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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 and just might get to meet old ones too 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.

Killian is called up to retrieve a woman who’s been kidnapped, then escaped, only to be captured again. With a sketchy SOS coming in, Killian’s tracking her from Vancouver to the far reaches of the Yukon Territory in Canada, right next door to Alaska, where the intel finally stops.

The apple of her father’s eye, Stacey was a late gift in his life. But, when it counted, he wasn’t there for her, leaving her alone and unprotected. On the run from her abusive husband, she’s kidnapped a second time by a seasoned negotiator, who can see she’s in trouble. Only he plans to auction her off to the highest bidder.

With several threads running together on this mission, Killian must find the predator in the middle and take him out, or Stacey will never be safe again.

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


Prologue
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Killian Nordstrom walked along the beach, picked up a piece of driftwood, and threw it out into the ocean. He had come for a run, and now he was staying because, well, it was just so damn beautiful. He stood for a long moment, smiling at the world around him. When he turned to head back, he stopped because a figure on the cliff watched him. He walked up to see his sister. “Hey, sis. How’s life?”

“It would be better,” she said, “if it weren’t for these phone calls.” She held out her own phone. He looked at it and asked, “Who is it?” But she didn’t answer, just thrust her phone at him. He grabbed her phone, frowning, putting it to his ear.

“It’s me, Jerricho,” he said. “You didn’t answer your phone.”

“I left it in my room,” he said. “It’s just been so beautiful here on the beach.”

“I’m enjoying a different beach,” Jerricho said.

“You’re not that far away,” he said.

“Nope, but you will be soon.”

At that, Killian stilled. “Where am I going?”

“How do you feel about Vancouver Island?”

He frowned. “Canada?”

“Yeah, Canada. And a woman who’s got an issue.”

“Yeah, but that’s not exactly pirate country.”

“Nope, it isn’t, but a woman was kidnapped from a transport ship, and, when they got to the Vancouver docks, she escaped somehow. Even though the longshoremen were more stunned, I think, than anything, she sent out an SOS for help on Vancouver Island.”

“How the hell did she go from Vancouver to Vancouver Island?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “And her story is a little bit far-fetched. However, we have to consider it legit because of who she is.”

“And who is she?”

“She’s the daughter of the New York governor, who just retired.”

“Daughter?”

“Yes, she was one of those late-in-life children. He was fifty-five when she was born.”

“Wow, that has to be tough.”

“The apple of his eye. She has been traveling the world. She’s a chef and was picked up and tossed onto an overseas carrier, where she somehow ended up in Vancouver. Now she’s lost on Vancouver Island.”

“But Vancouver Island’s tiny,” he said. “That’s a hard place to get lost in. Besides, Canadians? … How hard can it be?”

“One SOS came from Vancouver Island. But the one after that came from farther up the coast.”

“Alaska?”

“It didn’t come from that far north, but we’re afraid that’s the direction she’s going or traveling, so it could very well be where she ends up.”

“Did she ask for help? Did she ask for a pickup? What the hell’s going on?”

“She sent out the SOS, but the last one came in as a kidnapper’s note for ransom.”

“Shit. So did they find her again? Is that the deal?”

“Or somebody else found her and decided to take advantage of her circumstances.”

“I hate people sometimes,” he said.

“In this case, the governor doesn’t have much influence, outside of the fact that he’s still connected. I’m not sure what could be the issue here, but he did say that her ex-husband is a possible suspect.”

“Why?”

“Apparently he was involved in a few things that weren’t quite kosher, and she left him. As part of her leverage to make sure that he didn’t take her to the cleaners and that he left her alive, she apparently took some material with her.”

“Uh-oh,” Killian said, “that’s never smart.”

“No, never smart. In this case, it may have backfired, but apparently he’s quite an asshole, and she needed something in order to feel like she could get out of the situation safely.”

“The governor couldn’t do it?”

