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About the Book


The first in a brand new series featuring Thea Paris, a kidnap and ransom specialist.


Thea Paris is one of only twenty-five elite professionals in the world with the ability to bring hostages home safely. International negotiation, undercover operations and extractions are a part of life. Their only objective: release.


For Thea, her family’s wealth meant kidnap was a constant threat and their worst fears were realised when her brother was kidnapped. Although he was returned, she made it her life’s mission to stop others suffering the trauma they did.


Now Thea’s past is about to come back with a vengeance as her billionaire father is taken.


With her professionalism challenged to its limits, all Thea knows is that she has to get her father back alive, at any cost.




Praise


‘Move over Jason Bourne, action has a new name as international kidnapping expert Thea Paris pulls out all the stops to rescue her own father in this clever and gritty debut’ Lisa Gardner


‘With an alpha female heroine and a plot that’s smart, detailed, and highly engaging . . . A fantastic debut, top notch entertainment, a pulse-pounding treat for anyone who loves action and adventure’ Steve Berry


‘Razor sharp and full of you-are-there authenticity – a superb thriller’ Lee Child


‘A plot loaded with surprises and intrigue. Her characters are memorable and realistic. She has a great talent for action, and an unerring detail for stealth from the beginning to the climatic end’ Clive Cussler


‘K. J. Howe tells a spellbinding tale, her descriptions so vivid you can smell every heart pounding second of her action’ Peter James


‘THE FREEDOM BROKER combines terrific thriller writing and fascinating research about hostage rescues. This is fact and fiction at its best’ James Patterson


‘THE FREEDOM BROKER has great ‘BONES’: engaging characters, nimble pacing, and crackling action’ Kathy Reichs


‘Unrelentingly entertaining and impossible to put down, THE FREEDOM BROKER boasts the ferociously savvy, serious as hell, Thea Paris’ Karin Slaughter


‘Breathless action, great characters and convincing details make Howe’s debut a surefire rocket to the top of the lists’ Linwood Barclay


‘Engaging, fast-moving, spellbinding international intrigue that will leave you breathless’ Simon Gervais


‘A high-octane debut thriller from K. J. Howe. Kidnap negotiator Thea Paris is a heroine with brains, martial skills, and true character’ Mark Greaney


‘THE FREEDOM BROKER is a blisteringly original, superbly crafted thriller that promises to be one of the major debuts of 2017. K. J. Howe’s gut-wrenching foray into the world of hostage negotiation turned upside down propels her straight into the league of Linda Fairstein, Tess Gerritsen, Lisa Scottoline, and Karin Slaughter . . . As riveting as it is bracing, this is reading entertainment at its absolute best’ Jon Land, Providence Journal




For RJH
Thanks for being my Freedom Broker.








Children begin by loving their parents. After a time they judge them. Rarely, if ever, do they forgive them.


Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance, Act IV
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500 feet above Kwale, Nigeria


1 November


2.30 a.m.


Thea Paris knew the drill.


If the mission failed, no one would retrieve her body. She’d be left to rot in the jungle, unidentified and forgotten. And that wouldn’t do. She couldn’t miss her father’s sixtieth birthday party.


Her gloved hand glided over her flak jacket and M4 with practised ease. Night-vision goggles, flares, grenades, extra magazines – all easy to access. The weapon had been tested, cleaned and oiled, ready to withstand the humidity of the jungle. Pre-mission checks done.


The hypnotic purr of the resurrected Hughes 500P helicopter set the tone for the operation. Black, in every sense of the word. Sound, movement, light, all kept to a minimum. They were flying nap-of-the-earth: low, utilizing the terrain to stay below the radar.


As operational commander, she’d led her seven-man team through endless rehearsals, using a model of the targeted area. Now it was time for execution. Brown listened to Hendrix in his earbuds, his way of psyching up. Johansson stared into space, probably thinking about his pregnant wife, who wasn’t happy he’d accepted this mission. Team A, following behind in the other retrofitted chopper, consisted of twin brothers Neil and Stewart – native-born Scots – and a wizened former French Foreign Legionnaire named Jean-Luc who could outshoot them all. She’d hand-picked each one from the pool of operatives at Quantum International Security.


Except Rifat Asker, her boss’s son.


Who was staring at her. They’d known each other since they were kids, as their fathers were best friends. Thea never doubted Rif’s combat skills, but the two of them often locked horns on tactics. She traced the S-shaped scar on her right cheek, a permanent reminder of Rif clashing with her brother Nikos.


She tapped her smartphone screen to call up her glucose readings: 105, monitor batteries fully charged. Perfect. Nothing screwed up a mission more than low blood sugar. She slipped her phone into the pocket of her tactical vest beside her glucagon kit. She caught Rif watching her as she adjusted her vest and wondered if he knew. She’d done her best to keep her condition a secret, but he didn’t miss much. It probably wouldn’t change anything, but she didn’t want anyone on the team thinking she wasn’t up to the job.


The pilot’s voice crackled in her earpiece. ‘Three minutes to touchdown.’


‘Roger that. We’re green here.’


The second helicopter was following somewhere behind them, but the stormy sky hid it from view. She wiped her damp palms on her fatigues. Rain rattled the chopper’s fuselage, and turbulence unsettled her stomach. Flying had never been her strong suit. The reduced visibility worked in their favour, but the cloying humidity and heat degraded the airtime and performance of the chopper. They’d reduced their fuel load to stay as light as possible, but that left only a minimal buffer for problems.


Rif shifted to face Brown and Johansson. ‘Okay, boys, let’s grab this Oil Eagle.’


The hostage, John Sampson, an oil executive and petroleum engineer based in Texas, earned high six figures to visit remote drilling sites and increase their output. Sampson had two kids, and his wife taught third grade. He coached baseball every Thursday night, but he’d missed the last ten weeks because he’d been held captive in the swamp by an outfit called Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta, or MEND. Seemed like every terrorist group had some catchy acronym, like they’d hired PR firms to come up with them.


This Nigerian militant group wouldn’t budge from its three-million-dollar demand, and Sampson’s kidnapping insurance topped out at one mil. That left one option: rescue. But the success rate for extractions was only one out of five, which was why the company had sought out Quantum: when a life was on the line, you went to the best.


‘One minute until touchdown,’ the pilot warned.


