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Vecellio Connection

Sadistic smugglers. Hacked cars. The ultimate revenge.

.

Nonverbal communications expert Doctor Genevieve Lenard and her team have spent the last year tracking Marcus Gallo, a disgraced Brazilian business tycoon and ruthless killer. Then a hacked car transporting artwork brings a teammate’s past back to distract and haunt them all.

.

When Gallo appears on Genevieve’s doorstep, carrying knowledge of a threat to a top-secret and strategic international event, she faces the challenge of finding the connection between the car hackings, her friend’s past and Gallo’s arrival.

.

With only seventy-two hours to prevent a disaster that could eclipse recent terror events, Genevieve has to put aside her growing concern for her friends and put her single-minded focus into uncovering Gallo’s true plan.
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“Um? Doctor Lenard?”

I looked away from the monitor with my open inbox and glared at one of the other fourteen monitors in front of me. The micro-expressions of Timothée Renaud, personal assistant and general office manager of the exclusive Strasbourg-based insurance company Rousseau & Rousseau, revealed grave concern. It took me a second to analyse Timothée’s depressor anguli oris muscles pulling the corners of his mouth down and his corrugator supercilii muscles drawing his eyebrows downward. This was not his usual discomfort with me displayed on his face. It was something else. “What’s wrong?”

“Um... There’s a Monsieur Gallo downstairs insisting on seeing you.” He leaned away from the screen as if expecting a verbal attack. 

I couldn’t even manage a small nod. Not when Timothée had just named the man who had been sending me threatening emails for the last eight months. 

It had been exactly three hundred and eleven days since I’d been instrumental in making sure Gallo’s business partners and best friends had been arrested for numerous white-collar as well as more violent crimes. The kidnapping of a law enforcement officer’s family members had brought them to our attention. My team, who were also my friends, had helped me save the two young people who’d been kidnapped. That case had put an end to these men’s reign of fear in Rio de Janeiro.

Our success had not been complete. Gallo had escaped and had been moving from country to country, sending me emails every Wednesday, promising to avenge the loss of what he called his family. The last two weeks I had not received any emails from him and had become increasingly discomfited by it. His presence in the foyer of the building next door might explain why. 

The shock of Tim’s news rendered me speechless. Even though I had many questions, I couldn’t utter a sound. I couldn’t even move.

“Doctor Lenard?” Timothée cleared his throat and squinted through the glass doors to my left into the team room. “Anyone! Yoo-hoo! I need some help here!”

I wanted to tell him that shouting was unnecessary, but my face felt paralysed. I sat frozen in my chair, darkness entering my peripheral view. Being on the autistic spectrum, fighting shutdowns was one of my biggest challenges. A daily one. 

Footsteps entered my viewing room, but I could only focus on taking my next breath. And not giving in to the darkness threatening to claim me.

On the next inhale, I called up Mozart’s Symphony No.36 in C and mentally listened to the first two pages of the ingenious work that had only taken Mozart four days to compose. A few deep breaths later, I looked down at the hand resting on my forearm and the darkness receded. I was only comfortable with the physical closeness and touch of one person.

“Jenny?” 

It took another two bars before I could pull my eyes away from Colin Frey’s hand and look into his face. I swallowed and blinked a few times. “I’m here.”

He smiled. I had used his phraseology. 

The first time he’d asked me where I went when I shut down, I hadn’t understood his question. Physically, I had not gone anywhere. After knowing him for three and a half years and being romantically involved with him for three years, I understood neurotypical communication a bit more every day. Not that it always made sense.

I winced. My mind was veering off to safer ground, avoiding the danger that was downstairs.

“Doc, you have to snap out of your little Mozart bubble.” Colonel Manfred Millard knocked on my desk to get my attention. He was standing to my right, glowering at me. “That bloody bastard refuses to speak to anyone but you and I want to know whether you’re going to speak to him or whether I’m going to throw his murdering arse in jail so he can rot there.”

“Prisons in France are too modern and human rights are generally too well observed for anyone to rot.” I moved closer to Colin when Manny’s eyebrows lowered and his chin jutted. “You were using an expression.”

“Of course I was. Now tell me what you want to do.”

The oldest member of our team, Manny was the only law enforcement officer and constantly reminded everyone to stay within the confines of the law. Our IT expert Francine, one of the best hackers in the world, frequently ignored Manny’s numerous warnings. Colin’s skills as a thief were well-respected in the crime world and used by Interpol to retrieve top-secret documents and data. In the past three years he’d come to greatly respect Manny, but still considered laws and rules to be mere guidelines.

“Daniel is two minutes out.” Vinnie, the largest man I’d ever known and also one of my best friends, was leaning against the doorframe separating my viewing room from the team room. Daniel Cassel was a GIPN leader—similar to America’s SWAT or Canada’s Emergency Response Teams. Vinnie frequently joined Daniel’s team for training sessions. “He’s bringing the team. This motherfucker is not getting away again.”

