
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Estelle Ryan

The 

Bellotto Connection


Seven paintings. A deadly legacy. High-tech surveillance.
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Chapter ONE
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“Follow me, please.” Madame Tessier, the president of France’s private secretary, gestured to the corridor that led deeper into the Palais de l’Élysée. “The president is ready to see you.”

I suppressed a sigh and followed her, the click of her heels sharp on the parquet flooring. The corridor of the official residence of the President of France smelled of beeswax, furniture polish, and old wood, its walls lined with gilt-framed portraits of former presidents whose painted gazes tracked our progress beneath a ceiling of ornate plasterwork. 

This meeting had upended my carefully curated routine that brought stability to my mind. I’d been finishing up a report for a minor case that our team had investigated. Colin, my life partner, had quickly identified the forged paintings in a local gallery. Francine, my best friend and our team’s cyber expert, had followed the online footprint of the forger and within thirty-six hours, we’d caught the forger, retrieved the original paintings and were left with the considerable administrative work that followed after each case.

Since our team reported directly to the president of France, we’d had no option but to get on the first available train and make our way from Strasbourg to Paris when Manny had received the summons at thirteen minutes to one today. The hour and forty-three-minute journey had been uneventful and considerably shorter than the five hours it would’ve taken us to drive here.

Usually, Manny—Colonel Manfred Millard—was the only person who communicated with the president during our cases. Thus, it had been surprising that the president had requested that Colin and I attend this meeting.

I hiked my handbag over my shoulder and slowed down when we reached the tall, white double doors at the end of the corridor. Madame Tessier knocked once on the door, then opened it and stood back.

Immediately, Manny’s shoulders slumped slightly as he nodded at Madame Tessier. Colin squeezed my hand and we followed Manny into President Beaumont’s office.

The Salon Doré was resplendent in a way that was entirely impractical and yet undeniably effective as a statement of power. The walls were panelled in carved and gilded boiserie, the gold leaf catching the afternoon light that poured through the three tall windows overlooking the palace gardens. An enormous crystal chandelier hung from the decorated ceiling—a relic from the time of Napoleon III, its hundreds of facets splitting the light into tiny, distracting rainbows. Gobelins tapestries flanked the fireplace. The furnishings were an incongruous mix of Empire-era opulence and contemporary austerity: a large black desk dominated one side of the room, its clean lines at odds with the gilded excess around it. To the left, a sitting area had been arranged with cream upholstered wingback chairs and a sofa around a low table.

Two men stood by the windows, silhouetted against the manicured garden and the bare winter branches of the old plane trees beyond. One was the president. The other was a man I hadn’t met before—slim, with a runner’s build, his silver hair styled impeccably. He wore a dark navy suit of a cut so precise it could only have come from Savile Row, a silk tie in burgundy, and rimless glasses that reflected the chandelier light. A pair of cufflinks glinted at his wrists. His posture was rigid with the practised composure of a career diplomat, but his blink rate was rapid and his left hand was pushed deep into his trouser pocket. The tightness around his eyes and the shallow rhythm of his breathing revealed his distress.

“Colonel Millard.” President Beaumont’s genuine smile lifted his cheeks and crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“Our pleasure, sir.” Manny shook the president’s hand. I had noticed a change in the dynamics between Manny and the president in the last thirteen months. Once, I’d asked Manny whether he now considered the president a close and trusted friend. Manny had glared at me, grumbled something unintelligible and had walked away. He had an odd way of admitting that he cared about certain people.

“Genevieve.” The president’s expression softened as he looked at me. “I know breaking your routine is never easy. I deeply appreciate you joining us here.”

I’d met this man often enough to know he didn’t expect any neurotypical responses from me, which was a great relief.

He shook Colin’s hand. “We really need your expertise on this one, Colin.”

“Ooh, now I’m intrigued.” Colin’s smile was warm. “Please tell me you have some rare masterpieces for me to look at.”

“Something close enough.” President Beaumont stepped back and gestured to the distinguished man quietly watching us. “I would like for you to meet Doctor Felix von Hartberg. Doctor von Hartberg, this is Colonel Millard, Doctor Lenard and Mister Frey.”

