys really fucked up, didn’t you? I mean, you shit the bed.”


  Sarge pushed the muzzle into the meat between Frank’s shoulder blades. “Was it Lincoln who said a man shouldn’t crack wise with a gun at his back?”


  “Sounds more like Yosemite Sam.”


  The man in the duster chuckled. “Have a seat beside the Chinaman.”


  “His name is Alex.”


  “Sit.”


  Frank gripped the wall and eased down onto the stone floor. Sarge reached into one of the large pockets and threw a pair of handcuffs in Frank’s lap.


  Frank picked them up and dangled them in front of his eyes. “You know I heard you militia guys had a thing for dildos, but I didn’t know you were this kinky.”


  “Put them on,” Sarge grunted.


  Frank snapped the cuffs onto each of his wrists. “You know what I don’t understand? Why don’t you just kill us all now and get it over with? I mean that’s how this ends, isn’t it? There’s no way Linda and me are gonna walk out of here. Why beat around the bush?”


  Sarge got down on his haunches and fixed him with his blue eyes, his freckled cheeks and nose riddled with pockmarks. As he came closer, Frank noticed the kerchief tied around his neck like an ascot, only slightly redder than his goatee.


  “Much as you might think my men and I are cold-blooded murderers, Frank, killing a man is always a last resort.” His eyes narrowed. “We’re not bad men. Colby, Clara’s boy, and I, we’re freedom fighters.”


  “So is it ironic that you’re keeping people hostage, or are you just plain fucking stupid?”


  Sarge smiled bitterly. “What’s that Dr. John song? ‘Right Place, Wrong Time’?’ Any other weekend, you and your wife would have had yourself a relaxing time in the beautiful wilds of northwest Montana. The fishing out at the old place is a real treat. I once caught a brookie the size of my—”


  Eyes twinkling, he paused and looked over the two badly beaten men. “I’m being disrespectful. Now is not the time for fishing stories. Mr. Moffat, what you and your lovely wife have found yourself caught up in is a decades’-old battle between a group of sovereign citizens and a violent, oppressive regime.”


  “Lucky us.”


  The man began to tie Frank’s ankles. “That’s a nasty wound you’ve got there. I noticed it before, but it looks much more serious up close. I don’t approve of forced vaccinations, but I sincerely hope you’ve had your tetanus shot.”


  Frank didn’t reply.


  Sarge tied the final knot so tight it cut off circulation, then stood. “Now should I carry your wife down, or would the two of you prefer separate accommodations?”


  “If you hurt her again, I swear to God—”


  “Are you a God-fearing man, Moffat? Seems to me you liberal types are all atheists these days.” Sarge awaited Frank’s reply. Receiving none, he nodded and headed for the door. “I’ll get your wife.”


  “What did you do with Teri Lumley?”


  Sarge stopped in the doorway. “The brunette with the model good looks? She’s at the homestead. My wife and sons are taking good care of her. Don’t you worry.”


  His spurs jingled as he ambled around the corner and up the stairs.


  Frank began to work at the knot around his ankles.


  “Are you crazy?”


  Alex’s face was so battered he could barely open his eyes. “They’ll kill you if you run, Frank. Just like they did to Maria Luisa.”


  Frank gave up on the knot, tied too tight, and started trying to pull his hands free of the cuffs. “Who are these people?”


  “The Hill family owns most of the land surrounding the lodge,” Alex said. His busted nose whistled as he exhaled. “The guy with the hat, Gary Hill, he’s been trying to scare us off for years. Says our ‘people’ have a bogus claim on this property, that his grandfather’s crooked lawyer sold it to Dr. Kaspar illegally. I don’t know about that, but I’ve seen the deed, and it has Heinrich’s name on it.”


  “They killed Neville over a land dispute?”


  Alex shrugged up his shoulders and winced from the pain. “I guess so. I didn’t even see what happened until they made me delete the videos. They saw you and Linda were in Dr. Kaspar’s old cabin, and that’s when the one with the beard hit me with his gun. When I woke up, I was tied up down here with Mathias.”


  The cook, Mathias, breathed deeply, either unconscious or sleeping.


  “The guy with the beard—he’s dead.”


  Alex’s eyebrows rose. Blood from a wound on his forehead trickled down his cheek. “After what he did to Maria Luisa, I can’t say I’m upset. Did you—?”


  Frank nodded solemnly.


  “Good. If I had the chance, I might have killed him myself.”


  Sarge’s spurs jingled as he clomped down the stairs. Frank stopped working on the handcuffs and assumed a relaxed position. Alex eased himself back against the wine rack with a slight grimace and shut his eyes, faking unconsciousness.


  Boot falls on the stone floor echoed in the outer room. When Sarge appeared around the corner, he had Linda slung over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He stepped into the sauna, lowered her gently onto a bench, and rolled her onto her side.


  “You made quite a mess of Clara’s boy.” Sarge stood back and gave Frank a look of admiration. “Color me impressed. He’d always been a bit of a dullard, truth be told. Lazy too. I suppose I’d always assumed someone would get the upper hand on him someday. Just not today.” He uttered a bitter chuckle. “That’s about as good a eulogy as the boy earned.”


  He began to draw a length of yellow rope from the duster’s deep pocket, like a magician’s trick, until its frayed end dangled. “I suppose you’ve heard the expression ‘quick draw,’ and I’ve no need to impress upon you the fact that if you mess with me while I tie up your wife, the two of you will be dead before I even break a sweat.”


  Frank nodded.


  “Good.” The man knelt and bound Linda’s legs like a rodeo calf roper, the nylon making zip zip zip noises as he looped and tied. With the same rope, he tied her hands taut behind her back and positioned her so she faced Frank.


