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A stolen masterpiece. An unwanted gift. A treacherous game.

When an unmarked package arrives without explanation, Doctor Genevieve Lenard finds herself drawn into a case the authorities cannot yet see. What appears to be a single, audacious theft is the gateway to a past case, a twisted game, and a scheme far larger than anyone imagined.

Genevieve and her elite team must work against a man whose intelligence equals her own, but whose methods do not. He has spent years building a project the world was never meant to find. Now that the team has discovered it, he will burn down everything—and everyone—to keep it intact.

As his control begins to slip, the cost is no longer measured in stolen art. It is measured in the number of people the team is too late to reach.

Genevieve must harness her unparalleled skills in nonverbal communication to expose a mind unlike any she has faced. But how do you stop a man whose paranoia is spiralling out of control—and who has nothing left to lose?
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Chapter ONE
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“Lexi.” I narrowed my eyes as I looked at the woman on one of the nine monitors in front of me. Her auburn hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, wisps framing her face—a face that was very expressive. “What’s wrong?”

“Hi, Genevieve.” Alexandra Bennett, who preferred to be called Lexi, grinned at me. “No small talk? Not even tiny or medium talk?”

I raised one eyebrow as I continued to study the woman I’d met a few months earlier, here in Strasbourg, during an investigation. She was a tenacious asset tracer who had married into an influential Italian family. That case had uncovered that her in-laws’ professional prestige masked a clandestine allegiance to the ’Ndrangheta, and that her father-in-law had been concealing encrypted Italian Mafia ledgers in paintings.

“Hi, Lexi.” Colin, my life partner, pulled out the chair beside me at my workstation and sat down. “You look gorgeous as always.”

Lexi laughed. “Now that’s the kind of small talk I love. It’s good to see you again, Colin. We haven’t talked in a while.”

“Because you only want to chat to Jenny.” His faux offence was neutralised by the warmth in his voice and the smile lifting his cheeks. “I’m sorry to hear about you and Ed.”

“Oh, there’s nothing to be sorry about.” Her smile faltered, but as in our previous two conversations, I detected no sadness. “We’re still best friends and love each other deeply. Realising that his family was rotten to the core and that our five-year marriage was founded on trauma kinda brought things into perspective for us.” She sighed. “Unlike many other European countries with no waiting period, we now have to wait six months before we can finalise the divorce. We’re going to throw a huge divorce party, and you’re all invited.”

Colin chuckled. “That sounds like such a Lexi thing to do.”

“Hey, Ed also thought it was a good idea.” She cleared her throat. “After I convinced him.”

Again, Colin chuckled. Then his expression became more focused. “Are you ready to tell us why you called?”

I admired Colin’s easy manner with people. My neurodivergent brain did not allow me to build rapport with neurotypicals without immense effort, which only served to make the process feel forced. Even though Lexi’s ADHD also made her neurodivergent, it still astonished me that she sought me out so often for conversations and ‘small talk’. She was usually the one who kept it going, somehow making even trivialities interesting and amusing. I enjoyed her and had come to consider her a friend.

Lexi’s eyes narrowed and shifted in a manner that made me suspect she was looking around my soundproof viewing room. We conducted our art-crime investigations from the top floor of a building we owned near Strasbourg’s Old Town. This floor was a large open space containing my glass-encased viewing room, a small kitchenette, bathroom facilities, a large round table for our team meetings and workstations for my best friend and our cyber expert, Francine, and our only law-enforcement officer, Colonel Manfred Millard.

As our team leader, Manny’s connection to Interpol proved essential in many of our cases, even though we worked directly under the President of France. It was a complex arrangement and I was grateful that I didn’t have to deal with the political nuances that seemed to be the bane of Manny’s existence. I glanced towards his workstation and blinked when I saw him striding to my closed door, a scowl pulling at his brow.

He swung the door open and glared at Lexi. “Explain yourself, woman.”

“Aw, my favourite grump.” Lexi’s expression softened. “Good morning, Manny.”