How interesting. This stranger knew who we were. His nonverbal cues showed recognition and curiosity that one didn’t usually observe during an introduction. I was most intrigued and continued to study him. His body language and micro-expressions communicated so much more than distress. There was also hopefulness, relief and a lot of desperation.

Doctor von Hartberg stepped forward and shook Colin and Manny’s hands. He smiled at me. “I was the one who requested your presence here, so please accept my heartfelt appreciation for making your way here so quickly.”

His German accent lent his English a charming lilt, with none of the harshness that was so often a source of mockery. He studied me for a few more seconds before stepping back.

“Why don’t we get a bit more comfortable?” President Beaumont gestured to the sitting area.

Doctor von Hartberg was the first one to move away from the windows. He was clearly in a hurry to discuss the reason for our presence. The afternoon light caught the gold thread in the tapestry nearest to him as he passed—a hunting scene that was incongruously pastoral given the tension emanating from this man. President Beaumont glanced at Manny before nodding towards the chairs.

We joined Doctor von Hartberg—Colin and I sat on the sofa, Manny and the president on the beautiful wingback chairs facing the other man.

“Doctor von Hartberg is the Austrian Ambassador to France.” The president’s smile was professional, but not unkind. “We’ve been privileged to work together many times and have achieved a few notable goals.”

Doctor von Hartberg nodded and inhaled deeply. “And that’s the reason I know I can trust you and your team with something that involves Austrian and possibly European security.” He cleared his throat. “This morning early, Konrad von Amsel was found dead in his house. Murdered.”

Manny’s eyebrows shot up. “Konrad von Amsel? The director of EU INTCEN?”

“Retiring director, yes.” Doctor von Hartberg looked at me, then at Colin. “Are you familiar with EU INTCEN?”

“I know it’s the European Union Intelligence and Situation Centre.” Colin leaned back in the sofa. “I don’t know a lot about it, but I’m pretty sure it aggregates intelligence from member states, right?”

“Essentially, yes.” The Austrian ambassador nodded once. “They don’t have any operational power—no agents, no spies in the field. Their purpose is strictly strategic. They fuse intelligence, raw data, from twenty-seven different national agencies to create a single threat assessment for Brussels.”

“Which means that all of Europe’s spy agencies are now panicking.” Manny slumped in his chair. “How was this director killed? Are you sure it’s a murder?”

Doctor von Hartberg’s lips thinned as he nodded. “It was brutal. We don’t have the exact time of death yet, but it was between eleven last night and two this morning.”

“Who found him?” Manny asked.

“112 received an anonymous call.” The ambassador tugged on his shirt cuffs. “The Austrian police are already investigating, but this is the very beginning of an extremely delicate case.”

Colin leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “You asked for us by name, which means you know who we are and what we do. Why am I here?”

“We need your art expertise.”

“I know a few exceptionally gifted art experts here in Austria, who very possibly know much more than I do.” Colin leaned forward even more, his eyes narrowing. “Why are we really here, Doctor von Hartberg?”

The ambassador studied Colin for a moment, then he looked from me to Manny and back. Finally, he sighed. “I would consider it a personal favour if you and your team could help us. I already have the approval of the Austrian Federal President as well as of the President of the European Council. I made sure of it before I even approached President Beaumont. Nothing will be done through secret channels.”

“But?” Colin straightened. “There are always many but’s involved when it comes to diplomats and spies.”

Doctor von Hartberg’s lips twitched, yet the humour didn’t reach his eyes. “True. In this situation, the only ‘but’ is that this case needs the lightest of touches.”

This man was a fascinating study of human behaviour. As a diplomat, he’d obviously had to master the art of controlling every response, every expression, every bit of information he shared. It made him appear less trustworthy, especially since I could clearly see that he was withholding a lot of information from us.

“As Frey already pointed out, you know who we are.” Manny stared at the ambassador. “Then you must also know that we go where the truth takes us. That might mean the touch won’t be light.”

Doctor von Hartberg closed his eyes for the length of one slow inhale. On the exhale, he looked at Manny. “Then I implore you to be as discreet as possible and keep your touch as light as possible.”