  Linda’s hair hung in her face, but Frank could see the large welt already forming on her forehead and a slash along her left eyebrow trickling blood down her cheek.


  She seemed to be breathing fine. He was glad for that at least.


  Sarge hunkered down in front of him and held out the handcuff key. “I want those cuffs put round behind you.”


  Frank raised his hands.


  Sarge unlocked the right cuff. “Round the back.”


  Frank did as he was told.


  “Scooch over. Now you kick me while I’m down here and I’ll empty this cylinder on the rest of these folks and save the last dance for you.”


  The man eyed him until he seemed certain Frank would comply, and he reached behind him to cuff his other hand. When he’d finished, he stood and looked down with a self-satisfied half smile crooking his goatee.


  “Are you aware how many civil liberties you’ve signed away to these people?” Sarge rummaged in a pocket and drew out several folded sheets of paper. “‘The Participants release the Examiners from all liability and waive the right to sue in the case of injury, loss of personal property, or accidental death.’“ He looked up from the contract with an expression of incredulity. “How desperate were you to sign this? Did you even read it?”


  Alex’s nose whistled in the silence.


  Sarge glanced at the concierge before raising an eyebrow at Frank. “This place is some kind of marriage counseling retreat, is that right?”


  Frank nodded.


  “So you paid these people an ungodly sum just to have your head shrunk for a weekend? Have yourself a pedicure?” He gestured toward the surrounding stone walls. “Maybe take a steam? Let me guess: this was the wife’s idea, wasn’t it?”


  “I don’t have to talk to you.”


  The man smirked. “You know this place used to be a government facility? Or did they neglect to mention that? Got rid of everything but the cameras, from the look. The lodge wasn’t always here either. When I was a boy, there used to be a big, gray windowless building stood right here. You know.” He winked, grinning. “The kind of place with something to hide.”


  “Are you trying to scare me?”


  “What I’m trying to do is impress upon you that things aren’t always what they seem. This
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12 — Fire in the Hole
  


  Frank’s lighter melted through the nylon ropes easily, dripping black gobs onto the benches and stone floor. While Linda made her way around the room freeing the others, Frank worked on getting his hands out from behind his back. His injured leg made the task unbearable. He worried about popping more stitches. And every time he pulled the leg close enough to his body to slip the cuffs out from under his foot, his leg began to jitter, and the pain nearly caused him to black out.


  With a gasp, he stretched both legs, giving up on getting out of the cuffs for the moment. He’d need professional medical assistance soon, or pain wouldn’t be the only thing he’d have to worry about.


  Mathias had regained consciousness while Linda freed him. A tall, beefy man, hairy and ogrelike, his sloped forehead gave him a permanent glower, and he spoke very little as Linda outlined the plan, communicating mostly in grunts and nods.


  He stood beside Frank and Alex by the door. Each of them rested their shoulders against it and rammed the door on Linda’s count of three. The door ripped free of the frame with a splinter of wood and slammed against the wall.


  Alex bent to pick up the screwdriver, brandishing it like a weapon. Mathias hoisted the rock basket off the heater and carried it into the main part of the cellar. Linda helped Frank stagger out behind them, his hands still useless behind his back.


  “Ready?” Frank looked over their battered faces and saw a glimmer of hope as all three nodded. “Okay. Let’s do this.”


  While Frank stood by the corner watching the stairs, Alex, Linda, and Mathias began to undress. Stripped down to a pair of purple briefs, Alex’s tattooed torso glistened with a sheen of sweat. Bruises spotted Mathias’s hairy belly and chest under the bloodstained cook’s shirt. He dropped his loose mushroom-print pants, revealing a ratty pair of tighty whities and graying tube socks.


  They all put their shoes back on, so they’d be ready to run when the time came.


  Linda pushed aside the feeling of self-consciousness standing among a bunch of strange men in her one-size-too-big bra and granny panties with the ugly scar from her surgery clearly visible. Instead, she focused on business, bringing her t-shirt to the closest barrel, wiggling out the cork, and dipping the shirt into the golden fluid that gurgled out. Then she threw it into the pile of clothing in the middle of the room and bent to light the fire.


  The lighter wheel spun and sparked, spun and sparked.


  Sparked. Sparked.


  She almost threw it across the room in a fit of rage.


  Frank looked back over his shoulder. “What’s going on?”


  “The lighter’s dead.”


  “You gotta be kidding me.” He glanced up at the stairs, willing Colby and the wolf-boy to keep doing whatever it was they were doing for just a few more minutes. “Did you shake it?”


  “What’s shaking it going to do?” Linda hissed.


  “You can find out if there’s any fluid left.”


  She shook the lighter close to her ear. Fluid sloshed inside. “There’s some left.”


  “It’s too draughty down here.” He came over. “Try again and I’ll shield the wind.”


  He sat down beside her and cupped his hands around the lighter. Linda flicked it. A weak flame rose from the spark.


  “Yes!” she cried, lowering the flickering flame to her t-shirt. Blue fire engulfed it immediately.


  “Teamwork,” Frank said.


  Linda grinned and helped him to his feet while the rest of the pile caught fire and a foul-smelling smoke began to rise. Mathias and Alex snapped strips of wood from the rock basket and added them to the blaze.


  “All right, everybody grab some rocks and take positions,” she said.


  Frank returned to his post at the entrance to the corridor while the others scooped up rocks from the basket and fell back against the corners of the room, with the entrance within sight.


  The smoke thickened, the odor less foul now, more woody, and almost pleasant. After about a minute, Linda could barely see Alex a few feet to her side, let alone Frank, who had all but disappeared.


  “Help!” Frank shouted, watching the smoke roll through the hallway and drift lazily up the stairs. “Fire!”


