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“Thank goodness, Doctor Lenard. You’re here.” Timothée Renaud looked behind me as I stepped out of the elevator into the elegant reception area of Rousseau & Rousseau. “Where’s Colin?”

“Not here.” For the last six months, the assistant to Phillip Rousseau—the owner of this high-end insurance company—had been reluctant to be in my presence without Colin Frey acting as a buffer. I did not understand why the young man needed my romantic partner to be present in order to communicate with me.

“Oh.” Tim took a step away from me, flexing his hands. “Um, will he be coming soon?”

I stopped and studied Tim. Today he was wearing suit trousers, a tailored dress shirt and a knotted silk scarf instead of a tie. It had been interesting to observe how he’d changed in the year and a half he’d been working as Phillip’s assistant. 

Until eight months ago, I had been working with my team from the offices of Rousseau & Rousseau. An art crime we’d been investigating at the time had brought violent men to the office. We’d escaped the gun battle mostly uninjured, but parts of the richly decorated space had been irreparably damaged.

That event had been a catalyst for many changes. I’d taken a short break from investigating cases, we had moved our team headquarters from Rousseau & Rousseau to a secure floor in the adjacent building and Timothée had become leery of being alone with me. People usually became severely uncomfortable when I studied their body language and micro-expressions. But that was the only way I was able to understand the true meaning of their communication. Neurotypical people very seldom verbalised their true intentions. Most often their words and their thoughts did not correlate.

“Um, Doctor Lenard?” Tim swallowed, his voice tight.

I blinked a few times, trying to hold back my opinion on what I’d observed. I couldn’t. “I’m autistic. Not dangerous. The expression that just flashed on your face implies that you are scared of me. What have I done to instil fear in you, Tim?”

“Um. Nothing?” He shifted on his feet, his muscle tension increasing.

“Then why are your feet pointing away from me?” I shook my finger at his feet, then at his torso. “Even your upper body is ready to flee from me.”

He closed his eyes tightly for a few seconds. Typical blocking behaviour. My understanding of the neurotypical brain and behaviour was academic. In order to relate better to my unwelcoming family and a prejudiced society, I had rigorously studied nonverbal communication as well as psychology to have a better grasp of how the average human reasoned. Intellectually, I understood. Yet I couldn’t truly comprehend why Tim thought closing his eyes would prevent me from pushing this topic to its conclusion. I waited until he opened his eyes.

When he did, his expression was contrite. “I’m so sorry, Doctor Lenard... er... Genevieve. I’m just worried that I might say or do something that would hur... offend you.”

“Hurt? Offend? When have I ever appeared offended?”

His eyes shifted up and left, recalling a memory. “Never?”

“Are you asking me?”

He straightened his shoulders. “I don’t know how to behave around you. You never look offended. But you also never look happy, pleased, angry or even tired. I can’t read you.”

“I know.” It was a problem I had been made aware of numerous times during my childhood. My emotions seldom made their appearance on my face. As a young child, I had tried to emulate facial expressions, but had confused my parents even more. They, and their high-society friends, had been more comfortable with my neutral expression. I’d never felt the need since to placate people with artificial expressions. 

“That’s it? You’re not going to offer me any tips on how to understand you better?”

“Do you really need to understand me?”

He thought about this. “You know? I would really like to.”

“Then I shall make a point of telling you whenever you hurt or offend me.”

“And maybe you could also tell me if I do something that makes you happy.”

“I’ll consider that.” Muffled sounds of a heated argument reached us. I looked towards the conference room. “Is Manny in there?”

“Oh. We’re finished bonding. Great.” His smile indicated an amusing inner dialogue. It didn’t interest me. I wanted to know what was vexing Colonel Manfred Millard. Tim walked down the tastefully designed hallway to the conference room. “They’ve been going at it like this for the last twenty minutes.”

Tim slowed down before we reached the conference room doors. He flexed his hands again. I stopped with an inner sigh. “What is causing your distress now?”

“Um.” He straightened his shoulders. “If I say something to offend you, could you please tell me and not anyone else?”

“Why would I...” I studied all his nonverbal cues and added the context of our conversation. “I can’t believe that you would want to keep anything from Phillip.”

“No, no. Not Phillip. This job and his mentoring are the two best things ever to happen to me.” 

I thought back over the eighteen months Tim had been working at Rousseau & Rousseau. If Tim wasn’t keeping anything from Phillip, only one other person was the logical choice. “Vinnie? Why?”

“He’s a very big man.”

“True.” Vinnie was not only tall, but also very muscular. Colin’s best friend, one of my closest friends, Vinnie had used his size to build a reputation as a ruthless criminal. It had helped him and Colin numerous times when Colin had had to retrieve a particularly sensitive object that had been stolen. Vinnie was also our housemate, the self-appointed guardian of our team and at times over-protective. And he enjoyed intimidating Tim. “Why don’t you want Vinnie to know if you’ve offended me?”

Tim’s lips trembled briefly. “He threatened everyone with bodily harm if we did anything to upset you.” 

I wasn’t surprised by this. “I’ll speak to Vinnie.”

“No!” Tim’s eyes flashed open in horror. “Please don’t. You know what? Just forget everything I said. Listen to Colonel Millard shouting. You need to go in there.” He opened the conference door and waved me inside. “I’ll bring a fresh cup of coffee for you.”

