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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.

Not the size to blend in anywhere … Not that he cared …

Beau heads to Alaska to a cult that kidnaps women to flesh out its numbers. One woman in particular has gone missing. When her father calls in a favor, Beau is asked to fit into the cult community. Only his style is guns blazing, and he doesn’t bother counting the dead …

Danica was late for her college class when a hood was thrown over her head, and then she was tossed into the back of a vehicle. Days later, she wakes up on a dirt floor of a cell with only a grate above her head. But she’ll take it as she’s nothing if not innovative. As soon as she escapes her prison, she runs into the brick wall that’s Beau. He’d good at giving orders. She’s not so good at following them …

With dozens of lives at stake in a sex-trafficking scheme, neither Beau nor Danica had expected it would be action all the way for them as they battle to free other women and to stay alive–together.

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


Chapter 1
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Beau Madison walked along the New York City street until he came to the small coffee shop. He sat down, and coffee appeared magically in front of him. He smiled and picked up the cup and, underneath the saucer, was a number. He opened up his phone and quickly linked up the number to a website. There were instructions.

Good morning, Beau. Are you ready to go on your own mission?

Just then his phone rang. “Yes,” he said. “Everybody said that we would do one job. What do you do when we run out of people?”

“It’s hard to say,” Jax said with a smile in his voice. “But I think we’re moving into teams after this. Bigger teams for bigger jobs. And, for some of us, it’s almost like a graduation party.”

“So, once I’ve done this mission,” Beau said, “I get to join you guys?”

“Yes,” Jax said. “What we didn’t realize was how this was an initiation. And I’m not allowed to tell you any more than that.”

“Hey, I’m glad to even hear that much,” he said, “because sometimes I think we’re just disappearing into the middle of nowhere. Can’t say I want to lose track of everyone.”

“Right. But, if you’re up for it, all details will be sent to you immediately.”

“Sounds good,” Beau said. And just before Jax signed off, Beau asked, “What’s my destination?”

“You’re heading up north. A cult’s been picking up women and bringing them in as sex slaves.”

“Shit,” Beau said. “Some guys have all the luck.”

“Well, maybe but maybe not,” Jax said. “One of those women is the daughter of a very big business mogul. He runs a lot of high-couture modeling agencies. His daughter was picked up on her way from college, tossed into the back of the vehicle, and never seen again.”

“How long ago?”

“Six days.”

“Shit. So long ago? Why haven’t we been called in earlier?”

“Nobody knew where she was. But they caught a potential sighting of her in Alaska about ten miles west of Anchorage just a couple days ago.”

“Well, Alaska is a good place to be at this time of year.”

Jax laughed. “As long as you don’t mind horseflies the size of mice.”

“I remember those,” Beau said with a groan. “Just me again?”

“Nope. An old buddy of yours is going too.”

“Good. Who?”

“You’ll see him when you arrive in Anchorage.”

“And when the hell is that?”

“Tickets are already on your phone.” And, with that, Jax hung up.

Beau checked the incoming slips to see he would fly out in exactly six hours. “Wow, you sure don’t give a guy much time in between ops.” Beau looked around and had enough time to finish his coffee and to eat something and then to grab some clean clothes before he was off on his own mission.

His own mission. That felt like a challenge for the first time in many years.

He was looking forward to it.


Chapter 2
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Beau stepped off the airplane and walked through the airport with his duffel bag on his shoulder and headed straight for the exit. He’d been in Anchorage enough times that he knew his way around, although it didn’t really matter. He traveled the world over, hitting airports from Third World countries to Western societies and everything in between. He was a comfortable traveler, but then he’d spent most of his time working as part of a team. He wasn’t exactly sure what he was part of now. He’d come off a very strange case with Jax, but he had settled in somewhat and was now running behind-the-scenes work for Beau. Not a bad system; do a training period and initiation and then become part of something bigger. At least Beau hoped so.

He’d been doing black ops missions most of his career. This was no different. As long as he appeared to be a tourist, nobody would ever know. It was hard for him to be inconspicuous though. He was six foot six and a good two hundred and fifty pounds, and that’s only because he worked to keep his weight down. He did like his groceries. At the same time, his height caused strangers to glance at him twice no matter where he traveled.

It didn’t make his life any easier when he tried to blend in; however, he walked without giving a shit what kind of attention he garnered. That made it a little bit easier. He’d learned how to slip in and out of crowds or even an entire society with the same ease. It’s not something that you were trained to do, but it was something they hoped you learned along the way. And by they, he meant his former SEALs units.

