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Encoded masterpieces. Criminal empires. Deadly ambition.

“Trust no one in Turin.” A dying man's warning launches Doctor Genevieve Lenard into a case where valuable artworks conceal deadly secrets. When her team discovers that a Redon painting contains hidden data, they realise they've stumbled onto something unprecedented—and extremely dangerous.

What begins as authentication quickly spirals into danger. Genevieve and her team find themselves pursued by ruthless forces, each with their own agenda for the encoded data. The deeper they dig, the more they realise the conspiracy reaches into the highest corridors of European power.

With bodies falling and loyalties fracturing, Genevieve must decode not just the data, but the motives of everyone involved—before a power struggle unleashes chaos that could destroy countless lives.
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“Jazzy said she’ll meet us in the foyer.” Colin, my life partner of fifteen years, squeezed my hand as we crossed the street in the heart of Strasbourg.

We’d been extremely fortunate to find parking in this area of the city at noon on a weekday. I was extraordinarily relieved at how quiet the square was outside the Sofitel Strasbourg Grande Île. Only a few people were visible—office workers crossing the square and a few winter tourists stopping to look at the church across from the hotel. The open square flowed into narrower lanes with the typical timber-framed buildings, each cobblestone, brick and piece of wood keeping secrets of all the people who had been here in the last thirteen hundred years.

This was one of my favourite areas in Strasbourg’s UNESCO Old Town. Since this wasn’t a tourist hotspot, even in the height of summer, I loved strolling on the wide pavements. The Church of Saint-Pierre-le-Jeune, with its several historical layers, was a hidden gem that many tourists missed. The early foundations hailed from the seventh century and the Romanesque construction from the eleventh century. In the cold and dry winter light, the building’s sandstone facade appeared paler than in the warmth of the summer sun.

I sniffed the air and looked at Colin just as we reached the door of the hotel.

He chuckled. “Want to stop for pastries when we’re done?”

“Yes.” There were only three bakeries in the whole of Strasbourg that I felt comfortable supporting. Their hygiene was of the highest standards, and to date, I’d not been able to find fault with any of the delicious products. The appetising smell of fresh bread made me hope this meeting Yasmine had requested wouldn’t take too long.

Doctor Yasmine Abidar was a high-level Europol agent who had moved to Strasbourg after spending many years in Italy working with the local police. She’d established herself as an expert in organised crime, especially the Italian Mafia. She was engaged to Lieutenant Daniel Cassel, the leader of a local RAID team—similar to SWAT in the US and the Specialist Protective Command of the Australian Federal Police. Yasmine and Daniel lived on the property Colin and I shared with the rest of our team.

I had been surprised when Yasmine had called me an hour ago, asking that Colin and I meet her at this luxury hotel. She hadn’t wanted to share any details over the phone, but I trusted her. Since she wasn’t prone to overreact or make irrational conclusions, I had immediately agreed.

Colin slowed down in front of the automatic sliding doors. The moment they opened, we walked into the warmth of the hotel foyer. The space was designed to impress without overwhelming—a balanced equation of luxury and restraint. The floor was polished marble in a soft cream tone, reflecting the ambient light from brass fixtures mounted on walls covered in textured wallpaper the colour of champagne. To our left, a curved staircase with an Art Deco-inspired railing swept up to the first floor. The reception desk was positioned to the right, staffed by two individuals in navy uniforms. Opposite the entrance was a large seating area, sofas and chairs neatly arranged, creating a cosy setting. The air carried notes of sandalwood and citrus, likely diffused through a concealed system.

Unsurprisingly for this time of year, the foyer wasn’t bustling. Three men were seated on the sofas, deep in a discussion, passing a tablet between them. A couple was sitting on the chairs by the curved staircase, both engrossed in their phones. In the far corner was a woman, her scarf pulled up to her chin, her knitted cap pulled over her long, light brown hair. But what caught my attention was the odd use of makeup to create a negative canthal tilt, whereas most women used eyeliner and eyeshadow to create the so-called cat-eye effect.