Deciding that I’d analyse Tim’s reaction to Vinnie at a later time, I stepped inside the spacious conference room. Lining the taupe walls were paintings by Ian Francis, David Choe and Yoskay Yamamoto—artists who were making their mark in the contemporary art scene. The heavy cherry wood conference table in the centre of the room could easily seat sixteen people. Today there were only two men sitting at the far end of the table, glaring at each other.

I recognised the gentleman sitting across from Manny. Twice before I had met him when I’d had lunch with the first lady of France. He looked like a cover model for a business magazine with his tailored suit, styled hair, manicured nails and trimmed beard. As the director of public relations for the president of France, public image was his top priority.

Our team was under direct supervision of the president and frequently we investigated cases he assigned to us. After one particular case, the president’s wife and I had become friendly. Ours was a professional friendship, but I did enjoy her company. I did not enjoy the company of Lucien Privott, the man now turning his glare towards me.

His reaction when he saw me was the main reason for the intense distrust I had towards him. The moment he recognised me, his expression changed with practiced intent. His thinned lips became soft, his risorius muscles turning his downturned mouth into a fake welcoming smile. He moved his flaring elbows closer to his sides and turned his arms to reveal the insides of his forearms. Strategic nonverbal communication to convey the message of being harmless and friendly. Lucien Privott was anything but.

“Doctor Lenard!” Lucien got up, his fake smile widening. “I’m so happy to see you.”

I stared at him for a second. Then I looked down at Manny. He hadn’t moved. As usual, he was slumping in his chair. To the average observer, the only law-enforcement member of our team might appear unfazed. Not only was I one of the best nonverbal communication experts in the world, I also knew Manny. He was most definitely not unfazed. His fists were pushed deep into his trouser pockets and the supratrochlear artery on his forehead was prominent.

Lucien walked around the table, his hand outstretched. I took a step back at the same time as Manny got up, putting himself between me and Lucien. “Sit down, Privott. You’re not fooling Doctor Face-reader.”

“I’m not trying to fool anyone.” 

“Yes, you are.” I waited until he was seated before I sat down next to Manny. “All your nonverbal cues are practiced and not very convincing. You pulled at your shirt collar and leaned back when you said you weren’t trying to fool anyone. Those are indicators of stress and, taken in context, deception.”

Manny’s lips twitched, but he managed to prevent his smile from surfacing. “Maybe now you’ll tell me the real reason for this little visit of yours.”

“I’ve been telling you nothing but the truth.”

“Doc?” Manny turned to me.

“He’s not lying.” I’d spent most of my adult life observing people and looking for the true message behind their words. I looked at Lucien. “But I posit that you carefully chose what to tell Manny. Ah. I’m right.”

“Half a truth is as good as a lie, Privott.” Manny raised one eyebrow, his look of disdain unhidden.

“Half a truth is half a truth. Not that truth can be measured.” I closed my eyes, distracted by Manny’s silly statement. When I opened my eyes, Lucien looked decidedly less confident and aggressive than when I’d walked in. “I don’t know how long you’ve been here and frankly, I don’t care. But I do value my own time and I refuse to waste any of it if you are not going to disclose the genuine purpose for your visit.”

“What she said.” Manny nodded towards me, not taking his eyes off Lucien. “Start from the beginning so Doc can hear everything. And I mean everything, Privott. Don’t leave out the interesting parts this time.”

Lucien pressed his lips together so tightly they disappeared from view. Then he took a deep breath, adjusted his tie and looked at me. “Benoît Faure was murdered seven nights ago in a hotel. The maid found him the next morning when she went to clean the room. Nobody had heard anything during the night and there weren’t any signs of a struggle. He’d been overpowered, manually strangled and then shot in the heart. We are pretty sure the murderer used a suppressor—a top-of-the-range suppressor that will make a gunshot sound like a loud click. A gun going off at night would have drawn attention, even in that kind of hotel.”

“What kind of hotel?” This was only one of the many questions I had.

“The kind where you can rent a room by the hour.”

“Why would anyone want to do that?” I frowned at Lucien’s extreme discomfort and turned my attention to Manny. “Why is this hotel an embarrassing topic?”

Manny snorted. “Because Mister Hipster here is a prude. Oh, never mind, Doc. People, mostly men, hire rooms by the hour because they also hire company by the hour. And when I say company, I mean prostitutes.”

“Oh. There is nothing embarrassing about that.” I looked at Lucien, who was pulling at his shirt collar. “Men have always paid to have their sexual needs tended to. There has to be a bigger issue than prostitution. Is this a case of human trafficking? No. Hmm. Then you’d better explain who this Benoît Faure was.”

“Benoît Faure. Yes.” Lucien’s relief about the change of topic was almost comical. “He was a sixty-two-year-old import-export businessman. Despite Strasbourg not being a major port or import-export hub, he always insisted on running his business from his home town.”

“He was born here.”

“Yes. And his family has a history going back hundreds of years in the city.”

“Your micro-expressions imply that the history is not a benign one.”