“Father and husband were really close. Until she went to her father with all the evidence on her hubby, so now her father believes her.”

“Well, that’s something. Isn’t it a little bit too late?”

“Which is why he’s pulled in all the chips to see if he can get her back. He feels responsible for not having given her his trust and security back then.”

“How long has she been missing?”

“The ransom note came in an hour ago.”

“Shit.” He looked one last time at the beauty surrounding him and said, “I’m packed.”

“Good,” he said, “because, if you walk up that cliff, you’ll find yourself at the road, where a car’s waiting for you.”

“And my bag?”

“It’s already in the trunk,” he said. “Have a nice trip.” And, with that, Jerricho hung up.

His sister looked at him and said, “I gather you’re leaving?”

“Sorry, sis. I figured I was only here for a couple days.”

She shrugged. “Honestly I’m just glad to have seen you that long,” she murmured. “Go off and save the world. It’s what you’re good at.”

He smiled and said, “How did you know?”

“I heard part of that conversation,” she said. “And, if she needs a place to relax afterward, she’s always welcome here.”

“That’s just because you think I’ll come home with her.”

“Hearing the little bit you’ve told me about the company you work for,” she said, “I wouldn’t be at all surprised.”

“What do you mean?”

“Haven’t they all come back with partners?” she said. “I’ll hardly be upset if this is your next mission, and you come back with one too.”

He looked at her askance. “What? And lose my freedom?”

She snorted. “Pretty sure that freedom doesn’t matter one damn bit to you,” she said.

He grinned as they walked up, and he pointed to the vehicle and said, “There’s my ride.”

She nodded, gave him a big kiss on the cheek, and said, “Go save the world.”

“Maybe not the world,” he said, “just one woman.”

“Make sure it’s the right one,” she said, with a big grin.

And he hopped into the vehicle and took off.


Chapter 1
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Killian Nordstrom exited his vehicle, parked in the hotel’s outdoor parking space, and stretched. Seemed like he’d been traveling for hours, and, of course, he had. But now he was here. He yawned, reached behind him into the car, and grabbed his bag, shutting the door this time. He headed to the entrance, then sauntered to the front desk, where he quickly checked in. Nothing fancy about this hotel. But, as the intel had been flowing fast since his departure from California, this trip to Whitehorse in Canada’s Yukon Territory had been nothing short of a series of fast military hops, with multiple connections, finally hooking him up with a rented vehicle.

All he cared about now was that he had made it to his destination. In his room he quickly dropped his bag, walked to the window, and checked out the view, noting how close the trails and parks and the wilds of Mother Nature were to this town. He was in need of a good solid meal, preferably something with a lot of red meat. As he walked back into the reception area, he asked for the closest restaurant where he could get a steak. Apparently just down the block and around the corner. With that, he tossed back a smile of thanks and headed out, donning a hat and sunglasses.

In the dead heat of summer, he knew, once he hit the bush, that black flies were everywhere. They were almost as big as the bloody grizzlies, he was sure. But he would take animal predators over people any day. The animals were predictable, their motivations simple. But when it came to people? Well, things were never quite so simple. He knew that he looked a bit scruffy, but he didn’t want to look too good. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself; so looking like he was just passing through was fine with him.

As he walked to the restaurant, he studied his surroundings, getting a feel for the atmosphere. A few people milled about—nobody suspicious or too interested in him—and a little bit of traffic, but not like in the big cities he was used to. The air here was fresh, had a cleanliness to it that he hadn’t really been expecting. Also a mugginess that was hard to ignore, no matter where you were in the world. When that heat hit the muggy air, it was forced down onto the town and ended up as this stickiness that soaked through your clothing with every step you took.

As soon as he walked inside the restaurant, the blast of cold air-conditioning hit him, and he froze in the spot for a long moment, just enjoying it.

The hostess walked over and smiled. “AC is one of the best inventions in the world.”

He nodded with a smile. “As is heat.”

