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The

Becić Connection

Art restoration. A sinister collector. Internet of Things.
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Doctor Genevieve Lenard is woken in the middle of the night with the news that a loved one has been kidnapped and forced to steal a masterpiece. Her world-renowned nonverbal communication skills are of no worth when her autistic mind can barely handle the distress and the mystery behind the kidnapping.

Genevieve uses every tool she has not only to cope, but also investigate, and soon she and her team are on their way to Croatia on a rescue mission. Amongst Roman ruins and olive groves, they learn about an imminent attack by a mysterious art collector that threatens the lives of all the tourists and residents of a popular seaside city.

Fast running out of time, Genevieve has to navigate the many obstacles this collector hurls at her and her team while they try to prevent a catastrophe that could result in the loss of thousands of lives.
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I JERKED AWAKE, MY heart pounding. For a frozen second, I didn’t know what to do. Then I felt Colin move next to me in bed.

My romantic partner, an internationally renowned thief, sat up and turned on his bedside lamp. He looked at me, his phone in his hand. “Pink is at the door.”

No sooner had he said that than the doorbell rang again. Pink was a member of GIPN—France’s elite emergency response teams, similar to SWAT teams in the US and SRG in Australia. He was also living with Nikki, the young woman who, over the last five years, had become like family to me.

I jumped out of bed, grabbed my pristine white robe and tied it tightly around my waist. “Something is wrong.” There was no other reason for Pink to be at our front door at two in the morning. 

Colin didn’t bother with a robe. He strode out of our room only wearing the tracksuit pants he slept in, his posture alert.

I wasn’t surprised when I saw Vinnie and Roxy also making their way to the front door. Even though they lived in the other half of our joined apartments, they would’ve heard the doorbell. 

As the self-appointed security expert of our small investigative team working under the direct supervision of the president of France, Vinnie took our safety seriously. Sometimes too much so—evident now in the handgun he pointed at the floor, his body language making it clear he was ready to shoot in a heartbeat.

His romantic partner and specialist in infectious diseases, Doctor Roxy Ferreira, stumbled after him. She rubbed her eyes and pushed a cloud of messy curls off her forehead. “What’s going on?”

The sound of keys in the front door stopped us all in our tracks. Vinnie raised his gun and aimed at the door. Colin lifted his hand, palm out. “Hold on a sec, Vin. Pink sent me an SMS. It might be him.”

The door opened just as Roxy turned on the lights in the living area, flooding the large space in light. Pink stepped through the door and blinked a few times. Then he saw the gun Vinnie was now lowering and nodded. “Hey, guys.”

I looked at the sleeping two-year-old in his arms and it felt like something wrapped around my chest, slowly constricting to the point of cutting off my oxygen. “Where’s Nikki?”

“That’s why I’m here.” He looked at Roxy, then looked down at Eric. “Where can I put him?”

“In Nikki’s old room.” She led him through the archway we’d created to join the two apartments towards the room Roxy had turned into a guest room, but mostly used as her home office.

Colin touched my forearm. “Love?”

I took a shuddering breath and realised I was keening. I cleared my throat. “Where’s Nikki?”

“We’re going to find out.” Colin rubbed my arms and pulled me towards the kitchen. “Vin will make us coffee.”

“On it.” Vinnie had already turned on the coffee machine and was taking coffee mugs from the cupboard. 

I sat down next to Colin at the kitchen counter and swallowed at the dryness in my throat. Nikki had come to us when her criminal father had been murdered while we’d investigated a case here in Strasbourg that had involved him. She’d been a teenager and for some reason had attached herself to me. In the beginning, it had been hard for my non-neurotypical brain to process her unrestrained affection. Even more so her need for physical closeness. 

I no longer struggled with her love for me or my deep affection for her. But the physical part of it was still a challenge. Only Colin’s touch didn’t cause me immediate and overpowering anxiety.

I would give anything for Nikki to give me an unwelcome hug right now.

Pink and Roxy rushed back, Roxy walking straight into Vinnie’s embrace. “She’s missing.”

“What?” Colin, Vinnie and I asked in harmony.

Pink cleared his throat. “She left to meet Martin at eight last night. When she didn’t come home or check in by eleven, I called her. Nothing. Her phone is turned off. I tracked her phone, but the battery has been removed.” His voice trembled. “I can’t find her.”