But now Beau was part of something different. He knew the men who had joined the Mavericks team ahead of him, but he wasn’t exactly sure who came next behind him. Apparently Beau would see him as soon as he made it to the Alaska airport. He checked his watch—9:35 p.m.—and strode out into the sunshine. He had to smile at that. No matter how many times he came to Anchorage, he just couldn’t wrap his head around how late darkness settled in here. Sunset wouldn’t be until 11:12 p.m. tonight per an online weather site. Beau shook his head and took a moment to inhale several deep breaths. There was something about the air up here; maybe it was the lack of smog or the lack of population. Whatever it was, it was like getting a healthy tonic injected directly into his veins. He closed his eyes, opened his lungs, and let the oxygen sink in deep.

“Haven’t changed a bit, have you?” asked a familiar voice.

Beau, his eyes still closed, grinned. “Well, well, well,” he said. “Asher.” He turned and reached out a hand.

Asher wasn’t having anything to do with that. Instead he gave Beau a hug. The men were not quite the same size but weren’t far off. Beau hugged him fiercely. Some friends preferred a slap on their backs or a handshake. Beau preferred a hug any day.

Beau grinned at his friend and said, “You never told me.”

“You,” Asher said, with a narrowing gaze, “never told me.”

“True,” he said. “Who knew so many of us were ready for a change in life?”

“I think it was the need to get things done without following all the rules,” Asher said.

“Well, there are some rules still,” he said. “You know certain things we can’t do ourselves, at least depending on which country we’re in,” Beau said. “Did you hear anything about the mission I did with Jax?”

Asher shook his head. “No, not all of it. What I did hear seemed pretty strange to me.”

“Especially when the pirates involved a cruise ship,” Beau said with a hard nod. “But it came down to the same thing as always—greed and obsession.”

“Meaning power,” Asher said, nodding. “Let’s go.” He pointed to the parking lot.

“Your rig?”

“While we’re here, yes.”

“So not a rental?”

“Don’t like working with rentals if we don’t have to,” Asher said. “Besides, our Mavericks people left us a briefcase full of cash for this op in a prepaid locker in the airport, the key waiting for me at the information desk. So I paid cash for this beauty.”

Beau laughed when he saw the vehicle, an older truck that looked like it’d been to hell and back. “It’s lived up here for a while, has it?”

“Yep, sure has,” Asher said with a big grin.

Beau dropped his duffel bag in the bed of the pickup. He looked with interest at the cardboard boxes, the big tool crate, and some other metal cases that looked like ammo boxes in the back.

“Army surplus?”

“Best stores ever,” Asher said. “You can buy all kinds of stuff and keep it in the boxes, and no one cares because everybody uses these damn things for everything from grain to lunch kits to ammo.”

Beau laughed. “Works for me.” He hesitated but watched as Asher hopped into the driver’s seat. “You know I don’t like being a passenger,” Beau said.

“Tough shit,” Asher said. “When you arrive first and pick up the rig that you want, then you can drive.”

“Fair enough,” Beau said. “Did you get a file on this case?”

“I got a link,” Asher said. “No file download yet because, if I do, I have to destroy the phone that I download it on.”

“Right,” Beau said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out two disposable phones and handed one to Asher. “Untraceable. Download on that.”

“Good,” he said. “I understand we’re high on budget too.”

“Yes,” he said, “and interesting methods of travel. Basically anything we need, we get. And, if we need cooperation from any US government department, we just tell our Mavericks contact.”

“Sweet,” Asher said. “Not sure how much actual use that’ll be for us here. Alaska may be the fourty-ninth state, but it’s so disjointed from the rest of the states that it makes it that much more difficult to share resources.”

“Never know,” he said. “I’ve been in a lot of different places so far, and you don’t really know who you can count on. Except now we have a pass that gets us into anything.”

“I kind of like this,” he said.

“Except not this op,” Beau said. “We’ve got a daughter kidnapped and most likely tossed into a cult up here that is apparently grooming sex slaves to move offshore to well-heeled clients.”

“Really?”

“You know what the sex-slave trafficking market is like,” Beau said. “There are always people willing to pay money for them.”

“Sure, but why are they taking highly visible women for that?”