  Linda dropped low where the smoke was less dense, where the men would be less likely to shoot if they came down prepared for a fight. She saw Alex and Mathias had done the same, according to plan, rocks at the ready.


  Frank coughed. “Helllllpp!”


  His voice broke, tearing his throat. Soon the smoke would consume all the air in the wine cellar, and he’d have no breath left to shout.


  The wine would put out the fire if it spread to the shelves, but it would be cold comfort if Sarge hadn’t maintained orders to keep everyone alive and Colby and the wolf-boy let the four of them choke to death down here.


  “FIRE!”


  He broke into a coughing fit and eased down to the floor, eyes burning. The fire continued to rage at the center of the room. The stairway door disappeared behind a gray haze.


  Linda coughed behind him. Then Alex or Mathias, he couldn’t tell which. The room erupted with a symphony of coughs, like a contagion.


  The stairway suddenly brightened. Smoke rolled out around a man standing in silhouette in the open doorway above.


  Frank crawled back on his butt until his back struck bottles. He lay down flat against cool stone, waiting.


  Boots trundled down the steps.


  “Jesus H. Fucksticks!” the kid said, and coughed.


  “Cover your mouth,” Colby said. “And watch the cussin’!”


  Shadows swirled in the smoke at the end of the hall. The orange flames illuminated their shapes, but the smoke kept them in a haze. One was tall, the other short and hunched.


  “Now!” Frank yelled with his last breath.


  Rocks clacked against the shelves, smashed bottles, and made fleshy thuds.


  Colby and the wolf-boy cried out at the unexpected assault. Frank saw them shielding themselves with their arms—arm in Colby’s case—as they retreated into the hall.


  “Hold!” Frank said.


  The others stopped throwing their rocks. Already the fire was dying, the smoke beginning to clear.


  The kid had left the door open upstairs.


  “How they get untied?” the kid asked.


  “Doesn’t matter,” Colby said. “They’ll run out of rocks soon. You know that, right?” He was addressing them, glee audible in his tone. “What did you expect was gon’ happen? Knock us out with a handful of sauna rocks and run off hand in hand into the sunset?”


  “Fuck you, you inbred prick!” Linda screamed. Frank could see her now through the thinning smoke, lying on her side with a rock poised.


  “I done told you about the cussin’, lady—”


  Linda threw the rock. A bottle near the entrance to the hall shattered and Colby shielded himself, ducking out of the way of the glass.


  “One more rock and I’m gon’ send the boy upstairs to get Petunia. You don’t want to meet Petunia. I guarantee you that. She got a hair trigger and a loud mouth, an’ she just loves to get the last word.”


  An animal roar exploded from the corner of the room. Mathias had gotten to his feet and charged, kicking through the fire toward the men in the hall.


  “Fall back!” Colby ordered. “Get the guns!”


  The big man collided with Colby, smashing him against the shelf. Bottles shattered and fell around them as the wolf-boy disappeared into the retreating smoke and bolted up the stairs.


  Colby grabbed a fistful of the cook’s chest hair. The big man growled and smashed his massive forehead into Colby’s nose.


  Linda winced, hearing the cartilage crunch from where she lay by the sauna door.


  The cook grabbed Colby’s throat in his meaty fist. From where Frank sat, he could see Colby’s eyes bulge and his face turn purple, veins standing out in his temples.


  Frank got to his feet, ready to run.


  Colby reached back blindly for a bottle.


  “Look out!” Frank cried, but he was too late.


  Colby tore the bottle free and smashed it over Mathias’s head. The big man stumbled back, blinking rapidly, a hand clapped against his forehead. Blood poured down his face, and he staggered back into the shelf behind him. Bottles rained from their cubbies and smashed at his feet.


  Without a second’s hesitation, Colby grabbed the knife sheathed at his hip and stabbed Mathias several times in the gut. The wounds oozed gouts of dark red down the cook’s hairy stomach and onto his graying underpants. His eyes fluttered, and he slid down the wall.


  Colby turned his gleaming eyes toward them. He breathed heavily through his nostrils like a wild animal, blood streaming from them. The knife dripped gore, its haft connected to the sheath by some kind of cord or cable. “Anyone else wanna dance?”


  The smoke had cleared, leaving the living prisoners exposed. No one dared say a word.


  “Aw, all these critters are in their skivvies ‘cept you and me,” the man said to Frank. “How come we didn’t get no invite to the slumber party?”


  “You’re a sadistic fuck, you know that?”


  Colby’s smirk vanished. He pointed the dripping knife at Frank. “You watch the cussin’ now, fella.”


  “You’re in it for the pain, aren’t you?” Frank continued, undeterred. “That’s why assholes like you join militias. You probably don’t even give a shit about Sarge’s politics or his family’s land.”


  Snarling, the man sheathed the still-dripping knife and began his approach.


  “Maybe you got bullied in school and you want to take out your rage on innocent people, trample women and children under your jackboots.”


  The man stopped in front of him, looking down with a sneer. “You best shut your mouth.”


  “Or what? You’re gonna hurt me? Big deal. You think I haven’t been hurt before?”


  Colby’s left eye twitched. “Not like this you ain’t.”


  “Then do it. Show me pain.” The man didn’t move. “Show me pain, you fucking coward!”


  The arm snatched out and grabbed Frank by the jaw, squeezing his face in a vice grip. “Shut. Your mouth,” he growled, his head trembling with rage.


  Linda rose to her feet. “Let him go!”


  “You one-armed fuck.” Frank spoke with a lisp with his lips mashed together. “You can’t even hold me and hit me at the same time.”


  “Watch the cussin’.”


  Colby let him go and backhanded him across the jaw with the practiced expertise of a pro wrestler. Frank fell on his hands, tasting blood. He spat on the floor at the man’s feet.