I turned back to the fifteen monitors in front of me. My viewing room and these monitors were where I used my expert skills when I watched recordings and analysed the nonverbal communication of suspects, witnesses and any other persons of interest. Francine had set up and secured our entire system, which included access to the security videos of Rousseau & Rousseau’s foyer in the building next door.

Three clicks later, the video feed came up on three monitors—one for each camera in the foyer. Nine years ago, I had entered through that door to start my job at Rousseau & Rousseau. Then there had been no security guards, cameras or limited access to the insurance company. Those security measures had been brought in when the cases we investigated as a team working directly for the president of France had become increasingly dangerous. We had also moved our investigations into the building next to Rousseau & Rousseau, access from one building to the other limited to a select few people.

The security guard in the foyer was a retired GIPN officer and Daniel’s former team leader. He was leaning back in his chair, wearing the bored expression found on most security guards’ faces. It was an illusion. He wasn’t staring into space. He was looking at Gallo’s reflection in the antique mirror hanging above a small eighteenth-century table.

I looked at the man who had tried to intimidate and terrorise me with his threatening emails. He was sitting on one of the two leather chairs across from the security desk, his ankle resting on the knee of his other leg. A position of comfort, indicating that he didn’t feel the need to be alert, ready to attack or defend. 

He was wearing a bespoke suit, yet it didn’t fit him well. I leaned forward. He’d lost weight. The last time I’d seen Marcos Gallo, his face hadn’t had the gaunt look it had now. He did, however, have the same over-confident posture and smirk that pulled at one side of his mouth. 

Gallo had worked his way up from humble beginnings. He’d grown up in one of the poorest areas in Rio de Janeiro, but through education and hard work had become a very successful businessman. That was the legal side of his life and only part of what had contributed to his wealth. Stealing five paintings in 2010 and getting away with the theft of sixty-three million euros in diamonds three years later had brought him great black-market wealth.

The Brazilian authorities had seized any and all assets they could find, but Gallo had been prepared. In the last six months, Francine and I had found sixteen accounts he’d opened in countries all over the world. Most of these countries’ banking laws made them attractive for law-breaking individuals to hide their ill-gotten gains there. Thirteen of the accounts had been drained since his escape. Francine enjoyed speculating what he’d done with the seventy-eight million euro. I didn’t enjoy speculating. Since Gallo was waiting to meet with me, I now had the perfect opportunity to receive an answer to that question.

Onscreen, the front door to the foyer swung open and Daniel entered, his gun drawn. Right behind him was Pink, the IT expert of Daniel’s GIPN team. Two more team members followed into the foyer, their weapons trained on Gallo as they surrounded him. 

Gallo leaned back in his chair and smiled. I narrowed my eyes at his response to having four guns aimed at his head. His ankle still rested on his knee, his hands were not fisted and his arms were a comfortable distance from his torso on the armrests of the chair. He was not feeling threatened. Yet he couldn’t hide the micro-expressions revealing distress. Curious.

Daniel took a step closer to Gallo. The GIPN leader was in full combat uniform, his bulletproof vest adding to his muscular chest, his bald head covered with a helmet. “Keep your hands where we can see them. You move and you’ll have bullet holes all over that fancy suit of yours.”

Daniel Cassel was one of the calmest people I’d met. His astute observations, patience, understanding and smart handling of situations no longer surprised me. Neither did this anomalous behaviour. Even though it was uncharacteristic, I remembered Daniel’s rage when he’d helped us save the teenagers. He’d been outraged that anyone could cut the finger off a young woman to ensure his power over the law enforcement officer he’d been blackmailing. 

“I wouldn’t mind seeing holes in that asswipe’s suit,” Vinnie said from the door.

“He’s more use to us alive, big guy.” Manny stared at the monitors, his levator labii superioris muscle curling his top lip. “We need to know what he’s doing here.”

Onscreen, Gallo’s smile widened and he turned his arms until his open hands were facing up. He glanced above the door at the camera aimed at the foyer, then looked at the one on the far end of the foyer aimed at the door. He winked. “I want to speak to you, Genevieve. I know you want to speak to me too.”

Daniel inhaled to speak, then held his breath for two seconds. He slowly let it out and tilted his head. “Why do you want to speak to Doctor Lenard?”

“Because I don’t want to speak to him.” Gallo didn’t move his eyes from the camera, just nodded towards Daniel. “Neither he nor anyone else will understand me as well as you do.”

“There’s no way Jen-girl is going to speak to that bastard.” Vinnie rested his hands on his hips, his thumbs facing back. Argumentative. “Don’t tell me you’re going to listen to that killer, old man.”

Manny inhaled to respond, but Gallo’s voice drew our attention back to the monitors. He was still looking into the camera. “Genevieve, I have information that can save lives. Hundreds of lives. No, thousands of lives. And I’m not going to give this to anyone but you. If you want to know what information I have, you have to speak to me. If you want to know why I’ll only speak to you... well, you’ll have to speak to me. And just in case your protective entourage is thinking about putting me in some police interrogation room or prison cell, please tell them that I will not say a word if I even sniff transport somewhere. It’s either you or nobody, here or nowhere.”