Martin Bauer was Eric’s father. When Nikki had fallen pregnant, they’d both decided they were better friends than romantic partners. They had been impressively mature for their ages. From the moment Eric had been born, Martin had been an involved father. Whatever disagreements had cropped up between Nikki and Martin had been discussed and negotiated to find a healthy compromise that would always be for the benefit of Eric. I respected them for it. And I’d grown to like Martin.

“Did you call Martin?” Colin asked. 

Pink nodded. “No answer. Same as Nix.”

“Huh.” Colin’s frown deepened. “Do you know why he wanted to meet Nikki?”

“No.” Pink narrowed his eyes. “You know, he almost never sends SMSes. He hates typing on his smartphone screen. If I think about it, he’s always phoned Nikki or sent her an email.”

“But this time he sent her a text message.” Roxy scratched her forehead and pushed more curls out of her eyes.

Pink rubbed his hands against his thighs, a typical self-soothing gesture. “I’m worried about Nix.”

Vinnie put a tray of coffee mugs on the counter between us and sat down next to Roxy. He picked up his phone and tapped the screen a few times. He tilted the phone towards us and waited. A robotic voice told us the number he’d dialled was not available.

He tapped the screen a few more times and again tilted the phone. Once more we were told the number was not available. Vinnie let out a harsh breath. “Nikki and Martin. Something’s wrong.”

“I’ve been trying since eleven. Non-stop.” Pink pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ve put a trace on Nikki’s phone that will alert me the moment it’s turned on.”

Pink was not only a highly trained emergency response officer, he was also their IT expert. His computer and hacking skills were not as advanced as Francine’s—my best friend and our team’s IT specialist—but he was a close second to her.

Colin put both his palms on the counter and straightened. “Okay. Tell us one more time, in every small detail, what happened.”

Pink’s quick smile revealed that he knew what Colin was doing. As a police officer, Pink was familiar with questioning and re-questioning witnesses to get as accurate a picture as possible. He inhaled deeply and held his breath as he visibly calmed himself. “We’d just bathed Eric when Nikki got the SMS from Martin. It was a simple message.” He took out his phone and tapped the screen a few times. “‘Hey, you! I need a quick chat. Tonight? Our usual spot? Eight if you can.’” He lowered his phone. “That is definitely Martin. They always talk about their spot. And almost always meet at eight.”

“Um. Wait.” Roxy blinked a few times. “Why do you have that message?”

Pink shrugged. “The contents of Nikki’s phone are uploaded to her cloud account. I have access to that and downloaded that message and all other messages from Martin for comparison.”

“What happened after Nikki received the SMS?” I asked.

“Nikki was a bit surprised about it, but didn’t make much of it. Martin had come over for dinner last Friday and we’d talked about sending Eric to kindergarten now or whether we should wait another year and leave him in daycare for the moment. Martin said his boss’ godson is the same age as Eric and he’d ask his boss for recommendations for the best kindergartens.”

Martin had proven himself not only an emotionally mature young man, but also hard-working. He hadn’t needed much help from Colin and Phillip Rousseau—my previous employer and the closest I’d ever came to having a father figure—to find a very good job. His remuneration reflected his dedication and skill at being a successful lawyer. 

Nikki, on the other hand, had inherited substantially from her late father and was independently wealthy. They could afford the best education for Eric.

Pink took a sip of coffee and shook his head. “I thought Martin was going to chat to Nikki about that. So naïve of me.”

“Not naïve.” Roxy reached over and rubbed his back. “You had no reason to think that message was anything different than it seemed.”

“I should’ve checked up on her sooner.” 

“There are many things you could’ve or should’ve done, but you’ve never had to do them before, dude.” Vinnie shrugged. “And second-guessing yourself is not helping the little punk.”

Vinnie had had an immediate fondness for Nikki when she’d moved in with us. He’d adopted her as his baby sister, their affection for each other frequently bringing an uncomfortable, but now familiar, warmth to my emotions. Vinnie folded his arms only to unfold them again, placing tight fists on his hips. The scar running down the left of his face became more prominent as it did in moments of distress. 