“There she is.” Colin’s hand tightened around mine, taking my attention away from the tourist. I followed his gaze and saw Yasmine walking towards us. Today, she was wearing navy blue wide-legged trousers, a navy blue sweater and a camel-coloured wool coat. Her brown boots were made for walking on snowy pavements, the low heels silent on the marble floor.

Her genuine smile lifted her cheeks. “Genevieve, Colin. Thank you for coming.”

“Our pleasure.” Colin raised one eyebrow. “But please end my suffering and tell me why we’re here.”

She laughed softly and tucked her shoulder-length brown hair behind one ear. “I’m going to make you suffer for a few more seconds. Let’s get into the lift and I’ll give you a quick rundown.”

“Huh.” Colin nodded slowly. “Lead the way.”

The expression on Yasmine’s face left me with no doubt that she was both concerned and intrigued. Colin was only intrigued. He smiled at me as we followed Yasmine past the staircase to the elevators. We didn’t have to wait long for one to arrive. We entered the lift and I exhaled in relief. It was well-lit, spacious and clean.

“Let’s wait until we get to the fifth floor.” Yasmine glanced up.

It took me two seconds to set aside my immediate question of what she was looking at, only to realise that she was likely referring to security cameras. Hmm. Not even giving us a basic outline of why we were travelling to the top floor of this hotel gave me enough information to alert me to the delicate, confidential nature of this visit.

We were silent for the next sixteen seconds. The lift stopped on the fifth floor and the doors silently slid open. Colin and I followed Yasmine into the carpeted hallway and stopped between two room doors. The floor was quiet, not even the sound of a television coming from any of the doors.

Yasmine stepped a bit closer, her voice low. “I met Lexi while I was working on a case in Italy. That was... hmm... four and a half years ago. We were investigating a ‘Ndrangheta clan in Turin. They were quietly growing in power and numbers, but we weren’t able to find enough evidence to nail...” She glanced at me and smiled. “To arrest anyone. I was looking into their legal team and found a name that popped up a few times. There was absolutely no solid evidence that this lawyer had anything to do with the Mafia, but my gut told me there was something there.

“I looked into this man, Antonio Rinaldi, but quickly realised that he wouldn’t let me get close to him. He has three kids and the youngest is also a lawyer. Eduardo looked like a good way in, but I figured his wife was my best bet. I caught her at the gym one day and chatted with her.” Her smile was genuine and soft. “I really liked Lexi from the moment I met her. Smart, a bit hyper, but with a great sense of humour. She was horrified that I would suspect her husband’s family of being involved with organised crime.”

The lift pinged and Yasmine paused. She narrowed her eyes until she was satisfied that the lift was merely travelling to a lower level, then exhaled slowly. “Anyway, Lexi refused to entertain the idea, but she did take my number when I told her to phone me whenever she sees something suspicious or the moment she feels unsafe.”

“She phoned you,” Colin stated.

Yasmine nodded. “An hour ago. I was extremely surprised, but also not surprised. I knew Antonio Rinaldi Senior was in some way connected to the local ‘Ndrangheta. Anyway, Lexi didn’t want to tell me anything over the phone this morning. She pretended that we were friends and invited me for a cup of tea in the presidential suite. She also told me to bring the friend I always talked about so much, the art expert.”

I frowned. “Colin didn’t know you four and a half years ago. How could you have talked about him then?”

“Exactly.” Yasmine widened her eyes in emphasis. “That tells me that Lexi knows about your team, she knows about my connection to your team, and for some reason, she needs your expertise.”

“Oh.” I looked down the hallway. “Is she an investigator?”

“Of sorts.” Yasmine gave a half-shrug. “I spent five minutes looking into her while I was waiting for you. When I met her, she wasn’t working, but it seems like she’s built quite a niche career for herself.” Yasmine paused. “She’s an asset tracer.”

“Ah.” Colin’s eyebrows rose high on his forehead. “She finds people, money, aircraft, art, shell companies and all kinds of things others can’t locate.” He rubbed his hands. “Ooh, I hope she found a masterpiece for me.”