Gallo kept one eyebrow raised for a few seconds, then inhaled sharply. He schooled his expression, but not fast enough. I’d seen the micro-expression revealing physical pain.

“What do you see?” Colin rested his hand on my forearm. It had become an unconscious habit on his part, but it had become instrumental in grounding me. 

I focused on the strength of his hand lightly touching my skin and analysed the last few minutes. “He’s been truthful in everything he’s said. But he has ulterior motives.”

“Anyone with three functioning brain cells can see that, Doc.” Manny narrowed his eyes at the monitor where Gallo was once again lounging in his chair. “I want to know what his bloody motives are.”

I tried to keep my mind trained on Gallo and his nonverbal cues. I really did. But the words burst from my lips. “It’s impossible to have only three functioning brain cells. Neurons are the basic functional units of our brains. They send electrochemical signals to other neurons and can send signals to specific target cells over long distances. These actions require around one hundred billion neurons and trillions of synapses interconnecting them. Each neuron needs up to fifty glial cells for structural support, protection and more. No one can be alive with only three functioning brain cells. It’s a ludicrous statement.” 

Manny stared at me, his brow lowered, his jaw clenched. “Are you going to speak to him or not?”

I thought about this. Gallo had spent excessive amounts of money to ensure we couldn’t trace him, or if we did, we would be too late to find him at the hotel or restaurant where he’d accessed the internet. Like Manny, I was also curious to find out why, after all this time, money and effort, he would appear at my place of work, knowing that he’d be arrested. “I’ll speak to him.”

“Not without me, you won’t.” Vinnie took a step into my viewing room. “You said yourself that sick bastard is playing all of us like a chess game.”

“Don’t get your knickers in a knot, criminal. Of course Doc is not speaking to him alone. He can speak to her, but Daniel, you and I will be there.”

“Stop.” I got up and looked at Vinnie. “If you’re going to quote me, do it correctly. I said Gallo would be good at chess. His actions have shown how good he is at strategizing and thinking ahead.” I turned to Manny. “Vinnie isn’t a criminal. Not anymore. Your recent use of ‘big guy’ is more accurate. And he doesn’t wear knickers. It’s an illogical expression that I do wish you would not use. Now can you please get Daniel to move Gallo to the conference room so I can speak to him?”

“Um, Doctor Lenard?” Timothée waved from the monitor on the far left. “I... um...”

“What Tim has difficulty saying is that I would rather not have that man in my place of business.” Phillip Rousseau stepped in behind Tim’s chair. As always, he wore a tailored suit, a perfectly folded burgundy handkerchief peeking from his jacket pocket. He was the owner of Rousseau & Rousseau. He was also one of the very few people I held in high regard. When he’d hired me nine years ago to work for his company, I’d never expected him to take on a parental role in my life. 

If it hadn’t been for my extensive training in nonverbal communication and psychology, my non-neurotypical mind would never have registered Phillip’s deep affection and concern for my wellbeing. I saw evidence of that on his face now. “I will be safe. Vinnie, Manny and Daniel will be there.”

Colin cleared his throat. “Me too, but I won’t be carrying a weapon or fists that could fell a tree.” He squeezed my arm. “A silly expression, love.”

“I would hope so.” I looked back at Phillip. “Is your concern for your business?”

“You know it’s not.”

“Right then.” Manny turned towards the door. “I’ll get Daniel to secure Gallo and take him to the conference room.”

Phillip glanced at me, then back at Manny. “Use the large conference room.”

It took ten minutes for Daniel and Pink to settle Gallo in the conference room. He didn’t resist when they handcuffed him and gripped his elbows, leading him to the elevator. Manny and Vinnie were first in the small elevator that took them to the basement where they would take another elevator to Rousseau & Rousseau’s reception area. When they’d designed the security of our workspace, the small elevator had been strategic. Three large men would fit uncomfortably in that space, making it hard for a large assault team to reach us at the same time.

By the time Colin and I reached the reception area, Tim had calmed down slightly, his shoulders no longer reaching for his ears. He was, however, still sending concerned glances in the direction of the large conference room. “I haven’t heard any shouting or shooting, so I think it’s safe for you to enter.”

Colin smiled warmly at the young man and walked next to me down the corridor. Timothée had only been working as Phillip’s personal assistant for the last two and a half years. It had not been enough time for him to be comfortable around me. Whenever Colin was with me, he only addressed Colin. When he had to speak directly with me, his facial muscles contracted in numerous expressions of worry and discomfort and his skin fluctuated between being pale and flushed.

The door of the conference room was closed. Colin took his hand off the door handle when I slowed down and stared at the door with wide eyes. I took a shaky breath and mentally wrote another two lines of Mozart’s Symphony in C. The beauty of the harmonic arrangement of this work brought calm to my erratic thoughts. It had been a trying eight months of weekly being threatened by the man now waiting for me behind this door. I took the time to remind myself that he was not alone in there. I had Colin and three armed men who would protect me with their lives. 

