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        COLD CRUEL KISS

        Cold Justice® – The Negotiators (Book #4)

      

      

      When the daughter of the US Ambassador to Argentina is kidnapped in broad daylight on Christmas Eve, the FBI sends one of its best negotiators to investigate.

      Supervisory Special Agent Max Hawthorne arrives at an embassy thrown into chaos as US and local law enforcement hustle to track the young woman. Is this a simple kidnap for ransom, or part of a political agenda? Could it be something more sinister?

      Lucy Aston has something to hide. Preferring to stay in the shadows, the lowly, fashion-challenged office assistant resents being assigned to help Max. But Max can’t resist a puzzle…he’s starting to suspect Lucy Aston is not what she seems.

      When rumors emerge of a suspected Russian spy operating out of the embassy, Lucy’s carefully constructed life begins to crumble. As she and Max race to rescue the ambassador’s daughter, Lucy has to do whatever it takes to keep her cover from being blown—even if that means betraying the man she’s falling for.
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      Kristen skipped along with her arm linked through Gemma’s, their shopping bags bouncing awkwardly against their sides. Gemma dragged them both to a stop, laughing so hard she had to fold over to catch her breath.

      The crowd was thick at the popular artisan market near Recoleta’s famous cemetery. Tomorrow was Christmas Day, and everyone was intent on finding last-minute gifts.

      “Come on!” Kristen yelled over her shoulder at the third member of their little group.

      Irene shot Kristen an amused glance and finished paying for the fused glass dish she’d picked out for her mother. Irene was the smart one, the sensible one. She’d come with a list of gifts to purchase and had now finished ticking them off.

      Kristen was the boring one of the group. She’d bought and wrapped all her family’s and friends’ gifts weeks ago. She saw a stall with leather belts coiled up like snakes and bit her lip. Should she get something for Miguel? They hadn’t actually met…but what if they did finally meet up over Christmas and he gave her a gift? Shouldn’t she at least have something for him too, just in case?

      She could always give it to her little brother for his next birthday. Or even her dad.

      As she paid for the belt, someone bumped against her. “Ooff.”

      The man was gone, hurrying through the bustling crowd and out onto the street without even bothering to check on who he’d jostled. She felt for her wallet, but everything seemed to be there.

      Irene caught up to them.

      “Who’d you buy the belt for?” Gemma asked Kristen with a sly smile.

      Kristen shrugged but couldn’t quite pull off nonchalance. “I might give it to my dad.”

      “Sure,” said Gemma.

      The other girls grinned. Kristen’s skin prickled as she felt a blush heat her cheeks. She’d discovered long ago that, if she wanted to keep a secret, she couldn’t afford to tell anyone. She lived in a place where she was checked for electronic listening devices before she entered her home, where her phone was tracked by a federal agency and her social media accounts were monitored by her parents and her mother’s security team.

      If they discovered she’d set up an anonymous account, they’d ground her for a month and delete everything.

      She didn’t want this deleted. She wanted this small degree of autonomy. She wanted to have some say in what she did, with whom, without having to clear it with security. She hadn’t mentioned Miguel to a single soul—except her little brother who’d read a couple of texts over her shoulder a few days ago. She’d chased him and beaten him with a pillow in his bedroom until he’d sworn not to mention it to anyone. She had enough dirt on him to make the promise stick.

      “Leave her alone,” Irene admonished when Kristen’s embarrassment started to show.

      “It’s fine.” She forced herself to smile serenely. “Gemma has an overactive imagination.”

      Her friend didn’t mean any harm. She’d been poking at her for weeks, suspecting she was seeing someone, but Kristen really wasn’t. She was only texting some guy who seemed nice. Too nice, actually. She was smart enough to know he was probably hoping to get her to send him some nude selfies or let him into her pants if they ever met in person—before he revealed he wasn’t the beautiful poet whose image he cultivated.

      Boys weren’t that difficult to figure out, and yet…she still wanted to take a chance that the poet was real.

      But her mother would kill her.

      Her mother didn’t need to know.

      Kristen wouldn’t do anything rash. She wouldn’t meet him somewhere that wasn’t safe or public. Maybe she’d ask a friend to come with her and watch from nearby.

      Because that wouldn’t be weird at all. She rolled her eyes at herself.

      They stopped at Starbucks and grabbed iced lattes. It was hot out and the excitement from the lead up to Christmas was palpable.

      They wandered down Avenue Alvear laughing and joking. Kristen blushed at the admiring glances some of the local men sent them. She averted her gaze and bowed her head, uncomfortable with the wolf whistles and avid interest in some of their eyes. She was tall and blonde like her father. Lots of curly hair that reached down to her waist. The other girls were prettier, but she always felt exposed because of her height. Irene didn’t notice the attention. Gemma’s smile grew.

      Kristen came to a standstill when she saw a dress in a shop window. It was the most gorgeous creation she’d ever seen, all form-hugging but frothy and pale, pale pink.

      Irene jogged her elbow. “That would look great on you tonight. Let’s go try it on.”

      Kristen shook her head. “It’s too expensive.”

      Irene shrugged. “Try it on and see.”

      “I will, if you don’t,” Gemma chimed in.

      Kristen shot her a look. Gemma’s parents were loaded and let her buy whatever she wanted. Kristen really wanted that dress and the idea of Gemma wearing it to the party they planned on sneaking out to later when they met up with the rest of their friends…

      Her stomach clenched.

      It didn’t hurt to try it on, right? They were supposed to be having fun. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      Thirty minutes later, Kristen piled out the store with more shopping bags, laughing and euphoric, and also terrified by the amount of money she’d just spent. The dress was amazing and made her look skinny and sexy and hot damn.

      Gemma had also bought a dress that cost even more than the one Kristen had fallen in love with. Gemma had added matching shoes to her purchases, but Kristen knew that spending any more money would get her into serious trouble if found out.

      Serious trouble.

      She owned a pair of heels that would work, and she could sneak her mother’s diamond studs that looked good with everything. Kristen was already going to have to lie about what the dress cost and hoped she received enough cash for Christmas from her family to pay back the money she’d borrowed from her savings.

      Those savings were supposed to be for college, but Kristen didn’t know what she wanted to study yet. Didn’t even know if she preferred arts or sciences. She’d applied for a general first year at four different colleges back in the States, but she didn’t want to leave her family yet, or Argentina. Which sounded lame so she hadn’t mentioned it to anyone.

      She wanted to meet Miguel. She wanted to fall in love. One thing she didn’t want to do—and that was work for the Foreign Service. The most boring job in the world.

      The girls linked arms and started skipping down the pedestrian street. Kristen had only been here a little over a year, but these girls would be her friends forever.

      “I love you guys!” she shouted happily.

      Fireworks exploded in the background. The Argentine people were big on fireworks, especially at Christmas. Her dog, Roo, would be hiding under her brother’s bed all day and night.

      She and her friends planned to sneak out to a club after midnight. Irene was going to drive them. Kristen’s parents were booked solid with official Christmas parties until the early hours of the morning and were unlikely to miss her. Kristen would simply tell whoever was on duty at the embassy that she was going to hang out with her friends for a few hours. She wasn’t a prisoner and was free to come and go as she pleased—to a degree. They would not be happy with her going to a club, but they didn’t need to know about that.

