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About This Book


What happens when the very men—trained to make the hard decisions—come up against the rules and regulations that hold them back from doing what needs to be done? They either stay and work within the constraints given to them or they walk away. Only now, for a select few, they have another option:

The Mavericks. A covert black ops team that steps up and break all the rules … but gets the job done.

Welcome to a new military romance series by USA Today best-selling author Dale Mayer. A series where you meet new friends in this raw and compelling look at the men who keep us safe every day from the darkness where they operate—and live—in the shadows … until someone special helps them step into the light.

On the precipice of change … Just not the way he’d expected …

Kerrick is tagged to join a new elite group, where he’d have more say and less rules on missions. Working mostly alone, he’s to track down a kidnapped victim suspected of being in England, and likely she’s not the only one. This is his kind of job; finding out a longtime friend is his backup makes this mission a go.

Amanda is snatched at the end of her workday while walking to her vehicle. Days later she wakes to find she’s imprisoned, alone in a small cement cell. One rotting meal a day is provided, and that is it. Once she realizes someone else is here–a young boy—she’s even more determined to escape. And to take him with her. Running into Kerrick wasn’t the plan …

Escaping is only one part of the puzzle as the truth drags them to Europe and beyond as they sort out how the two kidnappings are related, who’s behind it all and why … Before they are run aground and imprisoned all over again …

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Chapter 1
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Kerrick Cassidy looked at the text message and frowned.

Meet at 1830.

He knew who the sender was, but he hadn’t heard from this guy in a long time. He had always been a bit on the raw side, a law unto himself, a maverick among humans. Kerrick had heard he’d gone into the military but had lost track of him. Was it the same friend? Kerrick’s phone ID’d the man’s name and number. Or rather, a version of his nickname.

Kerrick sent a quick message back. Where and why?

Waterside Pub. That pub—or dive—was just inside the San Diego city limits but still close to where Kerrick now stood in his apartment in Coronado. Waterside was more of a locals’ hangout, and one Kerrick knew well. As he thought about it, he realized it’s where he’d met this friend a long time ago. But there was no explanation as to the why part of the message. At that, he frowned, checking his watch. It was 5:35 p.m. now. He had no plans. He had enough time to make the meeting, even with Friday night traffic.

So, was that a coincidence, or was something else going on here? He sent his old friend an affirmative reply while standing and staring out the window of his small apartment. He was living on the Coronado base in standard base housing, but that was short-term. As in, very short-term. Like, … his entire military career was soon over. He was done with the navy. At least in the capacity he’d served.

He was at a crossroads in his life, one that he looked forward to but, at the same time, he’d given a lot of his best years to the navy. He’d been part of their elite group, but sometimes the people around you changed, and the people above you changed, and Kerrick had been chafing at the rules and the regulations for a long time. He was one of the more senior guys and knew that he should be moving on. Others had gone on to have life partners and families, rounding out their lives. Kerrick didn’t have either of those things to keep him grounded.

He used to, but that was a long time ago. He and his wife had been childhood sweethearts. He’d only been in the navy a couple years and hadn’t even made it to his elite group yet when she and their six-month-old daughter had been killed in a car accident. Some men hit the bottle; others managed to recover from life-changing events like that. In his case, Kerrick locked all the hurt inside and had faced the world, angrier, harder, and more determined to bury himself and all his pain in his work.

Kerrick stared at his phone, frowning, wondering if he should show up for this meet. He didn’t have any reason not to. The thing was, the longer he’d been in the service, the more Kerrick understood other men’s struggles with the regimented lifestyle. While Kerrick had taken solace in the rules and regulations, others had chafed at the restrictions. Kerrick had more of a get-along-with and do-the-job type of attitude. He’d been all about the team.

As the teams had expanded, and as the number of members in this elite group had totaled several thousand, the atmosphere had changed. It was great if you could stay in the group that you loved and with the men who you knew and trusted. But, when they left or were transferred, it became an ever-changing sea of faces. The status was changing too, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to have unknown guys, untested guys, guys ten years younger than him watching his back.