I pulled my shoulders back and nodded at Colin. His smile was genuine. And filled with affection. I’d come to accept the irrationality of feeling empowered by the unmistaken evidence of his love. I held onto that as he opened the door and I walked into the room. 

Gallo was sitting at the far end of the table, his cuffed hands resting on his lap. Still he maintained the appearance of confidence and comfort. Daniel was to his right, his assault rifle aimed at the floor. His helmet was on the table next to Pink’s, his muscle tension revealing his readiness to act at any second. Pink was on Gallo’s other side, his body language mirroring Daniel’s. Neither looked at me when I entered.

Manny was slumped in a chair to Gallo’s right, looking uninterested. This show of indifference and incompetence had often aided Manny in getting suspects to relax their pretence in the face of such lack of a challenge. Vinnie was standing next to the door, his arms crossed. He was an imposing figure, the scar running from his left temple to his chin and under his black t-shirt adding to his intimidating appearance. 

“Genevieve.” Gallo’s initial expression was replaced by a false smile. But I’d seen the genuine pleasure and wondered what he would say next. “Checkmate.”

Daniel raised his rifle and aimed it at Gallo’s chest. Manny narrowed his eyes, his top lip curling slightly. I took another step closer, my one hand slightly raised to stop Manny from reacting and giving Gallo what he was looking for. 

We were dealing with a person who displayed all the signs of a psychopath. Speaking to him like I would to a neurotypical person would not render results. I took my time forming my thoughts and sat down next to Manny, placing him between me and the man who was looking at me with joyful challenge around his eyes and mouth.

“There can be no checkmate without a king.” I watched as his eyes widened slightly and I knew I had correctly connected his presence with his body language. “The game you’ve been playing with me can no longer be sustained. Someone has taken your king, your power away from you and now you want to use me to take revenge on them. I will not do that. I am not your pawn.”

Gallo’s body relaxed, his facial muscles losing their tension. The smile he gave me was genuine, lifting his cheeks. The cuffs on his hands rattled when he pointed from his chest to me and back. “This here. This is the reason I wanted to speak to you. No one else would get this. Everyone else would think I was making a threat.”

“You are underestimating everyone else.” I looked around the room. Colin was standing next to Vinnie. Daniel had lowered his weapon, but didn’t take his eyes off Gallo. “All of these men would easily come to the same conclusion. They would ‘get this’. Did you underestimate the people who are the reason you came to me? Did your arrogance impair your judgement so severely that you couldn’t see how they were manipulating you?”

Gallo’s lips thinned. “It wasn’t my arrogance. It’s their lack of true vision. Such idiots. They don’t understand what is truly important.”

“Yet you do.” In the minds of people like Gallo, they alone had true comprehension.

“Of course I do.” This time his smile wasn’t genuine. “But you’re not going to get me to give away my information so easily. You’ll have to work a bit harder for it, my dear.”

“Work harder for what?”

“Saving all those lives.”

“That claim is meaningless without proof that lives are in danger.” I got up. “You are looking to feed your need for attention. I will not give that to you. You have nothing of value to offer.”

I didn’t wait for a response and I didn’t look at any of the other men in the room. My hand was already on the door handle when Gallo laughed softly. “You’re also going to make me work for it, aren’t you?”

I glanced back at him. The joy of playing a game was back on his face. I turned and stared at him for another four seconds. “Give me proof.”

His chin lowered in the slightest of acknowledgments. “What’s the time?”

I didn’t answer. 

“I’m asking this to give you proof.”

“It’s sixteen minutes past ten.” Manny’s bored tone was convincing.

Gallo’s eyes widened. “Fantastic. That means you can see it all in action. At quarter past ten a heist started. It’s happening right now and will for the next... oh, I don’t know... maybe for the next fifteen minutes. If you hurry, you might just be able to save some poor idiot’s life.”

Manny shifted in his chair. “This is not enough information. You could be talking about a heist taking place in Brazil.”

“But I’m not.” Gallo sneered as he looked at Manny. He shook his head and looked back at me. “The longer you stand here, the more time you waste. Go and find the heist I’m talking about. You’ll see. It’s a very special, very unique type of heist.”

“Then what?” I saw only truth in Gallo’s revelations, but it was only the beginning of the game he wanted to play.

“Then we negotiate.” He leaned back and rested his cuffed hands on his stomach. “Then I tell you what I want and give you something that will make you happy to give in to my demands.”

Manny and then Vinnie started pushing him for more information, but I knew he wasn’t going to reveal anything beyond what he had already given me. I left the room and the arguing behind me. When I reached the elevator, I was relieved to feel Colin’s presence next to me. He took my hand in his and held it until we reached my viewing room. I hoped we wouldn’t be too late. 
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“I had no control. No matter what I did, I had no control.” Monsieur Norbert Sartre threw his arms in the air for the third time since we had arrived in this quiet street in the north-eastern part of Strasbourg. When he wasn’t repeating himself in his high-pitched voice, he was glancing fearfully at his car.