      She’d promised to always tell someone where she was going to be—so she’d leave a note on her dresser and carry her cell phone.

      She would do that.

      She wasn’t stupid.

      The idea of texting Miguel that she was going to be at the club tonight was tempting. She shouldn’t. She knew she shouldn’t. But she might.

      The girls danced in a circle and blew air kisses at one another. They needed to get home and grab some food and shower and get ready for the party.

      “Tonight is gonna be wicked.” Gemma giggled.

      It was. It really was. Best night ever. They carried on walking until they hit the intersection for Rodríguez Peña, heading toward where Irene had parked her mom’s car.

      A white van screeched to a halt in front of them and the girls all backed up a step.

      Whoa.

      “Asshole,” Gemma muttered under her breath.

      Kristen went to walk around the van, but a man wearing a mask jumped out of the passenger door and grabbed her around the waist.

      “Hey! What the hell?”

      Another man followed him. He also wore a mask.

      Fear sliced through her. Was this a joke?

      Gemma started screaming. Kristen dropped her bags as she tried to pry her way loose from the steely arm encircling her.

      He didn’t let go.

      Panic started to overtake her. “Get off me! Help! Help me!”

      His hand clamped over her mouth. She tried to bite him, but he shifted his grip with his palm under her jaw, fingers digging hard into the skin on either side her nose. Her heart pounded violently, beating against her ribcage like a frantic bird trying to take flight. She heard the others shouting.

      She tried to pull the man’s hands off her face, but he was too strong. She reached behind her head and raked her nails down his face, going for his mask. The side cargo door of the van was now open, and her assailant lifted her off the ground and stepped inside the dim confines of the vehicle. She latched onto the edge of the doorway, but he peeled her fingers off and yanked her away. He had to release her mouth to do it.

      “Help me. Help me!”

      He staggered inside the van and sat with her squeezed between his legs, restraining her arms and legs. She kicked at his ankles, but her sandals weren’t built to inflict damage. Desperate to escape, she threw her head back and connected hard enough with his nose to make him cry out in pain. Even so, he didn’t let go.

      Another masked man in the van shoved a thick canvas hood over her head and pulled a drawstring tight. Her world went black.

      What’s happening?

      She couldn’t breathe, but she screamed until her lungs hurt. She was pushed forward, and her wrists were cuffed behind her back with metal bracelets.

      She screamed again, and a blow to her head had light whirling through her brain as pain fused her teeth together. When the pain faded, she tasted blood. It shocked her into silence, more effective than the terse orders to shut up and be quiet.

      Another yell pierced the cargo hold. Irene. She was shouting and screaming until she suddenly made an oof noise and went quiet.

      Oh, god. They’d hit her too.

      The doors banged shut, and the van squealed into traffic. Kristen fell sideways and only remained upright because of the grip her assailant had on her.

      “What are you doing? Where are you taking us?” Her voice was muffled and feeble.

      “Quiet.” The voice was fast and agitated. He spoke in Spanish. “Or I’ll gag you so you cannot make a sound.”

      His grip on her tightened. She whimpered.

      It hurt to sit this way with her arms cuffed behind her back and pressed against this man’s groin. Desperate tears dampened her eyes, and her throat hurt.

      The hood was musty with old sweat and made her want to vomit. Who else had worn it? Where were they now? Alive? Or dead?

      The driver was going fast.

      Was someone giving chase? Surely someone had called the cops? Where was Gemma?

      “What do you want? Where are you taking us? It’s Christmas!” she cried.

      “Quiet!” He shook her. “Don’t cause trouble, and you might live to enjoy it. Fight us, and it will be unpleasant for you and your little friend. Understand?”

      So, she was supposed to be a good girl so they could abduct her more easily? It was absurd and, yet, she didn’t have a choice. Kristen jerked her head up and down. Yes, she understood. She understood they were terrible people.

      Where was her cell? Her mom said she had to always keep her cell phone on her person so Diplomatic Security Service could use it to track her. Even as she thought about it, someone ripped away her small purse.

      Was this real? Kristen kept expecting them to stop the car and start laughing. Rip off their hoods and say this was all a joke.

      Ha ha.

      So funny.

      If this was a prank, she was going to punch everyone in the face the first chance she got and, oh, how she would laugh.

      Her arms brushed bare skin where her captor’s t-shirt had ridden up. She raised her arms, trying to avoid touching his privates, and the gems in her rings scraped his skin. Then she realized he’d made a big error in judgment. She was about to lunge for his penis and twist as hard as she could when he shifted her away from him and pushed her, face-first, against the floor of the van. Someone began wrapping rope around her ankles.

      Oh, god.

      As she lay with her chin jarring against the metal floor with every bump, she knew this wasn’t a joke. She and Irene weren’t going to any party this evening, and they might not be alive tomorrow. Her heart gave a panicked squeeze.

      It seemed like forever, but eventually, the van slowed and started turning through windy streets.

      Were they at their destination?

      The van jerked to a stop, and the doors opened. She yelped as she was dragged over the grooved surface and hauled across someone’s shoulder.

      She heard doors opening on another vehicle. Crap! They were changing cars. No one would know how to find her. No one would know where they’d taken her.

      She’d be gone. Disappeared.

      Her mouth parched. She might never see her family again. Panic flooded her body, but she knew fighting wouldn’t save her. She wasn’t strong enough to physically defy these bastards.

      She suddenly realized she needed to leave as many clues behind as possible. DNA. Fingerprints.

      She eased off one of her rings and let it drop to the ground.

      The man dumped her into the trunk of another vehicle, this one a lot smaller than the first. The pain was excruciating as she rolled onto her back. Something heavy was dropped on top of her, smacking her in the face. Irene?

      The trunk slammed shut, and the darkness was all consuming. She shifted to ease the tension in her arms, relieved when Irene—she was pretty sure it was Irene—also wriggled.

      The engine started, and the stench of exhaust fumes wafted into the tight compartment, making her feel nauseous.

      The car shot off, and the two of them rolled helplessly around the small space. Her stomach roiled, and her equilibrium was unsteady like a cork in a stormy ocean. Kristen braced herself as best she could, closed her eyes, and prayed.
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      Lucy Aston, former cheerleader and sorority girl, who’d captained both the debate and softball teams in high school, stood unmoving and completely unnoticed against the back wall of a ballroom as a glittering array of glamorous men and women drank, ate, and generally celebrated the holiday.

      Lucy was not one of those people.

      She was working.

      It was late afternoon, hot in Buenos Aires. Thankfully, the AC blasted away inside, and Lucy positioned herself beneath one of the vents, grateful for the cool draft.

      Two sets of garden doors opened onto an incredible old-stone patio with a magnificent fountain as the main focus of attention. Brilliant jacaranda trees with their unique mauve blossoms provided a stunning backdrop.

      Everyone who was anyone in this town was in attendance today, including the Argentine president. Christmas Eve was a massive party in this country, and fireworks had been going off all day.