She laughed out loud at that. “It all depends on which day and the time of the year,” she said, “and I’d change my comment to match.”

He nodded. “Table for one,” he said. “I need a big steak tonight.”

“I think we can do that,” she said, as he followed her to the back of the room.

She gave him a small table for two and asked, “Is this okay?”

“It’s perfect,” he said. “I don’t really want anybody to join me because I’m not feeling terribly social.”

“Not a problem,” she said. “I’ll bring you some coffee. Or do you want something stronger?”

“A beer sounds great,” he said instantly. “Also do you have any bread? French, sourdough, something along that line?”

“Sure,” she said, as she quickly disappeared, leaving him to settle into place.

His phone buzzed. He pulled it out, took a look, and noted that lovely empty black text box. He never really quite knew who was on the other end. When he didn’t check in on his designated arrival time, he was prompted to do so.

He typed one word. Arrived. Then he put his phone off to the side, as the waitress returned with a glass of cold beer topped by a beautiful foam. He picked it up and took a good slug. “Thank you,” he said in appreciation. “In this heat there’s nothing like it.”

She nodded as she also put down a wooden board, with a small loaf of bread on it and a tub of butter. “Now,” she said, “here’s your menu.”

He waved away the menu. “I want a medium-rare steak, a baked potato, and something green on the side—either a salad or some steamed vegetables.”

“Got you covered,” she said, and she turned and walked away quickly.

He dug into the bread and had half of it gone before she returned with a large platter.

He whistled appreciatively. “Now this is what I’m talking about.” In front of him was a huge steak, an equally large baked potato, and just a little bit of green beans. Normally he liked his greens just fine, but, right now, he was all about red meat. He cut into it with a smile because not only was it a good portion but it was cooked just the way he liked it.

In other words, this would be a hell of a meal. He dug in, and the only thing that interrupted him was ordering a second beer halfway through. By the time he was done with his meal, he pushed back his empty plate with a happy sigh.

The waitress returned to clear his table.

He smiled and murmured, “Thanks. That was a great meal.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” she said, with a bright smile, as she quickly collected the remaining dishes.

He got up and walked to the front.

She met him there and quickly gave him the bill. After settling up, including a sizable tip, he headed out. By now it was a little bit cooler but not a whole lot. He checked his surroundings. Empty. He pulled out his phone, still nothing from anybody, which suited him fine. He had a delivery coming to the hotel, another reason he needed to get going. Hopefully it was already there. He didn’t want even the courier to see him. The less people who did made his job easier. But in this small town? Killian feared the waitress and the hotel clerk were two people too many.

He strolled along the street, carefully checking if anybody was out, if anybody was paying any attention, but the place was dead. Like dead-dead. As in, nobody around—nobody. It was past normal work hours, and they’d all gone home, somewhere. Wherever that was, Killian didn’t know. The place was seriously quiet. And that worked for him. It was much easier to take care of business when he didn’t have a constant audience. He passed the reception desk and headed upstairs to his room. He entered it quietly, and, as expected, the parcel had arrived.

He smiled. He did like doing business, where you put in a request and had it delivered as soon as possible, without arguments or even conversation. Somehow the Mavericks always managed to get what he needed. It was a good system, even if it left things a little on the creepy side—especially if you were a team person, always looking for the other half of your team. Killian hadn’t expected to be alone on this op, but, even as he turned to open the bag, he heard a noise, and he froze, his hand going to his shoulder holster.

A man stepped out of the bathroom, grinning in an almost friendly way.

Killian stared at him and murmured, “I almost shot you. Who are you, and why are you here?”

“Nah, I knew you wouldn’t shoot without asking questions,” said the relaxed man in front of him.

Killian studied the stranger’s face. Tall and swarthy with dark hair, yet somehow vaguely familiar. “I know you, but I don’t know you.”

“Surgery,” he said. “A hell of a lot of it.”