“I was thinking about that as I traveled,” Beau said. “Either they didn’t know or didn’t care. Still, after my last mission, I have to wonder if she was targeted on purpose, as if somebody had an ax to grind.”

“That would make sense to me, particularly if it’s another woman.”

“Yeah, once the cats fight each other, there seems to be no limit as to how mean they can get.”

“Guys just turn around and shoot someone dead. But women? Wow, they like to torture you for years.”

Beau chuckled. “We also have to make sure that she’s there first. The sighting was a couple days ago.”

“And she went missing five, almost six days ago, correct?”

“Apparently missing since Tuesday morning. Satellite images show a large compound. Our Mavericks people think somewhere around sixty people are in residence.”

Asher whistled. “That’s a lot of people.”

“We don’t know how many of those are management and how many of those are victims.”

“Are they flying clientele in? Or are they moving women out?”

“Both, I suspect. Probably to the highest bidder.”

“In which case they want virgins,” Asher said.

“Or those who look virginal.”

“Right, new blood, because, once you’re in the system for a little while, there’s absolutely nothing young and fresh about you.”

“She’s a college student.”

“So she would fit the market pretty decently. I imagine colleges and campuses all across the world are great hunting grounds.”

“You’d think that, in a case like this, they’d add in ransom too.”

“Potentially,” Asher said. “We can’t rule it out. The other thing is, if the blackmail is too high and if the father can’t pay, the girl is tossed into the system regardless. Maybe competing buyers will pay more for her.”

“That adds an element of nastiness I really don’t want to contemplate,” Beau said quietly. “I’ll get to rape my competitor’s daughter knowing that he can’t or couldn’t afford to keep her safe?” He shook his head and stared out at the world. “I know this is partly why I’m in this field,” he muttered, “but it still sucks.”

“Well, now we know about it,” he said, “so we’ll get intel and rescue the daughter, and then we’ll bring in the authorities to break it apart and to rescue everybody else.”

“I think we also need to get ahold of their shipping information and their ordering system,” Beau said. “I hate to think that women are being shipped out today that we’ll miss saving because we’re coming in too late.”

“We’ll backtrack as many as we can,” Asher said, “but you know we can’t save them all.”

“I know,” he said. He glanced at his buddy. “Did you quit the navy?”

“I did,” Asher said. “I didn’t discuss it with anyone. I worked out my time, and I was done.”

“You mean, when your tour was up?”

“Exactly. I didn’t sign back up again. You?”

“They contacted me before my tour was over. I did the last job while I was still part of the system.” He shook his head. “It was the same but different.”

“But that’s because war is all around the world,” Asher said. “They’re the same but different.”

“Unfortunately you’re so right there.”

[image: * * *]

Danica Lindstrom twisted, once again trying to free her hands. Her hands and feet were tied, and she had a gag over her mouth. She would have been much more comfortable without any of it, but she’d brought this on herself. She wouldn’t stay quiet and had kicked and fought, so, rather than knocking her out or giving her drugs, like before, they had just tied her up and tossed her into this cold and empty room.

Between the horseflies that loved to take chunks out of her and the hot sunlight that came through a grate with no glass above her head, she’d been suffering in silence for two days. They came once a day and gave her food, and twice she was allowed a bathroom break, but then the bungee cords were strapped back on again, and she was left alone.

The first time they’d thrown her on the floor, it had taken forever to maneuver her way up onto the bed and off the cold ground, where there were more bugs than she’d seen in her entire life because the floor was tightly packed dirt. There was no concrete, although it felt like it when dropped here. And she knew that, as soon as the skies opened up and the rain came down, her cell would turn to mud.

She couldn’t imagine what she’d done to deserve this. She’d been heading to her digital marketing class, crossing the campus late, rushing, not even seeing her surroundings as she exited the parking lot. She’d been so focused. She was moving toward the first pathway when somebody had stopped to ask her for directions. She was irritated because she was so late, yet she gave him some simple directions.

While she was focused on sharing those, somebody else had thrown a hood over her head, clipped straps around her ankles and wrists, and she’d been tossed into a vehicle and taken away. She didn’t know why or who. Nobody spoke to her. Nobody said anything. Nor had anybody confirmed her identity, and that bothered her. Didn’t it matter who she was? It should matter who she was. Not that she was some famous person, but she was someone special regardless. To think that they were blindly grabbing young women off a campus terrified her.