“Do you want us to find the truth?” Manny raised one eyebrow.

The ambassador’s lips pulled into a thin line. He glanced at me before looking at Manny again. “In all honesty, I don’t know if I want to know the truth. But it’s better if we find it before it turns out to be something that could do a lot of damage.”

“Hmph.” Manny’s scowl deepened. “Well, then. Tell Frey why you need his expertise.”

Doctor von Hartberg cleared his throat. Outside, a bird flew very close to the window before landing on the branch of the nearest plane tree. For a moment, I watched it before returning my attention to the ambassador.

“Konrad’s main residence was in Vienna for the last few decades. He recently sold his house to retire to his second home in southern Austria. He had a moving company take the bulk of his belongings, but kept the most valuable things to be moved by a carefully selected team. They loaded his art, the desk he inherited from his grandfather and a few other things into a box truck and drove it down to the south.”

“It was hijacked?” Colin tilted his head when the ambassador nodded, his eyes narrowing with sharp interest. “When, where, how?”

“All those details are still coming in.” The ambassador turned his full attention to Colin. “We don’t have definitive proof that the heist and Konrad’s murder are related, but it’s unlikely that they are not.”

“What was stolen?” Manny’s fingers drummed once on the armrest of the wingback chair and his jaw tightened.

“Seven Bernardo Bellotto modelli.” He smiled when Colin inhaled sharply. “I see you understand the importance and impact of this.”

Colin nodded. “I’ve only ever heard rumours that these modelli exist. I assume their authenticity is not under dispute?”

“Anyone who ever spoke to Konrad for more than ten minutes knew about his love for art, especially Bellotto’s work.” Doctor von Hartberg tilted his head. “Do you know the value of these works?”

Colin’s eyebrows shot up. “You don’t know?”

“Like I said before, details of the heist are still coming in.”

“Hmm.” Colin narrowed his eyes. “Bellotto modelli are rare. Individual Bellotto canvases have sold for two to four million euros at auction. That means that seven modelli —”

“Why are you differentiating between canvases and models?” Manny interrupted.

“Modelli.” Colin gave Manny a look of censure. “Not models. A modello—the singular—is a detailed preparatory study or a small-scale version of a work. It was often fully coloured before it was presented to a patron for approval. Once the patron approved the modello, the artist would then start with the final, larger piece.” He looked at the ambassador. “Do you know which modelli were taken?”

“No.”

“The value of these works?” President Beaumont asked.

“Seven authenticated modelli, unknown to the market, would command a premium.” Colin looked up at the ceiling for a moment, staring unfocused at the gilded rosettes surrounding the chandelier’s base. When he looked down, he was smiling. “We’re looking at fourteen to eighteen million euros collectively.”

“Holy hellfire.” Manny looked from Colin to the president to me. “Doc?”

“Yes?”

Manny scowled at me. “Anything to add?”

I knew what he was asking me, but I had yet to decide on an approach. Finally, I fell back on the most logical tactic. Candor. I looked at the ambassador. “Surely, you must know that I can see you are withholding a lot of information from us.”

He nodded. “Just as you must surely know that I can’t tell you everything. Konrad’s background is complicated. He wasn’t just the director of INTCEN, which is a complicated web of secrets in its own right. He also had a long history with the Austrian spy services. Even though our president and the President of the European Council both gave the green light for your team to investigate this case, we are still dealing with extremely sensitive, and even top secret, information.”

His left hand had emerged from his pocket during this speech, and I observed the faintest tremor in his fingers before he clasped both hands together in his lap. The gesture was rehearsed—a diplomat’s reflex to conceal what his body betrayed.

President Beaumont looked at me, then at Manny. “This is important.”

Manny nodded. “Understood.”

Doctor von Hartberg looked from the president to Manny. “Does this mean you will investigate Konrad’s death and the heist?”

“We will.” Manny didn’t look pleased.