It was quiet for a few seconds. Roxy put down her coffee mug. “What are we going to do now?”

“We’re going to find Nikki.” Colin got up and lifted his phone. It started ringing before he did anything. He frowned, swiped the screen and held his phone for us to hear. “Millard? What’s wrong?”

“Where the holy bleeding hell is Nikki?” Colonel Manfred Millard, the only law enforcement officer on our team, spoke so loudly, his question echoed through the living area.

Colin’s eyes widened, Roxy gasped and Pink closed his eyes for a second. Colin’s grip on his phone tightened. “You’re on speakerphone. Pink, Vinnie, Roxy and Jenny are here with me.”

“What the bloody hell is going on?” Manny’s voice was filled with worry. Usually, I needed to read someone’s nonverbal cues to understand their meaning, but after working with Manny for the last seven years, I was familiar with this tone.

Colin briefed Manny on what Pink had told us. “He also tried to locate her phone, but—”

“It is turned off and the battery removed.” Francine sounded wide awake. And worried. “Hi, everyone. Manny’s got you on speakerphone here. When he got the call, I immediately phoned Nix. When she didn’t answer, I tracked her. She’s off the grid.”

“Wait. What?” Vinnie leaned closer to the phone. “What call did you get, old man?”

A loud sigh came through the speakers. “The bloody police phoned me. The Chêne Gallery alarm went off last night. They responded and found that a painting has been stolen. Their security videos show Nikki entering and taking a painting from her lab.”

“Impossible. That punk loves working at Chêne. And she’s no criminal.” Vinnie swore viciously. “She would never do that. Never!”

Ten months ago, Nikki had been offered an incredible opportunity by the owner of the Chêne Gallery and Fine Arts Restoration. Before that she’d been working as an assistant restorer in a large museum, but with limited opportunities. The owner of the Chêne Gallery had handpicked her based on her work as well as her commitment and enthusiasm. She loved her new job.

“She stole that painting, big guy. I saw it.” Manny’s words sounded like he spoke with his jaw clenched tightly. He cleared his throat. “I got them to send me the video clip.”

“It’s true.” Francine didn’t sound worried. She sounded furious. “I saw it, but I know my girl wouldn’t steal. Something is very off here.”

“This is against everything Nix stands for.” Pink raked his fingers through his light brown hair. “She would only do something like this under duress.”

“We’ll find her, Pink.” Francine’s anger was strong. I could hear it in her voice as well as the loud, aggressive keystrokes as she was undoubtedly hacking her way around the city to find Nikki.

“That’s what I told the police captain who phoned me,” Manny said. “He knows about our team and is friends with Daniel.”

Daniel Cassel was the leader of Pink’s GIPN team. He was also a very good friend to all of us.

“Did you speak to Captain Bouvier?” Pink asked.

“Yes.”

“He’s a good man.” Pink nodded as he spoke. “Fair. Strong ethics.”

“Let’s hope so.” Manny didn’t sound convinced. 

“Francine?” It was a challenge to keep my thoughts focused on ways to locate Nikki. The darkness in my peripheral vision was pushing hard to take over and send me into a shutdown. I would be of no help to anyone then. Nikki needed me.

“I’m here, girlfriend.”

“Have you looked for Martin?”

“I just uploaded images of him to run facial recognition on every system I can get my hands on.”

“Bloody hell.” There wasn’t nearly as much exasperation in Manny’s voice as usual when he discovered Francine was breaking laws.

Colin looked up at the ceiling, then leaned closer to the phone. “I know you’re likely doing this, but search for Martin on every block surrounding that restaurant before and after they were supposed to meet.”

“Haven’t done it, but I will.” Francine sounded as if she’d shifted closer to the phone. “We will find her.” 

“What can I do?” Roxy tugged at her pyjama top. She was wearing cotton pants and a matching t-shirt with bunnies chasing smiling clouds.

“Can you look after Eric?” Pink looked at Colin, then at me. “I need to look for Nikki. But I also need to know Eric is safe.”

“Done.” The concern on Roxy’s face was unmistakeable. “Find her. Please, find our girl.”

“Doc?” Manny’s voice was gravelly. Worried.

“Yes?”

“I need you at the police station with me. I want to watch all the footage of Nikki in the gallery and I need you to read her.”