  “You call that pain? My dad hit me harder than that when I was six.”


  Colby’s knuckles cracked as he clenched the hand into a fist.


  “Frank, don’t,” Linda pleaded.


  “You don’t have to feel guilty anymore, Lin.” He turned to see tears in her eyes. “Before he’s done with me, you walk away, okay?”


  She let the tears fall. “I won’t leave you.”


  “You stand up and walk out of here and don’t look back, Lin.”


  Colby flashed a look in her direction. “She ain’t goin’ nowhere!”


  “Three of us and one of you,” Frank said. “How are you gonna catch us with one arm?”


  The fist darted out, mashing Frank’s ear into his skull. Stars flooded his vision.


  “Frank!”


  As his vision cleared, he saw blood dripping from the man’s sheath almost as if the knife itself was bleeding. With his brain rattled, he couldn’t quite comprehend what he was seeing. He only knew it was wrong somehow.


  “Go, Linda!”


  The fist struck him again, and this time when the stars came, his vision didn’t immediately return. Something inside his head had broken. One or two more punches and he’d no longer be useful to anyone, except as a punching bag.


  Alex stood alongside Linda.


  “Rebel!” Colby called over his shoulder, his eyes darting between the prisoners in something approaching fear.


  Frank fought through the pain to push himself up as the world came into focus around him. When Colby turned back, Frank charged him with a shoulder.


  Caught unaware, the man’s eyes bulged and he toppled backward.


  Linda rushed him and kicked him in the chest and stomach. It felt like his torso was padded, but she kept kicking, only wanting to hurt the man as he curled himself into a ball.


  “If I’d known you were having a campfire, I’d’ve brought marshmellers.”


  She got in one last good kick and turned to see Sarge standing over Mathias’s dead body, wafting away smoke with one hand, his pistol in the other. Two large men with balaclavas pulled down over their faces stood behind him at either shoulder, both men armed.


  “What in the hot hell happened down here, Colby?”


  Colby rolled onto his back. “Sorry, Sarge. They surprised us.”


  “You’re on KP duty for a week, how’s that for sorry?” Sarge looked around. “Seems like you all just about got the upper hand on us again, Moffats. Right place, wrong time.” He chuckled. “Langford, get the Chinaman. Gitmo, you and I’ll rustle up the Moffats. Colby,” he barked.


  The man looked up, shamefaced, from where he sat holding his gut.


  “You get to carry this fat dead bastard up the stairs.”


  The man in the maroon balaclava grabbed Alex by the shoulders. The concierge didn’t even put up a struggle, just hung his head and went along with his captor. Sarge and the man in the green balaclava—the taller man he’d called Gitmo—approached Frank and Linda.


  Sarge sneered as he passed Colby. “Get your sorry ass up off the floor.”


  Gitmo grabbed Frank by the shoulder and squeezed his thumb into the divot above his clavicle. Sarge stood in front of Linda and looked her up and down.


  “Say, where’d you get that scar?”


  “None of your fucking business.”


  He nodded as if she’d made some philosophical statement and he was taking it under consideration. “Well, we’ll swing you by your room for some fresh clothes before we move on to the Old Place,” he said finally. “These men are animals, Linda. Believe you me: you give them an inch of skin, they’ll want to take it all.”
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13 — The Old Place
  


  The truck rolled over uneven terrain, engine growling. With a black bag over his face, Frank had no idea where they were being taken. All he knew for sure was that the heavy chains linking the cuffs on their hands and ankles wouldn’t be as easy to escape as the ropes had been, even if Sarge hadn’t confiscated his lighter.


  Escape would take a miracle, and Frank didn’t believe in those.


  Colby drove the pickup angrily. An old-time country singer’s “lonesome cattle call” blasted from the speakers loudly enough to scare off all the wildlife.


  Gary “Sarge” Hill and the man he’d called Langford had stayed behind to take care of Alex and give the Mathias and Maria Luisa a “proper Christian burial,” according to Sarge. As they’d left, he had instructed Colby to take Frank and Linda to the Old Place, which Frank had taken to believe must be Sarge’s old family home.


  The hood kept touching his lips and leaving a salty taste. The fabric smelled like sweat and blood, neither of which belonged to him. He was hungry. He was hurt. And he needed to piss something awful.


  “I have to pee,” Linda said, mirroring his thoughts.


  “Hold it,” Gitmo shouted over the music, his voice baritone.


  Linda bit her lip and drew her legs to her chest. Gitmo had leered at her then, and the additional clothing Sarge had allowed her to put on hadn’t curtailed his ogling. She could feel his eyes on her now.


  “Why do they call you Gitmo?” Frank asked, tasting the salty hood. “Were you stationed there?”


  Gitmo didn’t answer, and Linda was glad for it. She didn’t care whether he’d been the architect of the torture that had gone on at Guantanamo or had suffered through it. She already dreaded what might happen once he got them alone at this “Old Place” Sarge mentioned. Knowing the place of anger her impending abuse came from would be worse.


  “Duck,” Gitmo said.


  Branches slapped against the roof of the truck. She ducked as bristly needles brushed the top of her hood.


  Frank caught a branch in the face an inch or so above where Colby had punched him in the ear. He felt it well up immediately, blood trickling a prickly trail down his stubbled cheek. He tried to press the wound against his shoulder, but the injury struck the fat length of chain. “Motherfu—”


  Gitmo prodded him with a thick finger.


  “Better not curse. Colby don’t like it when you curse.”


  “Fuck Colby,” Frank said. “Who names their kid after a cheese anyway?”


  Gitmo chuckled. “Heh heh heh.”