“Yes, yes. Good morning.” He shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and stopped behind my chair. “Now tell me why Yasmine and I are getting calls about some holder being angry.”

Lexi laughed. “Hodler, Manny. Hodler.”

Colin inhaled sharply. “Are you talking about Ferdinand Hodler?”

“I am.” Lexi grew serious, and the concern I’d observed when I’d first answered her video call returned to her face. “The Angry One has been stolen and the Kunstmuseum Bern asked me to help locate it.”

I blinked as I processed Lexi’s noteworthy nonverbal cues. Before I could challenge her, Colin leaned forward.

“When was it stolen? Do you have footage? Please tell me they didn’t damage it.” He paused. “And why are Interpol and Europol both involved?”

“Um...” Lexi twisted her mouth. “I might’ve phoned Yasmine first.”

“And?” Colin asked when she didn’t continue.

Lexi’s shoulders slumped as she exhaled heavily. “I phoned her because I wanted her take on the theft and I really want you guys on this case. I really didn’t want her to tell her bosses, but she thought it was best to get both Europol and Interpol onto this case.”

“What aren’t you telling us?” Manny’s clipped tone behind me brooked no argument.

“A lot?” Lexi’s smile turned apologetic. “I don’t want to say much more over the phone. Can you come to Bern? Now?”

“Holy hellfire, woman.” Manny huffed.

“I checked.” She leaned closer to the camera. “It’s a two-hour-and-forty-six-minute drive from your office to the Kunstmuseum. You could be here long before they close at five.”

Colin checked his watch. “It’s just past ten now. We can pop home, pack a few things, and hit the road in an hour or so.”

“No.” The word burst from my mouth before I could school my features and control my reaction. I pressed my lips together and organised my thoughts. “I might need a few extra minutes to amend my routine for today.”

Regret settled on Lexi’s face. “I’m sorry to dump this on your head, Genevieve. I wouldn’t if this weren’t important.”

I studied her expression for seven seconds. “I need your assurance that you will tell me absolutely everything when we arrive.”

For a moment, mischief flashed across her face before she shook her head, as if to herself. Her expression became earnest. “You have my word.”

Manny grunted. “Don’t make me bloody regret this.”

Then he reached across me and disconnected the call.

I jerked away from him, leaning so far over the side of my chair that I had to grab the edge of my long worktable.

“Millard, that was rude.” Colin frowned at Manny. “Why did you do that?”

“Because I have a bad feeling about this bloody Holder painting.” He glared at Colin. “Is it even worth anything?”

“Hodler. The ‘d’ comes before the ‘l’.” Colin leaned back in his chair and slowly shook his head. “Sometimes, you...” He sighed. “Yes, Millard. The Angry One is not just worth something. It’s priceless. Or worth millions.”

“Dude.” Vinnie, my best male friend and the protector of our team, leaned against the doorframe of my viewing room. “That doesn’t make sense.”

Colin turned to face Vinnie. “As far as I know, The Angry One is owned by the Bern museum, which makes it effectively priceless. If it entered the private market today, I estimate it would sell somewhere in the region of nine million euros, if not more.”

“Colin is right.” Francine pushed past Vinnie into my viewing room, carrying her tablet. Today, she wore a structured blazer in deep terracotta over a silk blouse the colour of ivory, its collar folded with geometric precision. Wide-leg black crêpe trousers and high heels completed the outfit. Three gold bangles on her left wrist clinked against each other as she lifted the tablet and looked at me. “May I?”

I sighed and nodded. After fourteen years of working with them, I had grown used to my space being invaded.

Francine swiped across her tablet, and the monitor where Lexi had been a few minutes earlier came to life again. A painted portrait of a man filled the screen. His brow was deeply furrowed, with four pronounced vertical creases converging towards the bridge of his nose as he looked over his shoulder at the viewer. His jaw was set, and his mouth compressed into a flat line. He sat in a nondescript chair with what might be a book on his lap. Umber shadows and ochre flesh tones created an austere palette, while the background was so dark that it offered no contextual detail, no relief. The composition isolated the person completely.