      Rather than pretty sparkles, Lucy was wearing a boring pant suit, the jacket two sizes too large. No one paid any attention to the mouse Lucy had transformed herself into over the past ten months. It wasn’t simply the drabness of her dyed, mid-brown hair which hung frizzily around her face from an unflattering center part. Nor the insipid paleness of her skin, nor the thick-framed glasses that hid her eyes. No, it was her lackluster demeanor. Her obedient compliance. The body language that clearly stated she was part of the furniture, not part of the festivities.

      It had been a huge adjustment for Lucy to not only be ignored, but to be completely unseen. She didn’t mind the shadows anymore. In fact, she preferred them.

      The ambassador’s husband raised his face to the ceiling and gave a belly-laugh at something the French ambassador’s wife said. The latter was wearing a sheer black and white polka dot number that was a lot more revealing than it appeared at first glance. The woman was witty and spoke with constantly moving hands. She was so animated, it was a wonder she didn’t spill her champagne.

      The ambassador looked over at her husband, and Lucy noticed a crinkle of the woman’s brow. Catherine Dickerson didn’t like loud but there was no way she’d chastise her husband. She didn’t pull rank on the domestic front. Lucy liked that about the woman.

      Lucy’s direct superior and the ambassador’s long time Personal Assistant, Miranda Foster, stood close to the ambassador, attentive to her boss’s immediate needs. The senior agent from the US Diplomatic Security Service (DSS) flanked the other side of the doorway from Lucy, along with a few other security guys who were all hyper-focused on the officials they were tasked with protecting.

      The ambassador was always adamant that she couldn’t do her job with a bodyguard hovering over her shoulder. DSS didn’t like it, but they’d learned if they wanted to keep the peace, they had to give Catherine Dickerson some space.

      Chandeliers glittered in the bright afternoon sunshine. Guests sipped expensive bubbly and snacked on caviar. The noise level was growing exponentially with the level of alcohol consumption.

      Lucy would rather eat a burger than fish eggs, but her stomach growled regardless. She’d covered for Miranda during the ambassador’s luncheon with her British, French, German, and Spanish counterparts, and it had been a long time since breakfast.

      Lucy pushed hunger out of her mind and instead admired the frescos on the far walls. This former palace now belonged to a Russian billionaire who’d made his fortune after the collapse of the former Soviet Union. Being here made her skin crawl.

      A flurry of movement in the corner of her eye caused her to glance left. Sure enough, the seemingly friendly and effusive Boris Yahontov had finally arrived with his family at his own party and was keen to make an entrance. He greeted a couple of friends near the doorway and began making his way around her side of the room, probably toward the Argentine president who held court near a dessert table that was complete with a melted chocolate waterfall.

      Lucy tried to sink into the wall as Yahontov drew closer, but his gaze fell on her as he neared her position. So much for blending. She bowed her head and stared at the gleaming hardwood floor, praying he walked on by.

      Yahontov straightened a chair at a nearby table, and she flicked a glance in his direction. A mistake. It gave him an opening.

      “You look familiar…” His accent had only a thin edge of Russian to it. He’d lived in the west for many years, assimilating. A smile was fixed on his lips as he stared at her. “Now where have I seen you before?”

      She stared down at the carpet. “You must have mistaken me for someone else, sir.”

      The man stepped closer and leaned toward to her ear. Alcohol-saturated breath brushed her cheek, although he didn’t appear drunk.

      “You were prettier in the photographs.”

      Ice-cold dread washed through her, but she knew better than to show weakness to a predator. She looked at him blankly. “I’m sorry, sir. I really think you have me confused with someone else.”

      “Of course. My mistake.” He laughed and threw up his hands in a jovial manner, but his eyes were appraising as they locked onto her for another long moment.

      Her knees wanted to sag, but she didn’t let them.

      Yahontov finally passed on by, leaving only the smell of vodka behind him. His hulking bodyguard followed like a giant shadow in his wake.

      Acid coated her throat, and Lucy swallowed repeatedly to get rid of the need to gag. Then she noticed her boss, Miranda, giving her a discreet wave of her hand indicating she needed her. Lucy thrust herself away from the wall.

      Yahontov’s glamorous wife, a former beauty queen and model, was greeting the ambassador. Lucy wondered what the woman knew, but her gaze didn’t even flicker away from her guests as Lucy approached.

      “How are the children?” Mrs. Yahontov gave the ambassador and Phillip, who’d joined his wife, air kisses on both cheeks. “You should have brought them with you. They could have played with ours.”

      Lucy subdued a frown. The Yahontovs’ kids were several years younger than Catherine and Phillip Dickersons’ two and had nothing in common with them.

      “Our son is at the age where all he wants to do is play video games, and our daughter is in the city with her girlfriends doing some last-minute Christmas shopping,” Phillip answered amiably.

      The group carried on chatting, and Miranda pulled Lucy aside and whispered in her ear, “What did Yahontov say to you?”

      Lucy looked at her vacantly. Of course, her boss had noticed their interaction. “Nothing,” she whispered back. “He’s been drinking and wished me a Merry Christmas.”

      “I hope he wasn’t inappropriate.” Miranda gave Lucy a worried look then let it drop. “The ambassador has a headache. Do you have any of her pills?”

      “In the car, but not on me.” Lucy kept a whole host of emergency supplies in the vehicle, but Miranda usually handled more pressing needs.

      “Go and ask DSS if they have any. If they don’t, please go and fetch something from the car.” Miranda gave her arm a squeeze in silent thanks.

      Lucy hurried away, ignoring the fact she was sure that bastard Yahontov was watching her. What did it mean?

      Humiliation wanted to rip her to shreds, but she’d known this would happen one day. She still had a job to do.

      Didn’t make it any easier.

      Lucy reached the Diplomatic Security Special Agent just as his phone buzzed, and he held up his hand in that authoritarian way he had about him and moved to the side where he could have direct access to the ambassador and still answer the call.

      Lucy sighed and stood to one side, hugging the wall while she waited for her opportunity to speak to him.

      The DS agent’s shoulders stiffened, and he covered one ear. “Repeat.”

      He was already moving toward the ambassador, and Lucy followed him, instinctively knowing whatever had happened was bad news. He pressed the communication button on his wrist. “Bring the car around. Now.”

      A second DS agent crossed from the other side of the room to meet them in the middle. Other bodyguards were taking note of the Americans’ actions, probably trying to figure out if there was a threat to their principals or not. The whole room seemed to tense.

      The agent reached the ambassador and leaned down to whisper in her ear. All color drained from Catherine Dickerson’s face.

      What the hell happened?

      Catherine grabbed her husband’s arm and spoke quietly into his ear. Phillip fumbled the champagne flute he was holding, and Mrs. Yahontov rescued it. Phillip gripped his wife’s free hand. “Where?”

      “Is everything all right?” Mrs. Yahontov asked with concern.

      The ambassador’s mouth opened, but no words came out. The usually calm and unflappable diplomat looked like she was about to faint.

      “We need to leave. My apologies,” Phillip offered.

      “If there is anything we can assist you with…” Boris Yahontov offered. He’d come over when the bodyguards had started to move.

      The ambassador was shaking her head, already backing away.

