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Murdered artists. Masterful forgeries. Art crime at its worst.

A straightforward murder investigation quickly turns into a quagmire of stolen Eurocorps weapons, a money-laundering charity, forged art and high-ranking EU officials abusing their power.

As an insurance investigator and world renowned expert in nonverbal communication, Dr Genevieve Lenard faces the daily challenge of living a successful, independent life. Particularly because she has to deal with her high functioning Autism. Nothing—not her studies, her high IQ or her astounding analytical skills—prepared her for the changes about to take place in her life. 

It started as a favour to help her boss’ acerbic friend look into the murder of a young artist, but soon it proves to be far more complex. Forced out of her predictable routines, safe environment and limited social interaction, Genevieve is thrown into exploring the meaning of friendship, expanding her social definitions, and for the first time in her life be part of a team in a race to stop more artists from being murdered.

For more information on the paintings, music and topics covered in this book, please visit:

http://estelleryan.com/the-gauguin-connection.html
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“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Lenard.” The stranger held out his hand expectantly. His rumpled overcoat and the dark circles under his eyes gave the impression that he hadn’t slept in days. Even his voice sounded exhausted, despite the crisp British accent. The tightened muscles of his unshaven jaw, his stiff neck and pursed lips sent a very obvious message. 

“It’s Doctor Lenard.” I kept my hand to myself. “And you’re not.”

“Not what?” The dishevelled stranger pulled his hand back. His lips moved from a simple disagreeable pucker to a full-on sneer.

“Not pleased to meet me.” I had lost count of how many times I had witnessed the corners of someone’s lips drawn toward the ears to produce a sneering dimple in the cheeks. The vast majority of those expressions had been aimed at me.

“Genevieve, play nice.” Phillip Rousseau’s voice carried enough warning to pull my focus from the angry man. Despite his French background, Phillip pronounced my name in a manner more familiar to English speakers. I had insisted on that. It might be thought as callow, but it was my small rebellion against a pretentious sophistication forced on me from birth. 

Phillip had been my boss for six years and none of his non-verbal cues or voice inflections was unknown to me. At present he was annoyed by my lack of sociability. He moved from behind the conference table. For a moment I thought he was going to position himself between me and the other man. Most people couldn’t handle me and some outright avoided me, but somehow I had never managed to rattle Phillip. Or rather, never managed to rattle him too much. 

Since my first day in this exclusive insurance company, he had also taken on the role of a buffer between me and the other staff. Something I was sincerely grateful for. I didn’t like working with other people. 

My boss came to stand next to me, far enough that I didn’t feel crowded, but close enough for me to smell his expensive aftershave. As usual he was wearing a bespoke suit with a price tag that could feed a medium-sized African family for a year. 

The stranger was studying me. My immaculate appearance, all the way down to my matching handbag, was not endearing me to him. Phillip should be glad that I possessed enough restraint to not comment on the man’s lack of grooming in this elegant conference room. At least I had made some effort this morning with my appearance in an attempt to blend in. I doubted the stranger had made an effort in decades.

Ignoring the guest, I lifted an eyebrow at Phillip. “What am I doing here?”

“Okay, everyone, let’s start over. Nicer.” Phillip gave both me and the stranger warning looks and sighed. “Genevieve, this is Colonel Manfred Millard. He is the Deputy Chief Executive for Strategy at the EDA.”

“The European Defence Agency?”

“You’ve heard of us.” A surprised lilt changed Colonel Millard’s statement into a question.

I gave him an impatient look. He was stating the obvious, so I moved on. “What is the EDA doing here, Phillip?”

“Let’s sit down and discuss this.” As the CEO of one of the most prestigious insurance companies in Europe, Phillip was a master in mediation and negotiation. Competencies I admired but had no desire to emulate. At times his unending patience frustrated me beyond my limits and I had a suspicion that today was going to be one of those days. Phillip pointed to the chairs at the far end of the conference table, where folders and piles of documents lay open. Phillip and Colonel Millard must have been here for a while. 