I turned from the short man in frustration and looked around the quiet street. There were not many places that looked this deserted in a well-developed city with one of the lowest unemployment rates in France. 

We were in the industrial area of Strasbourg. Most car dealerships and large outlets had their warehouses here, the main streets carrying much less traffic than in the city centre. Not one car had passed us in the side street where we had found Norbert.

As soon as Colin and I had reached my viewing room after talking to Gallo, I had looked for any reports on heists. Without Francine’s hacking expertise, it had been a much slower process. I had been annoyed that Francine hadn’t been there to help. I truly didn’t understand women’s enjoyment of manicures. On Colin’s suggestion, Pink had joined us, but even his advanced searches hadn’t found any ongoing heists. Not until it had been over.

Pink had received an alert about a driver who’d phoned the emergency services claiming to have been car-hacked. At first I’d thought it had been a mistake in the report, but Pink had insisted that the driver had shouted over and over that he’d been car-hacked. By then Daniel had left the two other GIPN officers to guard Gallo and had joined Vinnie and Manny in the team room. We’d all left for the scene of the car hacking.

I pushed my gloved hands in the pockets of my winter coat and glanced at the sky. This was a most unwelcome cold front. It had snowed early this morning and looked like it was about to start again. The tracks in the snow on the street revealed that Monsieur Sartre’s car had been the only one to enter the street after this morning’s fall. In front of the green BMW were no other tracks, only two sets of shoe prints leading further into the street. 

“Norbert, take a deep breath and tell us what happened. We cannot help you when we don’t know what happened and what was taken.” Daniel’s posture and tone aimed to instil trust. Apart from Phillip, he was the best natural negotiator I’d come across. “Why don’t you start with telling us where you were going?”

Norbert looked at Daniel, the muscles in his pale face contracting while he attempted to regain his composure. After a few seconds, he inhaled deeply and let it out loudly. “I was going to Le Pinceau. I’m friends with Olivier Bissette and he agreed to mediate the sale of two of my paintings.”

“Your paintings?” The slight hitch in his voice had caught my attention. I was familiar with the art gallery he was talking about. Phillip had insured a few paintings bought from Le Pinceau. It was a well-respected establishment in the art community in France.

He lifted one shoulder. “My family’s paintings.”

“Where are those paintings now?”

“Gone!” Fear constricted the muscles in his throat, causing the word to come out at a much higher pitch. “Those two bastards took my paintings. How am I supposed to get out of this mess now?”

I was still trying to prioritise my questions when Colin stepped forward. “What paintings did they take?”

“Two Vecellios.”

Colin’s eyes widened. “You own two Vecellios?”

“My grandfather collected them. I’m not a big Vecellio fan.” He pushed his hands through his dark hair, messing up the careful styling. “I inherited all the paintings as well as my family’s failing business when my father died last year. I never really liked the paintings. Selling them was my last attempt to salvage the business. If this cash infusion didn’t work, I was going to call it a day.”

“What day?” I asked.

Norbert looked at me in confusion. “Pardon?”

“Never mind that.” Manny waved his hand around as if to erase my question. “So you were going to sell the paintings. Where were you when you were car-jacked?”

“I wasn’t car-jacked.” Norbert closed his eyes and shook his head. “Not that I really know what constitutes a car-jacking. Isn’t that when some thug puts a gun to your head when you’re at a red light, makes you get out and drives off with your car?”

“That’s roughly the definition, yes,” Daniel said.

Norbert threw his arms in the air, then shook both index fingers at his car. “Well? Does it look like someone drove off with my car?”

“Did you lose control of your car?” Pink had been quietly standing next to Daniel, observing and listening.

“Yes!” Norbert looked up at the sky for a few seconds, shaking his head. “Do you people not listen to me at all? That’s what I’ve been saying from the beginning. It was as if my car became possessed. It just took off all by itself. I couldn’t brake, I couldn’t slow down, I couldn’t turn the steering wheel. Hell, I couldn’t even open the door to jump out. I didn’t know if this car was going to drive itself into the river and kill me. I’ve been reading about this, you know. About cars being hacked. This is what happened here, isn’t it?”

I swallowed back my frustration. When panicked, neurotypical people seldom relayed information in a rational and chronological manner. Even after everything Norbert had just told us, I still didn’t know exactly what happened.

“My apologies, Norbert.” Daniel’s sincerity was genuine. “Where did you first realise you no longer had control of your car?”

“I was coming down Rue le Fleur, three blocks away from Le Pinceau, when I couldn’t slow down to turn right into Rue de Louise. I braked, pulled up the handbrake, but nothing happened. Whoever took over my car even stopped at the red lights and successfully manoeuvred around other cars.”

“Why didn’t you phone the emergency services?” Manny asked.

“Because my freaking phone didn’t work!” Norbert took a few deep breaths. “I tried. A few times. But my phone had no signal at all. Nothing worked. It was horrifying.”