  The howling cowboy gave way to the DJ: “That was Slim Whitman going way back to 1954 with the old cowboy classic, ‘The Cattle Call.’ Next up, we’ve got Tammy Wynette, who’s got a word for all you fillies out there in radioland. ‘Stand By Your Man,’ darlin’. On Montana’s Classic Country, 98.5.”


  Guitars twanged and Tammy Wynette began to croon. The truck went over a big bump, and Linda fell against Frank, their chains clanking together.


  “You okay?”


  His words prickled her neck through the fabric.


  “I’ll be fine.”


  She felt like she could lie against him forever, feeling his warmth, breathing in the familiar smell of his sweat and a lingering hint of cologne, but Gitmo roughly pulled them apart.


  “No talking.”


  She felt their separation like a wound. She hadn’t felt so close to Frank since the Year From Hell, nor had she needed him so much. With the hood covering her face, she didn’t bother to hold back the tears, letting them soak into the dark fabric.


  Whatever this “Old Place” was, Linda knew it was the last place they would ever see.


  The truck tore up dirt as it came to a jerky stop. Colby shut off the engine, and the music died with it. She heard the driver door open. The truck rocked as Colby stepped out and slammed the door.


  “Rock and roll, Gitmo! Let’s get these critters in the house.”


  Slap slap. He pounded the truck by Linda’s head, making her jump. The chassis rocked again as Gitmo climbed out and his boots thudded on soft earth.


  “Where are we?” Frank asked.


  “That’s for us to know and you to find out,” Colby said. “Jeez, that Tammy Wynette always puts me in a hurtin’ mood!” The tailgate creaked as it was lowered. “Up and out, Moffats! Up and out, you critters!”


  Frank struggled to get up, but fell to his knees on the corrugated truck bed. With his hands cuffed in the front, it was easier to move around, but the heavy chains weighed him down. He was pushing himself up again when something zapped his spine, and he sprawled face first on hard plastic.


  As she patted a hand along the side of the truck to find her way to the edge, Linda cringed at the crackling sound. Frank thudded heavily near her feet with a groan.


  “New rule,” Colby said. “Don’t follow my orders fast enough you get zapped.”


  The zapper, whatever it was, struck her left buttock, a low-watt sting like the bite of a large bug. It was nothing like the ten thousand watts she’d experienced during the endurance event three years back, but still startling. She gripped the side of the truck to keep herself from falling.


  “You also get the other one zapped, so think on that. The key here’s to always follow orders.”


  Linda steadied herself and stepped off the truck, judging the height by memory. The ground she landed on was flat. Leaves crunched underfoot.


  The Old Place, she thought.


  One of the men hauled Frank up by the chains crisscrossing his back and dragged him along the corrugated floor. Suspended in midair for a panicky moment, Frank was sure they’d dropped him. But they were lifting him by the chains. They let him go and he slumped to the ground, not far, but enough to lose his breath. When he tried to stand, someone kicked him back down into the crackling leaves. He pushed up on his hands and knees, sick of being beaten down, but helpless to do anything about it with the chains and the bag covering his face.


  If he couldn’t see, he couldn’t fight back.


  He no longer contained the strength to fight back with words. All he felt capable of was crying out and moaning in the hope these men would show him mercy. But neither of their captors seemed aware of the concept.


  Another zap to his spine. He clenched his jaw against the sudden jolt of pain.


  They struck Linda next. He heard the crackle and her grunt from where she stood above him.


  For no reason.


  “These men are animals,” Sarge had said. He’d set the animals loose on them.


  At least they didn’t bring the dogs, Frank thought, and immediately worried he’d jinxed them.


  “That was just ‘cause we can,” Colby said.


  Gitmo uttered his deep heh heh heh in reply.


  They hauled Frank to his feet.


  “Frank?”


  She was close to him, not touching, but close. Her voice was muffled behind her hood and further muffled by Frank’s own hood over his ears. They were close, and yet, he’d never felt so far away from her, each in a separate dark ocean of pain and fear.


  “I’m here.”


  Another zap. He fell forward into something. He could tell it was Linda when their chains clinked together.


  “Don’t give up.” Her shaky voice was so close to his ear he could feel her hot breath through the fabric.


  The men pulled them apart.


  “No talking,” Gitmo said.


  Someone turned him around. “Get movin’,” Colby said from behind him.


  Frank did as he was told, wary of the zapper at his back. It was likely a cattle prod and not a Taser, or the two of them would be in far greater pain. He staggered forward, doing his best to walk with the chains at his ankles and his injured leg throbbing like an infected molar. He feared it wasn’t fast enough for their captors and hoped he wouldn’t make them zap him again and zap Linda for his mistake.


  Linda’s tears dampened the hood as she stumbled forward. They’d treated her roughly, but Frank had gotten the brunt of it. He was strong. If he hadn’t already shown it at her bedside during the Year From Hell, he’d proven it and more today. But she feared that soon he would crack.


  Hell, she was close to cracking herself.


  Her left foot struck wood, and she stopped just short of tripping.


  “On your knees,” Gitmo said.


  She hesitated. Frank’s chains rattled like Marley’s ghost beside her as he sank to the ground obediently.


  Gitmo jabbed a finger into her old scar, of all places he could have hit. The scar tissue itself was numb, but it still hurt with enough pressure to the area. She dropped to her knees with a cry of pain.


  “Move forward, critters. Hands and knees.”


  Frank crawled, certain they had a good, painful reason for making them go on their knees. He felt splintered wood under his palms and briefly considered skirting the obstacle. The thought of the cattle prod kept him moving forward, despite the splinters and the uneven boards pressing through to the bone and tearing at his injuries.


  He moved forward for Lin. If there was ever a time and place to stay strong, it was right here and right now.