She’d been conscious enough at times to confirm she had been on a flight and, at some point later, transferred to a vehicle and then finally, after several days of traveling, she’d been moved into this place. It was a nightmare that wouldn’t end. She figured that she was in some Alcatraz scenario, and nobody gave a shit. They were trying to break her will or at least get compliance from her. So far, she hadn’t been willing to cooperate, hence the nasty conditions she suffered right now. She rolled over and groaned once again. Her shoulders were stretched at such an angle that she couldn’t move her hands behind her to have an extra inch of breathing space.

After her last bathroom break, her wrists seemed slightly looser than before. Immediately she brought her wrists underneath her butt, and, with great difficulty, forcing her knees tight against her chest, she got her feet through to have her hands in front of her now. As soon as she did that, she stared down at her hands and smiled and quickly unclipped the bungee cords at her ankles.

Once that was done, she could at least get up and walk around. She almost wept with relief as the blood surged through her body again. She studied her hands, figuring out how she could get them free. It wouldn’t be easy because the clips were on the underside. No matter which way she tried to work them, she couldn’t get them to her mouth, and she couldn’t get her fingers on them either.

Swearing softly but feeling so much better just having her legs free, she did pull the gag off her mouth and down over her neck. She stood here under the mostly dark sky with the grate above and took in deep, gasping breaths of fresh air. If nothing else she’d done this much. She reached up and could almost touch the grate. She could probably jump up and grab it, but that would not help at all. However, it would most likely stretch her back out from being pretzeled into those horrible positions that they had tossed her in every once in a while.

Thankfully the moon lit the night, and she could see things around her, since no artificial lighting was in her cell. As she studied the way the grate settled in, she noted that it lifted upward aboveground, not downward where she was. So, pulling down on it wouldn’t help, unless it was so old and so rusted that something broke, which meant she’d have to put her weight on the weakest part. First, was there a weakest part and how could she accurately tell? Second, her weight probably wasn’t enough in this instance. Still, if the grate wasn’t rusted through, just deceptively rusted on the surface, the grate would be structurally sound, so no point in her trying.

She kept telling herself that she could escape and that there was a way out of here. She also knew that, as long as she was quiet, nobody would check in on her until sunrise or so. They’d already done their bathroom break, and now she was on her own again. She looked closely through the corner of the grate up at the sky and realized she had maybe a six-hour window to get out of here. And, if it took longer than that, … well, she would be in this same position.

Only much worse.


Chapter 3
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Danica walked the entire cell several times, but the real problem was her wrists. She had tried biting through the bungee cord, but it wasn’t something that could be cut through easily, and she found nothing in the cell to cut it with.

She lifted up the cord enough that she got a thumb through it. If she kept working it over, finger by finger, then it would be loose enough that she might get it off. She sat down on her bed, hating to stop for a moment, and then kept working her wrists and her fingers, getting the bungee unwrapped enough that she could loosen it.

Finally she got one set of fingers free, and, with her wrists slammed tight against each other, she slid one hand out. She wept with joy when she got both hands free. She shook her arms out, her heart slamming against her chest, sure that somebody would have heard her, that somebody would race to her to knock her over the head again and to tie her up harder, tighter, and leave her worse off than before. But, as she sat here, nobody came; nobody gave a shit.

She was all alone.

She headed to the door now that her hands were free. With the bungee cord wrapped around one fist to use later as needed, she tried to open the door. It was locked. She didn’t keep working on it because it was most likely the worst way out of here. Instead she would check that grate closer and see if she could find a weak spot.

The bed wasn’t chained to the wall, so she moved it and then stood on it to look at the grate easier. She studied the corners. One looked to be slightly lower than the other, and that’s maybe where the weakest point would be. She didn’t have much time to spend on this review.

As she tried to push the grate upward, she realized, with shock and joy, that it lifted. But how could she get it even higher? She hopped back down and turned the bed onto its side, so she was raised up another foot. She slowly, ever-so-slowly, lifted the extremely heavy grate. She could get it up about six or seven inches, but she wasn’t strong enough to lift it completely off.

Or was she?

She shifted so that her shoulders were against the grate, lifting it up, and then, using her fingers, she slid it off to the side a few inches at a time.

It was dark outside, which was both good and bad. She had no idea if anybody around cared or if anyone would help her. Surely her father would know by now that she was missing and would have put out a call for help. And the authorities would somehow find out where she was, even though she didn’t know where exactly herself, but it had taken a plane trip to get her here.