I moved to the chair Phillip indicated to me. Both men sat down and Phillip started organising some of the documents into a folder. A photo lying on top of another pile of official looking reports caught my eye. The moment I focussed on it, I knew I had made a mistake. A monumental mistake. The photo was sucking me into its depravity. Into its sadness. Its wrongness. 

It was clearly a crime scene photo with markers pointing out things I had no interest in learning more about. A young girl, dressed in loose-fitting pants, a colourful tie-dye T-shirt and a bright-green spring coat spread open under her, was lying on the ground. If it weren’t for the hole in her forehead and the pool of blood framing her head like an evil halo, she would’ve looked peacefully asleep. 

My heart was pounding in my skull and my breathing had become alarmingly shallow. Focussing on the simple task of inhaling and exhaling became a near-insurmountable undertaking. The blood surrounding the unfortunate victim’s head kept drawing me back into the photo with a strength greater than the last two decades of training I had forced on myself. I could feel the warm stickiness of the girl’s blood between my fingertips. There had been days that I hadn’t wanted to train my mind, but the thought of feeling like I did at this very moment was what had motivated me to search, study, train and focus. A lot of good it was doing me now. I couldn’t snap out of this.

“What’s wrong with her?” The contemptuous stranger’s voice reached me through the thick muddiness in my head.

“Oh, dear.” I barely heard Phillip’s whisper, but a second later he was next to me, mercifully not touching me. “Genevieve, sit down. Come now. Two steps to your left. Slowly does it. The chair is right behind you. There you go.”

I focussed on my own gasping breaths and Phillip’s calm voice. If I held on for long enough, the black void threatening my peripheral vision might disappear. If I fought it, maybe it would not close in on me until the darkness swallowed me and spat me out hours later, unaware of what had occurred. 

“I’m going to look in your handbag for your sheets. Stay with me, Genevieve.” 

I was genuinely glad that I had confided in Phillip the day my handbag had fallen off the chair, spilling its contents. The embarrassment of that day was nothing compared to what I was facing right now. I heard a rustle in my handbag and then the magical empty music staff paper appeared in front of me. “Here’s a pencil as well. Manny and I will give you a moment.”

Like a man having travelled in the desert for days would reach for a bottle of water, I grabbed the pencil and drew an accolade, connecting four staves, preparing it for the composition for four violins. I loved the elegance of the G-clef and took care drawing it with perfection. I barely heard the half whispered conversation taking place next to me.

“What’s wrong with her, Phillip?”

“She has some form of autism. Writing Mozart’s compositions calms her.”

“Why does she need calming?”

“Manny”—Phillip sounded exasperated—“she saw the photo.”

“Oh.” There was a pause. “Do you really think she is the best person for this job?”

“Without a doubt. How long have you known me?”

“I don’t know. Thirty years?”

“Thirty-four years this December. And how many people do I trust?”

There was a long silence. “I don’t think you totally trust anyone.”

“I trust Genevieve. There is not an ounce of deceit in her. She’s the only one for this job.”

“How long have you known her?”

“She started working for me six years ago. I met her at the opening of an exhibition. She was standing at a sculpture close to me while I was discussing business with a potential client. Unsolicited she walked up to me and told me that this man was lying to me and most likely was planning to defraud my company. I hired her on the spot.”

“Why have you not told me about her?”

“For what reason? Are you interested in all my staff? The guy who services our coffee machines?”

“No need to get testy, Phillip. Just tell me more about her.”

“Her speciality is reading body language. Whenever we have a claim that seems dubious, we video the interview and she views it. Not once has she been wrong in her assessments. She doesn’t only read people and situations to the point where it feels like sorcery, she also notices patterns. When she’s not viewing footage, she goes through claims and policies, and has picked up seven cases of fraud when our specialists and our extremely expensive software programmes had failed to pick anything up. She has single-handedly saved my company more than fifteen million euros.”