I nodded, then realised he couldn’t see me. “When?”

“I told the captain we’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

That barely gave me time for a shower. The anxiety of my ruined sleep and morning routine was feeding the paralysing fear I was feeling for Nikki. I shook my head once and couldn’t stop. Colin took my hand in one of his and with the other rubbed my forearm. “Love. We’ve got this. You’ve got this. We are going to find her together.”

“Doc?”

I focused on Colin and forced Mozart’s Piano Sonata No. 7 in C major into my mind. Mentally writing or playing one of Mozart’s numerous compositions nearly always calmed and soothed my autistic brain. Within seconds I managed to lock down the overwhelming incoming stimuli. I took a deep breath. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“We’ll be there.” Vinnie nodded at Pink and Colin. “We’re going to bring the little punk home.”
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“DANIEL.” COLIN SHOOK the hand of the man waiting for us by the police station entrance. Daniel was wearing jeans and a light jacket over his t-shirt, yet there was no mistaking him for a civilian. His posture showed a readiness to act, his eyes constantly roving, evaluating his environment.

“Colin.” Daniel looked at me. “Genevieve.”

I nodded back and walked through the door he held open. I didn’t like this police station. I didn’t like any police station. It didn’t matter that this was one of the more modern buildings I’d seen housing a law enforcement department. The subtle smell of unwashed bodies and knowing these people had touched the surfaces brought my anxiety about germs to the fore.

I crossed my arms, my hands tightly fisted, and waited for Manny, Colin and Vinnie to join me. Pink swiped his keycard and held the door for us to enter the restricted area. I’d been here only eight times, each time with great reluctance. I looked towards the left as I passed Pink. “The conference room or the technical room?”

“Tech room,” Daniel said from behind me. “They have everything set up for us there.”

I continued past the interview rooms, past the conference room and stopped at the door to the left. The technical room had impressed me the first time I’d been here. Even Francine had approved of the high-standard equipment in the room. She’d not approved of being in the police station though. Even though she wasn’t a black-hat hacker, she didn’t trust the police not to arrest her on sight.

The door opened and a man in his early fifties stepped out into the hallway. His bushy eyebrows rose above his frameless glasses when he saw Vinnie, Manny, Colin, Pink and Daniel standing next to me. For a moment, his nonverbal cues strongly communicated his annoyance, but then he sighed. “What else did I expect?”

“Captain Bouvier, thank you for letting us look at the footage.” Manny stepped forward and held out his hand.

Captain Bouvier shook Manny’s hand. “I don’t know how you can help your girl. She stole that painting as clear as day.”

“It can’t be true.” Pink shook his head, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Nikki would never steal.”

“You shouldn’t even be here.” Captain Bouvier lowered his chin to look at Pink over his glasses. “This is far too personal for you. And a breach of protocol.”

“Captain, please.” Pink swallowed hard. “You know me. I keep my cool. Always. I will keep my cool with this too.”

“I’ve got him, Captain.” Daniel took a step to the side to place himself slightly between Pink and the captain. “I trust Pink with my life. He won’t screw up.”

The captain pushed his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose and sighed heavily. “This is already screwed up all the way to Sunday, Cassel. I should have you out there arresting that girl, not in here looking for ways to help her.”

“This will not be forgotten, Bouvier.” Manny’s tone and facial expression implied there was much more to his statement. I didn’t care to find out what. I needed to locate Nikki.

“Hmph.” The captain waved us into the tech room. “Let’s get this over with.”

Colin lifted my hand and placed a soft kiss on my knuckles. “Ready?”

I looked at my white knuckles and realised I had to be hurting Colin with my tight grip. I nodded, closed my eyes and mentally wrote the first line of Mozart’s Piano Sonata. It helped.

When I opened my eyes, Colin was glaring at Manny, who was glaring at me from inside the tech room. I pulled my shoulders back and entered the room. It was crowded and I was already receiving far too much emotional stimulation. But strangely enough, this time the small space didn’t bring on signs of a looming shutdown. 

That happened when I looked at the bank of monitors against the wall and saw Nikki staring straight at the camera. She was wearing her favourite green spring coat, jeans and colourful sneakers Roxy had given her for Christmas. Tendrils of hair were escaping the messy bun on her head and her mascara was smudged under her eyes. 