“Hatch?” Killian asked in shock, his gun hand dropping by his side as recognition slammed into him.

A real smile crept out. He nodded. “Hatch Collar, in the flesh. Your sight is still pretty decent, considering you recognized me through the damage.”

“Jesus,” he said. “I didn’t even know you were back to work.”

“I’m not really,” Hatch said. “At least not the normal route. The Mavericks suit me better.”

“Last I heard, you were severely injured,” Killian said cautiously. “As in, never to return to active duty.”

“I was, but now I’m fully recovered and back in fighting form.” His voice held a slight edge, as if daring anyone to argue the point.

“And you’re working for the Mavericks?” He was stilled stunned at his old friend’s appearance.

“Yes,” he said. “Unless you veto my participation.”

Immediately Killian shook his head. “Oh, hell no. You made it this far, so you go all the way. You deserve it.”

“I don’t deserve or need another chance,” he said tersely. “I’m just fine as I am. I just thought maybe I could do more to help the messed-up world out there.”

“It’s even worse now,” Killian said. He studied Hatch’s face, the scars visible, even though everything possible had been done to minimize them. “What happened to you? I heard stories but—”

“I entered a house as it was bombed. The ceiling came down on top of me, while I was trying to get the rest of the team out.”

“And you got them out, as I recall.”

“I did, but, of course, you’re not the same afterward. The military didn’t want to keep me in the same line of work, especially after I’d been through something like that. They offered me retirement or a desk job.”

“Not our style,” Killian replied, as he studied the man he used to know, and yet he looked so very different. “It’s a bit of a shock to see you.”

“I’m half waiting for you to call it in,” he said, with a careless shrug.

“Oh, God, I know what happened was terrible, but, hey, I also know you saved your team,” he said. “Nobody else could have done what you did. I’ll be happy to have you watch my back any day.”

And, with that, a little bit more of the tension held in Hatch’s shoulders sagged, and he began to relax. “Oh, well, I don’t know what to—thanks for that,” he said, blowing out a big exhale. “I ended up with a chip on my shoulder, even though I thought I had already dealt with all this shit.”

“A word to the wise,” Killian said. “We never get all this shit dealt with.”

At that, Hatch burst out laughing. “Isn’t that the truth,” he said. “So what are we doing here? Where are we at?”

“Supposed to pick up a woman who was kidnapped, escaped, and then was kidnapped again. We don’t know if it’s the same kidnapper or if it’s a completely different issue.”

“Surely a woman can’t have such bad luck that she would end up with two different kidnapping issues,” Hatch said.

“You wouldn’t think so, wouldn’t you?” he said. “But, on the other hand, this gal apparently has bad luck, all the way around.”

“Interesting. And you’ve just come back from dinner, and I’ve already eaten.” He sat down in a chair and said, “What kind of details do we have?”

Killian quickly shared what little he had.

“And a second ransom note?”

“No, not yet,” he said. “But he demanded a drop in the Yukon. Which is why we’re here now.”

“That makes no sense,” Hatch said.

“I know,” Killian replied. “I told Jerricho it sounded like a setup.”

“It does, indeed,” Hatch said, with a frown. “So … we’re just waiting for him to make contact then?”

“Yes.”

“And do we know for sure that he has the woman?”

“I’ll be asking him for proof, if he calls.”

“Great, so we really don’t know a whole lot.”

“We really don’t.”

“A trip for nothing, maybe, huh?”

“God no, if there’s even a chance to save the woman’s life, it’s worth the trip, but, at the same time, we just don’t know if we really have a case here.”

“That would be great, since it would mean that maybe she wasn’t in trouble,” Hatch said. “So the first kidnapping was the husband?”

“I can’t say that for certain,” Killian cautioned. “I can say that he is looking like a good suspect.”

“Asshole,” he said. “Why can’t people just get divorced?”