I was a page and a half into the Adagio of Mozart’s String Quartet No.1 in G major. I would need another page and a half to finish this movement, but already I felt considerably more in control. My breathing had almost returned to normal and the threatening blackness had receded. 

Manny’s shocked response to Phillip’s explanation nearly elicited a smile. A few more bars and I would be in control enough to join in their conversation. And savour the fact that the man who had so easily disregarded me now spoke with grudging respect.

“She looks so normal though.”

“Manny, hold your tongue. She’s not deaf. People with a high-functioning form of autism like Genevieve work among us all the time. A lot of people go undiagnosed and never receive the help and support they need. They just become marginalised as strange or eccentric.”

“Are you preaching to me?”

“Yes, he is and he should.” I squared the two sheets of handwritten music and carefully placed it next to me, aligning it to the edge of the conference table. I would finish the last page later.

“My apologies. I didn’t mean to offend you.” The EDA official lifted his hands in a pacifying gesture of surrender. His increased blink rate indicated that he was truly troubled.

“Most people are ignorant about a lot of things. I’ve come to accept it.”

His eyebrows shot up.

“Genevieve, we need your help,” interrupted Phillip. 

“Actually, I need your help.” Manny squared his shoulders and jutted his chin. “I have a sensitive problem at work and don’t know who to trust.”

“Your work is defence. How can I possibly be of help? I work with art and insurance.”

“You work with patterns, body language and deception spotting. Those are the skills I need.”

I manipulated my body in such a way that Manny could receive all the signals possible to let him know I was not interested. I pointed my feet to the door, looked askance at him through narrowed eyes and blocked my body with my right hand on my left shoulder in a miniature body-hug. 

“Manny, maybe you would allow me to explain the situation to Genevieve?” Phillip’s deep voice brought the tension in the room down a notch. Manny sighed and I unblocked my body. I would never dream of showing Phillip such disrespect.

“Please, explain to her.” Manny sat back, splaying his legs in front of him.

“Genevieve.” Phillip waited until I looked at him before he continued. “Manny and I have been friends for—”

“Thirty-four years. I heard you.”

“I know.” He gave Manny a quick reprimanding glance and continued. “Of the few people I trust—”

“You said that you trust me.” 

“That is true. You are the only person I trust implicitly. There are, however, a few other people I trust and Manny is one of those. He’s one of the good guys.”

“Oh.” If Phillip declared Manny a good guy, I would accept that. I wouldn’t have to like it, but accept it I would. My extensive studies had prepared me in many ways for understanding the human psyche and behaviour, and reading all the subtle nuances of non-verbal communication. But until the day Phillip had employed me, I’d had only had academic knowledge. 

It was Phillip, through tremendous patience, who had introduced me to the more real-life applications of that knowledge, including the confusing concept of good and bad guys. His earlier declaration of unconditional trust in me moved me in a way I had not yet experienced. Being brought up by parents who had been agonisingly embarrassed by me, I had never known acceptance or trust until six years ago. It still jarred me.

Phillip inhaled and exhaled very slowly before he continued. “Manny came to me for assistance and I would like to help him. But to do that I need your help.”

“For what?”

“This case.” He pointed at the files, which had been closed so the offending photos were out of sight. “A girl was murdered four weeks ago. It’s very unfortunate that you had to see the photo, but at least now you know.”

I took a shaky breath and nodded for Phillip to continue when he lifted an enquiring eyebrow. I distanced myself from the story and listened with an objective ear, another skill I had acquired out of necessity.

“Patrolling police officers noticed a large man searching through what appeared to be a pile of rags in an alley.”

“Where did this happen?” I asked.

“Here in Strasbourg. The police officers became suspicious of the man in the alley. So they went closer and that’s when they saw that the pile of rags was in actual fact a dead girl. The man was searching through her clothing for something. The moment he saw the officers, he ran, but they caught up with him. When he realised that there was no escape, he pulled out his gun and shot himself.” 

“Then the murder case is closed. What is the bigger problem?”