“To say the least. Legend says that his family line goes back to the marauding Vikings. As far back as we have police records, the Faure family name has been connected with illegal acts. Extortion, fraud, violence in all its forms—anything you can think of, someone in that family has been accused of it.”

“Benoît Faure?” I wasn’t interested in inaccurate legends.

“Well, he made quite a name for himself in the late seventies as one of the most ruthless crime bosses in France. But he was arrested only once. For putting the man who punched his sister into hospital for three months.” Lucien shrugged. “Not really an organised crime boss’ worst delinquency, but that was a wake-up call for him.”

“Did he serve time?” Manny asked.

“Nope. The case never even made it to court. Even at the tender age of twenty-two, Benoît Faure was a very smart man. He hired the best lawyer in the country and got off scot-free. Then he cleaned up his act. Since that day not a single crime could be directly traced back to him. The police’s organised crime unit started calling him Mister Teflon.”

“Because nothing sticks.” Manny nodded. 

If it hadn’t been for Vinnie’s insistence on using Teflon pans to make crêpes, I might not have understood the reference. “You still haven’t explained why the president wants us to investigate the murder of a criminal.”

“President Godard is concerned that this might incite a turf war. He’s also concerned that Benoît Faure’s family might retaliate.”

I stared at Lucien. Until he shifted in his seat and touched his collar again. Women usually played with their necklace or rested their hands on their throats. Men often adjusted the knot of their tie or pulled at their collar whenever they needed comfort. Covering the suprasternal notch, the hollow just above the sternum, was a pacifying gesture, indicating insecurity or emotional discomfort. Lucien Privott was clearly not comfortable under my scrutiny. I didn’t care. “That is the rehearsed answer. What is the full answer?”

“Oh, shoot. Mrs Godard warned us you would see right through that answer.” He threw up his hands. “The president only recently discovered that he is connected to a few unsavoury characters.”

“Unsavoury?” I hated euphemisms. “It would save us a vast amount of time if you would suspend all politically correct expressions and call everything and everyone as they are.”

The look of consternation was one of the few honest expressions I’d seen from Lucien. He leaned towards me. “Isn’t it tiring and disillusioning to always see everyone’s lies?”

I shrugged. “Untruths are often diplomacy. It’s what produces a polite society.”

“Wow.” He sat back, shaking his head. “Just wow.”

“Do you need a moment and a hanky or will you bloody well tell us what connection there is between the president, Benoît Faure and your unsavoury characters?” Manny crossed his arms.

“Madame Godard got the president to go to the opera when they were a young couple. He fell in love with the art and started supporting it in whichever way he could. For the last two years, President Godard has donated a substantial amount to the Opéra National du Rhin.”

“Let me guess.” Manny’s top lip curled. “Benoît Faure was also a huge opera lover and his name is also on the list of donors.”

“Benoît Faure and more than a dozen other individuals who are quite well known to law enforcement.”

Manny’s frontalis muscle drew his eyebrows towards his hairline. “More than a dozen?”

“Apparently, mafia-types like dramatic music and singing that could separate bone from marrow.” Lucien’s top lip curled.

“No singing could ever manage such a feat.” What a strange thing to say. “Your expression leads me to believe you don’t enjoy opera?”

“Not at all.” His disgust was another honest expression. “Give me good old rock and roll any day. Bruce is king.”

I knew of no current king with that name and dismissed the comment. “Are there any other connections between Benoît Faure and President Godard?”

Lucien’s tension returned. “Faure supported another two charities the president is a patron of.”

“Well, what do you know.” Manny uttered a sound of derision. “Criminals donating to charity. What is the crime world coming to?”

I pointed at Manny’s face. “I can see that you are being sarcastic, but I don’t understand.”

“Sorry, Doc. I’m just thinking that criminals will never cease to amaze me. I would be willing to bet supermodel’s shoe collection that what those fools call supporting a charity is just another way of laundering their blood money.”

“Francine would not be pleased to know that you’re wagering her shoes.” My best friend, our IT expert, had recently entered into a romantic relationship with Manny. Theirs was not a logical match. They shared very few interests and argued all the time. What confounded me even more was the enjoyment they both derived from those heated disagreements. I’d witnessed on more than one occasion their pupils dilating and their lips becoming fuller with arousal as their voices rose in a fight over something I considered inconsequential. Despite their growing affection for each other, I was quite convinced Francine would take umbrage at Manny’s use of her precious shoes.

“That’s how convinced I am of this fact, Doc. My hide will stay intact on this wager. Those criminals are using charities to clean their dirty money. And now the president is connected to them.” Manny looked at Lucien, one eyebrow raised. “Don’t you people check out these charities before you let the president associate with them?”

“Of course we do. None of these men, including Benoît Faure, ever put their names to anything. They used their companies to support the opera house and the charities. Those companies all checked out. These men are smart enough to run the companies through some kind of proxy. Their names are seldom on the letterheads.”

“I would like to return to the topic.” I enunciated my words slowly. “Why should we look into this case?”

“There are a few other details that concern the president. He wants the best on this case so it can be solved as quickly and cleanly as possible.”

“Don’t insult me with practiced compliments.” I thought about his nonverbal cues when he’d relayed the case to us. People seldom realised how much they revealed with only a few muscle contractions. I preferred replaying an interview on the twelve monitors in my viewing room, but my memory was sufficient for now. “There is something about the crime that has you confused and worried. Not the crime? The crime scene? Aha. What is it?”