The ambassador didn’t even attempt to hide his relief. His shoulders dropped, his breathing slowed and for the first time since we’d walked in, the tension around his jaw eased. “Thank you, Colonel Millard. Doctor Lenard. Mister Frey. I will be in your debt.” He straightened. “I hope you will allow me the honour of picking you up in Strasbourg tomorrow morning.”

“By car?” The words escaped my mouth before I could modulate my disapproving tone.

This was the first time Doctor von Hartberg’s expression relaxed. He laughed softly. “No, Doctor Lenard. I’ll be flying in a private plane from Paris. A quick stopover in Strasbourg is no problem. It’s on my way to Vienna. And the one-hour flight from Strasbourg to Vienna is much better than an eight-hour drive.”
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Chapter TWO
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The aroma of rosemary and slow-roasted garlic met me before I reached the dining area. Vinnie had been in the kitchen in the main house since we’d returned from Paris two hours ago and, judging by the number of dishes covering every surface, we were about to enjoy a spectacular meal.

Colin and I shared this property with nine adults and four children, each family unit in their own independent living space. Our cottage had a small kitchenette, like everyone else’s, yet we all shared our meals in the main house. 

The dining table was long and solid, comfortably seating twelve. Candles flickered in the centre, casting warm shadows across the spread of food, and the low hum of overlapping conversations made me pause at the threshold.

Colin was already seated, his chair angled so he could see both the entrance and the kitchen. Manny sat at his usual place near the head of the table, a glass of red wine positioned exactly three centimetres from the edge of his placemat. Francine was beside him, her laptop bag hooked over the back of her chair, her dark eyes bright with something between excitement and mischief.

“Jen-girl!” Vinnie, my male best friend, grinned at me as he walked to the table, carrying a tray laden with two enormous ceramic dishes. “Sit down. You’re going to love this. We’re being fancy-dancy tonight. Provençal lamb with a rosemary and anchovy crust, roasted root vegetables, and a fennel gratin.”

“Are you betraying your family heritage, big punk?” Nikki’s shock was outrageously exaggerated. She’d declared herself my sister-daughter-best friend and, after some thought about the role that didn’t exist, I’d gladly accepted. She was sitting next to her husband, Pink, who was a member of France’s elite emergency response unit, similar to the USA’s SWAT teams. 

“Wash your mouth with soap, little punk. Just because I’m cooking French cuisine doesn’t mean my Italian heart stopped beating.” He put the tray on the table and pointed at Pink and Nikki. “Unload that. I’m getting the rest.”

“Do you need help?” Lieutenant Daniel Cassel was the RAID team leader, relying heavily on Pink’s cyber expertise. He moved to get up, but Vinnie shook his head. 

“I got it, dude.” Vinnie walked back to the kitchen and I sat down in my usual chair next to Colin. 

He reached over and took my hand, his expression softening. “Vin, this smells amazing.”

“It really does.” Yasmine Abidar, Daniel’s fiancée leaned forward and sniffed the air. She was a brilliant and formidable Europol investigator and I considered her one of my best friends. “Hurry up, Vinster. I’m starving.”

“Me too.” Doctor Roxy Ferreira, Vinnie’s wife, had claimed the seat beside Vinnie’s empty chair, her dark curls escaping from a hastily constructed knot at the back of her head. As a world-renowned specialist in infectious diseases, she approached most things with clinical precision—except her hair, which existed in a state of perpetual rebellion. “I had a very long day at work.”

“Coming, snookums, coming.” Vinnie set two baskets with breadrolls in the centre of the table with theatrical flair, the scar running down the left side of his face lifting as he smiled at her. He straightened, planted his hands on his hips and surveyed the table before he nodded once. “Right. Nobody touches anything until I bring the salad.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Nikki reached for a bread roll.

Vinnie pointed at her without turning around. “I saw that, little punk.”

“Ooh, Daddy Vinnie grew eyes in the back of his head.” Nikki giggled.

“With you-know-who, I had to grow three pairs of those.” Vinnie returned with two large wooden bowls of salad. He glanced towards the media room where the kids were watching a movie. “At least I know he’ll behave for the next forty minutes.”