“Oh, what a masterpiece.” Colin tilted his head. “Hodler knew exactly what he was doing with the direct application and minimal blending. See how those short, loaded strokes build in layers to give the forehead its weight?” He sighed. “Hodler was a master.”

“A master of what?” Vinnie asked.

Colin’s face became more animated. “Ooh, Ferdinand Hodler was the most significant Swiss painter of the nineteenth century—some would argue of any century. He began as a realist, painting poverty and labour, but he went on to develop a compositional theory he called Parallelism.”

Francine looked at her tablet. “The definition here says that Hodler’s ‘Parallelism’ is a compositional theory based on the idea that nature possesses an inherent order defined by repetition and symmetry. Hodler believed these repetitions revealed a universal harmony and evoked a stronger emotional resonance than chaotic arrangements.” She looked at Colin. “Care to explain that in a way that makes sense?”

Colin smiled and took a slow breath. “Okay, think of it as nature’s way of repeating itself to prove a point. Hodler noticed that a row of similar trees, or a group of people making the same gesture, feels more powerful and harmonious than a single figure alone. He would line up his subjects in rhythmic patterns or use a lake to perfectly mirror a mountain range, creating a sense of total symmetry. By repeating those shapes and lines, he was trying to show an underlying order and unity that connects everything in the world. That approach eventually placed him alongside Klimt and Munch in the European Symbolist movement, and his work went on to define the visual language of Swiss national identity for an entire generation.”

“That makes much more sense.” Francine lowered her tablet and glanced at the painting on my monitor. “That’s definitely not one of those paintings.”

“No,” Colin agreed, his gaze fixed on the screen. “The Angry One predates all of that. It was his first accepted work at the Paris Salon, in 1881. You have to understand: the Salon was the absolute gatekeeper. If you weren’t hanging on those walls, you didn’t exist to critics or collectors. For a young painter from Geneva, being selected by that conservative jury was the moment he moved from poverty to the international stage. This is where he began.”

“Hmph.” Manny glared at the painting, then turned to me. “Tell me everything you know about Lexi.”

I frowned. “You know her. You trust her. I don’t know what else you need from me.”

“Honeybuns.” Francine gave Manny a look of censure. “You’re just being difficult for no reason. You know Lexi is Lexi. She’s the same Lexi we met here and the same Lexi I chatted to last week. She hasn’t chan... she has changed.” Francine’s expression softened. “She’s happier and more relaxed. But she’s still as trustworthy and nutty as always.”

Manny looked from Francine to me. “Is she?”

“Yes.” I did not need any time to consider my answer. “We’ve spoken eleven times since we met six months ago. Each time, she appeared less triggered. She’s been going to therapy, and the EMDR is helping with her PTSD.”

Years earlier, Lexi had been brutally assaulted, and that trauma had taken a huge toll on her daily life. Solving the case with us, and realising that her marriage to her best friend was not what either of them wanted, had gone a long way towards releasing her from the trauma loop. During our last conversation, she had reminded me that she was a work in progress—albeit a proud, happy work in progress. She was relieved that Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing therapy was making a significant difference to her post-traumatic stress disorder. It was improving her quality of life.

“If you didn’t trust her, you wouldn’t have agreed to take on this case, Millard.” Colin turned to face Manny fully, his gaze challenging. “When are we leaving?”

Manny exhaled heavily in irritation. “We’re leaving as soon as we’re packed.”
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Chapter TWO
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The motorway descended in a long curve from the plateau and Bern arranged itself below us—a dense grid of red-tiled roofs and the repetitive, geometric consistency of grey-green sandstone facades framed by the green crowns of plane trees along the riverbank. The Aare River looped through the old town in a tight bend, its water the saturated jade of glacial melt. I hadn’t seen a river quite that colour in France.

“Dude, check that out.” Vinnie pushed between the two front seats and pointed to our left. “That’s the Münster spire. I think I said that right. My AI says that it’s just over a hundred metres tall. The dudes started building it in the fourteen hundreds and only finished at the end of the eighteen hundreds. Hah. Talk about slow work.”