I gasped, my hand flying up to press against my chest. It felt like my heart was going to explode. Darkness entered my peripheral vision.

“I’ll start the show from the beginning.” The captain sat down in one of the two chairs by the desk and pulled the keyboard and mouse closer. Nikki’s face disappeared from the screen to be replaced with a view of the back door of the gallery where she worked. I’d visited her a few times and entered through the back door only once.

I focused on each breath I took so I could push away the shutdown and give the footage my undivided attention. 

The timestamp on the video was for nine-thirty in the evening. Nothing happened for three seconds and then the back door opened. Nikki entered the gallery alone, closed the door behind her and walked down the hallway that led to the restoration rooms. She swiped her employee card and opened the second door to the right. 

The captain grunted and pressed a few keys on the computer keyboard. The monitor now showed the inside of the restoration room Nikki shared with two colleagues. When she’d showed me around the first time, she’d boasted that it looked like an art laboratory. She’d been very close in her description. 

It was a large room, the walls covered with paintings hanging there as if on display. Numerous pipettes and glass beakers needed for the gentle chemicals the restorers used when they worked on a painting stood in neat groups on each of the four long stainless-steel tables. There was much chemistry involved when restoring a two- or three-hundred-year-old painting. 

Nikki walked right past all of that to the back of the room. The area resembled an artist’s studio. Paintings were resting on easels, some with cloths draped over them. Each one had a stool in front of it and a trolley next to the stool, loaded with brushes, steel tweezers, cotton swabs, and everything else the restorers would need.

It always looked like Nikki bounced when she walked—her energy and zest for life manifesting itself. Not now. Her movements were stilted, her entire body stiff as she approached an easel with a cloth draped over the painting resting on it. She shook her head once and carefully lifted the cloth.

“That’s Becić’s Landscape, Bosnia.” The surprise in Colin’s tone made me look at him. His eyes were stretched wide as he studied the monitor, his mouth slightly agape. “The last time I saw it was when...” He blinked, then smiled at Manny. “The last time I saw it was when I saw it the last time.”

“Bloody hell, Frey.” Manny didn’t look away from the monitor. The combination of fear, anger and affection on his face fed my anxiety. I jerked my glance back to the monitor. I couldn’t afford to have a shutdown now. 

With the care and confidence of a professional who worked with priceless works of art every day, Nikki removed the painting from the easel and took it to one of the stainless-steel tables.

“What the bleeding hell?”

“Oh, little punk.” Vinnie crossed his arms, his frown deep.

Nikki was removing the canvas from the frame. The captain was correct. There was no mistake. Nikki had stolen this painting. I studied it for a moment. The painting was a peaceful landscape. An arched bridge in the centre connected a house on the right to buildings on the left. Mountains rose from all sides and a river flowed from under the bridge to the front of the canvas. That was all I could see before her shoulders sagged and she lifted the canvas off the table.

She sighed heavily and with reluctance clear in her nonverbal cues rolled up the canvas, then took a large black heavy-duty plastic tube from under the table and pushed it inside. I’d seen her use these tubes to transport her drawings or paintings when she was still studying. I frowned and took a step closer to the captain. “Can you zoom in on her?”

“Hm-mm.” He tapped a few keys, then guided the mouse cursor to form a square around Nikki. She filled the monitor. 

It felt like someone had punched a hole in my chest. I couldn’t breathe. My heart was racing and it felt like the room’s walls were closing in on me. 

Nikki’s hands were shaking, her cheeks wet from silent tears running down her face. Her chin was quivering and she kept biting her bottom lip in a futile attempt to regain composure. Yet she continued her criminal act. 

She closed the tube and slipped the sling over her head so it would rest diagonally across her back. A quick glance at her neon-pink watch made her jerk and she rushed to the door. The captain switched cameras and we watched her run down the hallway towards the backdoor. 

She slowed down and stopped in front of the camera facing the back entrance. And just stood there.

“What is she doing?” The captain turned to look at us.

No one answered him for a few seconds. Then Manny cleared his throat. “She’s giving Doc time to read her.”

