
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Estelle Ryan

The 

Vernet Connection


A masterwork destroyed. A conspiracy implanted. A continent at risk.

When a revered art expert suffers a catastrophic and very public breakdown during a prestigious authentication, Doctor Genevieve Lenard sees what no one else can — that what happened to this man was not a breakdown at all.

Drawn into the glittering and secretive world of European cultural heritage, Genevieve and her team uncover a web of deception that reaches into the highest levels of EU institutions. Someone has been quietly, methodically, building toward an endgame years in the making and the celebrated international exhibition currently drawing the art world's attention is only the surface of it.
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Chapter ONE
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I stood by the open sliding doors, watching nine-year-old Eric chase ten-year-old Julian across the lawn. Both boys were shrieking at a pitch that made me tighten my grip on my coffee mug, but the sound dispersed across the garden rather than concentrating inside the house, and I let it be. 

Julian’s twin sister, Bianca, sat cross-legged under the old walnut tree with Vivi balanced on her lap, reading aloud from a picture book in the quiet, patient voice she always used for the sixteen-month-old toddler. 

A crisp April sun lit the garden, and after a stretch of damp, drizzly days, the soil had firmed enough for children to play freely, the air smelling faintly of new growth. The crocuses and daffodils Vinnie had planted with the kids in autumn dotted the edges of the flowerbeds, their colours sharp against the earth.

Eric and Vivi were the children of Nikki and Pink. Nikki—who had declared herself my sister-bestie-daughter, a title I had never sanctioned but had long since stopped correcting and even treasured—was an expert art conservator who worked at a gallery in Strasbourg. Her husband, Pink, was the IT and electronics specialist for Daniel’s RAID team, France’s elite tactical response units. 

Julian and Bianca were the adopted twins of my best male friend, Vinnie, and his wife, Dr Roxanne Ferreira. Where Julian was boisterous and relentless, Bianca was serious and observant, with a growing fascination for art that Nikki was nurturing with great enthusiasm.

The three older children were old enough to play unsupervised in the garden, but it was Bianca’s love for Vivi and her happiness to keep the toddler busy that had quietly changed the rhythm of our weekends. The grounds were extensive and secure—Colin and I lived in one of four independent units connected to the main house, which was shared by Vinnie, Roxy and the twins in one wing, and Nikki, Pink, and their children in the other.

Saturday brunch was one of the routines I valued most. During the week, breakfast varied—sometimes eaten here at the main house before heading to our offices, sometimes taken quickly in the unit Colin and I shared. But weekends had a structure that suited me. We gathered around ten for brunch and again around four o’clock for an early dinner, and the predictability of it was calming. The company, depending on volume and topic, was less predictable, but always enjoyable.

“The sourdough is better this week.” Vinnie set another basket of bread rolls in the centre of the dining table and dropped into his chair with a heavy, satisfied sigh. He was a massive man—well over six feet, with broad shoulders and a long, ragged scar running down the left side of his face that people tended to notice before anything else. Most people assumed the worst about him on sight. They were usually wrong. He was the team’s protector, an involved and loving father, and, by some margin, the best cook any of us had ever known. “I tweaked the moisture level and now it’s the best bread rolls that will ever pass your lips.”

“I’m sure it’s divine, Vinnster.” Francine didn’t look up from her tablet, but shifted on her usual chair at the table. My best female friend was an elite white-hat hacker, our digital security specialist, and a woman whose supermodel looks and flamboyant fashion sense belied one of the sharpest technical minds I had ever encountered. Colonel Manfred Millard, sitting next to her, was the only official law enforcement officer among us—our conduit to Interpol and, on more sensitive occasions, to the Élysée Palace itself. It confused many neurotypicals that Manny and Francine were in a successful and very loving relationship.

My life partner, Colin, reached for a roll and broke it open, examining the crumb with the attentiveness he brought to everything. Colin was an internationally renowned art expert, with an understanding of art history, technique, and the market that was most extraordinary and essential in every case we investigated. 

