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Cryptic paintings. A stolen childhood. A standoff.

A brutal criminal act rips Doctor Genevieve Lenard from her ordered life, stranding her in a foreign country. Reeling from the event, Genevieve’s analytical mind overrides her fear, allowing her to see the truth hidden in the attack: this is more than a crime. It’s a desperate plea for her attention—a puzzle crafted by the perpetrator, who didn’t want to harm her. They need her brilliant mind.

When her team rushes to her side, she urges them to look past the initial crime and follow the enigmatic clues left just for her. Each discovery pulls them deeper into a sinister conspiracy, one that is hurtling toward a catastrophic event.

Now, a desperate hunt begins for the one person who holds the key. They must find the perpetrator who set this chain of events in motion—the only one with the answers needed to prevent a horrific tragedy.
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Chapter ONE 
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I adjusted the strap of my handbag, the faux leather gliding against the wool of my coat and suppressed a physical shudder as I walked to the shop’s door. The air inside felt static, overly warm. I needed to get to my car and go home. Fortunately, this establishment was on a quiet street in Strasbourg. If Nikki had asked me to go to one of the shops she usually frequented in the crowded Grande Île, I would not have agreed to shop for her.

I glanced at the large, branded paper bag before I pushed the door open with my elbow and walked into the crisp early evening air. It smelled of damp pavement and the faint, sweet decay of fallen leaves from the plane trees lining the kerb. We were deep into autumn now—the days were shorter and the temperatures were dropping every day.

Nikki, my self-proclaimed daughter-sister-bestie, had phoned me earlier today with the news that her husband, Pink, had injured his foot during a training exercise. Pink was a highly trained emergency response officer in a local RAID team—the French equivalent of SWAT. He’d left this morning for training and apparently twisted his ankle very badly in the first twenty minutes.

Again, I glanced at the bag and shook my head. A large, fluffy chicken. That was what Nikki had asked me to buy. She wanted Pink to use this as his emotional support chicken. It had taken my neurodiverse brain several seconds to process the request. The concept of a stuffed toy as a therapeutic tool for a fully grown RAID officer was illogical. Yet, Nikki’s tone had been entirely serious. Pink, she’d insisted, needed something to ‘hug’. The dissonance was jarring.

I crossed the quiet street, my boots making almost no sound on the smooth tarmac and brought my mind back to the present. Vinnie, my male best friend, reminded us almost daily to maintain situational awareness. ‘Head on a swivel, check your six.’ Since I’d started investigating crimes that involved art in some form, I’d learned a lot about personal safety, threat assessment and escape routes. The last thirteen years have been both educational and transformative.

Another benefit of this quiet, well-lit street was the availability of parking. Like most European cities, Strasbourg’s streets were narrow and finding parking was generally a significant challenge. I’d managed to park my crossover SUV a mere minute’s walk from the designer toy store. I counted only another three individuals on the street—a young man walking his Golden Retriever, a woman entering the shop I’d just left and a businessman talking animatedly on his phone as he got into his car. No one was observing me. No vehicles were parked with an occupant visible.

I narrowed my eyes at the dark grey Renault Clio approaching and waited for it to pass. It did so without slowing. I waited another three seconds, scanning the street again, before proceeding. Just as my fingers brushed the cold metal of my car door handle, movement in my peripheral vision sent a rush of adrenaline through my body. A shadow detached itself from the deeper gloom of an alcove between two buildings, an alcove I had assessed as empty.

I turned and my eyes locked on the black nozzle of a small spray bottle. Before I had time to react, a sweet-smelling mist blurred my vision at the exact moment I inhaled. 

Whatever this was, it was fast-acting. My mind immediately turned foggy, my neurological pathways slowing. My last coherent thought was that I should’ve used the bulky, fluffy emotional support chicken as a shield. 

Then all went black.