I leaned away from him, pressing myself against the passenger door. “It took them four hundred and seventy-two years to build.”

“The Plague was also one of the reasons it took so long.” Vinnie shuddered and sat back. “Man, it was tough when we went through the Pandemic, but imagine the Plague without modern medicine.”

A shudder ran through me. I refused to let my mind venture into a topic that would likely send my thoughts into a spiral. “There were many other challenges in those centuries. The Reformation being only one of them. I’m sure they also faced numerous funding problems.”

“Wanna hear more about Bern?” Vinnie was looking at his phone again. Francine had installed an AI app on all our devices with explicit instructions on privacy, accuracy, and response handling. I found it generally useful, although I did not trust it to the extent that Vinnie did. He loved using AI to learn about every new place we visited. He cleared his throat with unnecessary theatrics. “Bern, the federal city of Switzerland, is a medieval gem defined by its unique geography within a sharp loop of the turquoise Aare River.”

“We can see that, Vin.” Colin’s smile was crooked as he followed the GPS instructions and turned onto a slip road. 

We passed warehouses, then a tram depot, then a residential band of nineteenth-century apartment blocks with wrought-iron balconies, before the city tightened around us.

“Don’t interrupt, dude.” Vinnie cleared his throat again. “The UNESCO-listed Old Town is famous for its six kilometres of limestone arcades, providing one of Europe’s longest weather-sheltered shopping promenades, punctuated by ornate 16th-century fountains and the iconic Zytglogge clock tower.” He snorted. “It sounds like a clogged zit tower. Not a pretty picture. Hah. Let me continue your education.” He paused for a beat. “Beyond the historical centre, the city maintains a remarkably relaxed atmosphere, where the Bear Park pays homage to the city's heraldic animal and the Rose Garden offers panoramic views across the tiled rooftops. While it serves as the nation’s political hub, Bern feels more like a curated collection of museums and sandstone architecture than a bustling metropolis, making it an essential stop for anyone interested in European heritage or Alpine landscapes.”

“It really is a gorgeous city.” Colin followed the road to the left. 

We’d been on the road for two hours and fifty-three minutes. Our journey had been briefly delayed when Francine begged us to stop after she’d finished a large coffee. Manny had grumbled, but had pulled his sedan into the first available fuel station. That had been forty-seven minutes ago. According to our GPS, we would arrive at the museum in twelve minutes.

This was indeed a beautiful city. Vinnie had earlier informed us that it was half the size of Strasbourg. We crossed a high stone bridge overlooking sandstone buildings that rose tall and imposing. At street level, long shadowed galleries formed dark tunnels along the pavements, their arches repeating in a sober, rhythmic pattern.

As the narrow intensity of the historic centre gave way to wider thoroughfares, the architecture shifted into more solitary, grand structures of pale stone until we stopped before a heavy, symmetrical building of classical design.

The dashboard temperature display read twenty-three degrees and the June light was high and even. I jerked in my seat when a loud song about Ophelia’s fate came from my handbag. 

I glared at Colin. “Really?”

He grinned. “It’s Francine. She likes that song.”

I took my phone from its designated place in my handbag and swiped the screen. “You’re on speakerphone.”

“Hi, besties! No worries, I don’t need to pee again.”

“For the love of the saints, woman.” Manny’s annoyance made Francine laugh.

“I’m phoning with good news.” The tap of her keyboard was audible. “I secured parking for us behind the museum. Do you have any idea how impossible it is to find parking in this ridiculous city? Especially when they have some or another Parliament meeting in the Federal Palace.”

“Isn’t that a few blocks from the museum?” Colin asked.

“It is, but still. Parking is a challenge, so I sent you the pin to our two spots. It’s only three minutes on foot from the museum.”

Four minutes later, Colin pulled the SUV into the parking space and turned it off. “That was a nice drive.”

“It was.” Vinnie got out and stretched his arms above his head, grunting. “Also good to be off my butt.”