      The DS agents had the ambassador between them and hustled her out of the ballroom. Lucy rushed after Miranda whose heels clicked noisily through the now almost silent room, into the ornate hallway and out onto the private driveway, straight into the bulletproof limo.

      The driver, another DS agent, sped away from the palace as soon as everyone was onboard.

      “What’s going on?” Miranda asked breathlessly.

      “Kristen has been abducted,” the ambassador answered woodenly. Her eyes glassed over, but she didn’t cry. Phillip blindly clasped his wife’s hand, an unfocused look on his face.

      Lucy had about a million questions but also knew the ambassador probably didn’t have any answers yet. “Is Kevin okay?”

      The ambassador shot a look at the DS agent who nodded. “Back at the embassy. No issues at the soccer match.”

      The ambassador straightened in her seat. “I want to know exactly what happened. And I want to know what the hell the local police are doing to get my daughter back.”
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      As one of the FBI’s top negotiators, Supervisory Special Agent Max Hawthorne was used to being in the eye of the hurricane. At the center of the storm. He’d be lying if he said, most of the time, he didn’t enjoy it.

      No one noticed him step into the chaotic atmosphere of short-tempers and cardiac-arrest-inducing tension in the FBI’s Legal Attaché’s office on the second floor of the US Embassy in Buenos Aires. He let the mayhem roll over him and tried to gauge the players.

      Ten people. Six men, four women. People who’d normally be home enjoying family time or unwrapping gifts from under the tree. Instead, they dashed from one side of the room to the other, grabbing pens, paper, intent on some invisible but urgent task. Others were speed-talking on phones, voices cracking with tension. One guy, clearly in charge judging by how many people avoided him, leaned over a desk, staring at a loop of surveillance footage. The guy’s suit jacket was removed, tie long gone, shirtsleeves rolled up, cotton wrinkled and limp. He gestured sharply to the woman at his side and snatched the pen out of her hand when she didn’t respond fast enough.

      “Call CNU again. The sooner this asshole from Quantico shows up, the better. This situation is a freaking nightmare, especially with everything else going on right now.”

      “He’s due any time. We were lucky they had a negotiator so close,” the woman stated.

      Lucky for them. Less so for him, considering he’d been visiting friends in Cartagena.

      “Who the fuck vacations in Colombia?” the man muttered irritably.

      Max had cut his holiday short as soon as he’d gotten the call from Eban Winters at the Crisis Negotiation Unit in Quantico and had traveled all night on his buddies’ private jet to get here as fast as humanly possible. He let go of the door and let it slam shut behind him.

      The man swung around. His red-rimmed eyes swept over Max’s board shorts and faded green t-shirt featuring a character from his favorite video game.

      “Who the hell are you?” the man demanded.

      “I’m SSA Hawthorne. The asshole from Quantico? Most people call me Max.” He held out his hand, a friendly smile pasted firmly on his face. “Sorry I’m late.”

      It took a fraction of a second longer than it should for the man to shake his hand. The agent didn’t apologize for his earlier words. He was either too arrogant or too jaded to bother. Or too something else. Max decided to reserve judgment for now.

      He lowered his duffle to the floor. “Who can bring me up to speed on recent developments?”

      “I’m the Legat. Brian Powell.”

      Legat was Bu-speak for “Legal Attaché.” The FBI’s official representative abroad. In this South American posting, Powell was responsible for Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay. Max figured it was a cushy gig, the sort of posting he might go after on his way to retirement.

      “Any contact from the kidnappers?”

      “Nothing yet.” Powell swiped a hand through his thinning blond hair. “I can’t believe they haven’t called yet with their list of demands.”

      Max looked around the room at the other people who had paused in their activities to listen to their conversation. “It’s not unusual for hostage takers to wait a few hours, days, or weeks before they make contact. Leave the family frantic and desperate for information. Make sure they cover their tracks and get well away from the abduction zone to somewhere they feel safe and in control.” Argentina was a massive country, and the kidnappers could also have crossed one of the many international borders. “You have an agent with the ambassador?”

      Powell nodded. “We followed the instructions your boss at CNU sent us. One of the ALATs,”—Assistant Legal Attachés—“took some basic recording equip up to her rooms. He has some negotiation training.”

      “Great.” Max didn’t really consider Eban Winters his boss. They shared a place and were good friends. Eban was acting head of CNU though, so technically, Powell was correct.

      “At this point, all the guy needs to do is answer the phone and listen. Tell whoever is on the other end that he will pass on the demands to the family.” It was all listed in the basic instruction package the Crisis Negotiation Unit sent out following abductions and Eban would have emphasized the point over the phone. “I thought the US Ambassador to Argentina lived at Bosch Palace?”

      The Legat nodded. “Usually, but the palace is under renovation. Has been for months.”

      Max wondered if that was relevant to the current situation but doubted it. Security would be tight at both locations. “What can you tell me about the actual abduction?”

      “Take a look.” Powell sat down in front of a large monitor, and the woman sitting in the adjacent chair jumped up and offered Max a seat.

      “I can stand.” He smiled reassuringly at her.

      She shook her head almost shyly. “I need to stretch my legs. I’ve been sitting for hours.” Her eyes turned quizzical. “How come they let a Brit into the FBI?”

      Ah, the accent.

      He flashed her a grin, not flirting, but he knew how much further his charm got him than his rank. “Apparently, the Bureau was desperate for someone who spoke proper English.”

      She giggled, and Powell shot her a derisive look. Her cheeks reddened, and she murmured an excuse before escaping out of the room.

      “How did you end up in the Bureau?” Powell asked.

      Max sat in the chair and leaned forward to watch the screen. “Someone from headquarters requested that I apply. So I did.”

      Powell looked irked by Max’s minimalistic and slightly egotistical response, but Max had just gotten off a plane after cutting short his Christmas vacation with three of his best friends whom he hadn’t seen in years—without a single word of thanks or appreciation. And while it might not be necessary, it was good manners. And he’d been raised by a mother who believed in manners and courtesy as basic cornerstones of daily activity.

      Powell hit play on the video, and Max concentrated on the black and white surveillance film. It showed pedestrians walking down a busy shopping street. Time stamp said 18:01 yesterday when Max had been happily flirting with an extremely attractive cocktail waitress at a seaside bar. It was still light down here in Bueno Aires at that time though. A white van stopped on a road that intersected with a pedestrian street, close to a small group of young women who were about to cross. Two men jumped out—not the driver. One man grabbed a young woman wearing jeans and a flowery shirt. He picked her bodily off the ground, and she kicked her legs, dropping her shopping bags as the two teenagers she was with scattered in fear.

      The abductor climbed back into the van via the side door with her, and the second man went to slam the door shut, but one of the other girls found her courage and grabbed his arm. He wrapped her in a bear hug and tossed her in the back of the van too. Slammed the door, opened the passenger door, and climbed in. The van shot off. The whole thing had taken under twenty seconds.

      The kidnappers all wore masks that disguised their features.

      “Were they caught on any other cameras?” Max asked.