*****
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WAKEFULNESS DIDN’T come gradually. It fell upon me all at once, followed immediately by the suffocating grip of anxiety that tightened my throat. My eyes shot open. The input was too much: the unfamiliar weight of the bedding, the smell of new paint and lemon polish, the sound. 

The darkness of a shutdown hovered at the edges of my peripheral vision. I closed my eyes and tried to mentally listen to Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 23, but the music surrounding me wouldn’t allow that.

I inhaled slowly on the count of four, still keeping my eyes closed. I held my breath while counting to seven and exhaled slowly while counting to eight. Often, the four-seven-eight breathing technique helped centre me, but all it did right now was create a competing, dissonant rhythm that clashed violently with the complex polyrhythms of the music in this space. It made the anxiety worse.

I sighed heavily and opened my eyes. And blinked a few times to force them into focus. This was not the environment one would expect to come to after being drugged and kidnapped. Yes, kidnapped. 

I sat up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed and shook my head once, a sharp movement to clear the residual fog. Who would kidnap me? And why would they bring me here? Not that I knew where here was. Strasbourg? Or had I been transported to a different city altogether? How long had I been unconscious?

All these questions and more flittered through my mind as I took in the large room I was in. This was the kind of space found in a historic mansion. The ceilings were easily four metres high, decorated with intricately pressed tin panels, painted a brilliant white. The tall, mullioned windows were currently covered from the outside with black boarding, blocking the view and any indication of the time of day. Or night.

The wooden floors were parquet, probably original oak, beautifully restored and the only furniture in this room was the bed I was on. The cheap, flat-pack pine frame looked brand-new, as did the white bedding. The bright, sterile cleanliness of the high-thread-count cotton duvet, the sheet and the pillow eased the immediate tactile anxiety.

I looked around, but couldn’t find my handbag or the emotional support chicken. My phone. My wallet. My identification. The loss of control was acute. 

At the next thought, another flash of anxiety flooded my system, bringing the darkness closer. Nikki would blame herself. I knew that young woman and she was going to take full responsibility for the criminal actions of another person.

Not only had the last thirteen years taught me a lot, but they had also changed my life in the best way. Even though my neurodivergent mind was having an incredibly difficult time processing the fact that I’d been kidnapped, I knew that there were a lot of people looking for me. My life partner, Colin, would keep everyone, including Nikki, calm with his steady logic while pushing everyone hard to locate me. 

My female best friend, Francine, was undoubtedly breaking numerous laws at this very moment, hacking security systems to find footage of me or my kidnapper. Her life partner and the only law enforcement official on our team, Colonel Manfred Millard, would put aside his usual insistence on staying within the confines of the law and encourage Francine to do anything and everything she could to find me.

The more I thought about it, the calmer I became and the more the darkness receded. A few realisations followed. Firstly, it appeared that the person who’d taken me didn’t want me dead. Looking at the bed and considering the fact that I wasn’t restrained made me wonder why they had taken such extra care to assure my comfort. A rather disconcerting question was whether they knew me well enough to understand how much the crisp, sterile white linen would reassure me.

They’d taken off my brown boots and had placed them neatly on the floor next to the bed, side-by-side. My camel-coloured coat was draped over the cheap wooden headboard. I was still wearing the same deep olive trousers and ivory blouse. The material of the trousers was thick enough not to show any wrinkles, but the delicate silk-cotton blouse looked like I’d slept in it. The material felt wrong against my skin, pulling slightly. The puff sleeves were misshapen on both arms, the disruption to their intended symmetrical shape was a severe irritant, sending a low-grade shiver along my spine.

I pulled on my boots, the familiar weight grounding and stood up as the next song filled the room. It was Chopin’s Étude Op. 10 No. 4 in C-sharp minor. Even though it was only two minutes long, it was technically brutal, demanding fiery, relentless fingerwork and rhythmic precision. 