He was also the person I trusted most in the world.

“Looking yum, Vin.” Colin held up the torn half and studied it with a furrowed brow and narrowed eyes. “That’s my expert opinion, using expert vocabulary.”

“Yum is the highest praise a man could ask for.” Vinnie grinned and pointed at the basket. “Try one with the fig jam, dude. Seriously. Your life will never be the same again.”

Phillip Rousseau chuckled and took a sip of his coffee. His silver hair was neatly combed, his posture upright, and his manner carried the quiet authority of a man who had spent decades assessing risk as the owner of the high-end insurance company Rousseau & Rousseau. “Don’t mind if I do. Do you think it will change my life too, Vinnie?” 

The kids shouted something outside and I looked back to the garden. Eric was now sitting with his baby sister and Julian was running circles around Bianca. 

“Told ya.” Vinnie whooped loudly and grinned at me when I frowned at him. “Phillip agrees about the fig jam.”

I raised one eyebrow. “Fig jam is not life-changing.”

“On my bread rolls it is.” He pointed at the chair next to Colin. “Sit down, Jen-girl. We’re just waiting for Pink and the little punk, then we’ll eat.”

When Nikki had first become part of our non-blood-related family, Vinnie had taken to calling her little punk and she referred to him as a big punk. It didn’t make sense, but I’d given up a long time ago trying to make sense of neurotypical behaviour. On a sigh, I walked to the table and sat down next to Colin.

Nikki and Pink had not yet appeared. They were late, which was not unusual—Nikki’s relationship with punctuality was adversarial at best—but I had decided to give them another ten minutes before I phoned. She was twenty-six years old, a professional conservator, a mother, and perfectly capable of managing her own mornings. I was aware of this. I was also aware that my discomfort at deviation from the expected timeline had nothing to do with logic and everything to do with pattern. I reached for my coffee and let the warmth of the cup settle against my fingers.

I looked around the table and frowned when my gaze landed on Yasmine at the far end of the table. Doctor Yasmine Abidar was a high-level Europol agent specialising in international organised crime. Her chair was angled towards the window, and her gaze moved between the children on the lawn and the conversation at the table. She seemed distracted in a way that alerted me to distress. Lieutenant Daniel Cassel, her fiancé and the leader of Pink’s RAID team, held her hand tighter than usual.

I inhaled to address her visible dismay when the sound of rushed footsteps came from Nikki and Pink’s side of the house. 

“Doc G!” Nikki ran into the living area, her face flushed, her eyes wide and wet, and her chest rising and falling in rapid, shallow breaths. The muscles around her mouth were pulling downward in a pattern that went well beyond ordinary upset, and her posture was rigid in a way that had nothing to do with the physical effort of running. Something very bad had happened.

Every conversation at the table stopped. The sudden silence was total, broken only by the muffled sounds of the children still playing in the garden. 

She rushed around the table, ignoring everyone and coming straight to me. 

I got up. “Who?”

“Henri Vrel.” Her voice cracked and tears filled her eyes. “He’s dead.”

Colin inhaled sharply and stood up to stand next to me. “Henri Vrel, the art restorer? That Henri Vrel?”

Nikki nodded, but didn’t take her eyes off me. “Yes. Henri Vrel, a master art restorer and authenticator.” The tears spilt from her eyes and ran down her cheeks. “Doc G.”

“How can I help?” I was willing to give her a hug and hold her while she mourned the death of a man she’d spoken about many times. Not only had he mentored her when she did a post-graduate course in Brussels, but he’d welcomed her into his family.

“They’re saying he had a mental breakdown.” Nikki’s arms wrapped around her torso in a self-hug. “It’s impossible. He was one of the most level-headed people I’ve ever known.” She paused. “Except for you, Doc G.”