Roxy and Vinnie had adopted twins—the rambunctious Julian and the studious Bianca. These two were best friends with Nikki and Pink’s son, Eric. Their daughter, Vivi, was less than a year old and too young to join in their games, but all three older kids loved looking after her. The parents had come to an agreement that the kids were allowed only two hours in the media room per day. All other playtime was to be off-screen. By the sounds floating in from the media room, they were watching their favourite animated movie again.

Nikki leaned forward, her eyes wide as she stared at the lamb. “Oh my God, that smells incredible.” 

Vinnie sat down next to Roxy and gestured at the food. “Dig in, dudes and dudettes.”

For a few seconds, the only sounds around the table were the dishing-up spoons clinking against the bowls and plates and soft requests to pass more dishes around. 

Nikki finished dishing up and turned to me, and the brightness in her expression faltered for a moment before she forced it back. “I can’t believe you’re going to Vienna without me.”

“You weren’t invited.” I considered this statement. “That sounded unkind. I mean that the request was for specific team members.”

“I know what you meant.” She slumped back in her chair with a dramatic sigh. “But Vienna, Doc G. Vienna! Do you have any idea what that city is like for someone who works in art?”

I did, in fact, have a considerable idea, though my knowledge was academic rather than experiential. I waited for her to continue. I knew this young woman very well and clearly saw her attempt to hold her words back.

“The Kunsthistorisches Museum alone—” She pressed her palms flat on the table, her voice rising with reverence. “It has one of the finest collections of Old Masters in the world. Raphael, Caravaggio, Vermeer, Bruegel—his Tower of Babel is there, Doc G. And the building itself is a masterpiece. The Habsburgs commissioned it specifically to house their art collection, and Klimt painted the grand staircase.”

“Gustav Klimt.” Pink nodded. “The gold-leaf guy. Even I know that one.”

Nikki turned on him, aghast. “The gold-leaf guy? He co-founded the entire Vienna Secession movement. His Kiss is at the Belvedere, Death and Life is at the Leopold Museum—” She stopped herself and took a breath. “Sorry. I just want to spend a week in that city, not to work, but to visit these places without any rush. The Albertina, the Secession Building with the Beethoven Frieze... Schiele’s self-portraits at the Leopold Museum.”

“That’s a good list, Nikki.” Phillip Rousseau’s voice was quiet and warm. He owned a high-end insurance company and was the only father figure I’d ever known. “I wouldn’t mind revisiting those places.”

Nikki’s eyes widened. “Ooh, maybe we should go together. Just you and me.”

“I would love that.” Phillip’s smile was filled with affection. He turned to me. “Vienna also has significant importance in the history of music.”

“Very true. Mozart moved to Vienna in 1781.” Mozart’s music was one of my primary coping mechanisms when the world became overwhelming for my autistic mind. “He was twenty-five. He’d been dismissed by the Archbishop of Salzburg and he chose to stay in Vienna as one of the first freelance musicians of his era. It was a revolutionary decision.”

“Revolutionary and financially disastrous.” Phillip reached for his wine glass. “Brilliant man, terrible with money.”

I nodded. “That is accurate. Despite his extraordinary success—The Marriage of Figaro, Don Giovanni, The Magic Flute—he frequently lived beyond his means. He composed over six hundred works in the ten years he spent in Vienna.” I realised I was about to go into far too much detail for a group of people who didn’t share the same passion for this composer, so I searched for a closing sentence. “He died there in 1791. He was thirty-five.”

“Thirty-five.” Roxy shook her head. “Six hundred works in a decade and dead at thirty-five. That’s heartbreaking.”

“He was buried in a common grave,” I added. “In accordance with Viennese custom at the time. His wife, Constanze, didn’t attend the funeral. His exact burial site has never been confirmed. Mozart wrote the most beautiful music humanity has ever produced. It is believed that he’d composed over six hundred works. His legacy is extraordinary.”

Francine leaned back in her chair and rubbed her hands together, the gesture quick and deliberate—one I’d learned to recognise as the precursor to information she found particularly delicious. “But Vienna is not only famous for art and music.” Her dark eyes glittered in the candlelight. “It’s also very famous for its spies.”