“That would make the world a whole lot easier,” he murmured, “but it doesn’t seem to be that way, does it?”

“Nope, so I guess we’ll just sit here, waiting, huh?”

Killian pointed at the bag. “Did you bring this?”

“Yep. As per your instructions.”

“Let’s stash this, connect with the bosses, and see who all knows something.” Killian took off a grate in the wall behind an oversize chair, settling the bag inside, then replaced the grate.

“I don’t quite understand how it is that we have bosses,” Hatch said, “but we don’t really have bosses.”

“Basically the last guy you looked after becomes your handler. So the next mission would be yours, and I’d be your handler.”

“So my boss?”

“No, the decisions would be yours. This time we’ll make them together, you and me in this instance,” he said. “It’s very much a two-man operation.”

“Did your last job go okay?” Hatch asked Killian.

“Can’t say it was wonderful, but it turned out fine.”

“Good,” Hatch said. “So let’s hope this one does too.”

Killian sat down with a laptop and quickly opened it up, logged in on a secure video connection to check on any updates.

Jerricho appeared onscreen and responded, “No update. The father is worried and pressing for action.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Told him that you two were involved and had boots on the ground.”

“Probably not enough information for him to feel comfortable.”

“Well, if it was your daughter, would you?”

“Uh, nope. I need more information on the drop.”

“Did they give you the address earlier?”

“Yep, and I took a hotel only a few blocks away from it. Man, this place is dead,” Killian said. “I don’t see any street cameras, none at all.”

“Check the hotel and see if any outdoor cameras are there,” Jerricho said.

“I’ll take a walk down the street in a little bit and see if there’s any sign of her.”

“Probably won’t be,” Jerricho said.

“I still don’t like anything about this,” Killian replied.

“Neither do I,” Jerricho said, “but we’re out of options. This is the hand we’re dealt, and this is the hand we’ll have to play.”

“Still doesn’t mean I have to like it,” he said.

“How’s your partner?”

“He’s perfect,” Killian said readily. “I’ve known Hatch since, well, since a long time ago. I just didn’t realize he was back in the game.”

“He asked to come back in. He was referred to the Mavericks.”

“Good choice,” he said. “I’m always happy to have him on my team.”

“Right, he’s got that innate sense of honor, which is just not there in so many guys. Let me know what you find when you take your walk. Find every camera on this block, on every block for a one-mile radius around there because, if something goes wrong, we’ll need to track those assholes.”

“Right.” As he went to log off, Killian quickly added, “Hey, let me know where the sewers and any underground tunnels are in this ungodly and beautiful place,” Killian requested.

Jerricho laughed.

“It’s a nice small town, and, so far, I have absolutely nothing against it,” Killian said. “Also lots of fresh air, so that’s a big plus. But, if anything is underground, with any potential hidden exits, I need to know.”

“Okay, I’ll check that for you. Go, take your walk outside, and make sure you’re not seen.”

He logged off and looked over at Hatch. “Want to go for a walk?”

Hatch nodded. “I so do.”

“Good, except you should look a little bit more homeless or unseen.”

“Yes, I agree. I did see a couple street people when wandering through town earlier,” Hatch said. “But not very many.”

“And that’s a huge plus for this place. They take care of their own.”

“Yeah, either they haven’t made it up here, there aren’t that many per capita, or they’re holed up in some other area.”

“Yes, you’d think by one of the waterways would be a likely spot for them to congregate,” he said.

“You’d think so. For me, I’ll stay in the shadows.”

Hatch left first, and Killian followed, locking up behind them, each going in a different direction. They would take completely different routes, checking out the neighborhood. Then they would reconvene and share notes.

As Killian wandered about town, he sent a message to Jerricho. We have ventured out, and the place is completely empty. Nobody on the streets at all.

Anybody watching you, like in the windows or the doorsteps? By the way, no underground tunnels.

