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Exquisite forgeries. Espionage. Hidden codes.

Doctor Genevieve Lenard's carefully structured life is thrown into disarray when a brutally beaten stranger collapses on her doorstep. The desperate words he mumbles before slipping into unconsciousness spark a torrent of alarming questions. And as his broken hand relaxes to reveal a bloody item he’d been clutching with the last of his strength, the urgency of this situation heightens exponentially. 

Genevieve and her team embark on a harrowing journey to uncover the man’s identity and his reasons for showing up at her home. As they peel back the layers of deceit and corruption, they uncover a conspiracy that could unravel a web of secrets reaching the highest echelons of the French government, where trust is a luxury and a single choice could have dire consequences. 

With every discovery, it becomes evident that the case is far more expansive than they anticipated, posing a real and imminent threat—not only to their lives but also to the lives of thousands of innocent civilians. Genevieve must venture far beyond her comfort zone to unravel the threads of this deadly mystery before it's too late. 
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Chapter ONE
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“I could’ve bought this online.” I lifted the two light shopping bags in my hand and raised one eyebrow at my best friend.

“Not those fabulous boots.” Francine flipped her hair over her shoulder and adjusted the seven shopping bags she was carrying. “Admit it, they are a million times better than the ones you’ve been wearing for the last three hundred years.”

I shook my head in exasperation. “They are marginally better. And I’ve only had my current winter boots for seven years.”

“What?” Francine stopped in the middle of the pavement and stared at me in shock. “Seven years? That’s at least five hundred years in shoe-years.”

“There is no such thing as shoe-years.” I continued walking, leaving her to catch up with me.

I’d reluctantly agreed to go shopping with Francine after she’d begged me, and her romantic partner Colonel Manfred Millard had given me a pained expression and had mouthed, ‘Please’. My plan had been to go home after finishing up a minor investigation into a fraudulent art transaction. My apartment was going to be blissfully silent for a change.

Colin and I shared a three-bedroom apartment a few blocks from the Old Town in Strasbourg. Vinnie, my male best friend, his wife, Doctor Roxanne Ferreira and their seven-year-old twins lived in the apartment next to ours. Years ago, we’d broken through an adjoining wall, combining the two apartments. Even after marrying Roxy and then adopting their son and daughter, Vinnie still cooked dinner in my kitchen every night. 

Twelve years ago, I’d lived a quiet, solitary, isolated life. Now, my nights were filled with noisy kids, laughter, bantering and good food. I’d grown used to it and even treasured it, but I had truly looked forward to rushing home today. I glanced at my wristwatch. It was twenty-three minutes past six. That meant Roxy and the twins were still in the cinema with Nikki and her son Eric. Nikki called herself my daughter-sister-bestie. It was an accurate description of our relationship.

“When was the last time you stimmed?” Francine stared at my steady hands.

“Nine days ago.” It had been a particularly stressful day that had triggered my hands to flap and my fingers to wriggle. “The exercise seems to be helping.”

“I’m glad.” Francine narrowed her eyes. “You’re not overdoing it, right?”

I considered my answer. My neurodivergent brain didn’t always promote balance in my life. After I’d started stimming out of the blue a few months ago, I’d tried many different methods to control it. Finally, it had been the simplest method that had helped me regulate my stress levels to a place where it no longer triggered stimming. 

I’d always enjoyed jogging, but in the last month, I’d increased my jogging to a more structured schedule. Vinnie was also helping me with strength training. It took a mere moment to assess my energy level. “I can feel that I’m exercising muscles that have not been trained before, but I feel good. I’m sleeping better and after a fast jog in the mornings, I do feel calmer and more focused.”

“I think I’ll stick to Pilates.” Francine’s shoulder shook in a mock shudder. “I don’t run unless someone is chasing me.” She lifted the bags in her hands. “I can’t wait to show Roxy these.”

We’d left our team room where we investigated numerous art crimes at three o’clock and had spent two-and-a-half hours in a shopping centre that had been delightfully quiet this time on a Wednesday afternoon. It had been two more hours than I usually spent in clothing stores, but Francine had declared that she needed new black boots, tights and at least three new sweaters. She’d even bought Roxy a colourful sweater.