“Oh, Nikki.” Phillip got up and pulled her against him in a side hug. She leaned heavily against the older man and rested her cheek on his chest. Phillip’s jaw had tightened and the colour had shifted in his face. “I met Henri a few times. He was a man of integrity and great talent. What happened?”

“Ooh.” Francine looked up from her tablet. The moment Nikki had mentioned the reason for her distress, Francine had started working on her tablet. She looked up at Nikki, and her face held an expression I rarely saw on her—no humour, no acuity, just a stillness that spoke of genuine regret. “Honey, I’m so sorry.” She pressed her lips together. “This is not good.” She paused and glanced at her tablet. “Sorry, Nix.”

Nikki’s head turned sharply towards her. “They told me it wouldn’t be on the internet.”

“These things find a way to the internet, sweets.” Pink’s gentle tone softened the harsh reality we lived in. 

“What did you find?” Manny leaned closer to Francine to look at her tablet.

“There’s a video of his breakdown.” Francine held Nikki’s gaze for a moment, making sure her regret was clearly communicated. “It’s... damn. I’m sending it to everyone.”

Devices around the table vibrated and chimed in quick succession. Nikki took her phone from the back pocket of her jeans, then put it back. She looked at me. “Watch it first, please, Doc G. Tell me how bad it is. I don’t want to see Henri suffer.”

I nodded, picked up my phone and tapped the link Francine had sent.

The video was thirty-seven seconds long, shot from an elevated angle—a security camera, most likely—in what appeared to be a high-ceilinged gallery space with warm, directed lighting. There was no audio.

A lean man with silver hair stood before a large painting—depicting blue-clad soldiers surging through thick smoke and debris—mounted on an easel. Henri Vrel’s posture was upright, his movements controlled and unhurried as he talked and gestured to the painting next to him. Reading glasses hung from a cord around his neck, and he wore a dark jacket even in the warm room—a detail that, from what Nikki had told me about Henri over the years, was entirely consistent with how he presented himself. 

He was pointing towards the canvas with the confidence of someone who had done this many times before. Around him, a small audience of perhaps fifteen people stood in a loose semicircle, some holding glasses, others with catalogues or phones. This seemed to be a private event. The atmosphere, insofar as one could judge from a silent, overhead recording, appeared relaxed.

At the eleven-second mark, Henri’s right hand stopped mid-gesture. His fingers curled inward. There was no transition—no preceding agitation in his shoulders, no shift in his weight, no change in his breathing pattern that the camera resolution could capture. One frame, he was speaking with the relaxed authority of a man entirely in command of his subject. The next frame, his entire body changed. His shoulders rotated forward, his head dropped, and both hands came down on the edge of the painting’s frame with a force that rocked the easel backwards. Several people in the audience stepped away. Others stood frozen.

What followed was not random. He took a painting knife from his jacket pocket and drove it into the canvas at the juncture where the fabric met the stretcher bar—the weakest structural point of any stretched painting—and tore downward. He rotated the easel and attacked the turnover edge, pulling the canvas free from its tacks in long, deliberate strips. The audience had scattered now, pressing against the walls of the gallery, some with their hands raised to their mouths, others recording on their phones. Within seconds, a painting that I assumed had incredible cultural and monetary value was reduced to hanging ribbons of linen and pigment.

The table was silent as everyone watched on their own devices. Then the reactions came, almost simultaneously.

Manny’s hand hit the table with a flat crack. “Holy hellfire.” His voice was quiet, which made it worse.

“Dude.” Vinnie was staring at his phone, his jaw slack. “What the—” He didn’t finish the sentence. 

Roxy had put her phone face-down on the table and pressed her fingers against her mouth. Pink sat motionless with his phone held loosely in both hands, his face blank in the way of someone still processing what they had just seen. Phillip’s face had gone grey.

“How bad is it, Doc G?” Nikki’s eyes were glued to my face.

“It’s bad.” I considered my answer. “He doesn’t look as if he’s suffering, but he destroyed a painting.”