  But where is here exactly?


  The Old Place, Sarge had called it. There’d been something almost reverential in the way he’d spoken of it, his ice blue eyes twinkling as if this place, wherever they were, held sentimental, if not mystical value.


  A church in the woods maybe? Is that why they’ve got us on our knees?


  Crawling forward, Linda put her hand down on a bent nail, and it tore through the side of her palm. She winced.


  “Suck it up, princess. Keep movin’ till I say stop.”


  She reached out gingerly, crawling on the tips of her fingers instead of her palms.


  “Stop,” Gitmo said.


  Linda stopped immediately. The cattle prod jammed into her side, and she twisted away from it in shock.


  “I said ‘until I say stop,’ not Gitmo. Even a dang dog knows how to follow orders.”


  They zapped Frank. He barely felt it, just kept moving.


  “Stop,” Colby said finally.


  Frank heard boots fall on the uneven boards near him and heard the door creak.


  “All right, get up.”


  He stood cautiously.


  “Walk forward.”


  Frank began to walk, but someone grabbed him by the chain and held him back.


  “Ladies first,” Colby said. “Where’d you learn your manners?”


  Linda felt Gitmo’s large, gloved hands take her by the shoulders and dance her sideways. He let her go like a toy he’d wound up. She moved forward, feeling the threshold with her foot and stepping inside.


  Even through the hood, she could smell the beer, dust, and old blood of the cabin.


  The Old Place, she thought. Wasn’t this Kaspar’s cabin?


  The way Sarge talked about it, she’d expected it might have been his old family home.


  She heard Frank hobble in behind her, recognizing the thud-slap! thud-slap! of his shoe and bare foot.


  Gitmo—she assumed it was still Gitmo—stomped along behind her, prodding her forward until something heavy struck her forehead with a metallic rattle, and she remembered the hooks and the bloodstains below them.


  Her whole body began to shiver uncontrollably.


  “Raise your hands,” Gitmo said.


  Again, her hesitation got her jolted, this time on her scar. Another zap followed, but Frank only grunted.


  Linda raised her hands. Gitmo grabbed them and fastened her cuffs on the hook. She let her tired arms hang in front of her, glad they would protect her face from further abuse. The bruise on her forehead felt bigger than a softball and throbbed dully. She would have killed for an aspirin.


  “Keep movin’.”


  Colby. Talking to Frank.


  There was nowhere left for her to move.


  The two- or three-foot radius the chain would allow her to move was where she would die, strung up like an animal on a hook.


  Frank limped ahead. He’d heard Gitmo’s command followed by their mutual zaps and the rattle of Linda’s chains. He knew the tall man had secured her to one of the hooks at the center of the room, the ones he’d naïvely assumed were for cutting up venison. And he knew his chains would be next.


  If he remembered their height correctly, they were too low for hanging, unless Gitmo and Colby were able to raise the hooks.


  Not so long ago, Frank had had a romantic notion they would die side by side of old age in a matching set of recliners. Linda’s battle with cancer had changed his vision of their future as she’d wasted away before his eyes the way his mother had. But she’d fought through it. She’d persevered. She’d come out stronger, and their marriage had suffered. He hadn’t been so naïve not to see her growing apart from him, the two of them unable or unwilling to stop themselves from pushing each other away.


  He’d imagined separate futures, living new lives apart from each other with new lovers, maybe children, although neither had craved them before, at least not openly. They wouldn’t mourn each other’s passing. Others would mourn in their place.


  Now, here they were together in the place where today’s horrors had begun, likely to die side by side again, but nothing like how he’d imagined it.


  “Raise your hands.”


  Frank raised them. Colby grabbed his wrists and attached him to the hook. He let the hook take his weight, glad at least to able to rest his leg.


  “Linda,” he said.


  “No talking.”


  “I love you.”


  Frank tensed against the expected zap. Instead, they shocked Linda.


  She startled, more from the unexpectedness of Frank’s words than any pain. “I love you too,” she said.


  “Shut up,” Gitmo said, thrusting her forward.


  Her feet left the ground, and she swung, suspended by the chain. She found her footing again and staggered back to center, sensing Frank’s presence beside her, calming her.


  “You wife’s a sturdy woman, Moffat,” Colby said at his ear. “She gon’ wish she’d never heard your name when me an’ Gitmo’s done with the two a you.”


  Frank held his tongue, knowing anything he’d say from now on would only cause Lin more suffering.


  “We gon’ finish what I started back there at the lodge. What was that you was sayin’ about me holdin’ you and hittin’ you at the same time?”


  Frank felt the punch in his side like a cannonball. He staggered back to the length of the chain and fell forward, suspended, until he was able to right himself. He stood up as tall as he could manage on one good leg with a stitch in his side.


  “I gotta hand it to ya, Moffat, you can take a wallop. Jackson, he was handy with a firearm, but hand to hand, he wuddn’t much more dangerous than a teddy bear. Still, we seen combat together. He was like a brother to me.”


  Frank heard the man breathe in deeply through his nose, preparing for something.


  “This one’s for him,” Colby said.


  Frank’s ear split against the man’s knuckles. He saw stars and nearly blacked out, the only thing keeping him conscious the thought of what they’d do to Linda while he was out cold, not that he could prevent them from harming her anyway.


  “Stop!” Linda cried. “Why are you doing this?”


  “Why?” Colby clomped over to her. “Why?” She felt his breath on her neck, his face an indistinct, black shape through the mask. “Might as well ask the snake why he bites.”


  “Heh heh heh.”


  “You might as well ask the dog why he gotta piss all over his yard. We're animals, princess, or did you not hear what the Sarge said? This is our territory, sugar, an’ roun’ here you gon’ follow our rules!”