The closest open parking space had been three blocks from my apartment and Francine had easily manoeuvred her small, sporty car into the space.  I sighed and slowed down. We were almost at our front door. “When are you going to say what you need to say?”

She stiffened, then her shoulders slumped. “When I know how to say it.”

“Use your words.” I smiled when she burst out laughing. “I know you didn’t need to go shopping. You’ve been giving Manny and Colin looks all day. What is on your mind?”

“The château!”

“Château was the word described for a feudal castle or fortress in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.” I entered the security code to our building and opened the front door. “Later, that word was used to describe a large country house or a mansion.”

“You are totally deflecting, girlfriend.” Francine followed me into our building, struggling to keep the strap of her handbag on her shoulder. “You know that the house, villa, whatever you want to call it, Nikki found more than quali... what’s wrong?”

I couldn’t answer her. All my focus went into remembering to breathe and not give in to the darkness entering my peripheral vision as I stood frozen. A familiar tingling started in my fingers and I squeezed my hands into tight fists.

“Oh, my God.” Francine dropped her bags on the floor and rushed to the man leaning heavily against the staircase's balustrade. 

“Stop.” I barely managed to push the word past my lips, but Francine heard me and stopped just outside the man’s reach. I clenched and unclenched my fists seven times until I was sure I had control over the stimming. 

Francine took a step back, but her entire body was leaning towards the badly injured man. His right arm appeared to be broken and his left hand was pressed against a wound in his side, blood seeping between his fingers and dripping on the floor. He had so many facial injuries that it was impossible to see any micro-expressions, but I’d seen his pupils dilate when he’d seen me. He’d recognised me.

I narrowed my eyes, intent on registering even the most minor nonverbal cue. “Who are you?”

“An—” The sound came out as a croak past his swollen and blood-encrusted lips. He grunted. “An... Antoine Collardot. I need... Colin Frey... Please.”

Francine looked at me, her eyebrows raised. 

It took less than a second for me to reach a decision. “He’s harmless.”

“But so badly hurt.” Francine rushed over to Antoine and gently put her arms around his shoulders. Even if Antoine had stood straight, he would’ve been at least ten centimetres shorter than her. “Let’s get you upstairs.”

I walked to the elevator and pressed the button. With a shudder, I picked up Francine’s shopping bags. This shopping trip was going to require much more sanitising than usual. Francine helped Antoine shuffle to the elevator, supporting his weight and mumbling encouraging words.

The elevator in our apartment building could easily fit six people, but three were the maximum number of people I felt comfortable sharing the elevator with. Three uninjured people. 

The door to the elevator pinged and opened. Francine helped Antoine in and I hesitated. Francine didn’t say anything, but the concern and urgency on her face were unmistakable. I tightened my grip on the shopping bags and entered the elevator. I pressed myself against the wall furthest from the bleeding man. As soon as the doors closed, I dropped Francine’s bags on the floor and took out my phone. 

Colin answered on the second ring. “What’s wrong, love?”

“Francine and I are on our way up with a badly injured man, who is looking for you.”

There was a moment’s silence before Colin replied. “We’ll meet you at the elevator.”

I didn’t end the call, needing the connection with Colin. 

Francine nodded in approval, but then her eyes widened when Antoine sagged against her. “He’s not doing well. We need to get an ambulance here.”

The elevator pinged and the doors opened. Vinnie and Manny were less than a metre from the doors, weapons at the ready, fortunately aimed at the floor.

“Bloody hellfire.” Manny looked from Antoine to Francine to me and back. 

“What the fuck!” Vinnie holstered his weapon and rushed in to help Francine carry Antoine out. “Dude, you’re a mess.”

Antoine looked past Vinnie, his eyes searching until they rested on Colin. He exhaled in relief as tears formed in his eyes.

I couldn’t move. The pool of blood Antoine had left in the elevator both repelled and drew me in. It was only when I felt a familiar hand on my forearm that I could drag my eyes away and look at the activity in front of our apartment’s door.

“Come, Jenny.” Colin took my hand and led me out of the elevator. He took my phone from my stiff hand, ended the call and put it in his pocket.