I frowned. The last two works that had played over the speakers, which seemed to be hidden within the walls, were equally challenging. Franz Liszt’s Transcendental Étude No. 4 “Mazeppa” had been described as a storm of octaves and arpeggios, a true test of stamina. When I’d regained consciousness, Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 3 in D minor was playing. This composition is infamous, considered one of the most technically demanding concertos ever written, with its sprawling chords, massive leaps and profound emotional power.

The etude finished and the first notes of the next piece brought immediate calm to my mind. Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 20 in D minor was one of my favourites. Deceptively light, this was one of Mozart’s most virtuosic concertos, demanding the pianist to make the right hand’s fiendish counterpoint and rapid leaps sound effortless. Was there a reason for this specific selection of compositions? Was there a connection between the compositions? The composers? Or was it as simple as displaying one specific pianist’s skill?

I walked to the door—solid wood, painted white—and wasn’t surprised to find it locked. I focused on the structure of the concerto as I made my way to the windows and almost smiled. The window handles had been removed. If I had tools and time, I could force open one of the windows. Maybe. I left that possible way of escape to explore the rest of the room. I was brought here for a reason and I was growing increasingly curious as to what that reason could be.

The concerto continued to soothe my mind as I walked to the wall opposite the windows. Eight paintings framed in large, ornate, faux-gilt frames were equidistant from each other, all in one row. The eleven years in a romantic relationship with Colin had taught me a lot about art. This was a typical layout for a museum display. Simple and easy to move from one to the other.

My eyebrows shot up when I stopped a metre from the largest painting. I didn’t need Colin’s art expertise to know this was not an original. I narrowed my eyes and stepped closer. It appeared to have been printed on matte canvas-effect paper, most likely by a high-resolution wide-format printer commonly found in printing shops. The dot gain was minimal, the quality exceptional. 

The painting I was looking at depicted sunlight spilling over the crumbling stone tiers of an ancient Greek theatre, likely limestone, casting long, golden shadows that rippled across the stage. The distant blue of a body of water that I assumed to be the Mediterranean was visible in the background. The light source suggested late afternoon.

I took a step to my left. This painting drew me in, the sense of solitude and endurance paired with the melancholic nostalgia to create something that made me take a closer look. Taking up most of the canvas was an old fisherman, hunched against a windswept shore, his weathered face etched with years of toil and sun, his eyes fixed on the restless sea. His clothing seemed to be rough-spun wool. Around him, turbulent waves in shades of cobalt and viridian and a brooding sky swirled in vivid, almost otherworldly colours. 

There was no doubt in my mind that these two paintings were by the same artist, but I found no signature on either. I moved to the next painting. A massive, gnarled tree dominated the painting. I didn’t feel confident in identifying the species with its twisting, anthropomorphic branches in raw umber and sap green. It was set against a surreal landscape of vivid blues, oranges and pinks, with distant mountains and a glowing sky.

An intense feeling settled in my chest and I rubbed the heel of my hand against my sternum. It took me a few moments to identify the feeling. I missed Colin. His steady presence always grounded me. But at this very moment, he would’ve given me insight into the artist, annoying Manny with in-depth explanations of brushstrokes and the use of pigment. I didn’t know what the kidnapper’s plan was for me, so I made a conscious effort to memorise as much detail of each painting as I could.

I moved to the next paintings and memorised details of the woman behind the piano, the colour of her hair hanging over her shoulders, the small mole on her hand. I leaned a bit closer and huffed when I realised her wristwatch—a modern, black digital sports watch—didn’t fit with the Victorian-era dress and piano. I moved back to the first three paintings. The Greek ruins, the old fisherman and the tree appeared to be without any modern clues. I moved back to the woman sitting behind the piano and wondered if she could be the one playing the last bars of Mozart’s concerto currently coming through the sound system.

The next painting was of a man dressed in an outfit that was historically incorrect, but appeared to represent some kind of knight order. He was leading another group of men storming what I assumed to be a castle, since only part of the wall was visible. I looked closely at each of the men, then exhaled heavily when I noticed the wireless earphones, white and clearly resembling a well-known brand, in one of the men’s ears. 