  “You’re a maniac!”


  She saw him pull back from her and turn away.


  He let out a short, sharp laugh. “Missy, you ain’t got no idea. But you’re bout to find out, I guarandamntee it.”
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14 — Love Is Pain
  


  Linda knew pain.


  She knew fear. Shame. Humiliation.


  Most people thought they knew these things, but Linda knew them acutely. They’d been intimate. Spend nearly a year pissing yourself, shitting yourself, puking and pissing blood, losing your hair, losing your mind, terrified of falling asleep because you could die during the night, wasting away to less than nothing
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15 — Turn of the Screwdriver
  


  “‘My name is Linda Moffat.’“


  She struggled to read the words Sarge had written for her, barely legible on the crumpled page. Gitmo held it up, the camera resting against his belly with the screen pointed up so he could watch.


  Colby had dragged the broken metal chair over to the counter where Gitmo’s tools still lay and watched her with a dark look. A single-barrel shotgun he’d brought in from the truck stood against the wall at his side.


  “‘My husband Frank and I are uh, being hos—held hostage by the Hell’s Gate Posse. You have s-seen what these men are capable of. Please d-don’t dismiss their demands out of hand or they will—’“


  She stopped.


  “Would you like me to hold it closer?” Gitmo said.


  Frank gave her a look of concern. “Linda?”


  “‘They will kill us,’“ she finished and turned to Frank.


  He shook his head. The movement made him wince.


  “‘We demand
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16 — End of the Line
  


  The cabin had been silent for so long Frank hadn’t realized he’d drifted off until the sound of the truck woke him. The last light of day was fading. Both his legs prickled with pins and needles.


  Linda watched him with a concerned look. When he caught her eye, she forced a smile.


  Colby stared at the door, waiting.


  The driver door slammed. Boots trudged toward the cabin.


  Colby raised the shotgun.


  Frank and Linda both shied away. But he was aiming between them, at the door.


  Gitmo had promised to hurt him if he tortured them further. The evidence was on tape, and Colby clearly intended for Gitmo never to see it.


  “Blaze of glory,” Colby muttered under his breath.


  As much as Frank didn’t want to get shot warning Gitmo, he knew that if Colby shot the man, the two of them were next.


  Frank wondered if Colby had intended to kill Gitmo the minute the man had left with the tape, or if they had driven him to it with their suggestion of mutiny.


  Both Frank and Linda thought, What now?


  The door creaked open behind them.


  “What the—?”


  Colby fired, silencing Gitmo’s query. Behind them, the tall man grunted and fell against something solid.


  Colby broke the shotgun between his knees. The shell exited with a hollow thoomp and clattered on the floor while Colby reached into a pocket for another. He got to his feet and inserted a fresh shell, snapped the lever closed over his knee, and strode toward Frank and Linda as the injured man behind them groaned.


  Flesh slapped against tile.


  “Heh heh heh,” Gitmo said. He spat.


  Frank and Linda wanted so badly to watch the men kill each other, but fear the next shot might be for them kept them from turning. They stood facing each other as another shotgun blast rattled the cans on the shelves. They said “I love you” as the red light on the video camera began to flash, the tape running out with a steady beeeeep beeeeep beeeeep!


  The light winked out.


  Feet shuffled behind them, squeaking on the tiles. Something heavy and metallic—the shotgun maybe—clattered to the floor. Then more footfalls, both men grunting.


  Someone slammed into Frank, knocking him off his feet. Rotating on the hook as he swung outward, Frank saw Gitmo had his hands around Colby’s neck, and Colby had his hunting knife thrust to the hilt between Gitmo’s ribs.


  The wound dripped, splashing gore at their feet.


  The torturers staggered away. Colby fell against the counter, knocking the video camera to the floor. Linda saw the plastic cover smash, and Colby pulled out the knife, arcing a spray of blood across the floor. Gitmo held the man’s head against the counter, squeezing the life out of him.


  Colby jabbed him again. Blood rained down over their boots He stabbed Gitmo a third time, less forceful than the last, his face turning purple, cords standing out on his neck.


  “Fuck
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17 — The Delusion of Freedom
  


  Frank and Linda sat hand in hand in the backseat of Sheriff Stanton’s cruiser, listening to him explain the situation as they drove the dark, winding road toward the station.


  “So really you’re just lucky Deputy Miller and I were aware of the back road to the Hill compound and came that way when we did.” He glanced at them in the rearview with a tight smile. “Those militia folk like to think they live in the shadows, but we’ve been keeping tabs on all of them down at the station house, especially the two fellas who got you the worst.”


  “Have they been in trouble before?” Linda wondered.


  The sheriff raised his eyebrows and chuckled to himself. “Colby Digsby? You could say that. He’s been in and out of my cells fairly often since he came back crippled from his last tour in Afghanistan. I’ve got a feeling a lot of his anger issues come—came, I should say—from his frustration with how badly the government failed him and others like him when they got home.”


  “What about the other guy?” Frank said. “Gitmo.”


  “Michael Day Rider. Blackfoot Indian, I think. Not sure why they call him ‘Gitmo,’ seeing as I don’t think he was ever at Guantanamo Bay. He was a Marine. Discharged in ‘08, according to his service records.”


  “What for?”


  “You’d have to ask him.” The sheriff glowered in the rearview. “Although I don’t suppose you’ll be able to if he’s dead, as you say.”


  Linda looked out at the black woods. “Will we be long at the station?”


  “I don’t suspect we will. I’ll just need to take your statements and then you’ll be free to go back to
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18 — Asylum
  


  Frank and Linda sat in the backseat of a long, white van while Alex drove. Sarge, or Kaspar, or whoever he really was, sat opposite in the jumper seat. Neither Linda nor Frank struggled. It was pointless to fight against the straightjackets.