Manny sat up in his chair and copied Phillip’s neutral tone. “The murderer’s fingerprints identified him as a Russian tourist who had entered Europe through Spain on a supposed holiday. That was three days before the murder. It has since been discovered that he had hired a car under another name. He had all the legal documents for that identity. We followed his progress to France through the petrol stations where he filled up and the hotels he paid for with the credit card under the other name.”

“And I assume that identity theft and credit card fraud are still not the biggest of your concerns.”

“You assume correctly.” Manny looked at Phillip. “She’s really bright, this one.”

“Yes, I’m bright. So why are you here? Why am I here? I would much rather be in my viewing room.” I raised my chin a fraction and looked at Phillip. “I did not appreciate the way I was summoned here.”

Manny gave a snort of laughter. The vexed look Phillip gave him sobered him instantly. “The murderer’s weapon is one of the reasons we are here. The gun he shot the girl and himself with was stolen from a Eurocorps cache.”

I lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “That is cause for an internal investigation. By Eurocorps. Why is the EDA involved?”

“I will explain that later.” A frown marred Manny’s tired face and he rubbed his neck a few times. “Eurocorps does have an ongoing investigation into the weapons theft.”

“And you are stressed about this investigation. Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“No. What is obvious is that you don’t feel very confident about the weapons theft investigation. Using only a limited amount of deductive powers, I dare to conclude that there is an internal problem. You”—I pointed at Manny and narrowed my eyes—“suspect someone in either your agency or in Eurocorps. Most likely someone in a very high position.”

Manny stared at me with shock clearly written on his face.

“I told you she was good.” Phillip’s voice held a hint of pride. 

“Eurocorps didn’t even know that the weapon was stolen until the local police entered the murder weapon’s serial number into the system. It set off an alarm, which led to the discovery that a large number of weapons are not where they’re supposed to be.” He cleared his throat. “Even worse, Eurocorps doesn’t even know when exactly these weapons disappeared.”

“They don’t keep track of what they have in their warehouses?”

“Of course they do.” His angry answer bounced off the conference room’s walls. For a moment Manny focussed on a painting on the opposite side of the room. He continued in a more modulated tone. “It would seem that someone ordered the stock-take to be postponed in that specific warehouse.”

“And the only person with the authority to do so would be someone much higher up the chain of command.” I added.

“Exactly. It’s been a very long time since the last check. That means we can only hope that these are the only weapons that were taken.” His answer tapered off as if he regretted sharing this much information.

“I assume that you also don’t know if they were taken all at once or systematically over time.” I accepted Manny’s squinted eyes as an affirmative, albeit angry, answer. I turned to Phillip. “This man does not trust me. And yet both of you want me to get involved in this case in a manner that has not been clearly stated to me.”

“Maybe she’s right.” Manny turned his torso away from me toward Phillip. I was hard pushed to not laugh at the unconscious, yet blatant, display of dislike. “Maybe she should not be involved. This is after all hugely sensitive information that requires a high level of security clearance.”

“Who else are you going to ask?” A coldness sharpened Phillip’s question.

Unfortunately, I was familiar with that tone. Phillip didn’t know he used it when he ran out of patience and was about to lay down the law. A law that was expected to be followed unchallenged. One I usually challenged.

“Well—”

“There is no one else, Manny,” interrupted Phillip. “You came to me as a last resort. Don’t think for one minute that I feel flattered that you are here. You are desperate and you have nowhere else to go. You came here because you know that I can be trusted, right?”

Manny nodded, his lips sucked in, totally disappearing from his face.

“If you trust me, you should trust my judgement. I say Genevieve is the only person for this job and that should be enough for you.”

A loaded silence hung in the conference room. It was only through years of training and experience that I knew to wait patiently for the outcome. I used this time to evaluate Manny’s body language and read his internal struggle as clearly as if it were written on a billboard. I knew even before Manny spoke that he was going to accept my help. It was in his body language. Logic also dictated that this was his best option. Yet his visible discomfort with me was reason enough for him to hesitate. Fair enough.