And he knew that they looked at him and worried that maybe Kerrick was past his prime. Just the thought of that angered him. No way he was washed-up. Not at thirty-four. But something was definitely different in his outlook now. And it went beyond the everlasting agony of losing his wife and child. It was another kind of ache in his soul. He wanted to do more; he wanted to go into foreign countries and take out the insurgents like they needed to be taken out.

But he was forever being held back by the politically correct actions as dictated by the brass above. And sometimes it really chafed to have men a long ways away make decisions about matters they couldn’t possibly comprehend, not without boots on the ground. Hell, even friendly fire was an issue on the bases. If the brass couldn’t handle the fights in their own bases, how were they deemed worthy to supervise any op in a foreign country?

He shook his head, grabbed his keys, and walked out. He locked the door behind him, feeling a sense of finality in the movement. Although he slept here, he didn’t really live here. He kept his civilian clothes to a minimum. He was always ready to leave at a moment’s notice, and he cared about nothing in that place. The memories of his wife and daughter were the only things that still mattered, and he kept those inside. Sure, he’d had relationships since losing them, but those quick hookups had been more for him to reconnect to the world and maybe to let off some steam and just to have a bit of fun every once in a while. His heart, however, was well-guarded.

Nobody walked away from an experience like his without some scars to show for it. And he had yet to find a way to manage those scars. And the physical scars on his body? Well, he didn’t give a crap about those. They were beyond fixing and were so much a part of him that even he’d forgotten how he’d gotten a lot of them. And none of them bothered him, yet he knew it would bother other women. Not the females he tended to spend time with now. They couldn’t care less. They just wanted a good hard ride, and he was up for that any day.

But the softer side of a real relationship—with love, true love, like that special relationship he’d had with Aurora—that part he kept hidden. He was afraid his ability to give true love had died permanently with her but held out hope that one day he’d find himself responding emotionally to another woman.

When he walked into the pub five minutes early, he didn’t recognize anybody in the smoke-filled room. He ordered a draft off the bar and took it outside. He always preferred to be outside anyway. He found his friend sitting there, in the far corner on the patio, waiting for him and watching him approach. Kerrick studied him as he sat down. “The years haven’t been kind,” Kerrick said bluntly.

His friend smiled, shook his head, and said, “No, they haven’t been. Doesn’t look like they’ve been too kind to you either.”

Kerrick shrugged, still bristling at the idea that he might be past his prime, and said, “I’m doing fine.”

His friend nodded, and Kerrick stared at him.

“What name are you going by these days?” Kerrick asked.

His friend just smiled and said, “Call me Beta.”

Kerrick’s eyebrows rose. “As in, second in command, with a leader called Alpha above you?”

Beta chuckled and said, “There is a ladder. But I didn’t tell you that.”

“Sounds like you’re still a bit of a maverick.” Kerrick crossed his arms, not willing to give an inch to the man trying to read him intently. “Why am I here?”

“Maverick?” Beta rolled the word around on the tip of his tongue and smiled. “I like that. We can use that. Now as to why you are here – answer that question yourself. Why are you here?”

Kerrick frowned. Because, of course, that was exactly what he needed to know too. “Curiosity,” he said. “Trying to figure out the voice from the past.”

“Heard you were having some trouble.”

“Not really,” Kerrick said, reaching for his beer. He lifted it and sipped but never took his gaze off the man across him. “Just an interesting stage of life. Nothing I can’t handle though.”

“Do you care to handle it any longer?” Beta asked, leaning forward to study his buddy’s eyes.

“Not sure what that means,” Kerrick said in a calm tone. “Have you got a job for me? Because I’m no mercenary.”

A grin flashed, Beta’s white teeth lighting up the evening settling around them. It should have been a hot and sunny day in California, but, with overcast clouds, it wasn’t. A storm threatened on the horizon, adding an electric crackle to the air around them. Just the kind of weather that matched Kerrick’s mood.

“It would be government-sanctioned,” Beta said. “Black ops. Small teams on the ground. Mostly two working alone.”

Kerrick felt the shock waves rock through him. “You do know what I have been doing for the last decade, right?”

Beta nodded. “One of the topmost decorated Navy SEAL officers. I’m really proud of you.”

“Why?” Kerrick asked. “I never did quite understand the thing about getting medals for doing your damn job.”