She slipped on her night-vision goggles and clutched the straps anchored to the cabin walls.


‘You sure there’s no leak?’ Black camo paint emphasized the tension in the lines around Rif’s eyes.


‘Roger that.’ She concentrated on the positives – always better than bleak thoughts when descending into hellfire. They should have the element of surprise, and she’d selected a crackerjack team. Every member would put his life on the line for the others, and their combined combat experience read like the Ivy League of special ops.


The pilot threaded the riverbed using the narrow view provided by the FLIR camera mounted near the skids. Flying into the thick jungle on a moonless night was far from optimal, but their intel was time-sensitive. They had to get Sampson out tonight.


‘Thirty seconds.’ The pilot’s warning was like a shot of amphetamine.


They’d arrived at a small clearing in the triple-canopy jungle two miles from the rebel camp. A film of perspiration coated her back. Her body tingled. Alive, awake, adrenalized.


‘Ten seconds.’


The pilot raised the bird’s nose, flaring to a hover, then settled onto the grass. She nodded to her team, and they hit the ground and rolled away from the chopper. Heat emanated from the rotorwash as their transport rose up and away.


A mouldy stench flooded her mouth and nose, the residual effect of endless rainy seasons. The team huddled in the thick bush while the other Hughes dropped off Jean-Luc and the two Scots. She scanned the area. The choppers faded into the distance, their peculiar silhouettes showcasing the modifications for stealth.


Night sounds returned. Crickets chirping, water gurgling from the nearby riverbed, the ominous roar of a hippo. She checked her GPS, signalled Rif, and entered the dense foliage. Forty-two minutes to execute the rescue, rendezvous with the helicopters, and get the hell out of here. She circumnavigated the heaviest brush, then froze.


A sound. Scuffling in the bushes. Her hands tightened on her M4. A sentry so close to their launch point?


She glanced over her shoulder. Rif’s large frame crouched two feet behind her. Brown and Johansson squatted beside him, while Team A covered the rear. The shrubbery to their left rippled in the brisk breeze.


Silence. A mosquito implanted itself in her neck. She ignored the sharp sting.


A branch snapped. She flicked off the safety.


Crunching footsteps. A shrill cry.


She scanned right, left. Movement flashed in front of them at ground level.


Her finger hovered beside the trigger.


More footsteps.


A porcupine scurried across their ingress route, its quills in full attack mode.


She exhaled a long breath and gave Brown a half-smile. Dammit to hell. She’d almost shot the prickly creature, which would have blown their cover. Brown touched the rabbit’s foot around his neck and nodded. Good-luck charms were an operational must. She always wore the St Barbara silver pendant her father had given her on her twelfth birthday. It hadn’t let her down yet.


The two teams traversed the unfriendly terrain, minimizing any disturbance of the brush. Animal sounds punctuated the night, the rainfall a constant backdrop. She scouted the path, moving cautiously in the darkness. At the edge of the ridge, she paused. Faint flames from a fire kicked her heart into overdrive. The outskirts of the MEND camp lurked below.


She scoured the area. No sign of sentries along the bluff. She squeezed Rif’s arm, signalling him to lead Team A down the escarpment. They’d have a rough time of it. The earth was thick, muddy, slick.


Thea remained on the curved ridge. As commander, she needed a bird’s-eye view. Brown and Johansson flanked her, positioned to counter any patrolling rebels.


She cloaked herself in shrubbery and settled into her hide. They’d mapped all the major landmarks from satellite images: the rebels’ weapons hut perched beside the acacia trees, a large shelter to the west sequestered in the jungle, and five small buildings rooted in the southwest quadrant. Outbuilding Tango held their hostage, a quarter-mile away.


She waited and watched for what seemed to be an eternity, the rain seeping into her shirt mixing with sweat, leaving her skin clammy and cold. Her mind went to the weirdest places during missions – she pictured this sodden landscape as an ideal backdrop for a waterproof mascara ad.


A tiny shiver darted across her shoulders. The world was preternaturally still, quiet – like death had already arrived. Twenty-five precious minutes had evaporated. Not good.


Precise and measured, she nestled her rifle into the overhang. Her breathing slowed. She scanned the area, pursing her lips, the familiar taste of camo grease comforting her.


A soft hiss whispered in her earpiece, then Rif came on. ‘Going for the Eagle.’ Team A hovered on the outskirts of the camp.


Muffled laughter echoed in the distance. A few rebels huddled by the campfire, undoubtedly trying to ward off the dampness with some kai-kai, the local palm liquor.


‘Six hostiles by the fire with AK-47s. You’re good to go.’ Her voice was barely audible. They had to assume MEND had guards posted. Double-crosses dominated the rebels’ lives, making them especially paranoid.


Footsteps sounded nearby. She froze. Definitely a human cadence. The soft glow of a cigarette caught her eye. A rebel was headed straight for her.


Time for cocktail hour. She eased her hand into her pack and pulled out the tranquillizer gun, her fingers brushing the ballistic syringe loaded with an immobilizing drug.


The rebel cleared his throat and continued his patrol, oblivious. She waited, keeping her breath even, her body motionless. He stepped into range. In one motion, she twisted her body, lifted the tranquillizer gun, and fired. The rebel grunted and swiped at his neck, as if swatting an insect. Seconds later, he slumped to the ground.


She scrambled over to him and poked him with the toe of her boot. No response. She crushed his cigarette into the wet earth and secured his hands and feet with plastic cuffs, slapping duct tape on his mouth. They should be long gone before he woke.


Thea’s skin was slick as rain continued to batter the earth. She glanced at her stopwatch – another four and a half minutes had passed since Team A had entered the camp. Glancing to the southwest, she waited for Rif and his team to return with the hostage, anxious to hear the code ‘Gusher’, meaning the hostage had been found.


Minutes ticked by, and nothing. Her nerves were tighter than the strings on a Stradivarius.


Her radio buzzed. Rif’s measured voice came through. ‘Dry well. The Eagle isn’t in Tango.’


She sucked in air. Intel from two hours ago had confirmed Sampson’s location in that outbuilding. He must have been moved.


‘Abort.’ It killed her to do this, but she couldn’t endanger her team members’ lives by ordering an exploration of the camp. There wasn’t enough time. They’d tried – and failed. The intel was bad. End of story. End of mission.


Silence greeted her. Dammit. Rif was a pro; he knew to respond to her command.