I agreed. Routine and having control over my life brought calm to my non-neurotypical mind. Having that taken away from me even in its smallest form could send me into a shutdown for hours or at the very best bring on a paralysing panic attack. 

“Then what happened?” Manny asked. “Where did the car go?”

“It drove around for about ten minutes before it purposely came in this direction.” He swallowed and crossed his arms tightly over his chest. “Two men were waiting here when the car rolled to a stop. They had guns aimed at me the whole time. When the car stopped, one man pulled open the door and told me that I’d die if I moved. I didn’t move. He opened the boot, took both paintings, thanked me and walked off with his partner.”

My eyes narrowed. “They did something else before they thanked you. What?”

“Nothing. They thanked me and walked off.”

“You rubbed your neck, then touched your mouth.” I pointed at his feet. “And you shifted three times. You are not being truthful. Did you recognise them? No. Did they steal something else? Aha. What else did they take?”

Norbert took a step away from me. “Nothing. They only took the two paintings.”

“Don’t bother lying to her, dude.” Vinnie snorted when Norbert appeared offended at being called ‘dude’. “Seriously. She could tell if you say you had one chocolate when you’d actually had two.”

“Save us the time and just tell us what else they stole.” Manny sighed with boredom. “Or else I might just have to arrest your arse and look through every single item you have in your safe.”

Manny’s threat had the desired effect. Norbert’s eyes widened before he sighed. “They took my diamond ring.”

“A diamond ring?” Vinnie’s levator labii superioris muscle curled his top lip. “Dude, tell me it is not a pinkie ring.”

Norbert straightened a bit. “There’s nothing wrong with a man wearing a pinkie ring.”

“Of course not.” Vinnie sniffed. “Not if you’re a sleazy salesman or a fat pianist.”

Connections started forming in my mind. “How big was the diamond?”

“Half a carat.” He sighed when I raised one eyebrow. “Two carats.”

“Where did you get this diamond?”

The change in Colin and Manny’s muscle tension indicated that they’d come to the same conclusions as I had. Manny pushed his hands deeper into the pockets of his oversized winter coat and lowered his brow. “Answer the question.”

Norbert scratched his forehead, then slammed his hands on his hips. “I’m the victim here. I was kidnapped in my own car. Then two thugs stole paintings that have been in my family for generations. Why am I the one being interrogated?”

“Because it will help us find the people who are behind this crime.” And confirm how Gallo knew about this heist. I watched as Norbert struggled with his decision.

His shoulders dropped in defeat. “I got this diamond through somebody who knows somebody.”

“Only one diamond?”

“No, dammit. I got three diamonds for an incredibly good price.”

“Who is this somebody who knows somebody?” Manny asked.

“Shit.” Norbert pushed his hands through his hair again. “What about my Vecellios? Are you even going to look for my paintings?”

“That will be one of our top priorities,” Manny said. “You can be sure of that.”

“Dammit. Okay, fine. The same gallery owner who was going to broker the sale of the Vecellios got me those diamonds.”

“Do you know where he got the diamonds from?” Daniel asked.

Norbert shook his head. “No. I only know that there were quite a lot of diamonds to choose from. I didn’t buy these as an investment, you know. I only bought them for myself, for my own jewellery. And for a ring for my wife. I wasn’t going to ever sell them.”

“Says all the criminals.” Manny’s disgust was clear on his face. “Can you even see that buying diamonds on the black market is no different than someone buying your bloody stolen paintings on the black market?”

Colour crept up his cheeks, his arms again tightly across his chest. “Of course. Um. Yes.”

“Your car will be taken in for evidence and an officer will escort you home.” Manny’s tone invited no argument. “And you will give the officer the other two diamonds.”

Norbert’s lips thinned, but he nodded his agreement. Daniel led Norbert to one of his team members standing by the BMW. Pink stepped closer, his frontalis muscles raising his eyebrow with excitement. “I’m going to speak to Dan about this, but I really want in on this. Francine cannot be the only one having fun with this car hacking case. As far as I know, this will be the first of its kind in Strasbourg, if not in France, and I’m sure I can help.”

“Stop trying to convince me...” Manny broke off before he used Pink’s name. Once he’d told Francine it was wrong on many levels to call a man such a feminine colour. I had asked what levels Manny had used as a benchmark to reach such a conclusion. He’d glared at me and stomped off. He was glaring at Pink in a similar manner now. “Just do it. We can’t have some pimple-faced kid hacking cars and racing them through our streets.”

“How do you know it’s a child?” My frown intensified. “And how do you know he or she has acne?”

“Logic, Doctor Face-reader.” Manny tapped his index finger against his left temple. “I came to a logical conclusion.”

“If you’re using the study results that showed the average age of a cybercriminal to be seventeen years, you’re still being presumptuous in your deduction. We have far too little evidence to point to the hacker being young. And we have no evidence to the condition of his or her skin.”

“Then what... deduction would you come to, Doc?”

“None. You know I don’t speculate.”