Good. One thing to ignore. Nobody at all. Not even a parked car. He sent the messages as he walked. I mean, I’ve been in a lot of small towns, but a weird atmosphere hangs around this one. I can’t explain it.

And that’s probably you, he messaged back.

Maybe, and maybe it’s not. He walked on but still found no vehicles parked on the side streets or the main drag.

He knew it was a Monday and was well past dinnertime, but he hadn’t expected this level of deadness as he walked toward the rendezvous spot, which was a wooded area just off the town itself.

He checked his watch for the time frame to hook up with Hatch. He thought he caught sight of Hatch as he crossed a block and headed around the corner. But, as Killian kept looking, he found no sign of him again. Either Hatch was as good as he had always been or somebody else was out here, playing games. Considering the drop-off point was nearby, exchanging the woman for the money that had been delivered to his room, somebody working with the kidnapper must be out here, scouting the area at least.

Before coming here, Killian had dyed his hair, had shaved off his beard, wore colored contacts, and carried a hat to avoid street cams, so he didn’t look like his normal self anymore. Hatch was already in a disguise. It just blew Killian away how different the man looked. But then again, burns like that and skin grafts, they weren’t kind. Hatch still looked good, but, no doubt about it, he didn’t look the same. So trying to ID Killian or Hatch out here using facial recognition wouldn’t work. That was a huge bonus right now. Killian made a single pass again and headed back toward the hotel.

On his second pass, he felt that creepy sensation of being followed. He was still too early for their rendezvous, and he casually walked past the hotel. Then, as soon as he felt he was clear, he swept around the alleyway and came up on the other block and did a quick dash through until he came up on the other side of the hotel, where he raced up the front steps and then walked sedately through the entrance.

That was the problem with this hotel; it had one main exit. The back one was apparently closed off, and that had made him very suspicious when he had first arrived. But the hotel manager had said they were just doing some work on the locks. And, of course, that was always questionable.

When he got back to the room, he found Hatch already there. “See anything?” he asked Hatch.

“I wanted to, yet, no,” he said. “But I sure felt it.”

“Yeah, I did too. I couldn’t make out anyone, but they’re around.” Killian quickly opened his laptop and brought up the secure message screen in the Mavericks’ chat box. Did you confirm regarding the locks in the hotel?

Yes, they were damaged, early this morning. New locks installed.

Did you check out the lock installer?

Yes, he’s clean.

Still, it sounds suspicious.

I know. I don’t like anything about this.

Killian looked up and quickly explained the lock issue to Hatch.

Hatch said, “I don’t like anything about that.”

“I know, and it’s the back exit too. I’m thinking we should disable the lock.”

“Otherwise it’ll be locked to stop us from getting out,” Hatch said, nodding.

“That would be my take on it.”

With that, Hatch got up and quickly slipped out of the room.

Killian sent a message back to Jerricho. Hatch’s gone to take a look at the lock.

Good, he replied. Ready for the drop?

Yes. Killian retrieved the bag and picked up the small backpack with the $50,000 inside, then messaged Jerricho. Not a whole lot of money for a woman’s life.

And I’m not sure she’ll even be there. That’s the next problem.

Oh, she’ll likely be there, but they probably won’t give her to us. They could keep doing this. What’s to stop them?

You. And, with that, Jerricho logged off.
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Stacey Edgewater groaned behind the blindfold and the mouth gag. Her hands were tied at her back, and her feet were scrunched up, also tied together. She was in the trunk of a car. At least, that was her best guess. When the lid opened, and she was roughly pulled into a sitting position, the gag was yanked off her mouth, and a bottle was held up to her lips. She drank thirstily, spilling half of it down her front. She didn’t care; it was water, and she was parched.

All too soon the bottle was pulled away. She said, “Bastard.”

A chuckle erupted.

“Is Max paying you? Or is that you, Max?” she asked in a hard tone. “Either way, this is a bit much, even for you.”