“What?” The word burst from her lips. “He would never do such a thing.”

“It’s Horace Vernet’s The Battle of Jemappes.” Colin blinked slowly in disbelief, then looked up from his phone at Nikki. “He ripped it to shreds.”

“No.” Nikki whispered the word, her shoulders hunching. “Why would he do something like this?”

“When and where did this happen?” Manny asked Francine, his voice low and controlled.

Francine’s brow furrowed, her index finger scrolling steadily. “Brussels.” She tilted the screen towards Manny, then angled it back and continued reading. “It was during a private pre-show for some major exhibition.” Her frown deepened as she scrolled further. “He was presenting the painting after completing the restoration himself.”

Manny turned to Colin. “Is this Vernon worth something?”

Colin’s eyebrows shot up. “Vernet. Horace Vernet.” There was no amusement in his voice, none of the long-suffering patience he usually summoned when Manny mangled a surname. His jaw was tight, and when he spoke again, his words came with the deliberate weight of someone who needed the people around him to understand what had been lost.

“Horace Vernet was a titan of French military art, renowned for his ability to capture the raw, gritty kinetic energy of a battlefield rather than just a stiff, posed scene.” Colin looked back at his phone, at the frozen final frame of the video where the ruined canvas hung from its frame in strips. “This particular piece is a masterpiece of historical propaganda and technical skill. It isn’t just paint on canvas, it is a high-stakes record of national identity, and its provenance and scale make it an irreplaceable asset for any serious collection. Because The Battle of Jemappes is a permanent part of the National Gallery collection in London, it doesn’t have market price in the traditional sense, but could easily be valued at millions of euros.”

He paused and shook his head slowly. “But that’s just the number. The real loss is the painting itself. Vernet captured the frantic energy of the bayonet charge, focusing on the tangled mass of soldiers, fallen horses, and discarded equipment amidst the hazy atmosphere of the battlefield. A work like that cannot be reproduced. It cannot be approximated. It’s gone.”

Nikki’s tears were running down her cheeks now, and she made no effort to stop them. She stepped away from Phillip and sat down next to Pink, who immediately put his arm around her shoulders.

“This is not okay.” Her voice was thick and unsteady. She looked at me across the table, and even through the distortion of tears, the directness of her gaze was absolute. “Doc G, did you see something weird? Something that can tell us that this wasn’t him?”

I frowned. “I would need footage of him in a normal setting to be able to tell if this man impersonated Henri Vrel.”

Nikki huffed a teary laugh. “I didn’t mean it like this. What I meant is that I can’t believe that Henri would do something like this. Not the Henri I knew. So maybe there was something wrong with him?”

Manny leaned back in his chair and pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. “Hmm. Doc? What do you think?”

I did not answer. Instead, I played the video again. The phone screen was too small and the resolution insufficient at this size. Both limitations irritated me. I held the device closer and focused on the eleven-second mark, where everything changed.

The transition was wrong. In every documented case of acute psychological crisis I had studied—and I had studied a considerable number—there was an escalation pattern. Agitation preceded aggression. Micro-expressions of distress, displacement behaviours, postural shifts, changes in respiration—these were the warning signals the body produced before it broke. They were not optional. They were neurological. They happened whether the person was aware of them or not, because they were driven by the autonomic nervous system, not by conscious choice.

Henri Vrel’s body had produced none of them. His baseline behaviour in the seconds before the event showed a man who was calm, engaged, and entirely in control of both his subject and his audience. And then, as if a switch had been thrown, he was no longer in control.

The second anomaly was the destruction itself. His attack on the canvas was not the chaotic, undirected lashing-out of a man in the grip of a psychotic episode. He targeted the structural vulnerabilities of a stretched canvas with the specific, applied knowledge of someone who had spent thirty years learning exactly how paintings were assembled—where they were weakest, where the fabric met the frame, how the tension could be released. The knowledge he had used moments earlier to present the restoration of this work, he now used to destroy it.