‘Abort mission. Confirm.’ She scanned the camp. A few more rebels joined the group around the fire.


Rif’s voice filled the silence. ‘Give me three minutes, over.’


No way. Three minutes was a lifetime. They needed to leave immediately to meet the choppers.


‘I repeat, abort mission, over.’


Silence.


Her earpiece finally crackled. ‘Wait, out.’ Operator speak for bugger off, I’m busy. Rif had spent years in Delta Force, but this wasn’t the US Army. She was in charge of this mission, and he was defying orders.


Before she could respond, gunfire erupted below at the base camp. No more hiding in the shadows. Time to bring it.


‘Go active,’ she commanded her team.


The men from the campfire scrambled for their weapons while Brown and Johansson blasted their M4s from their positions on the ridge. Figures dropped to the muddy earth. Bullets ripped through the night, and the scent of gunpowder flooded her nostrils.


‘Brown, take your shot.’ He was responsible for disabling the rebels’ ammo hut with the grenade launcher.


‘Eyes shut,’ Brown warned, protecting the team from the bright lights of the explosion, since they all wore night-vision goggles. Seconds later, the building erupted in a burst of crimson flames.


The sound of metal hitting rock sharpened her focus. Bullets showered the area around her. She pressed her chin into the mud, flattened her body, and returned fire.


A group of rebels stormed toward the cliffside, but the team’s NVGs made the figures easy targets. Blasts reverberated across the valley as muzzle flashes flared.


‘Return to home base, over.’ Her voice remained calm, but four-letter words ricocheted through her brain.


Where was Rif?


She spotted rebels at the base of the hill, the men cutting off Team A’s egress route. Dammit to hell. Well, ‘all in’ was obviously the theme of the day.


‘Cover me, Brown.’ She jumped up from her hide and ran down the slippery hillside, her footing uncertain in the muck. Before the rebels could react to her presence, she flipped the setting to full auto, pressed the trigger on her M4, rattling off round after round. She slammed in a fresh magazine and kept firing. Several men fell; others ran for cover. She continued the suppressive fire. The egress route was clear. At least now Rif and the others had a chance of getting out.


Her radio buzzed. ‘Bravo Four, hit.’ Johansson’s voice was reedy. He’d been shot.


The northeast wasn’t covered, and Rif was AWOL. It was up to her to help.


She pressed the talk button. ‘Coming, Jo. Brown, watch my back.’


Sprinting up the hill, she traversed the ridge, mud sucking at her combat boots.


Fifty feet. She pushed harder.


Thirty.


Ten.


Bullets peppered the air around her. She dove behind a tree.


Her forearms bore the brunt of her landing, the pain rumbling up to her shoulders. She low crawled toward Johansson. Blood seeped from his shoulder. His face was ashen, his eyes unfocussed. She grabbed a QuikClot from the first aid kit in his backpack and placed it on his wound. ‘I’m too scared to face your pregnant wife alone, so keep your shit together.’


He gave her a weak smile.


She removed the morphine syringe from his front pocket and jammed it into his left quad. He’d be comfortably numb soon enough.


A group of rebels climbed the embankment. Brown maintained his disciplined fire but couldn’t keep up. She aimed at the oncoming attackers and pressed the trigger. Several men fell. She shoved a fresh magazine into her M4.


Figures appeared in the mist, the heat of their bodies a hazy green through the night-vision goggles. She counted them. Four. The tallest one, Rif, had a body slung over his right shoulder. Sampson. They’d found him, but she couldn’t tell if the hostage was dead or alive.


‘Jo, Team A’s back. Can you walk?’ Her breath was rapid and shallow.


‘Hell, yes.’


Not sure she believed him, given the morphine. She was strong for a buck-thirty, but couldn’t run while carrying over two hundred pounds. They’d be an easy mark.


Rif’s team had reached the ridge.


‘Stand up, soldier.’


Johansson groaned. ‘My wife’s going to kill me.’


‘She’s going to have to take a number.’ She helped him to his feet. He stumbled, unsteady in the mud. She wrapped his arm around her shoulder, supporting his weight. ‘Let’s get you home.’


The faint sound of incoming rotorwash spurred her. They only had a few minutes to reach the clearing.


A burst of nearby gunfire startled her. She looked up, prepared to shoot, but realized it was Rif firing bursts while sprinting across the ridge. He joined them behind a massive tree. Rain had smeared the black camo paint, giving his face a sinister look. ‘Team A’s headed back to the clearing with Sampson.’ He slung his rifle across his back and hoisted Johansson over his shoulder. ‘Cover me.’


She stormed after them, heart and rifle on full auto. The rebels dove for shelter as she and Brown laid down covering fire. She shouted at Brown. ‘Chopper!’ She wanted everyone on the Hughes before she would jump in.


The three of them ran for the clearing as another hail of bullets peppered the surrounding trees. She used a large mangrove for cover and returned fire, giving Rif time to help Johansson to safety aboard the chopper.


She zigzagged across the open field. Her ride was in a valley one hundred metres away. The other Hughes carrying Team A and Sampson lifted off into the rain behind her as she ran. Bullets whipped by. A sharp sting flared in her arm as she plowed through the thick underbrush. She ignored the pain and ran faster.


She scrambled down the gorge and dove inside the chopper. Johansson, Brown, and Rif were already on board. She ripped off her night-vision goggles and grabbed her headset.


‘Go!’ she yelled at the pilot.


‘Hold tight.’


The winds gusted from the east, which meant they would have to power up while heading straight for the barrels of the rebels’ AK-47s. The rotorblades strained as the group of armed men ran toward the Hughes. Come on, come on. Her fingernails dug into her palms. The chopper plunged into live fire like a flying piñata.


She kept her gaze straight ahead, willing it to reach sixty knots so they could turn. Seconds felt like hours as they finally accelerated and swerved away from the camp. She glanced into the cockpit. The pilot’s shirt was soaked.


Rif glanced at the blood on her sleeve. ‘You hit?’


‘Just a graze.’ She stared at the holes in the fuselage, realizing just how close a call it’d been – and how Rif changing the plan mid-mission could have cost her teammates their lives.


‘Is Sampson okay?’ After all this, she prayed the hostage was alive.


‘He’s dehydrated and a bit roughed up, but he’ll make it.’