The sixth painting was a portrait of a woman standing by a kitchen window, staring out into fields beyond. Behind her, the remnants of food on the wooden counter indicated that she’d prepared the meal that was currently in the oven. Again, this scene appeared to be from a few hundred years ago, yet the light switch next to the door—a standard, white plastic European rocker switch—indicated differently.

The first movement of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 29 came over the speakers. Also known as ‘Hammerklavier’, this composition was monumental in scope and intellect. This was his largest and most technically demanding sonata, often seen as the pinnacle of his late style. I was now convinced that this selection of piano works had been deliberate.

I took a few steps to my left to study the seventh painting. I winced at the heartbreaking sadness that hunched over the shoulders of the woman bent over an empty cradle. I took my time looking for memorable elements, but this painting didn’t give me much. I couldn’t see the woman’s face, just her long, blonde hair falling over her to cover her profile. The room was decorated in pinks, presumably for a girl. It was the ‘Totally Hair’ Barbie from 1992, identifiable by the crimped hair, sitting on a shelf that belied the era of this painting.

The last painting was of a cemetery. It appeared to be during All Saints Day, the individual graves decorated with flowers and candles lighting up the scene. The people moving around the cemetery were indistinct, the engraving on the large gravestones blurred scribbles. Only one grave stood out. There were no flowers on it, no candles flickering to light up the small gravestone. Yet the date on the simple marble stone was clear. It was almost exactly twenty-seven years ago. 

I didn’t know if that was the date of birth or death, but the date alone brought this painting into recent history. Even though none of the other composers had the same effect on me as Mozart did, I allowed Beethoven’s sonata to flow through me as I memorised every detail of this cemetery scene.

I jerked when the music stopped abruptly. The sudden sensory vacuum was jarring. Darkness immediately entered my peripheral vision again and I reached for the structure of Mozart. I pushed the concerto that had played not so long ago into my mind and mentally turned up the volume.

The sound of the door opening sent adrenaline flooding my system and I swung around. A person dressed in an oversized black coat walked up to me. Their gait was awkward, unbalanced, as if the oversized coat hindered their movement or they were unused to the heavy boots they wore. No matter how much I mentally screamed at my legs to move, I remained frozen in place. An involuntary motor function suspension. 

If only I could’ve studied this person’s true nonverbal cues, it might’ve helped me. But their disguise was too successful. I couldn’t even see if this person was male or female. I couldn’t determine height, build, or gender. A balaclava covered their face and a hoodie was pulled low over their forehead to obscure their face even more.

My gaze caught the spray bottle gripped in their gloved hands. I barely registered the incongruous social gesture—an apologetic shrug—when they raised the bottle and sprayed the mist directly in my face.
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Chapter TWO
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This time, consciousness returned slowly, not the abrupt, forced awakening from before. It felt as if I was surfacing from a deep, chemically induced sleep. The first thing I took note of was the bed. Again. 

But the sensory input was entirely different. It was quiet. The curated loop of technically demanding piano works was gone. As I continued to listen, focusing my hearing, I could identify the sounds of everyday life in the far distance. A dog barking. The low hum of what might be a motorway. Birdsong, high and sharp. I opened my eyes and frowned. The light was natural.

I was in a medium-sized bedroom. I pushed the white duvet off me and sat up. As before, I was still in my clothes, but even my thick olive trousers were badly wrinkled now. The fabric was bunched behind my knees and at my hips. The delicate ivory blouse was a complete disaster. The feeling of the rumpled silk-cotton against my skin was a significant irritant, a low-level static I had to actively push to the back of my mind.

Sunlight streamed through the windows to my left and I narrowed my eyes at the view. Beyond the manicured lawn and unassuming garden was a body of water. I’d been moved to a different location and I didn’t know where I was. At least I was still in the northern hemisphere. A few determined leaves, turned a deep burgundy, still clung to the invasive Virginia creeper that covered most of the trellised pergola at the far side of the garden.