Beta cracked a smile again. “Still the same old Kerrick. You have a set of honorable rules to live by that few men can match,” he said, leaning back casually as he picked up his own beer and drank.

Kerrick nodded. “Definitely have my own set of standards and my own honor system, and I’m loyal. Which is why I can’t ever do anything of a mercenary nature.”

“It’s got nothing to do with that,” Beta said calmly. “But I need to know if your heart’s still with the Navy SEALs or if you’re ready to take a step into something … different.”

“How different?”

Beta chuckled. “Maybe not very different at all. We’re talking two-man undercover missions, possibly larger teams as we recruit a few more men.”

“Who’s leading?”

“I am, from a distance,” Beta said. “But essentially you’re on your own.”

In spite of himself, Kerrick could feel the interest surging through him. He leaned forward, his hands gripping the tall beer glass. “How alone? For how long?”

“Only what you feel you need. You’re the boss of your mission.”

Kerrick’s eyebrows shot up. “Money?”

“Are you asking about money for your bank account or money available to do what’s needed to be done?”

“Both.”

“Got you covered. And more.”

At that sock to his gut, Kerrick stared at his friend. “How black ops?”

“It doesn’t get any darker than this.”

“Is this a brand-new US government department? Do we have a code name?”

“Definitely.” He grinned. “I just named it The Mavericks.”

Kerrick snorted at that. “So, no systems in place. You don’t know how it’ll work yet?”

“You’d be one of the first to implement it.”

“Even if I go in alone,” he said, “I still need some people to call on. I need intel. I need maybe a specialist here and there.”

Beta nodded. “And you will have backup, of course.”

Kerrick frowned at him. “Depends on who the backups are reporting to.”

A startled laugh erupted from Beta’s lips. “Yeah, the same old Kerrick. Always wanting to know who’ll report to whom and who’s over your head.”

“I want to make sure that nobody is reporting behind my back,” Kerrick said. “I want my people loyal to me, to the program, and to whoever is cutting our paychecks. But most of all, loyal to me while on a mission.”

“Understood.”

But Beta didn’t say anything else, so Kerrick wasn’t exactly sure just how much leeway he would have. He probed gently. “Budget?”

“Yes.”

“How big?”

“More than you can spend in this lifetime,” Beta said. And this time, there was no smile. He had settled in, just waiting to see what questions Kerrick would ask.

“I can have anything I need? Do you have the resources?”

“Interesting question.”

“Up until now I just walked into the armory and signed out what I needed.”

Beta’s smile still did not show up. He continued to stare at Kerrick steadily.

“Meaning, I can use my own suppliers?” Kerrick asked to clarify Beta’s silence.

Beta gave a shrug. “Nobody—and I mean nobody—in the military gets to know about this.”

“So, not the usual sources,” Kerrick said as he stared out into the landscape. “What about using civilians?”

“No details ever to be given.”

“Some of the civilians I know,” he said, “don’t need to ask questions to understand what’s going on.”

“Exactly. And, considering it’s your cover, and your ass, you might want to watch who you talk to.”

Kerrick had a few more questions, but it was kind of hard to sort out details when he didn’t know enough about his new employer or about what was expected from him to begin with. Typical government attitude. The navy trained them to obey and to not question. No matter how idiotic the order. And Kerrick had had more than a few of those. Luckily he had lived to complain about them. He understood that some of those follow-orders-without-thinking reflexes may be necessary when fighting a war, but, even then, Kerrick had to think there were other—and better—ways to do things. “Time frame?”

“Are you packed?”

“Always.” Kerrick gave a decisive nod, sucked in his breath, and settled back against his chair. He rapped his fingers on the table, waiting for Beta to say more. To say anything.

Beta smiled and said, “Then get some sleep. It’s only chatter now. We’re following a person of interest and need more people lined up anyway. We’ll call you sometime in the next couple days.”

Behind him, a glass shattered on the concrete patio floor. Kerrick shifted to take a look. And, when he turned back, his friend had vaulted over the small porch railing, letting Kerrick catch a glimpse of Beta just as he disappeared around the corner of the building.

Kerrick sat here for a long moment, wondering what the hell he had just got himself into.