I frowned at him. “I doubt she did anything for you.”

He laughed. “Me too, love. But I can still hope.”

That didn’t make sense, but I didn’t want to be drawn into an inane debate. I turned back to Yasmine. “If she asked for Colin, why am I here?”

“To do what you do best.” Yasmine smiled. “Make sure that Lexi is telling the truth.”

I nodded. I could do that.

“Then let’s do this.” Yasmine turned to the left. “The presidential suite is over there.”

It was the only door on that side of the hallway. Yasmine walked ahead of us and stopped when she reached the door. She tilted her head and listened for a few seconds before she knocked.

Immediately, a female voice called from inside, her words muffled. Three seconds later, the door swung open. A woman in her early forties immediately smiled when she saw Yasmine. “You came.”

“I told you I would.” Yasmine’s body language was relaxed, inviting trust. “It’s good to see you again, Lexi.”

The woman reacted slightly to the use of her name, but shrugged it off and turned her attention to us. Her posture stiffened. She was wearing jeans, a soft red sweater and fluffy neon-green slippers. Her rich auburn hair was in a messy ponytail, with wisps framing her face. Light makeup emphasised the green in her hazel eyes, which were narrowed as she looked at me. “Hi, there.”

Colin stepped forward, his hand outstretched. “Hi, I’m Colin, the art expert.”

“Hi.” She narrowed her eyes slightly as she shook his hand, then looked at me. “Are you also an art expert?”

“No.” I registered her expression and realised she was waiting for more. “You already know that. You most likely also know that I’m Doctor Genevieve Lenard. Call me Genevieve.”

“Okay.” She dragged out the word. “I’m Alexandra Bennett, not a doctor, and you can call me A... Lexi.”

“May we come in?” Yasmine asked gently.

“Oh yes, of course.” She stepped aside and waved towards the interior. “Ed is in the bedroom, so he’ll join us when he’s ready.”

Her micro-expression caught my attention and I stopped halfway through the doorway. “He doesn’t know we’re here?”

“Um, no?” Lexi waved me in. “Close the door, would you?”

Colin tugged on my hand and waited for me to walk past him. He let go of my hand and took a step back to close the door. I followed Lexi and Yasmine into the living area and gasped. My heart rate increased and my breathing stuttered.

Every surface of this elegant living space was covered in papers. The presidential suite was designed to impress—high ceilings with ornate cornicing, floor-to-ceiling windows dressed in heavy cream drapes, and furniture upholstered in muted gold and grey. A door to our right stood ajar, revealing a sliver of a bedroom beyond. Straight ahead, glass doors opened onto a balcony that overlooked the square and the church, the pale sandstone of Saint-Pierre-le-Jeune visible through the winter-bare branches of the trees below. To my left, a small dining table was buried under notepaper, some sheets crumpled into balls, others covered in frantic handwriting and arrows connecting circled words. The chaos extended to the coffee table, the sofa cushions, even a portion of the plush carpet.

“I know, I know. It looks like a dog’s breakfast in here, but this is all important.” The wince on Lexi’s face simultaneously communicated an apology and lack of regret. “This is how my brain works, so please just bear with me.” She picked up a paper from the sofa, then dropped it again.

I watched it flutter to the floor and shuddered. Forcing Mozart’s Piano Sonata No. 11 in A major into my mind, I focused on the first line of the Allegretto and slowed my breathing. Finally, I could step deeper into the room. An open laptop sat on the table, the home screen showing dozens of icons. They were not in rows. They were haphazardly placed in no logical arrangement. I closed my eyes for a second and focused on the second line of the Allegretto.

“Why are we here, Lexi?”

“Why are you calling her Lexi?” A man stepped into the living area. His average height placed him more or less eye level with his wife. His dark, dense hair, olive-toned skin and strong facial features were typical of southern Italian phenotypes. The frown pulling his thick eyebrows down was confrontational rather than inquisitive.

“I want them to call me Lexi.” She waved him in. “Everyone, this is Ed, my hubby. Ed, this is Jazzy, Colin and Doctor Genevieve. Sorry, I forgot your surname.”