I had no idea where I was, but this didn’t look like France. I pulled my shoulders back and stretched my neck up, taking my time to feel every part of my body. I felt unharmed. Distressed, but physically unharmed.

And apparently not a captive. The windows were not covered with black boarding and the handles were still attached. I might be on the first floor, but I could easily escape through the window if I wanted to. This was noteworthy.

My boots were again placed neatly next to the bed, side-by-side. My eyes widened when I saw not only my coat, but also my handbag and the branded shopping bag with the emotional support chicken on a chair in the corner. My belongings had been returned. 

This changed the parameters of the situation significantly. I pulled on my boots, the familiar weight grounding as I stood up. And immediately sat back down on the edge of the bed as a wave of dizziness threatened to topple me.

I pushed Mozart’s violin sonata in B-flat major into my mind, its clear, mathematical structure a necessary anchor. I slowly stood up again, waiting for my equilibrium to stabilise as I focused on the first line of the Allegro playing in my mind. 

When I was confident in my balance, I walked to the chair and stared at my belongings. The person who had kidnapped me had touched my coat, my handbag, the shopping bag. The knowledge of that violation was most distressing. It took mentally playing the entire first movement, the Allegro, before I could convince my mind to allow me to reach out and touch my handbag.

I walked back to the bed, sat down and opened my bag. Everything was still in their designated places. Including my smartphone. On a deep inhale, I took out my phone and turned it on. The kidnapper must’ve turned it off almost as soon as they had taken me, because the battery was still at seventy-one per cent capacity. 

No sooner did I enter the necessary codes to unlock my phone than a cascade of notification pings echoed in the room. Missed calls, texts, alerts. I ignored them. There was only one person I wanted to talk to, so I made the call.

“Jenny!” Colin’s voice was a raw sound, tight with a tension that I hadn’t heard before.

“I’m unharmed.” My voice broke on the second word and I inhaled deeply to maintain my calm. “But I don’t know where I am.”

Colin’s shaky exhale came clearly through the speaker, a sound of profound relief that evoked a strong, mirroring emotion in me. He cleared his throat. “Francine is on it.”

“I’m on it, bestie!” Francine’s voice had an almost hysterical quality to it.

“What’s the time?” I hadn’t thought to check the time before I’d called Colin.

“Thirty-four minutes past three. You’re on speakerphone with me and Francine.” A pause. Colin’s voice dropped. “Are you safe? Truly?”

“I think so.” I looked around the room, cataloguing the details. “I woke up a few m—”

“Slovakia!” Francine’s triumphant shout held a combination of shock and confusion. “How did you get there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is that her?” Manny sounded winded, as if he’d run up a flight of stairs. “Doc?”

“I’m unharmed.” I repeated the most crucial fact.

“Holy bloody hellfire, woman!” Manny coughed once. “Where the hell are you? What the bloody hell happened?”

“She’s in Slovakia.” Francine’s voice sounded closer, clearer.

“What the fuck?” Vinnie’s booming voice came from a distance, followed by thumping footsteps coming closer. “Jen-girl! Why the fuck are you in Slovakia?”

The combined, focused relief in all of their voices overwhelmed me and it took a moment before I could speak. “I don’t know why I am here or how I got here. The person who took me didn’t harm me.” I paused, collecting my thoughts into a coherent report. “I think this is a request for help.”

A barrage of vicious swearing blasted through the phone for a few seconds.

“Fuck them.” Vinnie’s voice was tight with a cold fury. “I will not help anyone who thinks kidnapping you is the way to ask for help.”

“Jenny?” Even though his voice was calm, I knew Colin. He was distraught, holding his own emotions in check by focusing on me. “What do you want to do? We can organise a flight to bring you back here.”

“Or we can come to you?” Francine shushed Manny when he swore again in the background.

“For the love of all the saints.” Manny paused for a moment and I was sure he was rubbing his hands over his face, a familiar gesture of stress. “Okay. First things first. Do you need medical attention?”