‘Amen for that.’ St Barbara had done her job again. Thea slumped against the fuselage, grateful the rebels didn’t have an RPG. She checked her phone. As expected, the intense stress had skyrocketed her blood sugar levels. But the rapid-acting insulin would counteract that soon enough.


She inhaled a deep breath. Another hostage safely returned by Quantum International Security. Looked like she’d make Papa’s party after all.
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Quantum International Security headquarters, London, England


28 November


3.00 p.m.


Thea studied the doctors gathered around the conference room table for their pre-travel briefing. If she could prevent just one kidnapping through these educational sessions, then the effort was worthwhile. Every group was different, but she always tried to predict which individuals would fare best if they were kidnapped and tailor the talk to those who probably wouldn’t cope as well. She’d been a response consultant – the industry term for kidnap negotiator – for seven years, long enough to understand how different personalities dealt with captivity.


She smiled at the doctors, who were headed to Culiacán, the narco-crime capital in Sinaloa, for relief work. ‘Let’s talk a little physiology, which should be right up your alley. Ordinarily, if you’re confronted with a traumatic or threatening situation, your hypothalamus triggers a fight-or-flight reflex, which propels your body into a state of hyper-alertness, right? Blood surges to your extremities to prime the muscles for action. This makes you want to battle or bolt. But in a kidnapping, either of those actions would be counterproductive – and potentially deadly. And updated research includes a third reaction, which is freezing. Also not good.’


The doc in the Zegna suit admiring his manicured nails emanated superiority and boredom. But was all that bravado masking his fear? He’d certainly be a perfect target. Mexican kidnappers would deflate his overpuffed ego with the customary welcome battering they used to dominate hostages. Strip him of his Rolex and other trappings of wealth, and he’d be huddled in a foetal position begging to go home. People with a titanium core were the ones who survived without permanent damage, not a cream-puff centre like his.


‘When you’re a captive, you’re stuck in an anxiety-ridden purgatory that might last hours, days, months – even years – with no control over your fate. To survive unbroken, you need to override the fight-or-flight reflex and avoid freezing. Instead, you must summon survival qualities like patience, optimism, and discipline.’ Thea indicated a fit middle-aged lady who sat near the front, her name written in block letters on her binder. ‘For example, Annie would weather captivity well. She chooses sensible shoes over stilettos, which demonstrates practicality, and judging by the crossword puzzle book tucked into her briefcase, she has the required mindfulness and patience needed to endure endless days of boredom and apprehension.’


Annie gave her a small smile.


‘But I hope none of you will have to find out how you’d cope. We’re here today to minimize your risk of being kidnapped.’


She paced the boardroom. ‘Most abductions take place on weekday mornings, and seventy-eight percent of kidnaps occur within two hundred metres of the hostage’s home or workplace. How can you protect yourself? Become a hard target. But what does that mean in practical terms? Don’t take the same route to work every day, maintain an unpredictable schedule, and be aware of your surroundings. Look like you are alert and attentive. No texting or talking on the phone while in public. Instead, be aware of any suspicious vehicles or individuals lingering around.’


A man with a large handlebar moustache raised his hand. ‘If someone is abducting me, should I fight back?’


‘Good question. And there’s no perfect answer. The actual grab is a risky time for hostage takers. They’ll immediately assert their dominance. Expect to be blindfolded, beaten, drugged, or forced into a trunk. Remain calm and do what they say. Focus on survival. Remember that to them you’re a commodity, and they’ll want to keep you healthy and alive so they’ll receive payment. If you’re in a public place and you feel you can escape, it might be worth the risk. But if you are staring down the barrel of an Uzi on a deserted street, it’s probably better to acquiesce. Don’t be uncooperative or hostile toward your captors. Act like a brat, and you can expect to be punished. These people do not mess around.’


‘Should we curl up like frightened schoolgirls?’ Zegna asked.


‘The point is not to be difficult.’ Asshole. ‘If you become a hostage, your job changes. You’ll need to be observant, taking note of your surroundings and the daily schedule of your captors. Also, it’s vital to establish a routine of mental and physical exercise to keep focussed and fit. You may be there for a while.’


‘I’d find a way to bust loose. From what I’ve read, most kidnappers are fairly unsophisticated. I mean, it’s not like they’re educated,’ Zegna said.


‘You don’t need a PhD to put a nine-millimetre round into someone’s head. If you attempt an escape, you’d better be damn sure you won’t be recaptured. Otherwise, your captors are likely to make an example out of you to keep everyone else obedient. Focus on the endgame, which is your survival. Most kidnappings don’t result in any loss of life or permanent injury, so it’s usually smarter to find a way to endure the captivity and allow the experts to negotiate your release.’


Kidnap prevention, negotiation, and extraction were all services offered by Quantum. Sometimes companies hired QIS to mock-kidnap their executives to demonstrate what would be involved in being a hostage, help them develop the skills needed to survive. Zegna could benefit from one of those classes. He was the type of client who ignored any and all advice.


Fatigue clawed at her, battling with the caffeine she’d ingested twenty minutes ago. She’d just returned from an intensive stay in Iraq working a journalist’s kidnapping. It’d been a tough one. The ransom cases were often simpler, more direct, than the political ones. Sadly, terrorism, worldwide economic recession, the proliferation of inexpensive weapons, and the globalization of organized crime had all contributed to making kidnapping a billion-dollar-a-year business – and that figure only included the reported cases.


Handlebar moustache raised his hand again. Before she could field his question, Hakan signalled to her through the glass wall of the conference area. Her boss needed her in the situation room.


‘Take a ten-minute break, and please help yourself to coffee and pastries. I’ll be back shortly.’


She hurried down the long hallway, the walls covered in breathtaking nature photos taken by Hakan during his yearly, self-imposed vacation. His principle used to be that kidnappers didn’t take statutory holidays, so neither would he. But when his cardiologist suggested he’d become his own hostage, Hakan started exploring the rainforests of the world, snapping photos at the same workaholic pace.


She hadn’t had a chance to breathe over the past few weeks, jetting off to Iraq right after Nigeria, then returning to the home office in London only two days ago. Sleep was a luxury in their business, which had no regular hours and operated in every time zone of the world.


And with Papa’s party coming up, she still had to finalize his gift.