“You didn’t.” It was clear on her face. As was the censure the moment I called her on her lie.

“Anyway, I invited them to have tea with us,” she continued as if I hadn’t said anything. “Colin is an art expert and he can help us with your dad’s painting.”

“Alex.” Ed’s tone was low with a warning, his Italian accent subtle. “A word?”

She ignored his pointed look towards the room he’d come from. “Corruption. That’s a word. Scared of going to jail. Those are also words, Ed.”

“What are you talking about?” He walked towards her, his posture combative.

What was most fascinating was observing Lexi’s body language. She was annoyed by his threatening behaviour rather than scared. She rolled her eyes. “Ed. Babe. I told you what I think about that painting and about your dad.”

“I thought you were just on one of your rants again.” He closed his eyes in regret. When he opened them, his contrition was genuine. “Sorry, Alex. Hey, why do you want them to call you Lexi?”

“Sit.” Lexi pointed at the sofa, then snorted a laugh and grabbed handfuls of papers and shook them at the sofa. “Sit. Please.”

Ed sighed, then looked at us. “We’d better do as she says or else we’re not going to get anywhere in this conversation.”

The sofa could comfortably seat two people, even three if their hips touched. I walked to the armchair and looked at the papers on it. They appeared to be financial information about two companies. Lexi grabbed the papers and grinned. “There. Clean. Please sit.”

I sat down and Colin stood next to me, his hand resting on my shoulder. Yasmine joined Ed on the sofa while Lexi bustled around the room, collecting more papers and finally dropping them all on the table. The whole time, she made small gestures—lifting an index finger, tapping her chin, shaking her head—as if she was having a conversation with someone. Or, more likely, talking to herself.

Finally, she stood in front of the television, facing us. “Hi.”

“Alex.”

“Lexi.” She smiled gently at Ed. “I met Jazzy almost five years ago, and for some reason, I told her my name was Lexi. When I called her this morning and she remembered me by that name, it just felt right. I think Alex’s time is done, Ed.”

“Are you for real right now?” His lips tightened. “Now? Really, Alex? With everything happening?”

Her determined expression was immediately replaced with regret. “Oh, babe. I’m sorry. Damn.” She paused. “But yes. I think now is the perfect time, maybe because of everything happening.”

Yasmine cleared her throat. “I don’t want to be rude, but—”

“I know, I know.” Lexi waved her hands around. “You still don’t know why you’re here. Let me just finish my thought about my name.” She looked back at Ed. “My brothers called me Lexi when we lived in Australia.”

“The happiest years of your life.” He nodded.

“Yes. I liked who I was then. I want to be that person again. Confident, go-getter, not scared of my own shadow, getting stuff done.”

“Hate to break it to you, Al... Lexi.” Ed leaned forward. “You’re already that and more.”

“Aw, babe.” Lexi’s chin wobbled. “You’re the best.”

“Best what?” He sank back into the sofa. “Sucker for your crusades?”

“This is not a crusade.” She looked towards the table, then at Yasmine. But then she froze. She swallowed a few times, her shoulders slumping before she looked at Ed again. “I think you’re going to be really pissed at me.”

“More than I already am?” Both his eyebrows rose when she nodded. “Mannaggia.”

She winced at his Italian expression of frustration. On a deep inhale, she pulled her shoulders back before she faced us again. “I’m not going to bore you with the details of the last five years of my life. Although I could. I’m prone to oversharing. All I’ll say is this: It’s been tough. After Jazzy visited me, it took another two years before I started feeling more myself. By that time, Ed and I had been married for two years. And I started seeing things.”

“What things?” Ed crossed his arms.

“Things that made me think your dad might not be as squeaky clean as he wants everyone to think. Including you.” She looked at Yasmine. “I remembered what you asked me and how outraged I was that you thought Ed’s dad could have anything to do with the Mafia.”

“Now you do?” Yasmine asked.

“Alex.” Ed jumped up and shook his head. “How can you do this now? Dad is dying.”