Manny leaned closer and stared at my face. “But you have a running theory, don’t you?”

I took a step back and resisted the urge to cross my arms over my chest. “It’s merely a theory.”

“Share, Doc.” 

I didn’t want to. I loathed hypothesising, yet I knew that my team worked best when they could brainstorm, dismiss and analyse different ideas. I exhaled in defeat and counted off on my fingers. “Firstly, Gallo has a direct connection to stolen diamonds. We never discovered what he did with the diamonds from the 2013 heist. Secondly, hacking a car would fit Gallo’s profile. He’s shown a consistent interest in the latest technology and using it for his criminal purposes.”

“So you’re saying Gallo is behind this?” Manny waved at the car being raised to the back of a towing vehicle.

“No, what I’m saying is that your supposedly logical conclusion doesn’t have as many tangible connections as mine.”

“But why would Gallo steal two paintings?” Vinnie asked. 

“Well, he does have a history of art heists.” Colin was referring to the Léger, Matisse, Picasso and other paintings recovered from the estate of one of Gallo’s best friends. Our investigation into that case had revealed that Gallo and the friends he called his brothers had stolen those artworks from the Paris Museum of Modern Art in 2010. Colin exhaled loudly. “Hmm. But what doesn’t make sense is that he would steal these paintings or have them stolen while he is in our custody. After he surrendered himself.”

“Exactly what I was thinking.” Vinnie crossed his arms and tilted his head. “The dude could be playing some kind of mind-fuck game.”

“I’m not familiar with such a game.” My lips thinned when Vinnie’s smile turned mischievous. “You’re not talking about a real game.”

“Nope. I’m talking about those chess-like strategic stunts he likes so much.” 

I closed my eyes against the distraction Vinnie’s latest expression offered and compared what he’d said to what I’d observed in the conference room an hour ago. “Gallo is definitely planning something. There was an element to his demeanour that has me questioning his true purpose for surrendering himself.”

“You’re talking about the fact that he looks like he’s about to land himself in hospital,” Manny said. “I also noticed the bastard looks poorly.”

Vinnie and Pink suggested a few painful illnesses that they were hoping Gallo was suffering from. I turned away from them and once again scanned the street. Having one of the best hackers in the world as my best friend had made me paranoid about all computerised security. I did not yet know how someone could remotely gain full control over a vehicle, but planned to educate myself on this topic. 

I wanted to get back to my viewing room. There were things I needed to research and I hoped Francine had already returned from her frivolous nail appointment.

But something else took priority. “We need to speak to the gallery owner.”

“What did you say, Doc?”

I turned around and faced the men. “What is the gallery owner’s role in this? Did he know about this heist? If he’s the one who sold Norbert Sartre the diamonds, what is his connection to Gallo?”

“Well, let’s go and find out then.” Manny started walking towards his car. “We’re not going to get any more answers here, so we might as well go get a few somewhere else.”

Fifteen minutes later, I stood in front of a beautiful building in Strasbourg’s historic old town, looking through the window into the art gallery. I loved the old buildings, the Gothic and Roman influences in the architecture, the cobbled streets and the covered bridges. 

It was hard to get my feet to move. Manny and Daniel were already in the gallery, asking the young female assistant to call the owner. I didn’t want to go inside. The gallery was spacious enough, but whoever had put the paintings up for display had no eye for logic, symmetry or even basic aesthetics. Paintings were haphazardly hung on walls or placed on easels that were at wrong angles while other paintings merely rested against any available vertical surface. Such visual chaos caused my non-neurotypical mind great distress.

“Jenny?” Colin’s hand on my forearm was so light, I barely felt it through my thick winter coat. At first, I kept on focusing on his hand until I felt prepared to step into that horrifying disorder. I kept my eyes on the middle-aged man who entered the room from a side door. His was one of those faces that revealed every thought and emotion he experienced. 

I stopped close to the door, giving myself some comfort at the easy escape if it became too much for me. Colin stilled next to me, then pulled his knitted cap lower over his brow and hunched into himself. I sighed. 

Clearly he knew this gallery owner, but as another persona. I hated his different disguises. It was unbearably hard for me to be deceptive. Trying to go along with Colin’s different identities was most taxing, so I did what I was best at—I studied the man. He had glasses so thick that I wondered how much he could see.

“Gentlemen.” He looked at me. “And lady. What can I do for you?”

“You can answer some questions for us, beginning with your name.” Manny must have changed from the elegant fitted coat Francine had picked out for him to his old oversized winter coat. It was hanging loose around his frame, his hands disappearing in the large pockets. He fidgeted as if he was nervous or bored. He mixed up his nonverbal cues, but most people wouldn’t notice.

“I’m Monsieur Olivier Bissette.” He glanced at Daniel and Pink, his eyes narrowing until recognition widened them. “Why are the police visiting me? Did something happen to Mother?”

“We’re not here about any family matter, Monsieur Bissette.” Manny leaned forward and whispered loudly. “We’re here about the illegal sale of forgeries and stolen diamonds.”