“No.” The word came out strong and I cleared my throat. “I don’t need or want medical attention.”

“You’re fucking getting it.” Vinnie’s tone was raw. “Roxy will get someone to do this without questions asked.”

“Organise it, big guy.” Manny’s order brooked no argument. “Doc, you’re just going to have to suck it up and accept it. Now tell me why you think your kidnapping was a request for help?”

I told them everything that had happened, starting from the spray in Strasbourg, the first room, the music, the specific, curated list of challenging piano works and the eight printed paintings. “Now that I have my handbag and my tablet, I will make detailed notes of the paintings.”

“You think the paintings have a message?” Colin asked.

“Yes.” Why else would the kidnapper have gone through the trouble of designing and printing those fake paintings with their deliberate anachronisms?

“Oh, my God.” Francine’s whisper barely came over the phone. She huffed and I heard the rapid, rhythmic sound of her fingers tapping on her keyboard. “Genevieve, you’re in Senec. It’s a small town about twenty-five kilometres east of Bratislava. That body of water you’re seeing is one of five lakes, also known as Sunny Lakes, that form one large, interconnected water body.” A pause, filled only by the keyboard clicks. “Oh. Oh. Oh, my.”

“Speak, woman.” Manny’s tone was harsh, but I knew this man. He was worried. And angry.

“Well, Genevieve, my bestest bestie. It appears that you’ve rented a lakeside house for two weeks, starting two days ago.”

“Payment?” Colin’s question was sharp.

“Bitcoin, but it’s all in Genevieve’s name.” More keyboard sounds as Francine continued doing what she was best at—finding information in all the hidden corners of the internet. “And apparently, you have seven-plus guests with you in this five-bedroom house. Hmm... this is not the most spectacular house in the neighbourhood.”

“It’s clean.” I looked up at the plain glass lampshade hanging from the ceiling. Not a speck of dust. “I haven’t left the bedroom yet, so I don’t know what the rest of the house looks like.”

“The photos on the booking site show a simple house. Large, but nothing that inspires awe.”

“Fuck no.” Disgust was evident in Vinnie’s voice. “Is that the kitchen? How am I supposed to cook in—”

“Focus!” Manny’s voice boomed over the phone. “Doc? You didn’t answer Francine’s question.”

I frowned as I recalled the overwhelming conversation. My face relaxed. “Oh, what do I want to do?” I didn’t need to think too hard about this. “I want to know why this person went to such extremes to get my attention. What is the meaning of those printed artworks? Why am I booked in here for ten days, starting two days ago?”

“Maybe because you’ve been gone for two days.” Colin didn’t succeed in keeping the severe strain out of his voice.

I gasped as darkness appeared in my peripheral vision. “What?”

“Two days, Jenny.”

Strength left my muscles as I slumped and I pressed my free hand flat against my sternum, applying pressure. “Altogether, I’ve been awake for maybe two hours.”

Again, strong, overlapping language came through the phone.

“They drugged you for forty-eight hours.” Anger made Colin’s words quiet, clipped. “Are you sure you feel okay?”

I took a moment to do another full internal assessment. “Physically, I feel rested, as if from a long sleep. I was a bit lightheaded when I first got up, but my mind feels clear. I don’t think whatever drug I’d been given is having any long-term cognitive effect.”

“Do you want us to come to you?” Even though Colin asked, I could hear in his voice that he was planning to do just that.

“Yes.”

“Jen-girl.” Vinnie’s tone was serious.

“I’m listening,” I said when he didn’t continue.

“Good.” He exhaled heavily. “Do you have your pepper spray and knife in your handbag?”

I put the call on speakerphone and pulled my handbag onto my lap. I unzipped the specific compartments. Both items were in their designated places. “Yes. The kidnapper didn’t take them.”

“Take both of those with you when you walk through the house.” Vinnie’s tone held the familiar weight of a command. “Remember your training. Maintain situational awareness. Clear the house, room by room. Then make sure all the doors are secured. If the doors don’t have decent locks, push heavy furniture in front of them.”