“Fine,” he said with an inelegant sigh. “Tell her the rest.”

The quick appearance of Phillip’s tongue between his lips made me smile. My boss was pleased with himself for winning this round. He turned to me and frowned at my anomalous friendliness. “What?”

“I’m just thinking—”

“Never mind, I don’t want to know.” Most times when he asked he got annoyed with my answers. “Back to the case.”

“I haven’t agreed to be part of this.” I still felt shaken from the photo and my episode. If this case was going to bring back involuntary behaviours that hadn’t been part of my life for more years than I cared to remember, I wasn’t interested.

“Not you too. Just listen to the rest and then you can make a decision. The two of you are worse than dealing with spoiled trust-fund babies. There wasn’t much of an investigation into the murder, since the murderer was in the morgue with his victim. One detective, though, was curious about what the Russian was looking for when he was searching the victim and decided to go through the girl’s belongings with a fine-tooth comb.”

“Why would a comb help?”

“Genevieve,” Phillip answered in the slow voice he used when he was trying to stay patient with my inexhaustible questions, “it is just a manner of speaking. He searched her belongings very thoroughly.”

“He found something,” I stated. The excited lift in Phillip’s voice had been my cue. Why couldn’t people just get to the point? The need people had for a dramatic build-up was a source of great frustration to me.

“A strip from a canvas was carefully sewn into the hem of her coat.”

“What canvas?” 

“That’s not of importance now.”

“I disagree.”

Phillip closed his eyes for the time it took him to take a calming breath. “It is a strip cut from the right-hand side of the Still Life, The White Bowl.”

“Which artist?”

“Paul Gauguin.”

My mind was racing. The moment all the pieces fell into place I glared at Phillip. “That piece is insured by us, by Rousseau & Rousseau.”

“Yes, we insured that artwork seven years ago for a client who is extremely private about his art collection. Why he never reported it stolen I would really like to find out.”

“Why weren’t you going to tell me about this?”

“I was going to tell you about this once Manny left.”

“Oh.” I suddenly understood and nodded towards the other man who was quietly assessing us. “You didn’t want him to think that you were more interested in the artwork than in helping him solve his insider problem.”

The moment the procerus muscles between Phillip’s eyes pulled both his eyebrows lower and together, I knew I should’ve held my tongue. Manny’s laughter saved me from another sermon on censoring myself. I liked him a little bit more.

“She’s got you there, old friend.” For the first time since I had laid eyes on him, Manny’s facial muscles relaxed. “I don’t blame you for your concern. And just to set the record straight, I did not come to you as a last resort. When that fragment led me to you, I considered it to be a godsend. I know that you have an incredible fraud detection department and that your investigators can teach most law enforcement agencies a few things.” 

“How did this land on your desk, Manny?”

I silently applauded Phillip for his question and waited eagerly for the answer. Manny looked like he was arguing with himself. We waited. His brow smoothed as he straightened his shoulders.

“The commander of the Multinational Command Support Brigade at Eurocorps headquarters is a long-time friend of mine. We served together in an investigation division for a few years. I was visiting him and his wife when he got the call about the weapon used in the murder. Eurocorps has been co-operating with the Strasbourg police, but they have gotten nowhere in four weeks. He phoned me last week and asked if I knew an outsider who could help.”

“Why an outsider?” Against my will I was becoming intrigued.

“The storage of light weapons for Eurocorps headquarters’ personnel is also under my friend’s command. That is why he was contacted when the police connected the weapon to Eurocorps. He started looking into it and that’s when he discovered the disappearance of weapons. He also discovered that the inventory had been tampered with. It seemed to have been done at random in the last five years. That is when he first suspected someone powerful enough to interfere with our stock-taking system. It’s the only explanation for how it had gone undetected for such a long time. The system is highly secured, accessed by a select few.” He sighed heavily. “Eurocorps just recovered from a scandal three years ago. He didn’t want to draw any attention to a suspicion that might come to nothing.”