      “We’ve asked local authorities’ permission to gather as much information as possible but being the holidays…” Powell raised his hands in frustration. “Trust me, I’ve been pushing all my contacts at Policia Federal de Argentina and so have the State Department and the Diplomatic Security Service. One of the Argentine comisarios was here earlier and promised to do everything possible to catch these people.”

      “Kristen Dickerson wasn’t assigned a bodyguard?”

      Powell shook his head. “DSS didn’t deem it necessary.”

      Max raised his brows but said nothing.

      “She was to keep her phone with her at all times, and DSS has a tracking capability with it.”

      “But the kidnappers dumped the phone ASAP. Correct?”

      Powell nodded, looking miserable.

      “Any idea how the kidnappers knew where the girls would be at that specific time?”

      Powell shook his head. “We interviewed the friend who was with her, but she was hysterical, and her parents were hovering and overprotective.”

      As parents should be under the circumstances. Max kept his thoughts to himself.

      “We need to find any surveillance we can of the women during the day. See if we can spot anyone following them.”

      Powell nodded. “You think someone had eyes on them.”

      “Either that or one of the shopping party is involved with the kidnappers, or they were being tracked in some other way.”

      “You don’t think this was random?”

      “Absolutely not. The kidnapper by-passed another potential target to get to Dickerson. The second girl was an afterthought. They had the manpower and the space in the van, and it was more expedient to take her with them than fight with her in the street.”

      Powell’s mouth twisted. “That’s what I think too. I’ll put in another request with the local police to examine all available footage of the group from yesterday. They should be able to track them using the live facial recognition system they have in the city.”

      “Good. See if they can find out where the van went.”

      “They already found it. Dumped in the La Boca—a barrio in the south of the city. It was stolen the previous night from outside the city.”

      “We need forensics on that van.”

      “Being done by the locals.”

      Max frowned. “It’s safe to assume they changed vehicles several times before they headed to their final destination. The city police might be able to track them for us or provide photographs of the kidnappers without their masks on.”

      “I discussed this with the Comisario General. The problem is, we don’t know what they climbed into after the van.” Powell looked more alert. The guy had probably been up all night working the case. He dragged his fingers through his hair, making it stand up on end. “These guys look like professionals.”

      That they did. They looked like they’d performed this sort of high visibility rendition many times. Kidnap and Ransom was endemic in certain parts of the world—a business, nothing personal, nothing political. Until it was.

      “What do you think it means to abduct the US Ambassador’s daughter?” Powell asked. “What do you think they want?”

      War? Max pushed to his feet. “I’m not sure. But something tells me we’re going to find out. I need to get changed before I meet the ambassador. Can you point me to a restroom?”

      Powell finally seemed to defrost. “Use my office.”

      He led the way, down a corridor with a series of closed doors off to the right, then to a much larger room that was sparsely furnished with a big-ass, wooden desk and a couple of wingback chairs in front of an actual fireplace. Thankfully, the fire was unlit as the temperature was already sweltering. The room had an amazing view of the park across the street. Stars hung off a large green plant, but Christmas festivities had been largely abandoned following this incident. There was a large Chinese screen in one corner of the room.

      Max glanced at the Legat’s desk, which was strewn with paper files. Maybe this wasn’t the quiet posting Max had envisioned. The man scooped up folders and placed them in a filing cabinet that he locked.

      “Big case?” Max asked, intrigued.

      Powell nodded. “Very.” Which probably explained the Legat’s frustration and why there were ten FBI agents working in the office. “And put on hold for twenty-four hours while we get this situation under control.”

      “Time sensitive?” Max asked.

      Powell sighed. “I’m afraid even that much is classified.” He was keeping it need-to-know which Max appreciated.

      “Not a problem, but could your case have anything to do with the ambassador’s daughter being taken?” Max probed.

      “I doubt it. The investigation is so tight only a few people in the States know it even exists. Not even the ambassador knows the details. That was her choice when she was assigned to Argentina. She told me that, unless there was a good reason for her to be informed, or a danger to herself or anyone associated with the mission, then she’d rather not know, and that way she wouldn’t have to test her acting abilities at social events around the city.” Powell scratched his head. “Unfortunately, the agents we have here working the case are highly specialized and need to get back to working on Operation Soapbox as soon as possible.”

      Max nodded. “Understood. Did you request extra agents to be assigned to this office to help out with the kidnap case?”

      Powell slumped into his chair. “Yes. Immediately after I received word of the abduction. Let’s hope the suits at headquarters agree. The Diplomatic Security Service has a robust and experienced group of people here, and there are a couple of people from NCIS, Homeland Security, DEA, and even our resident spook who can all lend a hand if necessary.”

      Max grimaced. He wasn’t a fan of spooks, probably because, despite the way his country had shafted him after he’d left the British SAS, MI6 was still constantly trying to recruit him.

      Max let rip a yawn and headed behind the screen to change. He hadn’t slept on the flight, instead keeping his friends company in the cockpit. His buddies had decided to use the impromptu trip as an opportunity to head to Montevideo for some party time. If Kristen Dickerson was found quickly, then Max might be able to meet up with them and finish his Christmas vacation in style.

      He wasn’t holding his breath.

      It took less than three minutes to transform from beach bum to professional law enforcement officer. He clipped his creds onto his belt, wishing he could wear his service weapon. His buddies had slipped him a SIG that was inside his suitcase currently being held by security at the main door. Right now, he didn’t even know which hotel he was staying at.

      He didn’t rely on his handgun for protection—his training went well beyond that, but a weapon was a nice addition to basic security when away from the embassy.

      Hopefully, the head of mission would sanction his wearing of a firearm for this temporary duty assignment.

      His eyes caught on the stars suspended from the large rubber plant again, and he thought of his mother who’d begged him to come home for the holidays. She lived in the countryside north of Sheffield, a region that accounted for his slight accent that had smoothed out over the years. He thrust aside thoughts of his family back in England. It was what it was. He’d learned to live with it.

      Time to start interviewing the ambassador’s family and figuring out everything he could about the victim. Get the girl back in one piece and let this office go back to the important job of fighting crime.
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      As soon as Lucy closed the door on the Commissioner of the Argentine Federal Police and his entourage, the ambassador lost her composure and swore a blue streak under her breath. Dark circles beneath her eyes underscored her worry and exhaustion.

      Miranda hovered over Catherine and gently placed a reassuring hand on the diplomat’s shoulder. Phillip sat on her other side, holding his wife’s hand. Iain Bartlett, the Senior Regional Security Officer (RSO) for the Diplomatic Security Service, looked pale and stricken as he walked over and slumped heavily into the armchair the commissioner had just vacated. Iain blamed himself for the abduction. Technically, he was correct.

      A massive Christmas tree stood in the corner of the room, the still-wrapped presents beneath it a poignant reminder that something had gone terribly wrong with the celebrations this year.

      Phillip’s expression looked increasingly grim. “I don’t trust the police commissioner, Catherine. He’ll pull some macho bullshit and get Kristen killed.”

      The ambassador swallowed noisily and raised her chin. “I don’t trust him either, but I can’t exactly call in the Navy SEALs to swoop in and take over, no matter how desperately I want to. Kristen should be here with us right now, opening gifts. She should have been safe on that street at that time with a group of friends.” A sob escaped, and she covered her mouth as if to physically stuff the sound back inside her mouth.