“He’s dying?” Yasmine looked from Ed to Lexi and back. “What happened?”

“He had a heart attack.” Ed’s tone was strained, his body tight with tension. “He’s been in Intensive Care for the last week.”

“He’s in High Dependency Unit now, babe.” Lexi shrugged. “He was in the ICU for two days before they moved him. He’s still not completely out of the woods.”

I inhaled to ask about the relevance of the forest when Colin squeezed my shoulder. Ah. Another neurotypical expression I was too quick to interpret literally. I recalled Lexi’s nonverbal cues before the distracting mention of nature.

“What happened in the hospital?” I narrowed my eyes when Ed inhaled sharply. “Did your father reveal something?” I paused. “Oh, he did.”

“Who are you?” Ed took a step away from me.

“Doctor Genevieve Lenard is one of the best nonverbal communications experts in the world.” Lexi shrugged when I raised one eyebrow. “What? I did my homework before I phoned Jazzy.”

Ed glared at Lexi, then turned to glare at Yasmine. “And who exactly are you?”

“Doctor Yasmine Abidar. I work for Europol, but I met Lexi when I was working with the Carabinieri and Interpol to find evidence against the ‘Ndrangheta in Turin.”

“What?” Ed’s harsh laugh held disbelief. “The ‘Ndrangheta is in the south of Italy. We’re in the north-west.”

“Ed, are you for real right now?” Lexi put both hands on her hips. “Everyone knows that the ‘Ndrangheta is the dominant mafia in Turin. They’ve been colonising Northern Italy since the 1970s.”

He stared at her. “Really?”

“Crikey on a cracker, babe.” She shook her head. “For such an intelligent, educated, well-read man, you can be incredibly daft.”

“I’m not interested in criminal law.” He looked at me. “I specialise in real estate and contract law.”

“Which is only half a step away from Mafia land.” Lexi shook her head. “That’s a discussion for another day.” She glanced at the table again. “Okay, so I’ve been looking into Antonio Senior for the last two years, very carefully gathering intel. Then he got that heart attack and things suddenly escalated.”

“Explain,” Yasmine said when Lexi paused.

Lexi glanced at Ed. “We went to visit his dad at the hospital the day he was moved to High Dependency Unit. Before that, he was mostly out of it while in ICU. We were there twice, but he was sleeping the whole time. Anyway, so we were in High Dependency Unit with him and then he asked Ed to come to Strasbourg on his behalf to receive his award.”

“What award?” Yasmine asked.

“Dad is getting an award from the Council of Europe for his exceptional contribution to the conservation of European heritage and culture.” Ed’s face was very expressive, revealing his pride, sadness and fear. “You know who my dad is, right?”

“Yes, I know.” Yasmine’s soft answer was filled with compassion. “I’m really sorry that your dad is ill.”

“Yet you want to throw him in jail?” Ed crossed his arms tightly over his chest.

“I’m more interested in the person he’s working for.” Yasmine looked at Lexi. “What happened in the hospital?”

“Antonio Senior told Ed to come here, stay in this hotel and then he—”

“Alex.” Ed stepped towards her. “This is nothing criminal.”

“You don’t know that.” Lexi looked around him at me. “Antonio Senior said that we should trust no one in Turin and that the painting knows everything.”

Colin’s hand tightened ever so slightly on my shoulder. “The painting?”

“Yes.” Lexi looked at Ed. “Go get it, babe. Show them.”
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Chapter TWO
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Ed stared at Lexi for three seconds before shaking his head and leaving the living room. The dynamics between these two were most fascinating. Before I could ponder their relationship further, Colin gasped and took a step closer to the door.

“Oh, my.” Colin’s eyes were wide and focused on the painting in Ed’s hands as he walked back into the room. “Is that a Redon? An Odilon Redon?”

Ed blinked in surprise at Colin’s excitement. “Yes, this is Redon’s Muse—”

“—on Pegasus,” Colin finished. He cleared his throat when Ed went to rest the heavy, gilded carved wood frame against the television cabinet. “Um, Ed? Why don’t we rather hang it?”