“What suspicion is that?”

“Nothing good. The involvement of a Russian murderer, an artwork and a Eurocorps weapon do not point to anything good. Some years ago a clerk working in the budget and finance department of Eurocorps noticed irregularities in the books. He went to the Deputy Chief of Staff Training and Resources and reported what he had seen. Immediately he was escorted from the building and subsequently fired for insubordination. What the deputy didn’t know was that the clerk had copied all the files for himself. He sent them to three major news agencies, pointing the finger at the deputy and a few enthusiastic helpers. This caused an in-depth investigation, proving that the deputy had been siphoning funds from Eurocorps for years.”

“Greed, one of man’s greatest weaknesses.” Humans disgusted me.

Manny nodded. “By the time this came out into the open, it was four years after the deputy chief had left and the EDA was only a year old. It took Eurocorps three years of layoffs and rigorous PR to recover some of the ground it had lost in the public eye. It was shocking how many soldiers had allowed greed to destroy their morals. Leon transferred from the EDA to Eurocorps and was instrumental in rebuilding its reputation.”

“Who’s Leon?” I asked.

“Oh, he’s the Deputy Chief of Staff for Training and Resources at Eurocorps. Major-General Leon Hofmann.”

This was interesting, but I was getting impatient. “The suspicion?”

“When Leon started looking into this weapons theft, he discovered something else. Every time there had been any tampering, at that same period there was a joint EDA-Eurocorps meeting or conference here in Strasbourg. The coincidence of the stock-take manipulation at the same time as EDA-Eurocorps meetings makes both of us wonder if there are insiders on both sides.”

“And if an investigation was to start at one of the agencies, the other might get wind of it.” 

“Hence the need for an outsider.” Manny was the only other person, aside from myself, whom I had ever heard use the word ‘hence’. I liked him a fraction more. He cleared his throat and faced Phillip. “I trust you with this.”

Phillip waved away the sentiment. “Are you sure about an insider in your office?”

“Unfortunately yes. The Head agrees with me about this.”

“Who knows that you’re asking for our assistance?” Phillip asked.

“Only Sarah Crichton, the Head of the EDA, Frederique Dutoit, our Chief Executive and Leon. To quote the Chief, ‘I want this annoying case to close as soon as possible’.”

“As soon as possible or as thoroughly as possible?” I had experience enough to know that those two concepts were more often than not worlds apart.

“The Chief wants it closed as soon as possible.”

“And you?” I asked.

Manny took a moment to answer. “I want this bastard caught and locked up for a long time. I despise people who use their positions of power to further their own agendas. Especially when their agendas lead to this.” He pushed the closed folders far away from him. His anger and earlier displeasure at the whole situation won him points in my book. It was indeed a very interesting case and my curiosity was piqued. For a few moments all three of us contemplated the situation.

“Thank you for trusting me with this.” I knew how difficult it could be for people to trust and also knew that I should be honoured by Manny’s trust. Even when it was begrudging. “I need time.”

“You what?” Manny’s eyebrows drew closer and the corners of his mouth pulled down. He looked at Phillip. “She what?”

“Genevieve—”

I got up. “It was interesting to meet you, Colonel Millard.”

I picked up the sheets of handwritten music, slung my handbag over my shoulder and walked out of the conference room. I needed the safety of my viewing room filled with monitors where I could control the speed and frequency of the behaviour of the people on the screens. In the conference room, human behaviour was all too real. I preferred keeping it confined inside the monitors. In real life, people’s behaviour disconcerted me far too much and far too often. 

The expensive carpets in the corridor muted the staccato of my medium-sized heels and I was glad that the other office staff seldom frequented this corridor. The last thing I wanted was to produce a social smile and force myself to practice small talk. I needed a moment alone. At least I was honest enough with myself to acknowledge that my behaviour at this moment was pure avoidance. I was running away.