Francine ran back and grabbed the shopping bags, only to carelessly drop them on the floor again. “I’m phoning for an ambulance. This man needs a hospital.”

Antoine was lying on the floor, his eyes on Colin. “Help... In...” He swallowed and his eyes drifted closed. He blinked a few times and forced his eyes open again. With incredible effort, he looked down at his broken arm and groaned loudly as he opened his bloody fist. “Inst...”

He lost consciousness.

“Holy hell.” Manny turned to me. “What on God’s green earth is going on, Doc?”

“The ambulance is coming.” Francine kneeled next to Antoine, took his uninjured hand and looked at Manny. “We need towels to stop the bleeding.”

“I’ll get it.” Vinnie ran back into our apartment.

Francine told Manny and Colin what had happened when we’d entered our apartment building. “So, there isn’t much to tell.” She shrugged. “We know his name is Antoine, but he didn’t say anything else. Except that he needed Colin.”

“Do you know this man?” Manny asked Colin.

“No.” Colin went down on his haunches. “Not the name or the little I can see of his face.”

Antoine was still breathing, but it appeared to be too shallow. There was nothing I could do to help him in his current state. But I could observe, so I did. He was wearing jeans, a yellow zip-up sweater that was far too thin for the temperature outside and white sneakers stained with his blood. Colourful stains on his jeans made me look at his hands.

“He’s an artist.” As I pointed at his hands, I noticed something clutched in his fist. “What is that?”

Colin followed my gaze. “Oh, my.”

Peeking from his fingers was what looked like paper or parchment. This was the fist he’d tried to open before he’d lost consciousness. The fist attached to his broken arm.

Colin gently lifted his fingers and took the material from his hands. “This is a piece of a canvas.” He looked at me. “Good spotting the paint stains under all this blood.”

“What’s on the canvas, Frey?” Manny shifted from one foot to the other.

Vinnie came from our apartment with a stack of towels. I almost sighed loudly in relief when I didn’t see my pristine white towels in his hands. These were from their apartment. He handed the pile to Francine and she immediately pressed a folded towel against the still-bleeding wound in Antoine’s side. 

Colin put the blood-stained piece of canvas on the floor, took another folded towel and put it under Antoine’s head before he picked the canvas up to study it. It was quite large—the size of Colin’s palm. His eyebrows shot up the moment he turned it over. “This is... Yes. This is Moreau.”

“What the holy hell does that mean?” Manny pushed his hands into his trouser pockets.

Colin looked up at Manny. “This means that either Antoine tore off a piece of an extremely valuable Gustave Moreau painting.” He looked back at the canvas, his eyes narrowed and his frown deepening. “Or... this is a forgery.”
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Chapter TWO
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This was one of the top hospitals in Strasbourg, yet it took everything in me to control the looming stimming and shutdown. At eighteen minutes to eight in the evening, one would be wrong to assume the hospital would be quiet. It wasn’t.

Navigating through the bustling corridors was a trial in itself. I clung to Colin’s hand as we followed Francine at a clipped pace. She’d taken control of Antoine’s care the moment the EMTs had arrived. This hospital was our preferred medical facility and it had been a short discussion before everyone had agreed that Antoine’s medical care was now our responsibility. Francine had made sure Antoine would be in a private room and we were on our way there.

We walked past nurses, doctors and patients, whose hurried steps and urgent whispers blended into a cacophony that followed us as we rushed down the hallway. The scent of antiseptics and cleaning agents might be reassuring for most people. Yet, for me, it was a glaring reminder of the constant need for disinfection. I was beginning to feel smothered by the smells and sounds.

Blissful reprieve came the moment we followed Francine and Manny into the private room and exhaled with relief. Vinnie had decided to take up position at the entrance of the hospital, keeping an eye out for any suspicious individuals entering or exiting. It was only four of us in a wonderfully spacious room. Here, the beeping of medical machines, occasional overhead announcements and chatter of the waiting areas were relegated to a distant murmur. 

The bed was not the standard narrow and high hospital bed. It had a control unit that could change the elevation, tilt it into a comfort-chair position and make numerous other changes with the press of a button. An elegant, green-patterned duvet made the bed look more inviting and homier. To the right of the bed was a large window, the blinds drawn to block out the dark night outside. 