Colin walked to the large, framed print of a lion seated in an armchair, smoking a cigar, and took it from the wall next to the television. He rested it against the floor-to-ceiling window facing the balcony and held out his hands to take the Redon painting from Ed.

The other man narrowed his eyes at Colin, then sighed and handed over the painting. I estimated it to be around seventy by fifty centimetres. The beautiful frame added another ten centimetres. I wondered if this was the original frame or a reproduction designed to be era-appropriate.

I got up and stood next to Colin when he stepped back after hanging the painting. It was striking, showing a dark horse rearing up against a hazy, abstract background of soft, blended colours. Sitting on the horse was a female figure—the Muse—dressed in a flowing, multicoloured garment that seemed to shimmer where the light from the window caught its painted folds. Her posture was upright and calm, her head slightly tilted as if listening to distant music only she could hear. The horse’s wings were rather small against its muscular side, its form powerful but stylised, suspended between the real and the mythical. The warm yellows, pinks and muted blues in the background created a dreamlike wash of colour that gave the scene an ethereal, floating quality—as if horse and rider might drift off the canvas at any moment.

“Where did you get this?” Colin’s question was quiet with wonderment. “Oh, Jenny. Look at these brushstrokes. They are visible, yet loose, emphasising mood over realism. What a masterpiece.” He turned to look at Ed, his expression still soft with admiration. “Where did you get this?”

“It belongs to my father.” Ed’s tone echoed the defensiveness in his stance—arms crossing, weight shifting to his back foot. “He bought this and brought it here to have some small things restored. It was in the room when we arrived.”

“Hmm.” Colin stepped closer to the painting, his head tilted. “Restored, you say.”

I took note of the tension creeping into Colin’s posture—the slight stiffening of his shoulders, the way his fingers curled at his sides—and took a step back to have a better view of the others. Lexi was watching Colin with a disconcerting intensity, her body unnaturally still for someone who had been in constant motion since we’d arrived. It took me a moment to realise that she was waiting for his reaction.

“What do you know?” I lowered my chin to stare at her when she jerked in surprise. “This will be a much smoother process if you are upfront with all your information.”

She glanced one last time at Colin, then scrunched up her face and sat down heavily on the sofa. No sooner did she sit down than she hopped up and walked to Colin. “What do you see? Huh? Tell me, please.”

Colin slowly turned to her, taking his time to study her face. “You know about the varnish?”

“She does,” I said when she didn’t reply. “The immediate relief and triumph on her face leave no doubt.”

Lexi covered her face with both her hands for a moment and groaned dramatically. She inhaled deeply, removed her hands and faced me. “When I asked Jazzy to bring Colin, I knew the risk that you might come. I didn’t know how hard it would be to be read like an open book.”

“Your face is very expressive.”

Ed snorted a laugh. “Everything about Ale... Lexi is very expressive. Huh. Sorry. Still getting used to the new name.”

I smiled at her current expression—a mixture of chagrin and reluctant amusement. “You think you managed to divert the conversation with your admittedly effective use of your ADHD unfocused trains of thought.”

“Shut the front gate.” Lexi’s words weren’t meant to be rude, but rather as an expression of delighted shock. “You can see that?”

I nodded.

“Well, I’ll be...” She shook her head, her ponytail swaying with the movement. “Wait. How do you know I have ADHD?”

I raised both eyebrows. “Really? Do you truly think people won’t notice your inability to sit down, your constant movement, lack of staying on topic and—” I looked pointedly at the table with its scattered papers and open laptop. “—the general chaos surrounding you?”

She shrugged, but I caught the flash of old hurt in her eyes before she masked it. “Most people just think I’m undisciplined and stupid.”

“A grave error on their part. Your discipline and intellect simply present differently than they’re accustomed to.”

She stared at me, her mouth agape. Then a smile slowly pulled the corners of her mouth up and bunched her cheeks. “Where have you been all my life?”

“I’ve mostly lived in Europe. I estimate you to be approximately my age, so yes. Europe. Where have you been?”