The situation room’s steel entrance door had no windows. She stared into the retinal scanner on the wall, allowing it to map the blood vessels behind her eyes. A sharp beep, and then the green light signalled she could enter as concealed hydraulics swept the door aside.


A large electronic display on the right listed all the ongoing cases. Some names had been up there a few days, others a couple of years. Several large screens covered the main wall – one showed a newsfeed; another provided a secure videoconference display for response consultants working around the globe. Yet another showcased a map of the world, the blinking red dots signifying clients who had subcutaneous tracking devices.


When Quantum’s clients travelled on business to a dangerous country like Syria or Egypt, they could take comfort from the knowledge that the situation room was manned 24/7. People who sensed trouble brewing while abroad could phone in at any time of the day or night, and Quantum could muster a network of black-book contacts to reach anyone in danger.


QIS owner and director Hakan Asker was a strong leader with an air of absolute authority that came from twenty-seven years in the field. These days, he spent most of his time in the office, researching and managing clients. Quantum had only fifteen elite response consultants around the world, and field work demanded the sacrifice of any semblance of a life. He’d already done his time.


Thea smiled at her boss. He was hunched over a workstation, typing quickly, using one of the Quantum Hushmail accounts. Heavily encrypted email was the standard in their business. When he saw her, Hakan beckoned her over, his hawkish features narrowed in concentration.


‘Give me a sec to finish this email. The CFO of Beltrain Communications just called. One of his guys in the Sudan was grabbed. Freddy has been assigned.’ Hakan’s jacket bore his trademark elbow patches, giving him a professorial air. Still, she’d trust him to watch her six any day.


‘Family?’ She always asked for the details, even if she wasn’t the one assigned to the case.


‘Poor bastard has five kids, and two ex-wives.’


That’d be a complicated case. She glanced at the clocks positioned evenly along the wall with different world times, wondering where the man’s family was right now. Whatever time zone they were in, their world was about to change forever.


‘And I want you to look at my latest weather-mapping patterns. It shows some pretty interesting data when you correlate to kidnap frequency and location.’


Her boss was an analytics geek, deeply engrossed in the statistical side of the business. His revolutionary approach to crunching data had helped them on more than one case.


Thea glanced over her shoulder at the whoosh of the situation room door opening. Rif. It had been a few weeks since the Nigerian operation, but she still smouldered at the memory of his rebellious behaviour.


‘Ah, the prodigal son returns.’ Hakan stood up and squeezed Rif’s shoulder in welcome.


‘More like Rambo,’ she said.


‘You’re still pissed,’ Rif said.


‘Insubordination can cost lives.’


‘There wasn’t time for a chat over tea and crumpets. I took the calculated risk for you and the team.’


She turned to her boss. ‘Not much has changed since we were kids and he toted that toy M60.’ This time, his audacity had saved the hostage’s life, but more times than not that kind of breakdown in discipline could end in disaster.


Rif stepped closer. ‘How’s the arm?’


‘Good as new.’ The bullet had only grazed her triceps. She’d been very, very lucky. ‘And Sampson returned to work yesterday stateside. Certainly a better result than the guy from Equipe Oil.’ The man had been found nailed to a pipeline, rats chewing his face. He’d still been alive when he was picked up, but barely.


His left eyebrow lifted a fraction. ‘TIA – you know the deal.’


This is Africa – it was a cliché, but like all clichés it coiled around a painful truth. Rif had become jaded after his time in the military, and his fondness for these kinds of reductive comments proved there really was no ‘mercy’ in ‘mercenary’.


She was grateful Sampson had rallied, returning to his normal routine. Still, he would carry emotional scars from the ordeal that would last a lifetime. She knew from experience that however it turned out, kidnapping transformed you. Permanently.


‘I called you out of the session because Rif has critical information about Nigeria.’ Hakan adjusted his tortoiseshell glasses.


Concern shadowed Rif’s eyes. ‘Brown hit the munitions hut we had identified, but when I was poking around looking for Sampson, I stumbled on two other huts full of explosives and weapons. I traced the source of these munitions. China.’


The hairs at the nape of her neck stood to attention. While Chinese AK-47s were ubiquitous, Chinese explosives and detonators were rarely discovered outside of state arsenals. If the Chinese were somehow involved in supplying the kidnappers, it could signal a significant change of players in Africa. And it could explain the skyrocketing kidnap numbers in that region. ‘Brief our people on the ground in Kenya, Zimbabwe, and Somalia. We need to determine if the Chinese are playing Lord of War across the whole continent.’


She turned and headed back to the briefing room where the doctors waited, assessing the unsettling news.
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Colombia


25 December


4.00 p.m.


Deep inside the FARC camp in the Colombian jungle, the international arms dealer known as Ares studied the dark-stubbled concave face, shadowed eyes, and grease-slicked hair of the man sitting across the battered teak table. Ares had been dealing with Carlos Antiguez for seven years – seven years of wasted breath, of endless negotiations. Guerrillas weren’t what they used to be.


‘Coffee?’ Carlos offered.


They were long past such niceties. He ignored the offer, his deft fingers disassembling and reassembling the small music box he always carried, never once looking down, the poignant notes of the song it played – ‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon’ – echoing in the back of his mind.


Carlos droned on. Ares half listened as he considered the latest text he’d received. It said that Gabrielle Farrah, a Fed who’d been futilely chasing the mythically named arms dealer known for kidnappings and arming underdog militia, was about to make a breakthrough. Ares was satisfied – it was all part of the plan.


Carlos’s mouth kept moving but said nothing inspiring. The bottom line? FARC wanted to expand its territory, and it was on a spending spree. But if the guerrillas really desired success, they’d need more than money.


‘Four million for the Kalashnikovs, the RPGs, and the M24s.’ Ares brushed away a fly hovering on his lapel. He might be wearing Armani, but he felt just as comfortable in the jungle as Carlos.


The Colombian sucked in his cheeks, reflecting his desperation. ‘Ridiculous. Not a peso over three million.’


Ares’s gaze drifted to Carlos’s nephew, Jorge. The kid couldn’t be more than twenty-three, but his intelligent eyes absorbed the subtleties – unlike his uncle. Jorge’s talent could be honed, mentored. Young people needed good influences, and Carlos was hardly that.


‘The Colombian army recently purchased Black Hawks, missiles, and tanks. If you want to compete, you need my weapons. Four million.’