Colin locked the SUV and we joined Manny and Francine as they exited their sedan a few metres away. 

“Lead the way, Frannie.” Vinnie looked around and rolled his shoulders. “Another city to explore.”

Manny grunted, but fell into step when Francine consulted her phone, then walked towards a main street. The three-block walk to the museum took us past the tall, orderly façades of grey Bernese sandstone buildings. The afternoon sun was high and bright, the air warm, permeating the scent of dry pavement and river water. 

We turned onto Hodlerstrasse, a street running parallel to the Aare River, with the north flank of the museum’s pale stone façade visible ahead. The four storeys followed neoclassical proportions, with tall, narrow windows. A modern extension in green-tinted glass stood behind the original façade, the architectural contrast deliberate.

Lexi was waiting for us near the main entrance and lifted a hand the moment she saw us. She was wearing jeans, a soft white linen shirt, and camel-coloured ballet shoes. 

“You made good time.” She came down the stairs, a genuine smile lifting her cheeks as she looked at me. “Thank you for upending your routine.”

I nodded.

“Hi, Lexi.” Colin let go of my hand and kissed Lexi’s cheek. “Good to see you.”

“Howzit hangin’, Lex?” Vinnie hunched over slightly, his voice gentle as he grinned at Lexi.

“Swinging from the chandeliers, Vin.” Her smile was genuine as she looked at Vinnie. Their first meeting had been fraught with Lexi’s adverse reaction to Vinnie’s size. She was clearly no longer affected by him. 

He straightened and chuckled. “Sounds wild.”

“Hey, girl.” Francine stepped closer and gave Lexi a hug. Then she stepped back and looked Lexi up and down. “Love shirt, don’t love the shoes.” She narrowed her eyes as she looked at Lexi’s face. “I don’t need to be Genevieve to know you’re not okay.”

“I’m better now that you’re here.” Lexi turned to Manny. “Thank you.”

“Hmm.” Manny pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. “What are we walking into?”

“Dr Stucki.” Lexi rolled her eyes dramatically as she shifted from one foot to the other. “She’s... um... she’s a ride.”

I frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means she’s very stressed, but is doing her best to appear calm.” Lexi glanced towards the closed doors. “Dr Beatrice Stucki is the senior curator here. She’s been at this museum for twenty-eight years and her reputation is cleaner than a freshly laundered koala in a pristine eucalyptus tree.”

Francine burst out laughing, but Manny just glared at Lexi. “How deep did you look?”

“Oh, I dug deep.” She winked at Francine. “I had my cyber person check her out and she came out clean. She’s a very, very controlled person. You’ll meet her in a minute, so be ready for extreme politeness, to the point-ness and obvious unhappiness with the situation.” She waved her arm at the door. “Come on, let’s get this show on the road.”

We followed her into the foyer of the museum that smelled of beeswax polish, dry paper, and faintly of the rosemary growing in the planters by the reception desk. A staff member behind the desk lifted her head, glanced at us, then at a woman standing by a side door and returned to her screen without a word. 

The woman by the side door was mid-height and slender, with iron-grey hair cut to her shoulders and tucked behind her ears. She wore a charcoal wool dress that fell just below the knee, and an antique silver brooch pinned at the collar. Reading glasses hung from a thin silver chain around her neck and her low-heeled black leather shoes were polished to a soft shine.

She inhaled, subtly straightened her shoulders, and took a single step towards us. “Ms Bennett, I see your guests arrived.”

“Indeed, they did.” Lexi’s smile didn’t falter. “Dr Stucki, this is Dr Genevieve Lenard, Colin Frey, Colonel Manfred Millard, Francine, and Vinnie.”

“Dr Lenard.” Her gaze paused on me for two seconds before she gave a small nod, and she didn’t offer her hand. She glanced at the others before looking back. “I’ve heard of the work you and your team do.” Her English was flawless, her accent slight. She looked at Manny. “Colonel Millard. I appreciate you coming on such short notice. If you’ll follow me, please.”