Chapter 2
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Just shy of forty hours later, at 10:25 a.m. on Sunday, Kerrick got a phone call. Out of the blue, a strange robotic voice on the other end said, “It’s time,” and promptly hung up.

Ten minutes later Kerrick took a deep breath and stepped outside. No personal belongings were left here. He was no longer part of the Navy SEALs and was moving out of his austere base housing, even though the rent was paid through to the end of the month. But he doubted he would ever be back here to the base again. So, he’d taken care of business first. He didn’t say goodbye to anybody because he didn’t know if he would see them again and because he could see them one week later. For all he knew, this was a one-time job and nothing else. At the pub, he parked, walked inside, ordered a coffee, and headed out to the same table as before, where he found Beta waiting for him again.

Beta held a brown 9x13 envelope, gave it to him, and said, “You have just about enough time to drink that.”

Kerrick nodded, checked his watch—10:58 a.m.—took a long healthy swallow of his black coffee, and then asked, “Where am I going?”

“First job’s easy. You’re off to England.”

Kerrick smiled. “That’s almost like staying at home.”

“Not necessarily in this case,” Beta said. “Take care of the job, and we’ll talk afterward.”

And, just like that, he got up, walked back into the pub, and disappeared. Sitting outside alone, Kerrick swiftly emptied the folder and studied its contents. There was a photo of a beautiful young woman’s face, her name noted as Dr. Amanda Berg. He frowned at that, her name rattling somewhere around in the back of his brain.

He quickly read her dossier, which stated she was a biochemist and had been kidnapped outside a specialized center in France. Their intel said she was somewhere in England, having been seen at the Dover ferry crossing. He frowned again. If she’d been sighted, somebody must have already been following her, and they shouldn’t have lost her once she had reached the English shores. He couldn’t wait to hear that explanation.

He found plane tickets between the papers. Checking his flight info, leaving at 11:24 a.m., didn’t give him any time to finish his coffee. But, after a twelve-and-a-half-hour flight, involving one stop, he should be in London. He stuffed the rest of the file back in the envelope and headed to his vehicle. As he got to the parking lot, a cab waited for him, and his vehicle was nowhere to be found.

The cab driver looked at him and said, “Are you the guy going to the airport on an express run?”

Kerrick asked, “Do you have my bags?”

The cabbie nodded and pointed at a black carry-on duffel bag and a small backpack visible on the floorboard of the car.

“Good enough,” Kerrick said, already in the back seat. As the cabbie pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward the airport, in the back of his mind, Kerrick wondered what had happened to his car—which wasn’t worth a hell of a lot but was still his. In the taxi, he had just enough time to flip through the rest of the paperwork but not enough time to ingest it all. Just when he thought he’d gone through all the information though, he noticed a tiny microdot in the bottom of the envelope. He pulled it out slowly, staring at it.

Just then the cabbie called out, “Forgot to give you this,” and tossed him a box.

In the back of the cab, almost at the airport, he quickly dismantled all the packaging. He took out a pair of sunglasses. A quick inspection didn’t reveal anything special about them. Also he found a Bluetooth headpiece that went to the accompanying burner phone. One number had been programmed in.

As soon as he exited the cab at the airport, he walked to the counter and checked in, wondering why he was flying commercial to begin with. Once he was at his gate, he headed into an isolated corner. There, he dialed the one number programmed in his disposable cell. Instead of hearing a voice, a series of tumblers clicked into place. A secure line. Interesting.

“State your name.”

“Kerrick.”

“Full name.”

He rolled his eyes and gave it.

“We have you at the airport right now,” the voice said. “You will arrive on target according to our schedule.”

“Yes, according to the current airport schedule.”

“The microdot has information you need,” the voice said, “use the sunglasses.”

Hmm. The sunglasses can send info to me? On the lenses themselves, I presume. Interesting.

“We’ll contact you when you land.”