I blocked out the conversation around me. If I had to hear the emotional turmoil in Manny’s voice again, I had no doubt that a shutdown would take me. So I did what I did best. I read Nikki.

Arms. Face. Micro-expressions. Legs. Feet.

“Jenny?” Colin rubbed my hand between his. “Love?”

A shudder shook me and I looked at him, then around the tech room. All but one of the monitors were dark and everyone was watching me. The captain was the only one who looked worried and uncomfortable. Everyone else knew me well.

“What did you see, Genevieve?” Pink moved to take a step closer to me, but stopped himself. “Is she in danger?”

I nodded and looked at the image of Nikki filling the only active monitor. “She did not want to steal the painting, but something bad happened and she needed to do this. She’s displaying a lot of regret, fear and anger.”

“She needs to get angrier.” Vinnie punched the palm of his hand. “Her anger will keep her strong. She can’t be scared.”

I understood the need for denial, but there was no denying the fear I’d seen on her face. “She’s strong, Vinnie.”

The captain looked from me to Daniel to Manny and raised both eyebrows.

“Dammit.” Manny rubbed his hand hard over his face and turned to the captain. “We need time. I don’t know how much time. We need to find out what the hell happened before, during or after she met up with Martin.”

“Martin?” Captain Bouvier asked.

Pink briefed him on everything that had happened before he’d realised Nikki had disappeared. 

“And this Martin is on the up and up?” The captain tilted his head to the side. “Could he be the one who took Nikki and made her steal this painting?”

The room turned into chaos. Manny sliced his hand through the air to get Vinnie, Pink and Colin to stop talking. “I checked him out the moment we learned he was the father of her child. I’ve known him for three years and”—he glanced at me—“I still check up on him every now and then to make sure he’s keeping on the straight and narrow. He is.”

I didn’t waste time trying to decipher Manny’s euphemisms.

“And you?” Captain Bouvier looked at me. “Aren’t you the brutally honest expert who can tell someone’s future by looking at them for three seconds? What do you think? Could Martin be behind this?”

I closed my eyes and shook my head while Manny snorted and Colin chuckled. “She can’t read anyone’s future.”

“I didn’t ask you.” 

I opened my eyes to see the captain staring at me. “I can’t read anyone’s future.”

“What do you think?” He leaned closer, his eyes intent on me. “Is Martin coercing her?”

“No.” I took a moment to think about this some more. “Not the Martin I’ve known for the last three years. I don’t believe he would be involved in any illegal activities. But that doesn’t mean that an extenuating circumstance wouldn’t drive him to do something completely out of character. It is such a circumstance that is making Nikki violate every value she holds dear.”

“She hates art thieves.” Colin took my hand. “Nikki wouldn’t do this. Not without good reason.”

“And what kind of dumbass criminal breaks in without a disguise and then goes and stands in front of a camera?” Vinnie grunted. “Our Nix is not a criminal and she’s definitely not a dumbass.”

The captain nodded. “That’s what I figured. I know enough about you people to suspect Nikki would be able to steal that painting without leaving a trace. But I also think—well, I hope she wouldn’t do that.” He looked at Manny. “That’s why I called you. And that’s why I’m giving you forty-eight hours to sort this mess out.”

“You won’t report her?” Pink sounded breathless from relief.

“Forty-eight hours.” The captain looked at Daniel. “You keep these people in line, Cassel. Any funny business and your job is on the line.” He pointed at the monitor. “And that girl is in jail.”

The men reassured the captain nothing untoward would take place. I turned to Colin. “Why would he think we are comedians?”

Colin’s laughter stopped the ongoing conversation. He shook his head. “Funny business is an expression, love.”

“It’s inane.” It took a lot of mental energy for me to decipher neurotypical euphemisms and expressions. Mental energy I would rather spend on something more worthwhile.

Manny grunted. “Frey, what can you tell us about this painting? Why would Nikki need to steal it? Is it one of those paintings only billionaires can afford?”

“Hardly.” Colin glanced at the dark monitors, then up at the ceiling for a few seconds. “Even though Becić’s paintings are masterpieces in their own right, they’re not worth millions.”

“Is it maybe worth more on the black market?” Daniel asked.