She turned and walked through the side door, her gait contained, the heels of her shoes making a clipped, even sound against the stone floor of the lobby.

Lexi widened her eyes and pressed her lips tightly together, her attempt to hide her amusement unsuccessful. “Shall we?”

“Hmm.” Manny was the first to follow Dr Stucki. The rest of us joined in as the curator led us along a corridor with white walls and a polished oak floor. 

In complete silence, she led us up a flight of stairs and finally stopped at the threshold of a gallery on the first floor. Above the doorway, an engraved plaque read Hodler—Frühwerke und Selbstporträts. Early works and self-portraits. A red velvet cord stretched across the entrance, its brass clips hooked into stanchions on either side of the doorframe. A laminated placard hung from the centre of the cord, the printed black text reading: Kein Zutritt—Wegen Renovierung geschlossen. No Entry—Closed for Renovation.

She didn’t enter, but turned to face us just outside the door. “The painting is Hodler’s 1881 oil on canvas, Der Zornige—The Angry One—measuring eighty-one by sixty-five centimetres, and it hung on the wall directly opposite this doorway.” Her hands remained clasped in front of her. “At seven forty-two this morning, our overnight security manager opened the gallery for the cleaners, and the painting was no longer in its frame.” 

“No longer in its frame,” Colin repeated quietly, his hand tightening around mine.

“The frame is still on the wall.” Dr Stucki touched her necklace. “The canvas was cut cleanly from its stretcher along the inside edge of all four sides, leaving the frame empty. The incision was made with a craft knife or a scalpel by a thief who understood that a rolled canvas can leave a building in a way that a framed painting cannot.”

“When was the painting taken?” Colin asked.

“Between eleven forty last night and five fifteen this morning. The motion sensors in this gallery were disabled during that window and came back online before the morning patrol passed through. The patrol officer recorded the gallery as clear at five fifteen, but did not examine the room closely.”

Her hands separated, and the thumb of her right hand pressed briefly against the silver chain at her neck. “There is one further matter. I must ask for your discretion. The board of this museum hasn’t been informed yet. The press hasn’t been informed. The Bundeskriminalpolizei have been informed, but at this hour they’re still scoping their response. Once this becomes public, the painting’s recovery becomes immeasurably harder. Every dealer in Europe will know. Every private buyer who’s coveted a Hodler for the last thirty years will know.”

“We understand.” Colin’s tone was steady.

“Ms Bennett came to us this morning, asking questions that suggested she knew the painting was missing before we did.” Dr Stucki’s gaze settled on Lexi for three seconds. “That is why I am willing to extend trust to her team. Her reputation precedes her. So does yours.”

This was most interesting. Lexi had known the painting was missing before the museum did. A vital piece of information she had neglected to tell us. 

“If you’ll excuse me for a quarter of an hour.” Dr Stucki glanced at the slim watch on the inside of her left wrist. “My director is waiting for me, and he’ll need to be told. I won’t yet tell him what you’re doing here. Ms Bennett, you know where the security office is.”

Without waiting for a reply, she turned and walked back along the corridor, the clipped, even sound of her shoes fading with her.

Vinnie was the first to move, stepping sideways to angle his body so he could see both ends of the corridor at once—his standard threat-assessment posture.

Manny turned to Lexi, his lips in a thin line. “Explain yourself.”

“I will, Manny. I promise.” She lifted both hands, palms forward. “But not here. The security office first. I want you to see the footage with your own eyes before I say anything. If I tell you now, I’ll be putting my interpretation on what you see, and I don’t want to do that.”

Manny glared at her, then turned to me. “Doc?”

“I trust Lexi.” I did. “Let’s view the footage first.”

He turned to her, his scowl deepening. “Do not make me bloody regret this.”

“Thank you.” Lexi’s words came out almost on a breath.

She led us back the way we’d come, down a flight of stairs, and through an unmarked door that required a fob she produced from her jeans pocket. The corridor beyond was utilitarian—grey linoleum, fluorescent strip lighting, a faint smell of toner—and she knew which turning to take without checking, knew which door at the end was the right one.