He shut off the phone, tucked it in his pocket, and wondered about the cell phone. Depending on how dangerous this op turned out to be, this disposable cell would be one of the first things he dumped. But he couldn’t do it yet. He looked at the microdot and sunglasses, finding a small hole to drop in the dot. Then he put on the glasses and stared out the window. Immediately information flowed on the glass lenses, displaying further details on the case. He didn’t know what anybody’s involvement in this kidnapping was yet. Including his own. If he hadn’t known Beta, Kerrick wouldn’t have taken this step at all. Beta already knew about Kerrick’s history and knew where he was at in this stage of his life. But then, of course, Kerrick had been targeted just for that reason.
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Dr. Amanda Berg shifted uncomfortably on the hard bed. It wasn’t concrete but it was more like an old metal cot with a mattress on top. Or what had been a mattress at one point in time. It was so thin and so flat that no cushion was left to it. In addition, she only had a thin blanket for warmth. Her initial panic over being kidnapped and drugged had subsided somewhat, and her brain was now finally working again.

She’d been taken off the street right outside the building where she worked, in broad daylight, a hood pulled over her head before being tossed into the back of a lorry, and then locked up in this windowless hellhole. The only glimmer of light that she saw came from outside her solid wood door. All had been a nightmare of silence and fear, but her anger simmered deep beneath the surface.

Was this because of her research work? She came from a wealthy family, but did these kidnappers know that? That didn’t matter to her as much as her research. She was working on specific cancer genes and cures too, but did her kidnappers care about that? Not likely. The only person she knew, who hated her, was her ex-husband. Their nasty divorce was still fresh on her mind, even five years later. Probably more on his mind than hers though. She’d figured that she was safe when the ink was finally drying on the legal document, but was she? Was he behind this? In which case, he might just leave her here to rot.

She had married in the thralls of her first real love affair and had found out very quickly that her husband was nothing more than a user, after her family connections and money. He’d never intended in any way to be monogamous. The shattering of her dreams had sent her spiraling into depression, her anger not far behind. Six months into that marriage, she had discovered one of his affairs. They had fought over it, only to have him confess to multiple affairs; then he had brutally taken his fist to her jaw. She vowed that no man would ever hit her again.

She had managed to escape from him once and had yet to come face-to-face with him again. She wouldn’t be surprised if he was behind this. They had signed prenups at her father’s suggestion which she then insisted on. With her divorce, that meant her ex-husband got nothing. He had fought hard on that issue, but, with only six months of marriage and the physical proof of her injuries, the divorce had been swift and easy on her side.

The judge had ruled in her favor, and her ex got nothing. Which was, as he had put it, a waste of an eighteen-month investment, and he should have at least gotten the house. But her house was worth almost one million dollars, so how he figured a year of dating and half a year of marriage should have garnered him that, she didn’t know. Or her father’s side, he’d been worried and upset but had been pretty caustic in his tone when saying, “I told you that he was nothing but a user.”

Being told I told you so at that time of her life was not exactly a highlight either. Regardless, that had been almost five years ago. Surely her ex would have gotten over it by now. She hadn’t seen him since, but her name and her work had recently been in the news. Had that set him off again? She was still in the same house, and she’d worried about that at the time of the divorce, but her father had set up a high-end security system.

But the trouble with her home security system was that it only worked if she were inside her home. The minute she went outside, she was fair game, and that’s where she had been taken. She groaned as she shuffled on the lumpy excuse of a mattress. She closed her eyes, feeling sleepy. After all, without her watch, she was listening to her internal clock, which told her that she had woken up in the middle of the night several times, needing a bathroom.

A chamber pot was in the far corner of her cell, and she had been forced to use it several times. Even now, once again, her bladder was bursting. And yet, she’d had very little water. They had thrown a bottle in with her originally, but she’d had no food, and she didn’t have a ton of body fat to begin with.

She had to escape before she was too weak to fight. If they didn’t give her any food soon, that point would be facing her within hours. She got up, forced herself to the pot, where she relieved herself yet again, and then laid down on the cot once more.

Surely this nightmare would be over soon.


Chapter 3
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Amanda slept for a while, woke to use the chamber pot yet again, fell asleep only to wake up chilled on the uncomfortable cot, contemplating what day it was. She counted this as Day Two of her captivity, but she had no way to confirm that. Something odd sounded outside her door. She bolted to her feet, swaying a bit with the effort, and tiptoed to stand behind the door, her ear flat against it. She heard sobbing. Horror swept through her. She wasn’t alone? It’s one thing if she was the only prisoner, but to think that there might be others? It was definitely a female crying too.