‘How do I know that information is accurate?’ Carlos rubbed his stubble with his palm.


‘The Ares Corporation has eyes and ears where it matters.’ He didn’t disclose the fact that he’d hijacked the Colombian army’s latest shipment to supplement his regular supply of Chinese black-market weapons. Someone had to help the Davids of the world in their rebellion against the bullying Goliaths.


‘I’ve been offered the same product for three million. Your prices aren’t competitive.’


‘Rapier doesn’t supply turnkey service, which includes training. Do you want your men battle-ready or left to shoot themselves?’


Carlos’s eyes bulged. It had been a good call getting the nephew on board. The inside information about the competition had just paid off.


‘How . . .?’ Carlos spluttered.


‘You need to work with someone who understands your long-term goals. Rapier’s thugs can’t help you expand your territory.’ Usually he shadow-boxed a few rounds with Carlos, making the older man feel like he had landed a solid blow, distracting him with a feeling of triumph before outmanoeuvring him. Today, he had more pressing things on his mind. ‘Do we have a deal?’


‘You’re impossible.’ Carlos lit an unfiltered cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke straight into Ares’s face.


He didn’t flinch. ‘No, I make things possible. Now get the money.’


‘I need time to find the extra million.’


‘The weapons will be sold to the customer who pays first.’ Ares stood.


‘You’re a hard man.’


This from a man who’d killed his own daughter for a kilo of coke. ‘It’s just business, my friend.’ Ares slipped the music box back into his pocket and strode toward the exit. Carlos undoubtedly had millions stashed inside this compound alone. The narcobourgeois didn’t believe in banks.


He’d almost reached the door when Carlos said, ‘Wait. Jorge will take you to the money. I expect the weapons delivered within twenty-four hours.’


Ares turned. ‘You’ll have everything you asked for in twelve.’


Carlos’s nephew scrambled to his feet and followed him out. Ares led the way to the outbuilding where the cash was held under armed guard.


‘Jorge, it’s time. An hour after I leave, my men will arrive with the weapons. You’ll make it happen?’


The young man’s grey eyes gleamed. ‘I’m ready.’ Jorge was eager, intelligent. No doubt he’d lead FARC for years to come. No more meetings with the insufferable Carlos. The thought almost made Ares smile.


Jorge loaded several large black duffel bags onto his helicopter. Ares didn’t count the money. The young man wouldn’t double-cross his backer, at least not yet. Not that he wouldn’t warrant a close eye in the future. After all, Jorge was betraying his uncle. Was nothing sacred? These days, you couldn’t even trust your own family.


He shook the young man’s hand and climbed aboard the Black Hawk, the helicopter blades coming to life.
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Santorini, Greece


25 December


6.00 a.m.


While most of the island was observing the birth of Christ, Thea would be celebrating her father’s sixtieth name day. Their family was American, but they loved celebrating Greek holidays, especially name days, and Christos’s fell on Christmas Day. This tradition brought father and daughter – and their cherished Rhodesian ridgeback, Aegis the Second – together no matter how busy their lives. Every year, Thea and Christos flew from New York to Athens and boarded their yacht the Aphrodite for the two-hundred-kilometre cruise to Santorini, paying homage to Christos’s humble beginnings as a fisherman’s son. And every year the festivities expanded, keeping pace with her father’s fortune.


Papa’s loud voice emanated from the salon. ‘I don’t care if you have to shovel through the tar yourself; get that oil. Stop worrying about the Canadians. I’m sure they’ll politely thank you when the oil is flowing.’


He was in business mode, accepting no excuses. He could be an unforgiving taskmaster.


Aegis nudged her with his snout. The ridgeback needed intense and regular exercise, and Thea was a willing accomplice. ‘We’ll go soon.’ She stroked the ridge of wheaten hair that ran in the opposite direction from the rest of his coat. ‘Come on, let’s say good morning to the oil baron first.’ She walked into the salon as her father hung up his BlackBerry.


‘Hronia polla, Papa. Still a caveman, I see.’ She enjoyed teasing him about his everlasting attachment to his phone.


‘If it was good enough for Obama . . .’


Fair enough. Many prominent people used the outdated phones for security-related reasons. Still, even world leaders would have to find other ways to satisfy their fetish for mobile communications security and physical keyboards – the company had ceased production of the phones forever.


‘Three hundred disciples are flying in for your celebration tonight.’ A large team was already preparing for the party at her father’s favourite restaurant, set high on the island’s infamous cliffs. ‘And less than a week until the negotiations in Kanzi. The newspapers are calling it the largest oil discovery since the Ghawar Field in Saudi.’ The discovery in the African country near Zimbabwe and Zambia could change the political face of oil. She crossed the stateroom and kissed the top of Christos’s greying head.


‘Athena Constanopolous Paris, those shorts are indecent – you’ll be the talk of Fira.’ His dark eyes were stern, disapproving.


‘But I’m about to run the stairs.’ She tugged her Nike athletic shorts down an inch, then hiked them back up. Nigerian rebels were easier to manage than Papa.


Her father’s face broke into a wide grin. ‘Got you!’


She shook her head and smiled. Fair enough, she’d fallen for it. ‘I was about to say that’s priceless advice coming from a man on his fifth wife.’


‘Ouch. You are your father’s daughter. Makes my chest fill with pride.’


She laughed. ‘Espresso?’


‘With cinnamon?’ Papa rubbed Aegis behind the ears and blew her a kiss. Caffeine had been a staple in the Paris family diet, but it was Thea who had introduced her father to adding cinnamon. She headed over to the espresso machine to work some magic. Steaming toffee-coloured liquid dripped into the tiny cups, and a blissful scent permeated the salon.


She carried the espressos over to the sitting area and plunked down on the sofa across from her father, adjusting the insulin pump hidden below her bra line. A quick check on her app confirmed that her blood sugar levels were looking good. Growth hormones from her liver increased her blood sugars between 3.00 and 7.00 a.m., typical for people with Type 1 diabetes. No need to eat anything right now: those numbers would get her up the stairs and then some.


Aegis sat down next to her, the look in his intelligent eyes saying hurry up and let’s go already. The powerful eighty-four-pound dog had been in their family for eight years now, taking the place of Aegis the First, who’d lived to the grand old age of twelve.


‘How were your latest A1C test results?’ Papa had taken great care to educate himself on her condition.