“Oh, here we go.” Manny cut into his lamb with more force than was necessary.

“No, no, this is good.” Francine waved her fork at him. “Vienna has been the spy capital of the world for centuries. It started with the Habsburgs, one of Europe’s most influential royal dynasties. Prince Metternich was Austria’s foreign minister from 1809 and they used to say he was the one who taught the walls how to listen.”

“That is a colourful way to describe systematic surveillance.” I found the phrasing interesting, if imprecise.

“It gets better.” Francine took a bite of her lamb, closed her eyes in momentary bliss, then continued. “After World War Two, Vienna was divided into occupation zones, just like Berlin. The Soviets set up an extensive intelligence network and the Americans, the British, the French—everyone was there. The whole city became a battleground between East and West.”

“The Third Man,” Colin said. “Orson Welles, the sewers. It was based on a novel by Graham Greene, who was MI6.”

“I know that movie.” Manny frowned. “It’s about the guy who faked his own death, right?”

“Harry Lime.” Colin nodded. “A racketeer who used the sewer tunnels to vanish. Greene wrote the screenplay based on real intelligence from the post-war occupation. He understood that Vienna is a city of facades. The palaces are on top, but the real business happens down here in the dark.”

“Exactly.” Francine pointed her fork at him approvingly. “And today, Austria’s laws on espionage are some of the most relaxed in the world. The only spying that’s illegal there is spying against Austria itself. Everything else? Fair game.”

“Which is why every intelligence service on the planet has a presence there.” Yasmine’s tone was matter-of-fact, the slight blend of her Moroccan-Scottish-French-Italian accent flattening the consonants. “Vienna hosts the UN, the IAEA, the OSCE, OPEC.”

“Dude.” Vinnie huffed. “Those are a lot of letters.”

Yasmine laughed. “The United Nations, the International Atomic Energy Agency, the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe and the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries. There are also over three hundred diplomatic missions in Vienna. Nearly four thousand diplomats with immunity. A former chief of Austrian intelligence once estimated that more than seven thousand operatives work in the city.”

Daniel whistled low. “Seven thousand. In a city of fewer than... How many people live in Vienna?”

“Um...” Francine tapped on her phone screen, then looked up. “Two million. Not a very large city. Not for seven thousand spies.”

“And recently, it’s only gotten worse.” Yasmine reached for the breadbasket. “There were serious concerns about Austria’s domestic intelligence agency being compromised. For a time, they were cut out of European intelligence sharing entirely.”

“So, we’re walking into a city where everyone is watching everyone else.” Manny’s jaw tightened. “Wonderful.”

“Think of it this way, old man.” Vinnie grinned. “At least the food there is excellent.”

“I am not reassured by a bloody strudel.”

The laughter around the table was warm and unforced. For the next five minutes, the conversation was completely focused on the food, especially the desserts that were essential to experience before one died. I was hard pushed not to roll my eyes like Nikki always did each time one of them declared a dish ‘to die for’. 

I jerked when my phone vibrated against the table. I glanced at the screen and felt my brow contract involuntarily. The call was from a number I recognised, but not one I expected.

“It’s the president.” My words stopped the conversation and everyone went silent, shock evident on their faces.

“The President of France?” Nikki’s voice rose half an octave. “What—now? During dinner?”

I swiped the screen and put the phone against my ear. “Mister President.”

“Good evening, Genevieve.” The warmth in his tone immediately lightened the tension in my shoulders. “Are you with the team?”

“Yes. Everyone is here.”

“Put me on speakerphone, please.”

I tapped the icon on the screen and placed the phone in the centre of the table. “You’re on speakerphone.”

“Good evening, everyone.” The President’s voice filled the dining area. “I apologise for interrupting what I’m sure is one of Vinnie’s exceptional meals.”

“Provençal lamb.” Vinnie leaned closer to the phone. “You’re welcome to join us.”

“Maybe another time.” His voice grew serious. “Genevieve? Manny? This afternoon, when you met with Felix von Hartberg—did either of you come away with the impression that he was withholding more than the usual intelligence considerations?”