“I doubt it, but it’s not impossible.” Colin’s mouth twisted. “But Nikki walked past a painting that is worth at least three million euros on the black market. There was also a Degas on another easel. Easily worth one and a half to two million. That Becić was sold a few months ago for around forty thousand dollars.”

“Okay, so this wasn’t about the value of the painting.” Manny scratched his stubbled chin. “Then why the hell did she take that ridiculous painting?”

“You won’t find that answer standing in this room.” Captain Bouvier got up and pointed at the door. “Go find out what happened and bring that painting back. The gallery is in quite a panic.”

“Thank you, Captain.” Pink’s expression conveyed a much deeper meaning to the simple statement.

The captain huffed. “Just bring me answers. Or even better, bring that girl of yours to me so she can give me the answers.” He put his hands on his hips. “I don’t like this kind of thing happening in my city. Definitely not when it involves people working for me and with the department.” He waved to the door. “Go on. Get out of here.”

It took a few minutes for Manny and the captain to agree on briefing times. Soon we were standing outside the police station in the chilly morning air. It was twenty-seven minutes after four and the streets were quiet. And dark. It would be more than two hours before the sky would begin to lighten.

“Where to now?” Pink asked.

Manny took his phone from his trouser pocket and swiped the screen. “Francine says she got a hold of Nikki’s boss and he’s waiting for us at the gallery.”

I thought about this. “Phillip should come with us.”

“Does Phillip insure...” He smiled when I nodded. “Then I think it’s a good idea.”

Phillip Rousseau owned a high-end insurance company. Not only did he know Nikki’s boss, he also had a calming effect on people. Watching the tension in everyone’s bodies assured me that we would need a calming presence when we went to the scene of the crime.
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“WE’RE HERE.” COLIN turned left into the street that housed the privately owned gallery where Nikki worked. The streetlights were still on, but the golden circles on the pavement would melt away when the star-bespeckled sky turned into a beautiful, cloudless spring morning.

Colin parked his SUV in one of the many open parking spaces in front of the Chêne Gallery. He lifted his chin towards the stairs leading to the entrance. “Phillip’s already here.”

My eyes jerked away from the nineteenth-century building to the lone man standing in front of it. As always, he was wearing a bespoke suit, this one a dark blue that matched his tailored cashmere coat. Seeing him sent a flood of emotion through my system. 

Manny had phoned him before we’d driven to the gallery. Phillip had been shocked to hear about Nikki’s disappearance and had insisted on joining us before Manny had even asked him. Manny had agreed, then sent Vinnie to meet up with Francine in our team room.

I pressed my fist hard against my chest. The intense concern over Nikki’s wellbeing and whereabouts felt exacerbated by Phillip’s presence. I rubbed my chest a few times and focused on my breathing. 

Colin’s warm hand touched my forearm. “Jenny?”

I inhaled deeply and held my breath for four seconds before I slowly exhaled. I didn’t look at him. If I were to see concern on his face, I would shut down and be of no use to Nikki. So I merely nodded and opened the SUV door. 

Phillip was already walking to us and stopped in front of me as I closed the door behind me. “We’ll find her, Genevieve. She’s strong. She’ll fight. We’ll get her back.”

“You don’t know that.” Yet everything in me wanted his words to be true.

“I know that she’s strong and she’ll fight. I believe that we’ll get her back.” He glanced behind me at Pink walking towards us, Manny next to him. 

“We all believe that.” Pink stepped closer and shook Phillip’s hand. “You’re right. She’s strong.”

I knew Nikki. I knew her strengths and her weaknesses. I deeply cared for her. I swallowed. I loved her. I had never experienced any maternal desires and didn’t consider Nikki a daughter. Our relationship was undefined. But the panic I was feeling at her disappearance bordered on physical pain.

“Bloody right, that lass is strong.” Manny shook Phillip’s hand and turned to me. “Doc.”

“Yes?”

He lowered his chin and glared at me. “Is your head on straight?” He grunted when I inhaled. “Not literally, missy. I want to know if you’re in control or if you’re useless.”

“Millard.” Colin’s warning tone was low as he stepped closer and put his shoulder in front of me, protecting me from Manny.

“Not talking to you, thief.” Manny didn’t take his eyes off me. “Doc?”