A two-seater sofa was to the left of the bed and in the corner of the room was a small round table with three chairs. The private bathroom was no doubt designed with the same comfort as the room. The watercolour painting above the bed added to the calming atmosphere—the muted tones of the landscape complementing the cream-coloured walls and the pastel green bedding. 

With the overhead lights off, the two small bedside lamps and the tall floor lamp by the sofa offered ample yet soft illumination. This attention to detail showcased the hospital's dedication to delivering a premium experience for those accustomed to luxury, as well as for individuals who may feel overwhelmed by the sights, sounds and smells of a medical setting.

Francine put her oversized handbag on the table and rolled her shoulders as she looked at the empty bed. “The nurse told me it might be a while before they bring in Antoine. He’s in rough shape.”

It hadn’t taken Francine long to identify Antoine. A quick online search for an artist with that name had rendered countless results, but only one resembled the man currently being taken care of by a team of doctors and nurses.

“He better bloody make it.” Manny sank down on the sofa and sighed heavily. “I have questions.”

“We all do.” Colin lifted his phone. “Vinnie said Edouard just got out of his car. He’ll be here soon.”

Francine’s search had led her to Antoine Collardot’s social media pages where he showcased his art. His husband Edouard Gerges featured heavily in all his posts. They were deeply in love.

Manny looked at Francine. “What do we know about this Edward?”

“Edouard.” Francine took her tablet from her handbag and pulled a chair away from the table. She studied the seat, then looked at me. “Clean. Actually, it looks brand new.”

I swallowed and closed my eyes for two slow breaths. Although I could still smell the disinfectants, they did not overwhelm my senses in this room. On a slow exhale, I opened my eyes and nodded. Colin kissed my temple and joined me as we sat down at the table and watched Francine work on her tablet.

“Edouard Gerges and Antoine Collardot are both very active on social media.” She was silent for a few seconds before a soft smile lifted her cheeks. “They got married seven years ago and celebrated their anniversary last month. Aw, they’re so in love.”

“Relevant information, woman.” Manny slumped deeper on the sofa.

“Their relationship could very well be relevant, Colonel Grumpy.” She continued scrolling. “Okay, Edouard first. He’s a dog trainer and most of his videos are of him training everything from the cutest little white fluffball to a... what on earth is that?”

She turned the tablet first to Manny, who scowled at the screen, then at us.

“That is a Black Russian Terrier.” Colin smiled. “They are large and immensely powerful working dogs. They are also smart, confident and very devoted to their families. If they don’t receive proper training, that devotion could turn into aggressive overprotectiveness. Oh, stop grunting like that, Millard. These dogs are gorgeous.”

“And how is it that you know so much about these bloody giants?” Manny raised one eyebrow.

I raised my hand to stop this diversion. “That is not relevant. Tell us more about Edouard.”

“I can tell you everything you need to know.”

As one, we swivelled to look at the man standing in the doorway. The first thing I noticed was the fear on his face. He looked at the bed and his expression intensified. “But please first tell me where my husband is.”

Edouard Gerges looked to be around thirty, his hair messy as if he’d dragged his fingers through it numerous times. He was wearing jeans with stains on them which, upon closer inspection, were paw prints. His winter jacket appeared clean as did his sneakers. His strong jawline and dark brown eyes added to his appeal. He was a handsome man.

Francine jumped up. “Antoine is still in surgery. He has some internal bleeding that they’re sorting out, but it’s nothing too serious. They are not worried about his survival.” She walked to him, her hand outstretched. “I’m Francine. Please come in and join us.”

He shook her hand, but didn’t follow her into the room. After another inspection of the space, he crossed his arms. “This is a private hospital. We can’t afford this.”

“You’re not paying for it.” Francine waved him in. “Please join us. Once Antoine is stabilised and awake, you can decide to stay here or go to a public facility. For now, we wanted to give him the best possible care.”

“If we’re not paying for it, who is?” Still, Edouard didn’t move. “We just bought a small house and we really can’t afford to pay for this or even pay anyone back.”