The third was the audience. Not their reaction—their reaction was predictable, the standard scatter pattern of people confronted with sudden, inexplicable violence in a confined space—but Vrel’s complete indifference to their presence. A person in genuine psychological distress almost always remained responsive to the social environment, even if that response manifested as increased agitation or withdrawal. Vrel behaved as though the fifteen people surrounding him did not exist. His entire focus was on the painting, as if nothing else in the room registered.

Finally, I looked at Nikki. “You’re right. There is something wrong.”

Yasmine’s phone rang before anyone could respond, its sharp tone slicing through the quiet room. She glanced at the screen, then answered with a single smooth motion, pressing the phone to her ear. Her posture adjusted subtly—shoulders back, chin level, the unconscious realignment of a woman accustomed to professional calls that changed the direction of a day.

She listened. Nodded once. Made a single sound of agreement. Her gaze moved briefly to Manny, then away, in a micro-glance that lasted less than half a second but carried enough information for me to know that whatever she was hearing involved him. She ended the call and lowered the phone to the table as she looked back at Manny.

“I think the president is about to call you. Europol wants us on this case. There is something hinky about it.”

I tilted my head as I studied her. “You don’t often use words like ‘hinky.’ Why did you say that?”

Yasmine’s lips pressed together briefly. She looked towards the window where the children were still running on the lawn in the thin spring sunlight, and for a moment her expression softened before resettling into the careful neutrality she wore like a second skin. “A gut feeling that something is off. I already got a call about this situation earlier. The big bosses at Europol are worried for some reason.”

Manny’s phone rang. His lips thinned as he glanced at the screen, then swiped it, lifting the phone to his ear. “Mr President.”

I tuned out Manny’s conversation and played the video a third time.

I had already identified three anomalies. But something else nagged at me—something I had registered on the first viewing without fully processing. I slowed the playback and moved through the final seconds frame by frame, as much as the phone’s limited interface would allow.

I found it in the final four seconds. After Vrel had finished destroying the painting, after the last strip of canvas had been torn free from the frame, he stopped. His hands fell to his sides. His shoulders, which had been hunched forward and rotated inward throughout the destruction, dropped. And for two, perhaps three seconds, his face was visible to the camera at an angle that was narrow but sufficient.

The muscles around his eyes had contracted—the orbicularis oculi pulling inward and upward in a pattern that was entirely inconsistent with aggression, with rage, with any form of hostile affect. It was the expression the face produced in moments of profound, overwhelming distress. Not fury. Not satisfaction. Not the dissociative blankness of a psychotic break.

In those final seconds, Henri Vrel had been fully aware of what he had done. And the expression on his face was that of a man who had watched himself do it and could not stop it. Then he collapsed onto the floor. 

I lowered my phone to the table and sat very still. I pushed Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21 into my mind, the slow movement—the Andante—its measured, unhurried melody providing the structure I needed to contain what I had just observed. Something had been done to Henri Vrel. I did not yet know what. But the evidence on that video was clear.

Manny ended the call and rapped his knuckles on the table. “Let’s eat, and then we need to pack our bags. We’re leaving for Brussels in an hour.”
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Chapter TWO
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“We’re twenty minutes out.” Colin glanced at the GPS display, then returned his attention to the road. The afternoon light had shifted as we’d crossed into Belgium, the sky turning from the pale blue of eastern France to a softer, greyer wash that settled over the landscape ahead of us.

The change had been gradual. South of the border, the terrain had still held the gentle roll of Lorraine, farmland broken by low hedgerows and clusters of pale stone villages set back from the motorway. As we’d moved north, the land had flattened. The fields widened into broad, unbroken sweeps of green and gold, rapeseed and young wheat catching the late afternoon sun. Irrigation channels cut straight lines between the plots, and the occasional farmstead sat low against the horizon, its red-brick walls and slate roof the only interruption in the open expanse. The sky felt larger here, the way it does in flat country, pressing down against the earth with a weight that had nothing to do with weather and everything to do with scale.