      Iain Bartlett’s fingers clenched the end of the arms of the chair. “I should have insisted on an agent shadowing her.”

      “That was our call. Kristen hates having bodyguards, and you can’t be in four places at once.” The ambassador picked up a tissue out of the box on the coffee table and wearily blew her nose. “I should have been spending Christmas Eve with my family, not sipping champagne with some Russian Oligarch who was trying to buy me and everyone else with his fancy hors d’oeuvres.”

      “I could have stayed with her.” Phillip closed his eyes and shook his head. “You have an important job to do.”

      “Your job is important too. She wanted to go out with her friends.” Her voice rose in anger. “This posting shouldn’t be a prison for our children. She should have been safe.” Catherine forced the last word out between gritted teeth. “It was the middle of the day on a crowded city street.”

      “We need to push the Argentines about why that wasn’t so,” Miranda agreed calmly.

      Not that it made much difference now. Kristen was missing, and all the complaining and handwringing in the world wouldn’t change that salient fact.

      “Should I contact the president again and repeat the request for a personal audience?” Miranda asked.

      Catherine narrowed her eyes at her assistant. “Yes. Keep pushing until I can meet with him in person. I will not let him evade responsibility simply because he wants to spend the holiday with his family. I want to spend the holiday with my family too.” Catherine craned her neck to look over into the corner of the room. “Are you sure that telephone line is hooked up properly?”

      Lucy glanced at the FBI agent. He’d set up at a desk in the farthest corner of the large formal suite the ambassador usually used to entertain dignitaries. Lucy had seen the guy around the embassy building but didn’t know his name. Late thirties. Bald head that was red with a recent sunburn. He was trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, but he hadn’t yet mastered the Lucy degree of invisibility. That took special training.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He looked away again.

      Catherine grunted, unconvinced.

      In fairness, the ambassador was overwrought and emotionally drained and probably not at her best from a diplomatic perspective. They’d all been up for more than thirty-six hours. The Dickersons’ son was thankfully sleeping now.

      Lucy’s stomach twisted as she recalled Kevin Dickerson’s heart-broken reaction to his sister’s abduction last night. It had been emotionally wrenching enough to mist the eyes of even the most jaded embassy staff. This was not exactly the Christmas anyone had anticipated—except perhaps for the kidnappers.

      Lucy’s mouth went dry. Is this my fault?

      She crossed her fingers behind her back and prayed they found Kristen and Irene unharmed. The Dickerson kids were funny and kind. Not the brats you might expect as the over-indulged children of one of the United States’ top diplomats.

      The ambassador inhaled audibly. “I keep imagining what these animals could be doing to my baby…” Catherine covered her mouth.

      “Don’t, love. Don’t torture yourself with those thoughts. We have to concentrate on getting her back, not worry ourselves sick about the what-ifs and maybes of how she’s being treated. We will get her back. Whatever they want, we’ll find a way to get it for them. I’ve already spoken to the bank about what stocks we can liquidate. Or the DSS and Special Forces will rescue her. Our baby will be okay. She will be.” Phillip rubbed his wife’s back and kissed her hair. “Allow yourself to be a mother for a few hours rather than a diplomat. You should lie down. Get some rest.”

      Catherine closed her eyes. “I don’t want to sleep. I don’t want to miss anything.”

      “A drink then?” Phillip suggested.

      “I’ll get you some coffee,” Lucy offered quickly.

      “I was thinking something a little stronger.” Phillip smiled tiredly. He had a thick crop of ash-blond hair, and the blue of his irises was striking against his pale face. He was a world-renowned engineer who followed his wife wherever her job dictated, which wasn’t something many men would contemplate. He was both handsome and charming. The perfect spouse for a diplomat.

      Lucy didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust anyone anymore.

      “Coffee is fine.” Ambassador Dickerson responded with a small wave. “The stronger the better. I need my wits when I talk to these people.”

      Lucy went to the coffeemaker on a side table in the suite and made five cups of expresso, exactly how the ambassador, her husband, and Miranda took it. She delivered each cup, including one for the RSO and another for the FBI agent sitting quietly in the corner.

      There was a knock on the huge doors that led into the apartment, and the ambassador stood, clearly fearing whatever news was about to arrive. She gave Lucy a nod, and Lucy leapt forward to open the door, mentally rolling her eyes at herself for acting like a puppy eager to please its master.

      Through the thin crack, she spied a white shirt and dark suit. She raised her gaze and met a pair of the darkest, prettiest eyes she’d ever seen on a grown man—save one.

      “Supervisory Special Agent Max Hawthorne to see Ambassador Dickerson.” His smooth voice was complete with a glorious British accent that slid over her skin like a sensory overload. “I’m the FBI negotiator,” he added when she made no move to let him in.

      Lucy averted her gaze and opened the door, using it as a shield between the intense heat of his gaze and her almost-forgotten role as a nobody.

      “The negotiator is here,” she said so quietly she wasn’t sure the others heard her. Miranda was already striding across the thick carpet to shake the guy’s hand. Lucy closed the door after Brian Powell, the FBI Legat and all-round asshat, stepped inside the room. He didn’t spare her a glance as she took up her space against the wall.

      Her eyes were drawn back to Max Hawthorne.

      “Have you found her?” the ambassador demanded immediately after the introductions were finished.

      The Legat answered. “Not yet, ma’am. We are currently concentrating every resource we have in the region on your daughter’s abduction but also asking for additional agents to assist with other ongoing cases that cannot be delayed.”

      “Surely Kristen’s kidnapping takes priority over any other matters?” Miranda spoke firmly. Lucy’s boss was beautiful and compelling and rarely raised her voice.

      Powell glanced at Miranda, clearly unimpressed. “I’m not at liberty to discuss active cases. We’re working with local police agencies to gather as much information about the kidnapping as possible, and I’m sure DSS is pursuing every avenue they have looking for any connections to known terrorist groups.”

      Iain Bartlett nodded.

      “Do you have any new leads?” Catherine’s tone was sharp as a wasp’s sting.

      “Not yet,” Powell admitted reluctantly.

      “What can you tell me about your daughter’s movements yesterday?” Max Hawthorne asked, stepping in and breaking the tension.

      The ambassador switched her full attention to the negotiator. Catherine was a smart, dedicated professional who knew her way around politics in a male-dominated world. Lucy admired the woman greatly.

      “Kristen had arranged to go Christmas shopping with some of her friends. They’d been planning it for weeks.”

      “Did many people know about this outing in advance?” Max Hawthorne asked.

      Iain Bartlett opened his mouth to answer, but Catherine raised her hand in silent command.

      The ambassador gave the Fed a look. “I have no idea how many people knew about it outside of the three girls who’d arranged to meet up. Their parents and boyfriends perhaps?”

      “You didn’t call them all and ask them?”

      The ambassador’s eyebrows shot up. Miranda, as always, took her lead from her boss and frowned at the newcomer. Lucy swallowed an amused laugh.