A hard rap came on her door, and then a voice called out, “Step away from the door.”

She frowned but immediately obeyed and stood about four feet back from where the door would open. When it did, a man dressed all in black, his rifle over his shoulder, held a tray in his hand, while a second gunman stood guard. The first thrust the tray forward, and she grabbed it immediately. Without another word, the door slammed in her face. She stared in shock at her first contact with anyone since she’d been here. Not a word, not an explanation, nothing.

Just silence. Even her neighbor no longer cried.

Horrible thoughts assaulted her mind. She shook her head, not able to handle all this … evilness.

She slowly walked back to her cot and sat down with the tray. There was a sandwich and a bowl of what appeared to be a thin soup. The food was lukewarm, but it was food. She ate slowly, knowing that she would need all the sustenance she could get, and, if she was only getting fed once a day or every other day, this wasn’t enough. Still, she would survive.

They gave her another bottle of water and something in a cup too. She looked at it and frowned, wondering if it was safe to drink. Then again, was any of this food safe to eat or drink? Not that she had much choice. She picked up the sandwich, studied it carefully—old stale bread with mayo and what looked like tuna and lettuce. She took a tentative bite and then couldn’t help herself from taking several bigger bites. Her hunger clawed at her, digging deep into her stomach.

She could only hope that somebody had seen her as she was snatched off the street or that someone had at least put out a call of alarm when she hadn’t shown up for work the next day. Somebody should have contacted her father. And, if that had happened, he would have contacted somebody. He was high up in the government in Norway, but her birth in the States gave her dual citizenship in America. Her mother was a politician in Maine, but her parents had divorced long ago. Amanda had remained much closer to her father than her mother. Surely, between her parents, somebody would have put out a call for help.

After her initial bites, she slowed down and ate the rest of the food slowly, nibbling away at it, trying to make it last. When she’d eaten half the sandwich, she lifted a spoon and tried the soup. Canned tomato but, again, it was food. And she couldn’t afford to be picky. She sipped it as slowly as she could. She needed the liquids too. She put the tray down with half the sandwich still on it but with all the soup gone. Then she picked up the cup of what? Coffee? And sniffed it. For whatever reason, she was more afraid of drugs being in the coffee than in the soup. The soup was pretty acidic, being tomato. And she hadn’t tasted anything off in it. She took a tentative sip of the coffee, lukewarm but soothing.

Something else sat in the last dish on the tray and jiggled at her every move. Jell-O? That didn’t make any sense, unless she was in an institution, like a hospital, where they give you the whole meal all at once. Was that a possibility? She studied her concrete cell, built of cinder blocks but missing windows. The floor was concrete as well. If she was in an institution, maybe it was a prison, and she was in solitary confinement because that’s what it looked like. Or a storage room?

Then another thought came to her, and she was afraid that, if they came and took away the tray, they’d take away any remaining food too. She couldn’t take that chance, so she ate the second half of her sandwich and then her dessert, polishing off the last of her coffee at the same time. She automatically checked her wrist. Old habit. But they had taken her watch, so she couldn’t confirm the time or the date. But approximately an hour later she heard voices yet again. She stood with the tray in her hand as the door opened. The guard looked at it and gave a clipped nod. He took it and disappeared.

Amanda called out, “I need another chamber pot.” It made him hesitate, but he still slammed the door shut. She groaned. “Surely, if this were a prison, there’d be a toilet.”

As she sat on the cot again, nobody returned to talk to her. She pulled the thin blanket over her shoulders, her stomach finally full for the first time in recent memory. But now she was worried. Her mind tried hard to work on solutions to getting out of here, but, unless she was capable of fighting two armed gunmen, both apparently trained and healthy, she didn’t have a hope.

Mentally she reached out and said, If anybody out there is looking for me, please don’t take too long …
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Kerrick had slept on the plane enough that, as soon as it landed, at roughly 8:00 a.m. Monday, London time, he was energized, despite the eight-hour time difference between here and San Diego. And, with a transatlantic flight, he had also had time to review the materials given to him so that he could move forward with this op. With his carry-on bags in hand, his mind buzzed with all the intel, yet with no leads, as he tried to figure out where Dr. Berg was being held. In his head, he called out to her and said, Amanda, I’m coming. Hold tight.