Another chuckle came, and that was it; the gag was secured over her mouth. She was shoved back down, but the trunk lid wasn’t closed. She tried to relax, trying to get the fresh air that she needed to calm down. Being in a trunk was just painful. And terrifying.

As she lay here, she listened for other sounds but heard nothing. She couldn’t ask questions; she couldn’t see anything. She’d been in a nightmare scenario for days—several nightmare scenarios. Not only had she been kidnapped and escaped but then had been attacked and kidnapped a second time—and she didn’t know if the two events were connected. Of the two, this second kidnapper terrified her more than anything she’d been through yet.

He’d sliced her leg badly almost immediately, telling her how she may have escaped her first kidnapper, but she wouldn’t get away from him. Otherwise he didn’t talk to her. He’d let her out to go to the bathroom—always somewhere deserted, where no one would ask questions. For the few times he’d given her water and a sandwich, she’d relished the food and water but had also appreciated when the gag came off. The blindfold … had yet to be removed. She had no idea who this man was. She didn’t recognize his voice or his smell, but that meant little after days of captivity.

Apparently they’d completed the ferry journey to Victoria, BC, as she overheard what was probably a ferry announcement, but he’d driven to another terminal and had caught a much smaller ferry crossing—fewer vehicle noises, in her perception—back to the mainland maybe but kept driving, farther up the coast, she imagined, as it felt colder to her. They were in Whitehorse now, which she only knew from overhearing a phone call her kidnapper had. Whitehorse. A place she’d never been, had never imagined going to, and had never contemplated under these circumstances.

She hadn’t been given a chance to ask why or who, nothing. All she could think about was that this was all happening because she had left her husband. Her second kidnapper had confirmed that Max had been responsible for the first kidnapping. It was too much to assume that two people hated her as much as Max. She groaned, as she shifted again.

“Shut up,” her kidnapper said.

She sighed and tried to mumble around the gag in her mouth.

A hard clip to the side of her head sent stars spinning through her gaze and tears to her eyes. She choked back sobs.

“It’ll all be over in a few minutes,” he said.

She wondered what would be over. She hadn’t been asked for anything, so obviously none of the kidnappers knew she had taken something from her husband. So was her husband even involved? And why? Her mind reeled with questions. She was a marketer, not some business analyst, so, when it came to analyzing this mess, she couldn’t make two and two come together. None of these kidnappings made any sense.

If her husband wanted to get rid of her, why not simply sign the divorce papers? Or, even if he meant to kill her, why didn’t he toss her into a cargo ship, to be thrown overboard in the middle of some ocean? That would have been a much surer death—or disappearance—than this nightmare was turning out to be.

Her head was smacked again, only this time, a little bit lighter. She rolled over, trying to take deep breaths, but it was hard with the gag in her mouth. She heard an odd exclamation, and then the gag was pulled off.

“Calm down,” the man snapped. “It’ll be over soon. I told you that.”

“What will be over soon?” she asked.

“The sale,” he replied. “I’m selling you.” At that, she froze, and he burst into raucous laughter. “Not like that! Jesus,” he said. “I’m ransoming you, let’s put it that way.”

“Why?” she whispered in horror.

“Because somebody wants you, and I figured that, if one person wants you, somebody else would probably want you more.”

“So I’ll go to the highest bidder?”

“Yep,” he said. “Makes sense to me.”

“Great,” she said. “Do I get to know which side is buying me?”

“Well, both of them offered,” he said. “I’m seeing how I can make that work to my advantage.”

“Oh, shit,” she said. “You’re selling me to both? You’re hoping that they either kill each other off or that you’ll take one out or that you’ll just get the money from both and run.”

“Yep,” he said smugly. “It’s worked a couple times, so no reason it won’t work this time.”

She sank back into the trunk and groaned again.

“Why are you groaning all the time?”

“Because you’re a fool,” she said bluntly, and she immediately got smacked across the side of the head again, enduring more pain.
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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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