“Oh, for the love of Pete.” Manny got up with an irritated sigh. “Stop whining about money. You won’t have to pay anything to anyone. Now sit your arse down and help us understand what happened to your husband.”

Edouard blinked a few times in surprise before the tension in his muscles decreased and he exhaled loudly. He smiled at Manny. “Thank you.”

Manny just pointed at the chair Francine had vacated. “Sit. Talk.”

Edouard did just that. Of all of us in the room, he’d connected with Manny and turned his chair to face the older man, who sat down on the sofa again. “What do you need to know?’

“Do you know of anyone who wanted to hurt Antoine?” Francine asked.

“No.” The word came out strong and he cleared his throat. “No. Antoine is the kindest, softest person I know. He would never hurt a fly. He has a stereotypical artist’s temperament and an incredible eye for art. He sees things, colours, shapes that I never noticed, not until I met him. I can’t remember the last time we watched a movie that didn’t evoke some kind of strong response from him—laughing until tears roll down his face, crying when the characters have the smallest emotional trauma, angry when some character suffers injustice. He’s too good for this world.”

“This world needs many more people like him.” Francine squeezed his shoulder before she sat down next to Manny. “I saw some of your social media photos. You guys look happy.”

“We are.” He swallowed a few times, his mouth twisting as he tried to control his emotions. “What happened to him? Who did this?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” Francine smiled when she also noticed Edouard’s gaze never leaving Manny. She tilted her head towards her romantic partner. “This is Colonel Millard. He will tell you what we know so far.”

Manny glared at Francine, then grunted and looked back at Edouard. “We don’t know much except that he was looking for Colin Frey. Do you know why?”

“He told me that he found Colin and that he was going to visit him tonight.” Edouard’s eyes widened. “Did Colin Frey do this to him?”

“No, I didn’t.” Colin smiled gently when Edouard’s head whipped around, his eyes wide. “Yes, I’m Colin Frey. No, I don’t know your husband or even why he wanted to speak to me. Can you tell us?”

Edouard’s sigh of relief was so strong that his shoulders slumped and his head fell forward. “Oh, thank God. He told me that you can be trusted. I’m so glad you didn’t try to kill him.”

“Focus.” Manny snapped his fingers. “Why was he looking for Frey?”

“To talk about his art.” Edouard’s tone indicated that it should’ve been obvious to us. “He’s the artist you’ve been looking for.”

Colin narrowed his eyes. “I’ve been looking for a forger.”

In our previous case, copies of Gentileschi paintings had been used to replace the authentic artworks. That was how Colin had gained interest in finding the artist we’d considered a forger at first. It hadn’t taken Colin long to notice the small details in the paintings that made it clear those were copies. For some reason Colin himself couldn’t explain, he had felt an unusual urge to find this artist. Seemed like the artist had found him.

“Antoine is not a forger.” Edouard straightened in his chair, his lips tight and his jaw muscles tense as he glared at Colin. “He paints the most magnificent copies of masterpieces, but he always adds an element in his work that would make it clear to even a novice art appraiser that it’s a copy.”

Edouard’s strong reaction confirmed what Colin had suspected: Antoine was not a criminal. The same could not be said for the people who commissioned copied masterpieces from him.

“And those copies are indeed beautifully done.” Colin’s tone remained gentle. “Your husband is a great artist.”

“He is.” Edouard’s eyes widened and he turned back to Manny. “His hands. Please tell me his hands are okay.”

Francine leaned forward. “He has broken fingers, but the doctors are convinced there is no permanent damage. None of his injuries are life-changing.” She paused, her expression softening. “Let’s hope the event itself wasn’t too traumatic for him.”

“He might be a softie, but he’s a tough softie.” Edouard nodded as if confirming it for himself. “He’s my tough softie. He’ll be okay.”

“How did he find Frey?” Manny’s question broke the emotional moment.

Edouard pulled his shoulders back. “I don’t know. He told me that the art world is small and that you will find answers quickly once you get to know the right people. He’s been asking around for weeks and three days ago, he finally got an answer.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Ryan

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOHE

MOREAU
CONNECTION

ard NOVELLA





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