The trouble was, he didn’t really know what resources he had available to find her. The wad of cash in that envelope had been in the local currency. That helped. Also the microdot had revealed a series of bank accounts and related statements—hers, her father’s, her mother’s, even the corporation Amanda worked for, but Kerrick’s quick review of the screenshots revealed only one year’s worth of statements from each source. Yet nothing stuck out as a questionable transaction.

Kerrick had hoped his new employer would have provided him with more. Having been thrown into the deep end with little explanation or underlying supporting information, Kerrick was walking in the dark.

Still, he’d spent years walking in the shadows. He was plenty used to it.

Outside, he stopped and looked around, but nobody waited for him. He headed over to a rental car office. His envelope had also contained fake IDs. Using one of them, he quickly rented a car and headed to London. For all he knew, Amanda could have been flown to a different country by now. But this kidnapping had only recently been reported, not even fourteen hours ago, although her kidnapping had originated earlier, around 2:00 p.m. on Sunday, Paris time. Why had she been under such close scrutiny in France by Kerrick’s new employer, who even now remained nameless? Why did the kidnappers take her to England at all? Scotland and Ireland were options as well as all of Europe.

Once he booked into a small cheesy motel, keeping his budget money in mind, he tossed everything onto the breakfast table to figure out his next step.

He pulled out his personal laptop, hooked up to the internet, and downloaded the research he’d gathered while in the air. He had done a background check on her history and had collected any connections Berg might have to England that he could get, courtesy of science conventions, medical conferences. Technically he didn’t find much. But Amanda was a reclusive researcher, not a party girl tweeting incessantly or taking selfies and updating her dating status on Facebook.

So, while he was online, he checked his email. Almost immediately a small window opened on his laptop with a message at the bottom and a link. His first thought was that he had been hacked. Then he shook his head. Yeah, he had been hacked all right—by his new employer. He studied the message and the link. Then he clicked it.

The message gave him an account login, while the link took him to a strange site that he’d never seen before. Hesitantly but willingly, he typed in the required login information. He was logged into a server instantly. Immediately a chat window popped up.

Welcome to England.

Well, I’m here, but I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to do.

If you don’t know by now, then you’re the wrong man for the job. And, with that, the chat window disappeared.

He glared at it. “Well, that’s fine,” he said to the empty room. “It’s not that I don’t know what I’m doing. Study the victim first. Then study the crime scene to get a feel for your enemy. I’m just not exactly sure how I’m doing it yet, with my newfound parameters.”

Irritated, he ignored the chat box and resumed his research, checking for any connections and further history on Amanda Berg. The web had scant information on her marriage and divorce, but, just when he had settled into studying her childhood and early school years, the chat window popped up again. He wanted to ignore it but knew that was foolish too. Words formed on the chat window.

Time is running out.

Do we know what the end game is? He typed his question, hoping his terse and direct communication with Grumpy—as he deemed his helper—if this was still Grumpy, would get Kerrick what he really needed: intel, not lip.

No.

Father, ex-husband, company?

Possibly all of the above or none.

Studying her history online right now.

At that, a couple more links appeared. He clicked one to see a full dossier on Amanda, much more complete than what had been given to him before on the microdot with its single sheet of data regarding Dr. Berg, some three hundred words tops. More than what he could dig up on the internet. He now read her detailed history. It was all about her schooling, her university, the awards she’d won, and the company she worked for.

The fact that she was doing cancer research could mean her kidnapper wanted Dr. Berg to treat them as a private patient, who had then kidnapped the good doctor because it was the only way they thought they could get her attention. Or possibly her kidnapper was somebody who didn’t want Dr. Berg to find a cancer cure, when she seemed at a breaking point of something big per the recent newspaper articles.

Kerrick studied the various links which Grumpy had provided, realizing he was in a database. A government database that somehow Kerrick had been cleared to use. He didn’t have a clue as to what his clearance would be normally. But this? Pretty awesome. He read on. … Both her parents were politicians. Immediately he asked in the chat box, Blackmail? Kidnapping note? Ransom?

None yet. All things are possible.

Do parents know she’s missing?
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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