“Shoot, Doctor Lenard. It feels like you’re in my head.” Lucien touched his temples, the fear around his eyes slight, but familiar. People didn’t enjoy feeling vulnerable when they no longer had deception as a tool to soften harsh words or to maintain a level of privacy. 

“The crime scene, Privott.” Manny straightened.

“The murderer tattooed Benoît Faure while he was still alive.”

“How the hell did he get the criminal to lie down for that?”

Lucien shifted in his chair. “The coroner found traces of Sevoflurane in Faure’s system.”

“Isn’t that the anaesthetic gas thieves are now using to dose owners of a house and rob them blind while the poor rich people are sleeping it off?” Manny asked.

“It’s reportedly one of the gases used. There wasn’t any trace of this gas around Faure’s mouth, so the theory is that the murderer released it into the air. Obviously he was wearing a mask so he could get his tattoo work done while Faure was under.”

“The theory that gases are used during burglaries is greatly disputed.” I found it hard to believe people wouldn’t wake up from the potent smell before it had any effect. “This theory can only work if the dosage was right for Benoît Faure and it was administered correctly.”

“All things which can be googled, Doc.” Manny shrugged. “I have no expertise on this topic, but I reckon that in a small hotel room, blowing that stuff in someone’s face might just do the job.”

“The crime scene technicians said much the same. And since the murderer was planning on killing Faure in any case, he only needed to worry about his victim not waking up while he was busy with his artwork.” Lucien took a large smartphone from the inner pocket of his suit jacket and swiped the touchscreen a few times. He winced slightly when he got to the photo he was looking for and handed the phone to Manny. “It’s a crude job, definitely not professional. The coroner said it was done perimortem, but he was killed very shortly after.”

Manny swiped the screen a few times, his brow pulling down in a deep scowl. He looked at me, the screen of the smartphone tilted so I couldn’t see it. “Doc? It’s a crime scene photo of a dead man.”

Everything in me rebelled at taking the phone and looking at the photo. It wasn’t normal for any human being to process as much death as we had done in the last three years. Homicide detectives, paramedics, police officers and medical examiners often developed myriad coping mechanisms allowing their consciousness to register the corpse they were looking at not as a human being, but rather as a case. The average neurotypical human being usually mourned the loss of a life, even a complete stranger’s.

As I was non-neurotypical, death affected me in different ways. It took me down a dark path I didn’t want to visit. My mind would grab onto the depravity of human nature and go into an obsessive loop analysing that part of human behaviour. 

I touched my little finger to my thumb and focused on the positive emotions associated with that physical act. I’d been training my brain to recall calm, inner strength and control whenever those two fingers made contact. It was an anchor I used to help prevent shutdowns or to enable me to deal with a situation that usually would overload my senses. 

I might have taken offence at Tim’s desire to have Colin present when talking to me, but at this moment, I truly wished Colin hadn’t decided to have breakfast with Vinnie before coming in to the office. Daily, it surprised me how much I’d come to rely on him to be a stabilising factor in my life. His presence alone would have made my finger-anchor unnecessary. 

“Doc?”

It took a lot of control to take my eyes off the smartphone in Manny’s hands. When I looked at his face, I realised that I must have been quiet for a lot longer than he was comfortable with. I pressed my fingers harder against each other. “I’ll be fine. Let me see.”

“Are you sure?” He held the phone even further away from me. “I can get supermodel to give you some art-type rendition of this.”

“No.” My voice was strong. “I will learn much more when I can see the crime scene, not only the tattoo.”

Manny looked at me for another second, then handed the phone to me when I shook my open palm impatiently at him. The little finger and thumb of my other hand still tightly pressed together, I turned the phone over and looked at the screen. It was a close-up photo of a man’s naked chest. Specifically, the left side. The skin was leathery from years of sunbathing, the muscles hidden under layers of fat. But it was the tattoo that was the focal point, the skin around it slightly raised and pink, reacting to the needle puncturing the dermis and injecting ink underneath the surface.

It was clear the tattoo had not been done by an artist. What could have been a beautiful wreath of climbing roses looked like it had been drawn by an unsure, unpractised hand. Dark leaves stretched out over Benoît Faure’s chest, the stems twisted and weaved together. A rose in the centre of the wreath-tattoo and a second at the bottom were simple in design, but striking. Standing out from the dark stems and leaves, the two red roses had to have significance.

“If you swipe the screen, you’ll see the other crime scene photos,” Lucien said in an almost whisper. 

I glanced up at him. He jumped in his chair when another phone started ringing in his pocket. I considered having more than one smartphone superfluous at best and pretentious at worst. Lucien fumbled finding the smaller phone in his jacket pocket. His corrugator supercilii muscles pulled his eyebrows together when he looked at the screen. “Please excuse me. I have to take this.”

He got up and left the conference room. After the violent event eight months ago, Phillip had installed security cameras to cover every centimetre of Rousseau & Rousseau. If Lucien was in search of privacy, he would only find an illusion of it. 