She knew her father would expect her to contact him—or somebody—as soon as she could, but, hey, life was what it was. And, since she had been given this opportunity, she wouldn’t sit here and wait for anybody to get back to her because she knew the wrong people would be coming.

If she could just get the grate moved over … She kept working it, inch by inch, until she had enough space above her head that, with any luck, she might crawl through and get out.
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About ninety minutes later, per arrangements made by their Mavericks contact, Beau walked through the state-of-the-art weapons arsenal and stared in admiration at the firepower available. It was just an old shack-looking building from the outside but inside? Wow. “Who knew?” he muttered to Asher.

“Right?” Asher’s tone was equally odd and low.

“See the security? The cameras?” Beau noted.

“Yep. I wish I knew what we would need.”

“Sixty people inside,” Beau said, “but our people want this low-key. We go in, take the one woman, and leave. We won’t need much.”

“I want C-4,” Asher said. “You don’t know how much shit we’ll have to blow up.”

“True,” Beau agreed, and, with that, they set about bargaining with the lone man who’d let them in for the materials they needed. He and Asher still had to carry everything on their backs throughout this mission, and that was a consideration as well. Beau picked up one semiautomatic machine gun, two pistols, enough ammo to go with them, and a lovely knife that he fully planned to keep after this job was over. He also grabbed several blocks of C-4 for himself and then caps and wiring. He looked at Asher to see him loading up the same.

The bill was paid in cash, Beau planning ahead and taking what he thought would cover this stop from the briefcase of cash now hidden in the truck. When they stepped outside, he took one long look—as the double gate came down—at what now appeared to be an old homestead, the armory hidden inside completely blocked from view.

As Beau walked to the truck, he said, “Got to remember this place.”

“Not just anybody gets in there on their own,” Asher said.

“Obviously, but we’ve been here once. We should be cleared to go again.”

“Possibly,” Asher said as he reversed the truck and headed away. “Long before now they’ve got pictures of the truck. They’ve got pictures of us, and they’ve got the complete video of our transaction. If I saw two guys carrying out that kind of firepower, I would be filming it all too.”

Beau said, “I’d want it all documented as well. I don’t know who or what started that place, but they’re obviously not to be taken lightly.”

“They are also our savior,” Asher said. “It’s one thing to go pick up a small handgun off the streets. But to get military-grade weapons like this?”

“I know,” Beau said with a grin. “What’s wrong with us that a shop full of weaponry makes us happy? Guys like to go into a tackle shop or a sportsman’s store, and they get happy. But, for me, it’s always about weapons.”

“It’s our line of business,” Asher said. He tossed a map made of good old-fashioned paper at Beau. “Let’s find our location.”

“I already looked up the GPS,” Beau said as he unfolded the map.

“That’s fine,” Asher said, “but remember. We’re scrambling our phones so nobody can see what we might have looked at online before.”

“Just in case we get caught,” Beau said with a nod. Standard protocol. Only up here, nothing was standard about this op. If they got into trouble, Beau wasn’t even sure there was anybody to call on. He knew Jax had gotten into trouble, and MI6 had stepped in to help, but Beau and Asher were in Alaska. It’s not like any of the US government departments were around to give them a hand.

Or were they?

He looked at Asher. “Any idea if we have any backup?”

“You and I are it,” Asher said cheerfully. “But I do believe, if we run into trouble, our Mavericks contact will arrange a pickup.”

“Good,” Beau said. “What about drop-offs?”

“If supplies are needed, yes,” he said. “Honestly, I think it’s anything we need.”

“And how great is that?” Beau asked. “But I doubt that’ll involve five-star hotels and expensive luxuries.”

“It will if we need it for a cover,” he said, “but this job will be dirty. Make sure we’ve got enough bug spray too.”

“The problem with that,” Beau said, “is how the smell makes it that much easier for others to find us.”

“I know,” Asher said. “How much garlic have you ingested?”

“Lots steadily,” he said, “at least since I found out where we would end up. But even that oozing through our pores isn’t any guarantee. I’ve been up here before, and sometimes the horseflies were all over me, and the next time they didn’t give a shit.”

“Well, let’s hope this time they don’t give a shit.” Asher slipped onto the main highway and headed north.

“Why north?” Beau asked.

“I figured we need to ditch the vehicle,” he said, “someplace where we have access to it again. A couple junkyards are on the other side. If we parked our truck there, but close to the road, we could go cross-country.”