“Waiting for you!” She looked at Ed and laughed, the sound bright and genuine. “She gets me, babe. She gets me.”

“And she’s still waiting for you to answer her question.” Colin’s words were softened by his smile. “What do you know about the painting, Lexi?”

She looked at Colin, her expression flickering through several emotions, including shock and relief. “I’m going to need time to process Genevieve.”

“Take all the time you need. Later.” Colin raised one eyebrow, his patience worn thin by curiosity. “The painting.”

“I think there is something wrong with the varnish. Please don’t ask me why I think that. I’m no art expert and I don’t always know why my brain does what it does, but I trust my gut. When I saw this painting, I knew something was off.” She looked at me, the pleading on her face very clear.

I didn’t know why she didn’t want me to challenge her blatant lie about not understanding her brain, but I decided to honour her request. I was confident enough of her intellect to be assured that she would expect me to follow up on this sooner rather than later. Her quick glance towards Ed confirmed my suspicion that she didn’t want to discuss this in front of him.

I did, however, have other questions for him. “Ed, tell me more about your father.”

“What do you want to know?” He shrugged, but didn’t wait for me to answer. “I already told you he had a heart attack a week ago. He’s in the best hospital in Turin. Lexi already told you what he said to us before we came here. I honestly didn’t know he was talking about that painting.” He pointed angrily at the work of art. “He hasn’t been conscious for most of our visits, and when I asked him which painting knows what, he fell asleep again and we had to leave.”

“He was pretending to sleep, Ed.” Lexi huffed and shifted from one foot to the other. “You’ve always had such a blind spot when it comes to your dad. He’s not a good man, babe.”

“Oh, really?” Ed turned to face her, his arms crossed tightly over his chest. “And you’re a shining star of honesty? Why didn’t you tell me you were looking into my dad?”

“Uh, because,—” She leaned closer and enunciated slowly. “—you have a blind spot when it comes to your dad.”

Ed leaned back. “I do not.”

Lexi rolled her eyes with such exaggerated force that her entire head moved with the gesture. “When you were a child, your dad loved Antonio Junior because he’s the firstborn. Your dad loved Lucía because she’s his baby girl. You were quiet, gentle and... you’re a poet at heart, babe. Your dad is a bulldozer. He didn’t like having a poet in his house. You told me that yourself.”

“You’re oversharing again.” Ed pushed the words out through clenched teeth, a muscle jumping in his jaw.

But Lexi was not to be stopped. “Lucía fled to Canada to be rid of your dad’s control over her life. Tony might be doing well with his construction company, but it’s only because Eleanora is putting a fire under his butt. That wife of your oldest brother is a bitch—a highly intelligent, conniving, successful, beautiful bitch.”

“Can’t argue with that.” Ed’s shoulders dropped slightly, some of the tension leaving his frame.

“Then you’ll also not argue that you’re the only one still trying to get your dad’s approval. It’s time you pull your head out of the clouds, babe. Antonio Senior is never going to think you’re his successor. He’s never going to trust you with his business.”

“I’m a partner in his law firm!”

“And when was the last time you made a decision about the company’s future, huh? Never. That’s the last time.” She shook her head. “For the first two years I was with you, I was still recovering. I didn’t see what was right in front of my own nose. Remember two years ago? When your dad hosted Christmas at his house? Well, that was the first Christmas I really felt like myself again. I was doing well with my own business and I was thinking clearly again. Your dad received a phone call and left the room. I was in the loo and when I came out, your dad was in his office, talking as loudly as he always does.”

She swallowed, and I noticed the slight tremor in her hands. “I heard him talk about keeping the lists in a safe place. He said that he has security up the wazoo and that no one will ever be able to pin anything on him. I rushed back to the table before anyone figured out I might’ve heard your dad. But, babe? Why would your dad need security to make sure no one can pin anything on him?”

“There are a lot of people frustrated with the successful deals my dad has secured, the solid contracts he’s drawn up.” Ed’s arms tightened against his chest, his knuckles whitening. “Those people might want to implicate my dad in something that isn’t true.”
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