I returned my attention to the phone in my hand. The screen had turned off and fortunately didn’t require a passcode when I turned it back on. Francine would mock Lucien’s lack of smartphone security. I’d always been vigilant with my computer security, but the ease with which Francine hacked other people’s systems had made me much more paranoid.

“What do you think, Doc?” 

“It’s time for me to change my passwords again.”

“Huh?” Manny’s face communicated his confusion. Then he sighed. “I mean, what do you think about this case?”

“Oh.” Specific questions were always better. “I have no particular thoughts on this case yet. We have far too little information for me to draw any conclusions.”

“Hmph.” Manny hated it when I didn’t want to speculate. “What do you think about the tattoo?”

“It’s most interesting.” In a macabre way. “We can look at it in two ways. Firstly, this specific design could have great significance to the murderer. Possibly, it also had some significance to Benoît Faure. We still don’t know if Benoît Faure was targeted or whether it was a crime of opportunity.”

“That bloody hipster is holding back too much. Don’t you worry, Doc. I’ll speak to the president and get all the details you need.”

“We need. You would be able to speculate much better with more information.”

“True, Doc. True. Now tell me what the second way is we can look at this.”

“The killer is playing a game. If this is a psychopath, he would derive great pleasure from knowing that we’re pursuing some lead that he invented only to waste our time.” I lifted my hand to stop Manny. After three years of working with him, I was confident that he was going to ask me whether I thought the tattoo had significance or whether it was a game. “I will not speculate. Definitely not at such an early stage. I will, however, give this tattoo appropriate attention during the investigation, but I recommend that you don’t build your case around this.”

“Look at the other photos. Tell me what you think about them.” 

Something in Manny’s tone triggered my curiosity. I turned the phone on, but looked back up when Lucien rushed back into the conference room. His smooth control was nowhere in sight.

“Who got killed?” Manny’s posture didn’t change, but the narrowing of his eyes told me he also noticed Lucien’s distress.

“Another damn criminal.” Lucien grabbed his phone from my hands and nodded towards the door. “Come on. You’re coming with me. You can see this one for yourself.”

I grabbed the armrests and hooked my feet around the legs of the chair before I realised what I was doing. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Where’s Frey, Doc?” Manny knew why I wouldn’t go to a crime scene. 

“Breakfast with Vinnie.” 

“If they meet us there, will that work for you?”

I thought about this. “As long as I don’t have to go there in your car.”

“There is nothing wrong with my car.”

“It looks like a recycle bin.”

“It’s my filing system and it works for me.”

Times like these brought understanding why Francine enjoyed bickering. My hands had relaxed and my feet were already pointing towards the door. I sighed at myself and got up. “We are going in my car. After I speak to Colin.”
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Immense relief relaxed all the muscles in my body when I saw Colin standing at the gate of the large property on the left. He was talking to Vinnie, their postures mirroring. It wasn’t surprising. These two men had been best friends for almost two decades. 

Vinnie was only a few centimetres taller than Colin, but had the build of one of the wrestlers he liked to watch on television. He was wearing his usual combat pants, boots and tight black t-shirt that showed off his muscular upper body. Colin was a contrast to Vinnie in his designer slacks, linen shirt and Italian loafers. 

I pulled into the driveway and stopped in front of the gate, grateful that the twenty-five-minute journey was over. Manny had insisted on going in his car. He’d still been arguing his point when I’d taken my keys and left the office. That was after Colin had reassured me that he and Vinnie would be waiting for me. He’d kept his word.

The moment I turned off the engine, Colin opened my door and held out his hand. “You made good time. Millard isn’t here yet.”

“We all know he drives like the old man he is.” Vinnie smiled when I allowed Colin to pull me out the car. “Hey, Jen-girl.”

“Hey.” I turned to Colin, not letting go of his hand. “Thank you for coming.”

Something must have alerted Colin. He lowered his head and studied me. “What’s wrong?”

“I saw a photo of a dead body this morning with a tattoo that was done a short while before the man was murdered, and now I’m going into a house with another dead body which apparently bears great similarity to the other crime scene, and...”

Colin pulled me against his chest, his arms tight around me. I took a shuddering breath, thankful that he’d stopped my run-on sentence. I allowed the familiarity of Colin’s body to ground me. His steady heartbeat against my ear slowed my own down until I felt more in control. In my entire life, Colin had been the only person whose touch didn’t send me into a panic or a shutdown. Feeling his arms holding me tightly or his hand on my forearm always calmed me. The next deep breath I took was not as tense. 

“What’s going on here? This is no time for snogging.” The annoyed quality in Manny’s voice was not genuine enough to hide the undertone of concern.

I pushed away from Colin, but stayed in his embrace. “We are not snogging.”

“And if we want to, it’s none of your business, Millard.” Colin looked down at me. “You’re okay now?”

I nodded and took a step back. Colin reluctantly released me, but took my hand and interlaced our fingers. I squeezed his hand. 

“Doc? Are you sure you’re up for this?” Manny nodded towards the high fence surrounding the property.

I looked at the landscaped garden that could qualify as a small inner-city park. Barely visible from the road was a mansion, five police vehicles parked in front of it. With my free hand, I touched my little finger to my thumb and looked back at Manny. “I’ll manage.”

“Hmph.” He didn’t look convinced and gave Colin a look.