“Shouldn’t we call the local police?” Francine asked, her voice tight.

“No.” Colin’s tone was uncompromising. “Not yet. Millard can make a few calls to organise for us to be in Slovakia for some obscure reason, but there’s a reason the kidnapper went through all this trouble to get Jenny’s attention.”

“He doesn’t want the local police involved.” Vinnie huffed. “Or she. Do you think it was a woman who took you, Jen-girl?”

“I saw them only once, briefly. They were in a coat, balaclava and hoodie. I couldn’t determine gender.” It was most frustrating.

“Hmm.” Manny sighed. “I don’t like this. Don’t look at me like that, Frey. I don’t like that we’re leaving Doc on her own until we arrive.”

“Oh.” Colin took a deep breath. “I apologise.”

“No need.” Manny’s gruff reply was filled with compassion. “Doc?”

“Yes?”

“Are you sure you’ll be okay until we arrive?”

“Yes.” The more I processed the data, the more convinced I was that the kidnapper didn’t mean me any physical harm. The puzzle was the point, not violence.

“We’ll be there in two hours, girlfriend.” Francine’s typing stopped. “Be careful, Genevieve.”

I ended the call three minutes later, after repeated instructions from them to be alert, to phone them the moment something happens, to phone them if nothing happens but I just wanted to talk. This would’ve gone on for much longer, had Colin not put an end to it, told me he loved me and would see me soon.

I got up from the bed, took my handbag and walked to the open bedroom door. That was yet another clue that I was not a captive in this house. The bedroom door wasn’t even closed. I reached into my bag and took out the pepper spray, leaving the knife in its place for now.

Usually, I carried my handbag over my shoulder. Not now. My hand tightened around the strap. If needed, I could swing the handbag at an assailant. But I would rather just drop it and run. After I blasted pepper spray into their face.

I relaxed my grip on the pepper spray canister and stepped out of the room into a surprisingly spacious hallway. I stopped and listened. The house was quiet. I could hear the faint sound of a refrigerator humming downstairs. Of course, this didn’t mean I was safe, so I proceeded, Vinnie’s instructions foremost in my mind.

Directly across from the room I’d exited was another room. The door stood open and I stepped closer. It was a simple room, the bed and two wooden nightstands the only furniture. Light green curtains framed a window that overlooked the front of the house.

Holding the pepper spray canister in front of me, I walked into the room and first went to the open door that led to an en suite bathroom. I pushed the door fully open. Like the room, it had the bare minimum—a shower, toilet and basin. Bright white towels were draped over chrome rails and a white mat was in front of the shower. All clean. All unused.

I left the bathroom and stood in front of the window. The street outside was quiet, residential. The house diagonally across from this one had a light on in the kitchen overlooking the street. A woman was stirring something on the stove, her head bobbing as if she was listening to music. A perfectly normal domestic scene.

This was surreal. I shook my head and left the room. The hallway led to two other rooms that were replicas of the one I’d just left. I cleared them in the same methodical manner. The only difference in the rooms was the colour of the curtains. Each room had a different pastel colour—one pale blue, one soft yellow—but the same white towels in all the en suite bathrooms.

I swallowed, my mouth dry and my grip tightened on the pepper spray as I walked down the stairs. It had taken me less than five minutes to inspect the upstairs rooms and I was convinced the house was empty. Yet I wouldn’t relax until I’d seen the downstairs area.

A tall, frosted window on the landing allowed natural light to brighten the wide staircase and I slowly made my way down. I didn’t bother to quieten my steps, logic dictating that my presence would’ve been noticed by now.

I stepped into the foyer, the main living area to my right and the front door to my left. I checked the front door first. It was a solid wood door with a standard deadbolt. It was locked. I left it for now.

Directly across from the stairs was a door that led to what looked like another bedroom. Again, leading with the pepper spray, I walked into the room and blinked in surprise.
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