The security office was a small room with three desks and a wall of monitors. The duty officer was a woman in her fifties with cropped grey hair and a uniform shirt rolled to the elbows. She looked up when Lexi entered, recognised her, and nodded once.

“Erika.” Lexi’s voice softened. “These are the people I told Dr Stucki about. Can we run the gallery feed again? From midnight, if you don’t mind.”

“Already cued.” The officer got up and gestured to the central monitor. “The doctor said you’d be back. Help yourselves to the desk. Coffee’s in the corner.”

Vinnie made a small sound of approval and angled himself towards it as the officer stepped into the hallway.

Colin pulled out two chairs in front of the monitor and gestured for me to take one. I stared at the chair. It appeared clean and wasn’t the one the officer had vacated. Colin smiled when I finally sat down and took the chair next to me. Manny stood behind us, and Francine took the officer’s chair, set her tablet on the desk, and connected it to the monitor with a cable from her bag.

“I want a copy,” she said when Manny sighed heavily.

The footage began at one minute past midnight. The Hodler gallery was empty, the lighting reduced to the low blue of overnight conditions. The Angry One hung on the central wall opposite the doorway. Even at this resolution and in this light, the painting was identifiable—the compressed dark face occupied the canvas almost entirely.

Francine fast-forwarded the feed.

At seven minutes past one, a figure entered the gallery.

“Stop.” I narrowed my eyes and studied the woman paused in midstride. She was small and narrow-shouldered, identified as female by the alignment of her hips and the carriage of her head. She wore dark trousers, a dark long-sleeved top, flat boots, and a small backpack on one shoulder. Her hair was pale—a dark blonde cut blunt at the jaw. Notably, she wore neither hat, hood, nor mask. Curious.

“Well, paint me blue and call me Skye.” Francine’s voice was quiet. “Our little thief doesn’t care that she’s in full view of the camera.”

“Hmm.” Manny tapped the back of her chair. “Continue.”

Francine tapped the icon, and the petite woman walked directly to the Hodler. She stopped two metres from the painting and stood completely still for eleven seconds, her face angled slightly upward towards the canvas. Her shoulders rose once, then fell.

I leaned closer to the monitor to take note of her features. A small mole sat high on the left cheekbone, her grey-green eyes were set wide, and her pale skin appeared luminous in the low overnight blue of the gallery feed. She was approximately one hundred and sixty-two centimetres tall, measured against the proportional reference of the gallery doorway. I estimated her to be in her late thirties.

Finally, she moved.

She lifted a small object from her pocket, stepped up to the frame, and made a single cut along the left edge of the canvas, then the bottom, then the right, then the top. 

Colin grunted, then sighed heavily as she continued to slowly cut through the edges. The fourth cut took longer than the first three because the canvas began to roll as she worked. When it was free, she rolled it inwards in one continuous motion, the painted surface protected on the inside of the cylinder. She slid the roll into a soft tube she pulled from her backpack—the length of an architect’s drawing tube.

Then she placed her hand briefly on the empty frame before she turned and walked out of the gallery the way she’d come. Her gait was steady, her shoulders didn’t rise in anxiety. She moved off screen and the clip ended.

“Holy, bloody hellfire.” Manny took a step back.

“Four minutes and fourteen seconds, end to end.” Francine had been counting. “That is fast.”

Vinnie had come to stand behind Colin, his arms folded across his chest. “Why did she touch the frame on her way out?”

“She placed her fingertips against it.” I didn’t turn from the screen. “The gesture was deliberate. It wasn’t an inspection. It was a contact made for its own sake.”

“For her own sake?” Colin looked from the monitor to me.

I considered the distinction. “Yes. For her own sake.”

I swivelled the chair to look at Lexi. She was standing two metres behind us, her left fist pressed against her mouth. Her chest moved on shallow, shortened breaths, and the skin at the base of her throat was flushed in two uneven patches. The orbicularis oculi muscle of her left eye contracted in a series of small, involuntary tremors.
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