It was most irksome when these men acted as if I couldn’t function without them. Admittedly, I operated better with them, but my own strength had brought me this far. It would take me further. Yet I knew that their support would make the journey smoother. Only because of this did I decide to reassure them, no matter how exasperating it was. “The moment I’m overwhelmed, I’ll leave the crime scene.”

“You do that, Doc. And don’t wait too long. I’ll make sure they video everything, so you can have that as well as the crime scene photos.”

“Maybe you can now tell us what we’re doing at Léon Blanc’s house.” Colin nodded towards the house. “Is he the victim?”

“We don’t know who the victim is yet.” Manny pushed his hands into his pockets. “Privott forgot to mention that little titbit before he took off.”

“Who’s Privott?” Vinnie crossed his arms, his triceps bulging. 

“Lucien Privott is the president’s PR guy. He spins any potential scandal until it smells like roses.” Colin winked at me. “Figuratively speaking.”

“And how the hell do you know this, Frey?”

“I need to know who I’m connected to, no matter how tenuous that link.” Colin’s vigilance had saved him on more than one occasion. “Léon Blanc?”

“No, Frey. You first. Tell me how you know whose house this is.” Manny might have convinced a criminal he was interrogating that he was suspicious, but his micro-expression revealed his genuine surprise and curiosity.

“Some people have a level of sophistication that is far above your comprehension, Millard. Those people attend the opera, go to exhibitions and support charity events. Those people also meet other likeminded individuals. Léon Blanc is one of those people.”

“You haven’t yet explained who he is.” I wanted to stay on topic and get this over with as soon as possible.

“For you, love, I’ll give Léon Blanc’s full history.” Colin winked at me. “Léon Blanc is the director of the Opéra National du Rhin. He’s... what? Why are you and Millard looking at me like that?”

“Doc?” Manny’s eyes were wide. “What are the odds of Lucien Privott and his little connection to Faure’s murder and now the opera house director being involved in a similar murder all being connected?”

“I have no such statistical data.”

“Whoa.” Vinnie raised both hands. “Two murders? Connections? You two want to let us in on your secret?”

Manny gave a summary of our meeting with Lucien. While he talked, I prepared myself for the crime scene waiting on the far side of this property. I had not looked at the other crime scene photos on Lucien’s phone and thus had inadequate data to truly prepare myself.

“Okay, so the president donates to the opera house, Benoît Faure also donated to the opera house and now the director of the opera house is dead. Yeah, that smells fishy.” Vinnie nodded as if he had concrete proof to support his statement.

“We don’t know if the victim is Léon Blanc yet,” I said. “It could be someone else.”

“Then we’d better get inside and find out everything we can about this bloody mess.” Manny walked towards the gate. “Come on. Let’s go.”

When Vinnie, Colin and I reached the gate, Manny was already talking to someone on the intercom. A few seconds later the ornate iron gates slowly opened. We walked through and they closed again behind us. I didn’t mind the walk up the driveway. It was beautiful. Large oak trees provided plenty of shade, the lawn had recently been mowed and all the flowers were in full bloom. Tranquillity prefacing the aftermath of violence awaiting us in the house.

“Privott sent all the crime scene photos to your account, Doc.” Manny was maintaining a brisk pace. With us he didn’t have to uphold any kind of façade. His posture was alert and his steps confident. It would change as soon as we reached the house. “Supermodel downloaded all of them already and is analysing them.”

Since Francine had come into my life and onto our team, I’d no longer had any privacy in my inbox. Francine claimed it was for security reasons that she scanned all my mail before I even had the chance to open it. I’d seen her lie and got her to confess. She was protecting me. I didn’t feel singled out since she did that to everyone on our team. With or without their permission. 

“It might be a good and bad thing that I haven’t seen the photos yet.” 

“Why do you say that, Doc?”

“Good because it won’t affect the way I view this crime scene. I will look at it with no bias. Bad because, having the first crime scene as a reference point, I would be able to find similarities and differences much faster.”

“Hmm. Makes sense.” Manny stopped to talk to a uniformed officer guarding the door. Once we were all vetted, the officer opened the heavy carved wooden door. We stepped into a large foyer. The ceramic floor tiles were probably imported from Italy, but I doubted they’d been as expensive as the Persian carpets scattered across the floor as far as I could see. 

A few steps led down to a spacious living area to the right and a kitchen designed for gourmet cooking and entertaining guests to the left. We went to the right. The room we entered was divided into two sitting areas, one with a green leather sofa and two matching chairs. The sofa was facing the large flat screen television against the wall. The other sitting area was furnished with one sofa, three wingback chairs and one settee. None of them matched in style, but the arrangement resulted in an elegant combination of modern and antique.

Strategically placed on the floor were numerous antique coffee tables, kists and, of course, Persian carpets. I wasn’t surprised when Colin gravitated towards the side wall, pulling me along with him. Seven paintings decorated the khaki-coloured wall, heavy frames accentuating the beauty of each individual work. It fitted perfectly with the eclectic design of the room, the wall not looking cluttered, the paintings complementing each other. 

“Morisot, Cézanne, Degas, Renoir, and Sisley.” Colin pointed at each painting as he named their creators.

“This way, thief.” Manny walked down a hallway leading to the back of the house. “You can scope out your loot later.”