“I know what you are doing.” I blinked a few times to remove the moisture from my eyes. “And I resent that it is working.”

“There are better ways to get you to focus, love.” Colin took my hand. “Millard doesn’t need to always be such an arsehole.”

The corner of my mouth lifted and I squeezed Colin’s hand. “True. And I really resent that his method works, but”—I looked at Manny—“thank you.”

Manny gave me a tight nod and turned around when the front door of the gallery opened with a loud groan. A man in his late fifties stood on the top step and waved at us. “Yoohoo!”

“What on God’s green earth?” Manny leaned away from the building in front of us and shoved his hands in his trouser pockets. “What is that man wearing?”

“A tweed suit, Millard.” Colin pulled on my hand and we followed Phillip to the front door. Keeping his voice low, he said, “Gérard has expensive taste, but not always the best fashion sense.”

I had met Gérard Chesnais the first week Nikki had started working here as an art restorer. He was not only highly educated and erudite, but his knowledge of art frequently enthused Colin in a manner few things or people could. Gérard was a demanding and strict boss, but fair. And he encouraged Nikki to improve herself by attending numerous courses and workshops. In the short time she’d worked here, she had already been to three specialised workshops and two short courses. 

This had contributed to Nikki’s growth. Not only in her professional life, but also in her personal life. I knew Gérard was playing a role in her development. He had four children and had recently had his third grandchild. He’d told Nikki that his children had given him all the training he’d needed to be a boss. But his grandchildren helped him be her boss. He told her on a daily basis that her energy and enthusiasm exhausted him. The affection and good humour I’d seen in his nonverbal cues when he’d said that belied the negativity of those words. I had no doubt that Gérard cared for Nikki.

His worry was evident now in the way he rubbed his hands on his hips before he shook Phillip’s hand. “Oh, my dear friend. I’m beside myself with worry for our little Nikki. Anything I can do”—he waved his hand at the building—“anything we can do to help find her, just say the word.”

“Thank you, Gérard.” Phillip put his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Nikki is lucky to have you as her boss.”

Gérard removed his trendy wood-framed glasses and wiped his eyes. I’d asked Nikki why he wore eyeglasses when he didn’t need to and she’d postulated that he felt it made him look more sophisticated. I had thought then and still thought now it was such an absurd thing to do. 

But as Gérard put the glasses back and pushed them up the bridge of his nose, I realised that it grounded him. His nonverbal cues confirmed him gaining control over his emotions and falling back into the role of gallery owner.

He turned towards the entrance. “Let’s go inside. I have much to tell and show you.”

“Things you didn’t tell the police?” Pink asked.

“Oh, I told them, but I don’t think they wanted to hear it.” He shook his head and straightened his shoulders. “But I know you’ll listen.”

He waved us in and I followed the men into the elegant foyer of the gallery. Then stopped as soon as the expression on Gérard’s face registered with me. I turned around and waited for him to enter. He shook his finger dramatically at a panel on the wall to the left of the door. “See this?” 

“Your alarm system,” Pink said.

“Yes. Our alarm system.” His eyes were wide.

“Oh, for the love of Pete.” Manny sighed heavily.

“What about the alarm system?” Phillip’s tone had the right amount of curiosity to cater to Gérard’s need for melodrama.

“Each employee has their own code to disengage the alarm.”

“And?” Manny shifted and started tapping his foot. 

“What is special about these codes, Gérard?” Phillip asked.

Gérard glanced at Manny, then turned towards Phillip. “Nikki didn’t steal the painting.”

“If she doesn’t have the legal right to have that work of art, it’s theft.” I could see no other way to describe her action caught on the security cameras.

Gérard’s smile was genuine. He loved it when I corrected him. Strange man. “Okay, if we work on your definition, she technically stole it. But she didn’t.”

Manny took a step forward, his hands on his hips, thumbs pointing back. Aggressive. “Start talking or so help me...”

Gérard fiddled with the frame of his glasses. “Nikki came up with a fantastic idea when we installed the new alarm system. We were going to give a select few employees their own code for the alarm system, but Nikki insisted we give two codes to everyone. The second code was to be used if the employee was under duress, but still wanted or needed access to the gallery. It would disable the alarm and so keep the employee alive, but would let us know that they needed help.”
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