‘Very good. No falling off the wagon on the sugar front the last few months.’ Trying to maintain a sense of humour about her diabetes, she’d named her Dexcom CGM – continual glucose monitor – Dexter.


‘You’re more disciplined than I could ever be.’ Christos stared at her through his reading glasses, his expression serious. ‘On another matter, latria mou, I need you to tail Peter. He’s up to no good; I can feel it.’


‘Peter Kennedy is one of the most talented vice presidents you’ve ever had, even if he is a strutting peacock. Is this another attempt to finance my rent? Don’t worry, Hakan keeps me plenty busy.’ Her job at Quantum International Security involved long hours, endless travel, and constant danger – none of which met with Papa’s approval.


‘Something’s off with Peter. The last few weeks, he won’t meet my eye.’


‘Well, you can be intimidating to lesser mortals, Papa.’


‘But not to you. I wish I could convince you to join me at Paris Industries.’ Her father’s face buoyed with hope.


‘This is your special day, so I won’t say an outright no. How about I think about it?’


‘I understand your kidnapping work is important to you. But couldn’t you just keep supporting that charity that helps former hostages instead of working the front lines?’


‘I prefer fatigues over fundraising.’ She half smiled. The truth was that she needed to be in the action, making a real difference. When her brother Nikos was twelve, he’d been kidnapped in her place. She had a lot of atoning to do.


‘I don’t tell you often enough how proud I am that you’ve brought so many hostages back home. But every time you travel to one of these Fourth World countries, I can’t relax until you’re safe again.’


‘I’m sorry, Papa. It’s the job.’ She hated causing him stress, but she had to go where the kidnappings were. Countries like Switzerland and Canada weren’t exactly hotspots for abduction.


‘Paris Industries is growing. I need someone I can trust at the helm – family.’


Christos had scraped together every cent he’d made working on his own father’s fishing boat in Santorini and travelled to the United States, taking a job as a roustabout on an oil rig. Mopping floors, fixing machines, he’d worked from the ground up, learning the ropes.


He had become a foreman, using his no-nonsense work ethic to propel himself through the ranks. Then he’d proposed a partnership of sorts with a playboy oil baron who wanted someone hands-on to run the business. Papa had brokered deals, assumed incredible risks, and triumphed, becoming the self-made man he was today, eventually taking over the company and renaming it Paris Industries. Now he headed one of the three largest oil organizations in the world. The Kanzi deal would make him number one.


She hesitated, then decided to jump right in. ‘Well, there’s always Nikos. He’s done incredible work for our African Sanctuary for Children orphanage, and he certainly has the business experience. Maybe he could help you with the Kanzi negotiations?’ Her brother had developed quite a reputation as an import/export guru.


A vein pulsed on Papa’s temple. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down three times in quick succession. ‘We need to have a serious talk about Nikos. But let me have my coffee first.’


Nikos’s name was like a wet shroud on any conversation with her father. Her older brother came home for most holidays and her birthday every year, but the rest of the time he travelled the globe for work. She missed him, but he always sent her a photo from wherever he was every Friday, and they were in touch regularly about the charity they co-chaired.


The thing she wanted most was a united and happy family, but getting her brother and father to relax in the same room seemed a pipe dream. Thank goodness for Aegis. He was the glue that held everyone together, each family member vying for time with the beloved pet.


‘Is Helena flying in this afternoon?’ she asked, changing the subject. Papa’s latest wife, an internationally successful interior designer, was the kindest and most age-appropriate companion he’d had in years. Ever since her mother had died twenty-four years ago, when Thea had been seven, Christos had been emotionally adrift, indulging himself in Scotch, sex, and starlets. She’d worried about him, wishing he could find someone who loved him rather than his fortune. Maybe Helena was the answer. She was a thoughtful, sweet woman; Christos had met her while on a cycling trip in France.


He straightened his tie. ‘Helena would never miss this special celebration. But enough about me. When are you going to settle down? You can’t be chasing around the world saving people when you’re a mother.’


With her job and travel schedule, she hadn’t had sex in over a year, let alone a relationship. Immaculate conception was the only way she’d make Christos a grandfather.


Aegis tromped to the door and returned with one of her running shoes in his mouth, tail wagging. Saved by the dog. She laughed. ‘Message received.’


‘Papa, your special day gets you only so much latitude to pry.’ She reached into a nearby cabinet to procure the gift-wrapped package she’d hidden there earlier. ‘Speaking of which, I have something for you.’


His face lit up as he peeled back the edges of the wrapping paper with care, unveiling a humidor embossed with a photo of father and daughter taken when she was only six. Both of them had cigars in their mouths, hers unlit, and they sported million-dollar smiles. He opened the humidor.


‘Sixty of the best cigars in the world, one for every year since you were born.’ She’d been working on this project for more than eighteen months, picking up unique cigars in her travels, as they were Papa’s favourite indulgence.


‘This is incredible. I don’t know what to say.’ His eyes softened, full of love.


‘You don’t need to say a thing. Just know I love you. Let’s have breakfast together after I get back.’


‘Not a second past ten, kóre. I want to enjoy breakfast sooner rather than later – and we need to have that talk about Nikos.’


‘Aye, aye, Captain.’ The perpetual feud between father and brother exhausted her. Maybe the real problem was they were too much alike.


She headed for the door, Aegis rushing past her. Papa used to join her on these runs, but arthritis in his left knee had forced him into taking up cycling and swimming. He could still kick her butt in the fifty-metre freestyle.


Fuelled by caffeine, she planned to sprint the tortuous stairs leading to the town of Fira in less than ten minutes. She glanced at her watch. No, today she’d break nine, give them something additional to celebrate.


Outside, the brisk, salty air greeted her. ‘Morning, Piers.’ She hopped over the transom. A former Koevoet operative from South Africa, her father’s lead bodyguard climbed out of the ocean-racing Donzi, his shoulders straightening as she appeared, his weather-beaten face breaking into a grin.


‘Morning, Ms Paris. Wager?’


She could listen to his accent all day. ‘Double or nothing for under nine.’ The two of them made bets on anything and everything, but no one ever paid up.


‘You’re on.’


She laughed. For her, he always had warmth in his blue eyes. Perhaps because traveling with Christos meant Piers rarely saw his own daughter.