“You’re a comedian, Millard.” Colin frowned at the Morisot painting before turning towards the hallway. He’d seen something of interest and I intended to question him about it later. I pressed my fingers together and braced myself when we followed Manny into a room to the right. 

It was a home office that looked more like an art gallery combined with a library. Two of the three walls had floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, each filled to capacity. The third wall was covered in masterpieces, not leaving much of the wall exposed. Large windows overlooked the garden, heavy curtains pulled away to allow the summer sun to bathe the room in bright light. 

A grand piano stood on a Persian carpet, two music stands next to it. The opposite end of the room had a heavy wooden desk, next to it three wingback chairs arranged around a round table. Yet there was enough space for Manny, Colin, myself and two crime scene technicians without the room feeling crowded. 

My focus on the furnishings was a weak attempt at avoiding the floor space next to the piano. That was where the two crime scene technicians were busy taking photos. And that was where the murder victim was.

“Jenny?” Colin’s hand tightened around mine. “Want to take a closer look?”

“No.” I took a deep breath and immediately regretted it. Smells flooded my senses. Books, furniture polish, a faint scent of blood and something else. I sniffed, trying to identify the smell. “Is that ink?”

“Indeed it is.” One of the crime scene technicians looked over his shoulder. “The vic got tattooed by the killer.”

I stepped closer. Colin followed.

“Let’s see that tattoo,” Manny said.

“My ink was done by an artist.” The technician slapped his shoulder. “This guy’s ink was done by an amateur.”

I forced my eyes away from his shoulder to look at the body lying on the floor. I blinked in surprise. “Where is the blood?”

“There isn’t any.” The technician pointed at the left of the victim’s exposed chest. “Here’s your tattoo.”

“What’s his COD?” Manny asked.

“Well, I reckon the blunt-force trauma to the back of his skull was this poor unfortunate soul’s cause of death. His head is total mush at the back. It definitely wasn’t the gunshot.” The technician got up. “I’ll give you a few minutes. I need the head in any case.”

“What head?” Oh, my goodness. “Was someone beheaded?”

The technician stopped dead in his tracks and stared at me. His eyes widened a second before he slapped his forehead. “You must be Doctor Lenard! Heard about you. Hah! Good one, Doc. Gonna tell the boys about this.”

He left chuckling and shaking his head. I turned to Manny. “Why is he laughing? Why are you smiling? A decapitation is a serious deviation from the last crime scene.”

“‘The head’ is a Navy term for the lavvy, Doc.”

“The toilet? How odd.” I was going to research the origin of that particular term. I’d learned from Manny the term ‘lavvy’, but still preferred to refer to the toilet by its name. 

I groaned at the distraction. It was simply too easy for my mind to lock on to a word or topic and go into an unending loop analysing it. I made a conscious effort to focus on the tattoo that took up a large part of the man’s chest. “Is this Léon Blanc?”

“Yes,” a soft voice answered from underneath the piano. Covered from head to toe in a white plastic suit, the young woman groaned as she exited on the far side of the piano and got up. “Someone sanitised this crime scene. There’s nothing. Not a single fingerprint, not a blood drop, not a hair. Not even a speck of dust. They even vacuumed under the carpets. He definitely didn’t die here. This carpet has no traces of blood.”

She continued to list all the places they’d looked for blood evidence, but I was more interested in the crude tattoo. “It’s his heart.”

“Huh?” Manny’s shoulders slumped and he grunted when I didn’t expand. “Explain, Doc.”

I pressed my fingers hard against each other before I let go of Colin’s hand and went on my haunches next to Léon Blanc. Making sure not to touch anything, I traced one of the many badly drawn stems of the tattooed climbing rose. “The way it is hidden beneath all the leaves and other branches, I think the killer wanted to disguise it. But it’s there. My knowledge of human anatomy is not perfect, but I estimate the outline to be quite accurately above Léon Blanc’s heart.”

The tattoo was similar to the one I’d seen on Lucien Privott’s smartphone, but there were slight differences. This tattoo had three roses—one in the centre of the design and the bottom, as with Faure’s tattoo, but Léon Blanc’s tattoo had another rose at the top of the design. Another similarity was the dark core of the centre rose. I hadn’t had enough time to look closely at Faure’s tattoo, but I was sure the dark core on that rose would prove to be the same as this one. A bullet hole. I supposed that was the gunshot wound the technician had referred to.

“This isn’t right.” I tilted my head, recalling the photo on Lucien’s phone. “This wound has little dots around it. The other had a ring around it.”

“Good eye.” The technician’s smile was similar to my childhood teachers’ when they’d been pleased with my answers. I’d only received that smile a few times. The technician leaned against the piano. “My name is Isabelle, by the way. I know who you people are. Everyone wants a chance to work with you. I’m so going to brag about this.”

“The dots and ring, Isabelle.” Manny pointed at Léon Blanc’s chest.

“Ah, yes. I wasn’t at the last crime scene, but I can tell you now if the wound was circular with blackened, seared skin margins, it means the muzzle of the gun was pushed right against the victim’s skin when the trigger was pulled. The heat from the explosion would cause the searing. These dots? That means the gun was held a short distance from the victim’s skin when the killer shot him. Until I know what gun was used, I won’t be able to tell you the exact distance. But it was less than a metre. Those dots are called stippling, by the way.”