I looked at Manny. His expression had shifted from relaxed to alert, his shoulders slumping. He met my gaze and gave a single, tight nod.

“Yes,” I said. “Considerably more. His nonverbal behaviour was consistent with strategic concealment—not the routine compartmentalisation one expects from a diplomat, but active suppression of information he considers dangerous.”

“Absolutely,” Manny said, leaning towards the phone. “He’s holding back. Doc also agrees with me that he’s scared of or for something or somebody. That concerns me more than anything else he said today.”

There was a weighted pause on the line. When the President spoke again, his voice had dropped. “I have a bad feeling about this. The murder of a retiring INTCEN director, stolen paintings worth a fortune, and a diplomat who’s too afraid to tell us everything he knows.” Another pause. “Is Daniel there?”

Daniel sat up straighter. “I’m here, sir.”

“I’ve cleared it with your commander. You and Pink are to join the team in Vienna.”

Daniel’s eyes met Yasmine’s across the table, a quick, silent exchange that communicated more than words. He nodded once. “Understood, sir.”

“Yasmine?” 

She blinked twice. “Yes, Mister President?”

“You are also to go.”

A smile spread across Yasmine’s face. She glanced at Daniel, then back at the phone. “I appreciate the order, sir, but I should tell you—my superiors at Europol have already instructed me to look into this. Konrad von Amsel’s death has shaken the EU.”

“Good.” The President’s tone sharpened with something that sounded like grim satisfaction. “Then you’re doubly authorised.”

I leaned towards the phone. “Mister President, how well do you know Felix?”

Silence. I counted three seconds.

“Do you trust him?” I added.

The pause stretched to five seconds. When the President spoke, his words were measured, chosen with the kind of fastidiousness I associated with high-stakes negotiations. “I trust him enough. In politics, it is hard to know who to truly trust. So, the fact that I trust him enough counts for a great deal.”

I filed this response away for future analysis. It was an honest answer.

“Be careful.” The President’s voice hardened. “All of you. This is not just about Austria and the Bellotto modelli. This is about the whole of the EU. The implications of Konrad’s death, his secrets, what he might have left behind—it could unravel far more than one country’s intelligence apparatus.”

“We understand, sir,” Manny said.

“Good.” A small pause. “Enjoy the rest of your dinner.”

The line went dead. No one spoke for several seconds.

Vinnie broke the silence by picking up the serving spoon. “Anyone need more lamb?”

“Vin.” Roxy shook her head, a few escaped curls bouncing around her face.

“What?” He shrugged his enormous shoulders. “The man said what he needed to say. We heard him. Now, can we finish eating before it gets cold? Disrespecting good food is a sin.”

Manny stared at Vinnie for three seconds, then exhaled through his nose and picked up his fork. It was, I supposed, a kind of agreement.

Nikki sighed dramatically as she looked at Pink. “You’re going to Vienna. Leaving me all on my ownsome. All alone. No strudel. No Mozart. No Bruegel.”

Pink failed spectacularly in trying to keep a straight face. “I’m so sorry, Nix.”

“Pah.” She slapped his shoulder and turned back to her food. “You’re not sorry, you horrible man.”

Manny cleared his throat and looked across the table at Colin. “I suppose now is as good a time as any.” He set his knife and fork down on his plate with deliberate care. “Tell me about these modelli. Not a long bloody lecture, Frey.”

Colin leaned back in his chair, his expression shifting to a more focused, analytical mode. “Honestly, Millard, I don’t know enough yet. I’ve only heard rumours about Bellotto modelli. I’ll need to see photographs—ideally, the paintings themselves—before I can give you a useful opinion. As it is, von Hartberg didn’t give us any information about the modelli.”

“Hmph.” Manny’s lips tightened. “Bloody diplomats and politicians. Give me the bare basics of this Lotto guy.”

“Bellotto.” Colin almost smiled when Nikki snickered. “Bernardo Bellotto was born in Venice around 1721. He was the nephew of the famous Canaletto, whose real name was Giovanni Antonio Canal. Bellotto learned the trade from him, and even used his uncle’s name, which caused no end of confusion.”
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