“Oh, my goodness.” Monsieur Bissette clutched the deep purple cravat at his chest and looked at his assistant. “Jeanne, go for lunch.”

She looked as if she was about to argue, but then narrowed her eyes and nodded. The calculation that had flashed across her features had me wondering about what she would do. There had been malicious pleasure in the glance she’d given Monsieur Bissette. It was likely that Monsieur Bissette had been treating her badly and she was happy that he was in trouble with the law. 

The door closed behind her and Monsieur Bissette clutched his hands together. A sign of self-comfort. “What questions do you have?”

“Did you agree to sell a painting for Norbert Sartre?” Manny asked.

“Um. No?”

Vinnie burst out laughing. “Dude. Seriously. You must be the worst liar I’ve ever come across.”

“I have to agree with the big guy, Monsieur Bissette.” Manny pointed his thumb at me. “She’s a world expert at catching liars. But looking at you, I don’t think we need her here. So why don’t you just save us time and come clean?”

Monsieur Bissette stepped back until his thighs hit the desk. His mentalis muscle caused his chin to quiver, his eyes shining with tears. Colin sighed next to me and walked to Monsieur Bissette. He waved back the other men and they responded immediately by retreating and appearing less intimidating. 

“Monsieur Bissette.” Colin stopped in front of the man and held out his right hand. “Isaac Watts. I’m sure you remember me from five years ago?”

It took all my self-control to keep a gasp from escaping. Colin’s German accent was strong even though his French was perfect. 

“Isaac Watts?” Monsieur Bissette straightened slightly and stared at Colin. Then he leaned forward until it looked like he was about to kiss Colin. His eyebrows shot up and his facial muscles relaxed. “You’re with them? Oh, thank all the goddesses. At least now I know I’ll be treated well. I have never forgotten how much you helped me when there was that horrid misunderstanding with the Cézanne.”

“Tell us about the misunderstanding, Fr... um... Watts.” Manny’s request was quiet, but strong.

Colin turned to put himself between Monsieur Bissette and the men. That would give the gallery owner more time to compose himself, but would also give him the impression that he was being protected. “Monsieur Bissette’s gallery had been open for about three years when one of my clients from Bonn asked me to verify the painting he’d bought here while on a business trip. Within a few seconds I could see it was a forgery.”

“Instead of going to the police and ruining my career, Isaac came to me.” Monsieur Bissette pulled his shoulders back and faced the men. Either he didn’t see me or didn’t consider me a threat. “Unlike many other people in this industry, he believed me when I told him that I had no idea it was a forgery. I had all the provenance papers and even authentication certificates from two independent authorities. We’d all been fooled by that forger’s expert work.”

“It was really great work.” Colin nodded and stood next to Monsieur Bissette. “Monsieur Bissette immediately returned my client’s money and did everything he could to help me find this forger.”

“You found him.” I saw the pride on Colin’s face.

“We did. We made sure Interpol got some anonymous tip about this man’s work and within a week, he was no longer a threat to the art market.” Colin looked at Monsieur Bissette. “I remember your outrage at anyone creating and selling art on the black market. Has your position on this changed?”

“No. Yes. No, definitely not.” Consternation twisted his face into numerous expressions, fear the most prominent. “I hate these people!”

“Then why are you dealing with them, Monsieur Bissette?” Colin’s tone was gentle.

“Because I made one small mistake!” Monsieur Bissette slapped both hands over his face and pressed hard for a few seconds. With a sniff he lowered his hands, his expression tortured. “He was going to destroy me, destroy everything I’ve worked to build in eight years.”

“Who?” Colin asked softly.

“I don’t know his name.” He grabbed Colin’s arm. “You have to believe me, Isaac. I never wanted this, but he didn’t give me a choice. This man scared me.” He glanced at the other men. “Much more than they do. He’s dangerous.”

“How did you meet?”

“I... oh, goddess! I sold him a forgery. I swear that I didn’t know it was a forgery. It was like the Bonn situation all over again. The difference this time is that he came to me three weeks after I’d sold him the Picasso. Again, I had all the paperwork from the seller and everything had seemed legit. He wouldn’t accept that I had no part in cheating him. He was furious, even grabbed a Degas from the wall and threatened to smash it on the ground. That’s when I asked him what I could do to fix this.”

“He didn’t want to accept his money back?”

Monsieur Bissette slumped against the table, one hand pressed against his forehead. “I didn’t have the money. I have a lot of stock here, but the market is not that strong at the moment. With all the terrorism happening in the world, people have decided to stop buying art. Or maybe it’s global warming. I don’t know, but the last eighteen months have been the worst since I started this business. I’m running on fumes these days, Isaac.”

“Which means that you met this man within the last year and a half?” Colin gently steered him back.

“It was ten months ago. I was going to borrow the money from my brother to pay this man back, but he wasn’t interested. He told me that he knew a way that would help us both. I would make enough money to keep my business afloat and he could get rid of some merchandise.”
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