“Do you think it means something that he didn’t press the gun against Blanc’s chest, Doc?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have enough information.” I looked at Isabelle. “Who reported this crime?”

“The housekeeper found him this morning when she came to clean here. She said she’s used to Monsieur Blanc keeping strange hours, sometimes sleeping until lunchtime, so she didn’t think anything of it when she came in this morning and he wasn’t around. I heard her saying this to one of the police guys when I was walking here, by the way. If you want to know anything else, you should speak to her.”

I got up, stepped away from the body and slowly turned a full three hundred and sixty degrees, registering as much detail as I could. When I returned to my starting point, Colin was standing in front of the wall with all the paintings, his eyes narrowed as he glanced from one to the other. Everyone else was staring at me. “Where’s the computer?”

“We haven’t found any electronic devices yet.” Isabelle glanced at the empty surface of the desk. “My guess is it’s locked in one of the desk drawers. We haven’t opened anything yet. Usually we gather evidence before we break open any cupboards or drawers. Since there is no evidence, I’ll go ahead and get Luc to jimmy the lock when he comes back. He’s good with that.”

“If you find the computer, send it to us immediately,” Manny said. “Frey, what are you looking at?”

“These pretty pictures on the wall in their beautiful frames are called paintings, Millard.” Colin’s tone didn’t have its usual mocking quality. 

I walked closer and stopped next to Colin. I didn’t see anything amiss with the artwork. Three of the eleven paintings were by the same artist. Morisot. I was not familiar with this artist’s work. None of the clients I’d had access to in Rousseau & Rousseau had ever insured a painting by this artist. I would’ve remembered. I glanced at Colin’s expression. “What’s wrong with these paintings?”

“They’re forgeries.” He stepped closer, his nose five centimetres away from a painting of a nude girl with a yellow headscarf lying in a field. For a few seconds he inspected the artwork, then straightened. “Yes. This is a forgery. A brilliant forgery, but not painted by Berthe Morisot.”

“It’s a female artist?” Manny joined us and tilted his head. “Never heard of her. Who is she?”

“She was an impressionist painter who died in 1895. She was one of the few great female artists of that time. Édouard Manet was a close friend of hers. They even painted a few works together. She married his brother.”

“Huh. Never knew about her.” Vinnie pushed away from where he was leaning against the doorframe. I’d almost forgotten about his presence. It took only four strides with his long legs to reach us. He folded his arms and squinted at the paintings. “They’re pretty. In a girly sorta way. You think this is related to the murder, dude?”

Colin inhaled to answer, but stopped. He looked at Isabelle, who was watching us. “Did you check the frames for prints?”

“Not yet.” She handed Colin a small plastic stepladder. “You can check, but please don’t touch.”

Colin stepped onto the second step to look at the top of the lower paintings. He huffed and climbed higher. He moved the ladder to inspect all the paintings, then stood back. He rubbed his hand over his mouth, then held his chin in a thinker’s pose. “Well, here’s another mystery. The frames of the three Morisot paintings are clean as if they were hung yesterday. The Picasso, Degas and Manet have a slight layer of dust like one would expect.”

“Did you notice fingerprints?” Isabelle asked.

“No, but it doesn’t mean there aren’t any.”

“Make sure you check every single frame in this house for fingerprints.” Manny’s corrugator supercilii muscle pulled his brow low over his eyes. “Bloody forgeries.”

Colin didn’t respond to Manny, but handed the ladder back to Isabelle. “Please be very careful when you dust for prints. The Picasso, Degas, Manet here and the Cézanne, Degas, Renoir, and Sisley in the living room are authentic. You wouldn’t want to be the one damaging a few million euros’ worth of paintings.”

Isabelle’s hand flew to her mouth. “Are you kidding me?”

“Not at all. That is the approximate value of these paintings. I’m sure there are more in the house, which means you are looking at a much larger sum.”

“Luc can dust for prints. I’m not touching those things. Not in this lifetime, by the way.” She stepped back and took her camera from the large toolbox standing next to the desk. “I’m better with the camera in any case.”

“Would you then be so kind as to take individual photos of each of the paintings?” Colin waved at the wall. “And a shot of the whole wall.”

“And send all those paintings to Rousseau & Rousseau.” Manny looked at Colin, both eyebrows raised. “You’re one hundred percent sure these paintings are forgeries?”

“Without a doubt. Not one of these pieces was painted by Berthe Morisot.”

“That is not possible,” a new voice said from the doorway.
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Everyone turned to the man standing in the doorway. He was average height with dark hair and facial features of a kind I immediately recognised. In his twenties and thirties, he most likely had been fit and had attracted a lot of female attention. As with most people, his fourth decade had brought a bit more weight which gave him a softness that was reflected in his nonverbal cues. This was not an aggressive man.

“You cannot be here, sir. This is a closed crime scene.” Isabelle held up both hands as if to push the man out from a distance.

“This is my house.” The man looked at Léon Blanc’s body on the Persian carpet. The micro-expressions flashing on his face were most interesting, finally settling on sad acceptance. “At least, now it is.”
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