Five hours of driving. Five hours in our own vehicles, on roads stretching visibly ahead of us and air I could control, with no airport queues, no recycled cabin pressure, no strangers pressing into my personal space. The relief of that was not something I would take for granted. Colin had driven the entire route without complaint, our SUV holding a steady rhythm on the motorway while Yasmine followed in hers with Manny and Francine. Vinnie sat behind Colin, his large frame angled against the door, and Nikki occupied the seat behind me. She had insisted on coming. No one had argued. Her connection to Henri Vrel was one of the many reasons we were driving to Brussels on a Saturday late afternoon instead of enjoying dessert after yet another delicious meal Vinnie would’ve prepared.

Daniel and Pink were on standby in Strasbourg. Daniel had spent an hour on the phone before we’d left, and when he’d hung up, he’d told us that the DSU commander in Brussels was a man he’d trained with and one of the best tactical leaders in Europe. If we needed that kind of support, it would be there.

We’d had seven phone calls with the other SUV in the last five hours. Three had been short, but four had been chatty, especially when Nikki and Francine had started talking about a possible shopping trip in Brussels. I suppressed a smile when the phone rang again. This time, it was Yasmine’s name that flashed on the large touchscreen display of the SUV’s infotainment system. 

Colin pressed the button on the steering wheel, his lips twitching. “Your bladder is smaller than Vivi’s, Millard.”

Manny swore when the two women in the car with him laughed. “Bugger off, all of you. I only asked to stop once. Once.”

“You didn’t hear the squeaky desperation in your voice when you ordered us to stop, old man.” Vinnie cleared his throat, then adopted the most ridiculous high-pitched, trembling tone. “For the love of Lady Gaga and all the violinists on this bloody planet. It will be the Great Bloody Flood of Bloody London in the back of this bloody car if you don’t bloody stop.”

There was a millisecond of silence before laughter exploded in our SUV and over the speakerphone.

“Oh, Vin.” Francine snorted loudly. “That was your worst British accent yet. It was absolutely fantastic.”

Nikki chuckled again. “So, big punk. How long did you sit on this one?”

“Months!” Vinnie laughed. “I knew I just had to wait for the right moment.” He leaned in between the two front seats. “Thanks for giving me this epic moment, old man.”

“Bugger off.”

Again, there was laughter. I relaxed even more against the back of my seat. When I’d first met Colin and Vinnie thirteen years ago, I would never have believed myself capable of enjoying and even treasuring such silly, banal moments. But I didn’t consider them silly or banal. I’d come to appreciate the value of such light-hearted moments. Not only did it bring us closer together, but it also brought us relief from the work we did—work that often gave us glimpses into the darkest underside of humanity.

Manny’s loud sigh filled our SUV. “We’re almost at the Vrel family home, so what do we know about them?”

“Is this my turn? Or Nikki’s?” Francine’s gentle question followed Manny’s, the sound of rapid clicking indicating that she was working on her laptop. Again. “Colonel Grumps is glaring at me, so I’ll start.” Her typing paused. “I’ve been digging and this is what I have so far. Henri Vrel was sixty-two years old. French national, born in Lyon. He built his reputation over thirty years as one of the most respected art restorers and authenticators in Europe. His speciality was nineteenth-century French academic painting.”

“Formal, highly skilled work that came out of the French academies,” Nikki added. “He was one of the best, if not the best. He was one of the few restorers trusted to work on canvases that came from the hands of establishment painters like Bouguereau, Gérôme, and Cabanel.”

Francine’s typing resumed briefly, then stopped again. “Um, he also published over a dozen papers on authentication methodology. He consulted for the Louvre, the Musée d’Orsay, the Musées royaux des Beaux-Arts in Brussels, and at least half a dozen private collections across Europe.”