      Kudos to the negotiator for figuring out the ambassador’s bulldog personality after only being in the room with her for thirty seconds. Catherine had called everyone she could think of in the hours after she was notified her daughter had been taken, demanding answers and interrogating everyone—from tearful teens to sweating generals. Phillip had barely been able to keep his wife from scouring the streets and going house-to-house knocking on doors. Had the woman been anything except the US Ambassador, Lucy didn’t think anyone would have been able to stop her taking things into her own hands.

      The ambassador sipped her coffee, clearly gathering her thoughts and her temper. “I spoke to the parents of all Kristen’s friends briefly, especially to offer my condolences to Irene’s parents and to offer any help the US can provide. The British Embassy is presumably sending people to assist them. Everyone was shaken, naturally. Irene’s family is as devastated as we are. Aside from members of their household, the remaining girl didn’t recall telling anyone about their plans except two other girlfriends from school and her boyfriend.”

      “So quite a few people knew Kristen would be in downtown Buenos Aires yesterday.” The negotiator held his hands loosely in front of him.

      Lucy didn’t think she’d ever seen a more beautifully put together man. Even his hands looked sexy, capable and strong. Light brown skin, hair close shaven. It was his eyes that gave him the added edge. Intelligent but with a calm humor lurking beneath the surface. And that accent…feeding every 007 fantasy she’d ever had—and she’d had a few.

      Definitely someone to avoid when possible.

      “Did the girls post their movements on social media?” asked Hawthorne.

      “Kristen knew better than to post her whereabouts online.” Iain Bartlett sounded pissed. He took his job seriously and didn’t have much of a sense of humor even on a good day.

      “I checked all the girls’ social media feeds,” Phillip assured Hawthorne, “and didn’t see anything that could be used to pinpoint their location. They go to the International school and tend to be on guard regarding potential danger in the region. Irene Lomakin, the other girl who was kidnapped, posted a picture from a Starbucks, but there was no way anyone would know where in the world she was unless they have psychic abilities. Her father works for a big petrochemical company in the city.” He paused then asked hopefully, “Is it possible Irene was the intended victim, and Kristen was caught up accidentally?”

      “Did you watch the surveillance video?” Max Hawthorne asked.

      The ambassador and her husband nodded before turning their gazes to the thick carpet on the floor.

      “It looks as if the kidnappers targeted Kristen but scooped up Irene when she tried to intervene.” Max’s tone was calm and soothing. “I currently believe Kristen was the primary target of the abduction, but the FBI will be examining Irene’s background also. Have either of your children mentioned anyone following them recently? Anyone asking questions that seemed inappropriate or probing?”

      “Not that we are aware of. We questioned Kevin, our son, last night. And the people who usually drive them around town. No one noticed anything, correct Iain?”

      The RSO nodded tiredly. “We would never have let her go outside the embassy walls if we’d suspected someone was surveilling her movements.”

      “Did Kristen have a driver yesterday?”

      Iain Bartlett nodded. “He dropped her off at a downtown shopping mall, and Kristen was supposed to call when she needed to be picked up again, although she mentioned to him she might get a ride home with Irene instead. Again, she knew to call.”

      Catherine reached for and squeezed her husband’s hand. It made Lucy’s throat go tight. She couldn’t imagine how hard this would be on a parent.

      Phillip went back to talking about social media. “Kristen might upload an image of an establishment after she’s left, but not while she was still there. And she was always cautious of giving away details of her connection to her mother online for this very reason.”

      The FBI negotiator eyed the Diplomatic Security agent. “Is it possible she was tracked in some way?”

      Iain shifted in his seat. “We screen people, devices, and accommodations regularly for electronic bugs. It’s an invasion of privacy, and we try to be respectful, but we don’t let it slide. If Kristen was bugged, it was planted very recently and most likely after she left the embassy yesterday.”

      Which still suggested prior knowledge of the outing, or surveillance on the embassy itself. The latter would have to be professional and covert. It wasn’t as if the Americans weren’t actively checking for spying eyes and employing countersurveillance methods.

      “Or they bugged one of the other girls if they knew they’d be together,” Phillip suggested.

      Lucy was impressed with his critical thinking skills under the circumstances.

      “That would suggest someone close to one of the families feeding information to the kidnappers. Could anyone track Kristen’s phone, apart from the Diplomatic Security Service?” asked Hawthorne.

      Iain Bartlett shook his head. “The signal has military-grade encryption. I’m not saying it’s impossible, but its advanced and classified tech. Not something a low-level thug would have access to. And I taught her to watch out for anyone following her.” His face was pale, mouth strained. “I can’t believe this happened on my watch.”

      Kristen was a smart cookie, and Irene had shown great courage in trying to protect her friend. This whole situation sucked.

      Lucy made two more coffees and placed the cups on the table, along with a sugar bowl.

      Powell ignored her and picked up the cup without comment. Max Hawthorne followed her movements with a slight smile. “Thanks.”

      She fought against returning his smile. Kept her gaze averted and stepped back against the wall. He was observant. That made him even more dangerous.

      Max’s eyes wandered back to the group at the table, but she knew he had made a note of her. Probably as a potential suspect.

      It was to be expected, especially as it might be true, however inadvertently.

      The FBI would be checking everyone’s bank accounts and background information. Despite her training, it was hard to not react to him. Maybe she should pop a Xanax.

      “Does she have a boyfriend?” asked Max.

      “No boyfriend.” The ambassador spoke quickly.

      Phillip smiled softly and sniffed. “She’s a beautiful, seventeen-year-old girl. I’m sure there are plenty of young men out there who are interested. However, she wasn’t going steady with anyone we know about. She was earlier in the year, but they broke up.”

      “It would be helpful to get a list of all her friends and contacts, here and abroad, including the ex. And information on the school she attends. I’d like to talk to some of the people who know her best outside of the family.”

      “Of course. Miranda will collate everything and send it to you,” the ambassador said.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Miranda tapped a note on her cell. Lucy’s pocket buzzed as Miranda put her cell back in her pocket. Lucy’s instructions had arrived.

      Max Hawthorne sent Lucy a smile, and she blinked. He’d noticed too.

      No one ever noticed.

      She wanted to fan her cheeks dramatically. The guy was hot, observant, and had an accent to die for. Exactly the type of man that had plunged her into this nightmare in the first place.

      “Did anyone trace her cell yet?” the ambassador asked with a strained voice.

      Lucy knew the ambassador was pinning her hopes on the kidnappers somehow missing the presence of the phone on Kristen’s person and the authorities tracking it.

      Not likely.

      Powell cleared his throat. “Yes. The police found Kristen’s cell inside the van the kidnappers used to grab her, which was abandoned in La Boca.” He shifted uncomfortably. “They said they were sending it to their forensics department for analysis.”

      Catherine’s hands clenched in her lap. “Fuentes was here and never said a word. I knew I couldn’t trust him.” She looked incensed. “I want that cellphone back. It belongs to my family and has private photographs and text messages on it. I want the FBI to examine it. Not the Argentine authorities.”

      “Technically, it is evidence.” Powell squirmed.

      Lucy figured he didn’t want to get caught between two powerful figures.