The crisp December breeze raised goose bumps on her arms and legs, but she wouldn’t be cold for long. A quick wave to Piers, and she headed for the bottom of the stairs, Aegis in step with her. She was grateful it wasn’t the middle of summer, when out-of-shape tourists saddled donkeys to climb the cliffside or created endless serpentines along the wharf waiting for the cable car.


At the base of the steps, an old woman huddled in a corner wrapped in a tattered blanket. She’d obviously spent the night outside. Her face was heavily lined, her skin sallow, but her eyes were bright and aware. Aegis sniffed her toes, then rubbed against her legs.


Thea found the twenty-euro note she kept in her shorts for emergencies and slipped it into the woman’s hand. ‘Kala Hristouyienna,’ she said, smiling, wishing her a merry Christmas. She’d bring her food from the yacht after she finished her run.


‘Efxaristo.’ The old woman tightened her fist around the bill and scurried down the pier, as if afraid her benefactor might rescind the gift.


Thea stretched her hamstrings, calves, and quads, then did a few squats to warm up while Aegis paced. Breathing deeply, she admired the stunning vista of the crescent-shaped caldera, the result of volcanic eruptions in ancient times. Today, Santorini was at peace, the cerulean sky contrasting with the dark sapphire waters.


The Aphrodite’s sleek lines and brilliant white fibreglass hull blended into Santorini’s sanctuary. She gave a little salute toward the tinted windows on the yacht’s upper deck. No doubt Papa was standing behind one, setting his own watch to verify her time.


‘Lead the way, Aegis.’ She attached her phone to the back of her shorts and pressed the start button on her Garmin while the ridgeback rocketed forward. Zooming up the wide cobblestone steps, her eyes focussed, slightly ahead of her feet. The uneven surface presented a challenge to every footfall.


The stench of donkey droppings barely registered. She flew past a few restaurateurs sweeping their verandas, preparing for the day’s celebrations. Already, her lungs seared, her calves burned. She negotiated the switchbacks, lunging upward. Her legs were metronomes, her heart a jackhammer.


She reached the halfway point and glanced at her Garmin.


4.38.


Gotta move faster.


The air thinned. Her feet skimmed the cobblestones, barely touching before lifting off again. Moisture dampened her chest. Her long dark hair matted against her neck. Her body begged her to slow, but Aegis spurred her on. He led by several steps, as always. Damn, that dog was in great shape.


6.12.


Her cell buzzed against her spine. Whoever it was could wait three minutes.


The final leg presented the toughest challenge, the cobblestones worn and slick. She bore down. In spite of her intense concentration, a familiar face sprang to mind. Rif. He’d be at Papa’s party tonight.


She wasn’t exactly in the mood to see Rifat Asker, but she’d get over it. Apparently he had uncovered more information from their African contacts regarding Chinese-manufactured weapons floating around the continent. That could be interesting to hear firsthand . . .


Her thoughts distracted her, and she missed a step. She flailed for endless microseconds, her right foot landing hard on the wrong step, but regrouped. Legs pumping like pistons, she sprinted up the final set of stairs, rechannelling her concentration and breathing. A stitch flared in her side.


8.26.


Her phone buzzed again. Forget the call. Forget Rif. Forget everything. Her arms acted as counterweights, propelling her forward and upward. Five steps . . . three . . . one. She reached the top and slapped her finger on the timer.


8.57.


Her best time yet.


She rested against the white stone fence beside the stairs, gasping for air, blood pulsing through her body. She stroked Aegis’s short coat, the dog already recovered and ready for more. Must be nice. Still, a painful euphoria filled her. Papa would be impressed. Maybe he was on deck, watching for her arrival.


She straightened and looked down. But the Aphrodite was no longer docked. Instead, its sleek lines were cutting through the water, headed out to sea. What the hell?


Her father had no plans to go anywhere, and he’d never leave her behind. She grabbed her phone. A private number had called twice, leaving no message. She hit the callback button, but it didn’t ring through. ‘Come on, boy.’ Her legs felt like overcooked spaghetti as she stumbled down the stairs beside Aegis, pressing the call button again and again. Nothing. The pounding in her ears wasn’t from exertion, but, rather, alarm.


The trip back down the cliffside lasted an eternity. Her knees throbbed from the unforgiving cobblestones. She tried Papa’s cell, but it bounced straight to voicemail. Unheard of. Her father had his BlackBerry cemented to his hip – he’d never ignore a call, especially from her. Aegis led at a brisk pace, as if he could sense her urgency.


The stitch in her side intensified. The Aphrodite faded on the horizon, disappearing in the haze of clouds. She pressed 1 on her speed dial. Hakan answered on the first ring.


‘Let me guess, Christos wants more cigars for the party tonight.’ He laughed. ‘My helicopter leaves in ten from Athens. I don’t have time, but tell him I’ll help smoke the ones he has.’


‘I’m having a humdinger of a day.’ Their code word for an emergency. She had to be careful because she wasn’t on an encrypted SAT phone. Her breath rasped as she barrelled down the final flight of steps.


‘How can I help?’ His voice lost all frivolity.


‘The birthday boy’s playing shy – he’s heading west on the water, and I’m losing visual contact.’


‘With his buddies on board?’


‘Can’t imagine they’d let him run off alone.’


She exited the stairs, sprinted along the wharf to where the yacht had been docked. She skidded to a halt. Piers was sprawled on his back with two holes in his chest, his eyes lifeless. Aegis ran over and licked his face. ‘Piers is indisposed,’ she told Hakan. She tried to swallow the lump in her throat, but failed. The South African had been part of her life as long as she could remember.


Piers’s Glock still rested inside its holster underneath his windbreaker. She secured the weapon and scanned the area. No one around. The shooter had obviously surprised him – not an easy task. Although Piers had always treated her with warmth and kindness, he had the instincts of a killer. And her father’s security team, hand-picked by Hakan, had thoroughly searched the docks last night when they’d arrived.


‘Any other friends in the vicinity?’


She checked left and right again. The old woman was long gone. Three empty boats were moored. An eerie silence engulfed the normally busy wharf, the only movement a ghostly breeze. Everyone was probably home celebrating Christmas with family members. She eyed her father’s Donzi. ‘No, but Aegis and I will follow the birthday boy until you arrive, make sure he doesn’t go off half-cocked before the party tonight.’
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