“His client list reads like a who’s who of institutional art.” Nikki cleared her throat. “It was such an honour to work with a person who not only had an unshakeable reputation, but was also such an example of integrity.”

“She’s right,” Francine said. “I didn’t do the deepest dive ever, but I looked deep enough to say that there were no scandals, no controversies, no questionable attributions connected to Henri’s name or work. In thirty years, not a single authentication of his was successfully challenged. That’s an impeccable record.”

“It is.” Colin turned the steering wheel as the motorway curved gently. “Art authentication is a field where reputations are built slowly and destroyed in a single afternoon. Vrel’s track record is extraordinary. People in the art world don’t just respect him. They trust him. That’s a much harder thing to earn.”

Nikki shifted forward in her seat. “He was more than his professional record.” Her voice was tight with emotion. “When I spent time at the conservation studio in Brussels, Henri was the one who actually taught me. Not just technique. He taught me how to look at a painting the way the original artist intended it to be seen. He used to say that a restorer’s job wasn’t to impose their own hand on a work, but to step aside and let the painting speak again.”

The car was quiet for a moment.

“He never rushed.” Nikki’s fingers pressed against the armrest. “No matter how tight a deadline was, he refused to cut corners. He would rather lose a commission than compromise the integrity of a piece. And he was patient with students. Unbelievably patient. He explained things four or five times without ever making you feel foolish for not understanding the first time.”

“Sounds like a seriously good dude.” Vinnie’s voice was low.

“He is.” Nikki’s voice wobbled and she cleared her throat. “He was.”

“Um.” The hesitation in Francine’s voice brought my brows together.

“Just tell us what you found.” Manny paused. “Nikki?”

“I can handle it.” Her tone belied her confident words, yet I knew this young woman. She would deal with whatever Francine was about to share in a mature and insightful manner.

“I’ll start by saying that people are idiots.” Francine sighed. “I found discussions on a few forums, speculating about Henri’s breakdown, episode, whatever happened to him.” She sighed again. “I found seventeen articles, four forum threads, and a deeply unpleasant comment section on a Belgian news site. The speculation is all over the place. Nervous breakdown, substance abuse and even early-onset dementia. One particularly creative commenter suggested he’d been possessed.”

“For the love of the saints.” The disgust in Manny’s voice carried clearly through the speaker.

“The substance abuse theory seems to be the most popular one,” Francine continued. “Several articles reference ‘an unnamed source close to the art world’ who claims Vrel had been under enormous pressure and may have turned to alcohol or medication.”

“That’s total and utter bullshit.” Nikki’s voice rose as she spoke. “Henri only ever drank one glass of red wine per week. It was on a Sunday with his dinner. Nothing else.” She paused and took a shuddering breath. “Of course, I might be wrong, but I really don’t think so. I’ve kept in touch with Henri and his family.” There was more doubt in her tone now. “Maybe he hid things from me. I mean, we weren’t that close. But no, I still believe that this isn’t true.” She tapped gently on the seat by my shoulder. “Doc G?”

I thought about what I’d observed when I’d watched the video. “His behaviour was not consistent with substance impairment. His motor coordination, in the initial moments, was not compromised in the way alcohol or benzodiazepines would produce. There was no tremor consistent with stimulant use, no pupil dilation visible at that distance. If he were intoxicated, it would’ve been visible before he became destructive. 

“The onset was sudden. One moment, he was speaking coherently, his demeanour entirely consistent with a man coherent and in control of his faculties. The next moment, his behaviour shifted. It was not a gradual deterioration. It was as if a switch had been thrown.”

“A switch.” Colin’s jaw tightened. “Huh.”

I nodded. “The speed of the transition is what concerns me most. Psychiatric episodes, substance reactions and even acute neurological events typically present with some observable escalation. A change in breathing, a shift in posture, micro-expressions indicating internal distress. I observed none of that. He was calm. And then he was not.”
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