  Sheriff Stanton hadn’t even allowed them to make a call before they were hustled out to the waiting van, claiming the Billings police would have already given them the opportunity.


  They were truly alone.


  Linda waited until the man in charge turned to her. “Who are you really? You’re not Sarge. You’re not Kaspar either, are you?”


  Again, the man gave them that satisfied smile. Both the Austrian accent and his prior slight Southern twang were gone when he spoke, replaced with a flat tone, lacking any recognizable region. “I am merely a man with a great deal of money and resources at my disposal.”


  “Then why are you doing this? Why us?”


  The man playing Kaspar gave it thoughtful consideration. Alex turned from watching the road ahead to glance at him, as if wondering the answer himself.


  “Quite a long time ago, someone very close to me asked the same thing, Linda. I’ll answer you the way I answered her: because I can.”


  Linda looked away in disgust. Frank had already stopped listening, watching the mountains pass by in the tinted windows.


  The man in the passenger seat turned to look back at him with an amused smirk. “You’re especially quiet, Mr. Moffat. Cat got your tongue?”


  Frank eyed him a moment and said nothing, just returned his gaze to the passing scenery.


  The man smirked. “I’m glad you’ve finally come to understand how futile it is to challenge me.”


  Frank bit his tongue.


  “No smart aleck remarks? No scathing commentary?”


  Frank narrowed his eyes at the man.


  “All right then. Let’s just enjoy the scenery, shall we?”


  The man, whoever he truly was, looked out the window at the dark blur of mountains and trees, and Frank grinned to himself, satisfied to have gotten the upper hand, however slight.
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19 — We Do What We’re Told
  


  Frank sat on the edge of the uncomfortable single bed in his cell, staring at the camera above the door. He’d lost track of how long he’d been sitting there in his fresh, white hospital gown with nothing but his own anger to occupy him. It had to be at least an hour, maybe longer.


  He’d heard the man called Michael lock the door behind him but had still checked it himself to be sure. He felt like a man unhinged. The orderly had told him nothing, merely pointed to the folded gown on the bed and locked him in. He didn’t know what was real. Didn’t know if he’d ever see Linda again.


  One thing he knew beyond certainty was the reality of his injuries. Both legs burned and throbbed in steady waves, like a volcanic tide. His head felt like a thunderstorm. He focused on that pain, holding it like a life preserver. If he could retain what he knew they had done to him, they would never break his mind.


  Thinking of pain, he gave his shorts on the floor a good, long look.
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20 — Closure
  


  They let her shower. The hot running water felt good on her skin, but she couldn’t enjoy it knowing Frank was gone. She was glad they’d told her though, glad they hadn’t hidden his death from her, leaving her to wonder if he was still alive, glad they hadn’t told her he was out there in the world without her, only for her to find out later it had been a lie.


  Hot water washed away layers of dirt, blood, and piss, but her tears kept flowing long after she’d gingerly toweled herself off, careful to avoid the angry burn above her breast, the slash on her arm, and the large lump over her eye. Her thigh muscles felt like she’d run a marathon without stretching. Her arms were so sore she could barely hold the towel above her head long enough to get her hair halfway dry.


  They made him say that, she told herself. Tricked him somehow. I know he loves me—loved me.


  Thinking about him in the past tense made her heart feel hollowed out. It would take time to heal. Physical injuries were the least of her worries. The psychic ones hurt far worse.


  Once she’d changed back into the fresh shirt and loose-fitting pants they’d retrieved from her luggage, she sat on the uncomfortable bed in her sterile, otherwise empty room and stared at the camera above the door.


  The lock unlatched. The door swung inward.


  Alex stood in the hall with a tight smile. “I’m sorry for your loss, Linda. You might be glad to know that Control decided the least they could do was let you go, after what happened.”


  Linda barked a bitter laugh. “How magnanimous of them.”


  “I really am sorry.”


  “Sorry’s not going to bring my husband back, is it?”


  Alex hung his head.


  She stood and looked around the small, featureless room with a sneer. “What makes ‘Control’ think I won’t tell everyone what happened here? What makes them think they can keep this place a secret anymore?”


  He gave her a sympathetic look. “You think you’re the first person to ask that? You wrote your next of kin’s addresses on your contracts, Mrs. Moffat. They’ll be watching you out there. If you tell anything to anyone, they will not hesitate to murder your father, Frank’s father, or any one of your friends or family. I know you don’t talk to your mother anymore, but I’m sure you’d regret it if you found out they killed her because you couldn’t keep a secret. Trust me: you do not want to challenge these people.”


  Despite all of his lies, she had no reason to doubt the veracity of this. She’d seen what they were capable of and what they’d been able to cover up.


  “Even if you did tell, what would be the point? Like you said, it won’t bring Frank back.”


  Linda balled her hands into fists. “People would be held accountable. They’d burn this fucking awful place to the ground with all of you in it if we’re lucky. And I wouldn’t piss on it to put it out.”


  Alex lowered his head and stepped out of the room. “I’ll take you upstairs when you’re ready.”


  “Lead the fucking way,” she said.


  The games room stood empty when she entered behind him. No Harriet behind the observation window, all the monitors turned off. No one sitting on the sofa watching the blank TV on its mount. No one stacking up cards or piecing puzzles together.


  The Method was finished.


  At least for Linda and Frank.


  She assumed sometime in the very near future, maybe as soon as next weekend, another couple would step in through the lodge’s front doors brimming with hope, filled with thoughts of reigniting lost love.


  The poor bastards, she thought.


  In the elevator, Alex hummed something that made her skin crawl.


  “What’s that song? Why are you humming that?”


  “Huh? Oh, um
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