      The ambassador leaned forward and pointed her finger at the guy. “Technically, it is personal property of the US Ambassador to Argentina. Make the call and make sure they realize it is an official diplomatic request with all that that implies if they don’t hand it over immediately.”

      Max Hawthorne straightened. “We have a team of people at Quantico who can unlock it and gain access to her texts and photographs with your permission—unless you already know her access code?”

      “Kristen changed her passwords and codes every time DSS checked it for spyware,” the ambassador said. “She knew they had to monitor it, but she wanted some privacy in-between times. Kevin might know her most recent codes though. They play a lot of online games together. The FBI can access everything, but whatever they find is not to appear online or be used in court without my permission.”

      “Our permission,” Phillip corrected.

      “Our permission. Sorry. Of course, that goes without saying.” Catherine nodded then stood. “What else can I do except talk to the kidnappers when they call?”

      Max Hawthorne stared at Catherine Dickerson, clearly deciding how to respond. “You are not going to talk to the kidnappers, ma’am.”

      The silence stretched out as everyone held their breath. The ambassador’s expression hardened.

      “Giving them direct access to the family—especially one who is a high-ranking diplomat for the United States—is not a good idea.”

      “I’ve spent years talking people into things they don’t want to do. I’ve spent years finding compromise.”

      “Me too. Let’s role-play it then,” Max Hawthorne said easily. “Ambassador Dickerson, I have your daughter. Give me ten million dollars by tomorrow, otherwise, I’ll slit her throat from ear to ear and post the video of her bleeding out on YouTube for America’s enemies to savor.”

      Catherine Dickerson’s expression froze for a moment, reflecting her horror. “That was harsh.”

      Hawthorne shook his head. “I went easy on you compared to what these people could do, and you know it.”

      Lucy’s stomach clenched. Someone in a city of thirteen million people must know something about the kidnapped young women. Why hadn’t anyone come forward?

      “You’ll be the point of contact, then?” Catherine’s eyes brightened as her shoulders sagged, clearly torn between disappointment and relief.

      Max Hawthorne canted his head to the side. “To begin with, I will talk to the kidnappers if they call, but we usually train a local to negotiate. A family friend or trusted employee. Someone who speaks the local language fluently, but who is not as emotionally vulnerable to threats the kidnappers make. This time, the stakes are slightly different. All the phone numbers that can be used to reach you are being changed so we control access to you, your husband, and your son. And also, your email will be vetted before you see it. Your assistant can do this if she’s allowed to work independently. Otherwise, someone at State will handle it.”

      “You’re shutting me out.” The ambassador’s voice held the bite of a northern winter.

      “I’m taking away the ability of the hostage takers to directly influence the actions of a US Ambassador.”

      “You think they’ll try to blackmail me into doing something contrary to the interests of the US?”

      “It’s a distinct possibility that they’ll try. I know I wouldn’t want to be put into the position of deciding whether or not to give away State secrets or my daughter dies. It wouldn’t be fair to put anyone in that position.”

      The ambassador stared hard at Max Hawthorne. The woman could make things very difficult for the negotiator if she chose, and everyone in the room knew it. He didn’t look away or flinch from her steely gaze. Lucy enjoyed watching them go toe-to-toe. She only wished it was for something less dramatic than the life of the ambassador’s daughter.

      “Do you want to take a leave of absence from your duties, Ambassador Dickerson, and let the Deputy Chief of Mission take over temporarily?”

      No one said anything. The only sound was the noise of traffic along Avenue Colombia.

      “I do not,” Catherine declared firmly.

      No way would Catherine Dickerson cede her power when she needed it most.

      Hawthorne nodded as if he’d already known the answer. “Then I suggest we follow the Crisis Negotiation Unit’s playbook for the time being. We cannot predict the outcome of any one case, but the Bureau has extensive experience dealing with hostage situations. I am going to need a trusted interpreter for a few days to speed things along.”

      Miranda looked at Lucy. Damn. “I can spare my assistant if she doesn’t mind. She speaks fluent Spanish.”

      Lucy clenched her jaw. No matter the danger to Kristen, Lucy had important things to do that did not involve waiting by a phone with zero skills in negotiation. “I-I’m not sure I’m capable⁠—”

      Brian Powell spoke over her dismissively. “Your assistant doesn’t have the backbone to negotiate with street vendors, let alone kidnappers.”

      Lucy blinked, even though he was theoretically correct. The Lucy he knew was spineless. One thing spineless Lucy had noticed was that the lower you were on the totem pole, the more assholish some people became.

      Max Hawthorne shot her a concerned look. She bowed her head to hide the fact it was anger rather than humiliation pulsing through her.

      After a brief pause, Lucy risked a glance back at the tableau who’d already dismissed her.

      Hawthorne dipped his head toward the ambassador, and Lucy found herself watching him, intrigued, despite her training.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t guarantee I’ll be here for the duration of the case. Long term⁠—”

      “What do you mean ‘long term’?” The ambassador spilled her coffee on the cup’s way back down to the saucer.

      Hawthorne’s tone was steady. “It’s not unusual for cases like this to take weeks if not months to resolve. You know this.”

      Lucy’s fingers curled into her palm at the thought of Kristen and Irene in the hands of unscrupulous men for that amount of time. The chance of them getting out of this unscathed seemed to be becoming slimmer and slimmer.

      “You expect me to let these monsters hurt my baby for weeks or months while we sit here drinking coffee and doing nothing?” The ambassador’s voice cracked.

      Powell flinched, but Max Hawthorne calmly held the powerful woman’s gaze.

      “None of this is going to be easy, Ambassador. I can’t even imagine the pain and anguish you and your husband are going through right now or the fortitude required to withstand it. But you need to trust the experts at the Crisis Negotiation Unit on this. The very worst thing we can do for your daughter is rush the process or attempt an armed rescue mission until we have exhausted all other options and figured out what these people really want.”

      “If it’s money they want, we can raise it,” Phillip Dickerson put in angrily. “I’ve calculated we can raise about seven hundred thousand dollars in the next couple of days if we liquidate all our stocks or beg and borrow from friends using our property as collateral.”

      “Let me tell you something about kidnappers, Mr. Dickerson,” Max Hawthorne said patiently. “They want to squeeze you dry for every last cent they think they can get. If they ask for six million today and you say ‘okay, tell us where the drop-off location is’, chances are that by tomorrow they’ll raise the demand to twelve million. A trained negotiator lowers their expectations to reasonable levels, until they believe they really have every penny you can get your hands on.”

      “We will sell everything we own⁠—”

      “Phillip, the US government won’t officially allow us to pay a ransom,” Catherine said woodenly as if she was starting to understand exactly how difficult it was going to be to get Kristen back unharmed.

      “We might be able to get a nominal amount approved to compensate the kidnappers,” Max said quietly. “Enough to start tempting them, especially after a few days of living on the edge, scared the local SWAT teams are lining them up in their crosshairs.” He shifted his attention to Phillip. “The FBI will assist both remotely in the US and with local authorities to help figure out who took your daughter and if they have any criminal history regarding kidnap and ransom situations. See if we can discover any leverage or background that we might be able to use to get
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