“I like that idea,” Beau said. He reached into his bag and pulled out a couple sandwiches. “Want one?”

“Yeah,” Asher said, “better we eat now.”

“We’ve got a six-hour outing, just based on how short the nights are here at this time,” Beau said. “Still, if it takes any longer than that, we’re off our game.”

“And here I was thinking we could do it in four,” Asher said.

Beau shook his head. “I don’t like the idea of sixty against two,” he said. “Slow and steady will win this game.”

“But you know that, once we’re in there, we have to go as fast as we can.”

“Yet we’ll have to be as silent as we are fast,” Beau cautioned. “Any cult with sixty people on its compound will have plenty of firepower. And chances are their firepower will be just as good as if not better than ours.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, that hidden military supply shack that we just stocked up at also probably supplies the guards at the cult,” Beau said. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised if that old guy hasn’t already sent the cult a message about us.”

“Shit,” Asher said under his breath. “I didn’t think of that.”

“I slipped him a bit of extra money,” Beau said. “He pocketed it without a word, but that’s no guarantee that he won’t let anybody else know. If the cult is a good customer, he might very well think it’s worth having them take us out anyway.”

“That’s not good news,” Asher said, tightening and loosening his grip several times on the steering wheel.

“No, but it’s not bad either.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, they may know two men are coming and probably won’t get too bothered about a couple men against their sixty,” Beau said, “but we can still surprise them when they don’t know from what direction or when.”

“No, but we have to get there fast,” Asher said. “The longer they have to plan and organize, the worse it’ll be for us.”

“Exactly, so you’ll drop me off first at the edge of the compound, and then you’ll take the vehicle and park it where we planned. We have our communications and can stay in touch.”

“Okay,” Asher said, nodding his approval. “I like that.”

“Just don’t get too far behind,” Beau said.

“No,” Asher said. “I’m the only backup you’ve got.”

“Right,” Beau said. “And chances are I’ll need you whole and healthy.”

“No chance about it,” Asher said. “You know this is almost a suicide mission, right?”

“We’ve been here before,” Beau said. “At least it’s clear-cut.”

“Have you figured out how to identify her versus any of the others?”

“She hasn’t been there for very long,” he said, “but, yeah, that’ll be the problem. We have a recent photo though, depending on what they’ve done to her. If I have to open sixty doors to find her, well …”

“Right. But still, at least one of those doors will be the wrong one.”

“I’d highly suspect at least a dozen will be,” Beau said.

They pulled off to the side of the road about an hour later. Beau quickly grabbed his gear, picked up one more sandwich for the road, and left his stash behind. “Rendezvous back here in two hours—or give me a comm tap if any surprises are in there,” he said. He closed the door quietly and slipped into the brush, and, with that, Asher drove off.

Beau studied the canopy of trees above him. He checked his watch, considered the time frame, and realized that the moon should be about at its highest point right now. That would help and hinder him, considering how bright the moonlight was tonight. He had two miles to cross to get to the first of the cult’s guard posts that Beau had detected on the satellite imagery. He should make that in no time.


Chapter 4
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Danica sat on the edge of the bed to catch her breath. Her shoulders were killing her from trying to move the heavy iron grate. She had created just enough space that she thought she could slip through, but every time she tried to pull herself up, her arms gave out. She was weak from lack of food and lack of water—that was one of the kidnappers’ tactics, and that made her angrier than ever.

She needed to get higher. She looked around for her next gambit to try. Maybe if she shuffled the bed a little more and placed the headboard side under the grate, she could gain another six or eight inches, with the headboard a bit higher than the footboard. It might be just enough.

She stood, feeling the panic still coursing through her. Just because she assumed that nobody would be back to visit her cell in the next six hours didn’t mean that she was right. And, if she made enough noise, somebody would return for sure. She figured, as soon as she opened up that damn grate, somebody would race toward her.

Moving as carefully and as silently as she could, she turned the bed a few inches at a time until she had the headboard end under the grate. That meant she had just one post to stand on, and that would take a little more balancing—but that she was good at. She also knew that she wouldn’t get too many chances because, the minute she fell, it would raise a kerfuffle that she wasn’t sure she would recover from.

With the bed positioned the best she could, she carefully stepped on the one post and stretched upward so that she could catch a corner of the metal framing above. With that contact accomplished, she jumped off the bed, using the momentum to place her arms on top of the edge of the opening and hung there, not quite strong enough to pull herself up and clear.
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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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