Change had never been easy for me and Phillip’s cantankerous friend was about to throw my safe routine completely off its tracks. I liked coming into the office every day at the same time, spending exactly eight hours in my viewing room and then reversing my morning commute home. The predictability of working with contested insurance claims was safe. Guns, murders and Russians were different. Interesting, but different, and therefore unsettling.

The secured wooden door to my viewing room whooshed silently open when it recognised the swipe of my key card. I entered the safe familiarity of the air-conditioned room.

I wasted no time walking to my viewing station and sat down in my chair. My handbag still hung on my shoulder and I awkwardly pulled my arm from the sling before I placed the bag on the floor next to me. I knew that I only had a few minutes before the door would open and Phillip would follow me in. There was no mistaking the nose-flare, narrowed eyes and other intention cues when I had left. He was going to come into my haven and disrupt my life by demanding my co-operation.

Even though I did not want to work on this case, it wouldn’t take much to convince me otherwise. Phillip was very good at convincing me to do things I didn’t want to do. So, what I needed now was a moment to determine how I was going to do this on my terms. Especially if I was to work with Manny and all the complications his personality type would pose to my uncomplicated life. 

For a short while I allowed myself the calming feel of my hands rubbing my upper arms. No sooner had I straightened my shoulders and composed myself when the door silently whooshed open. Phillip walked in, shoulders back, chin lifted and eyes focussed solely on me. Behind him Manny followed, contempt warring with doubt on his face.
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“How long have you been working for me?”

“Six years.” 

“Have I ever demanded anything from you?”

“All the time.”

Phillip’s eyebrows lifted and then formed a frown in a silent question.

“The positioning of your feet demands that I hurry up and finish when you’re in a rush and I’m explaining something. Your inner and outer frontalis, your orbicularis oculi—”

“My what?”

“The muscles on your forehead and around your eyes demand that I explain more, that I stop talking, that I—”

“You’ve made your point, Genevieve.” Phillip ignored Manny’s snort behind him and pinched the bridge of his nose. “What I meant was, have I ever demanded you to do any kind of work, any specific work here?”

“No.”

“You’ve given her carte blanche?” Manny glared at both of us.

“I told you that I trust her.” He turned his narrowed eyes to me again. “Do you think I would ask you to do something that would put your life in danger?”

I took a moment to seriously consider this. “No.”

“You had to think about this?”

“Of course. Why would I give you an answer if I am not sure of the truthfulness of it?”

“We’re digressing.” Phillip put his hands on his hips. “I’ve never demanded anything from you, giving you the freedom to do things your way. You’ve proved yourself over and over to be very responsible with that freedom. So much so that I am now reluctant to be this insistent, but I do insist.”

“Okay.”

“Really, Genevi—” Phillip’s argument broke off and he tilted his head to one side. “I beg your pardon?”

“It’s an interesting case. A challenge.” I looked at Manny. “I have conditions, though.”

“No. Really?” Manny sounded disbelieving.

“Yes, really. Why would I say this if it’s not real?” 

“He was being sarcastic.” Phillip glanced at Manny. “She doesn’t get sarcasm or jokes. What are your conditions, Genevieve?”

“I need full access to all the files.”

Manny started shaking his head even before he spoke. “You can’t have full access to the files.”

“Then I can’t help you.”

“You don’t understand. To view these files you need to have a very high security clearance.”

“So get it for me.”

“It’s not that easy. Ask me what you would like to know and I will give you as much as possible.”

It was simply not an acceptable option, but I knew that I would have to prove it. “How many weapons were stolen?”

“So far the count has reached eight hundred and thirty-seven.” 

My eyebrows lifted and Phillip whistled softly. 

“Were there any unique, out-of-the-ordinary weapons taken? What about very common weapons?”

Manny looked very unhappy being on the receiving end of so many questions. “About three hundred SIG 226 nine-millimetre pistols were taken.”

“What exactly are those?” I was going to have to learn more, much more, about weapons.

“It’s a service pistol very popular with special forces in many countries, from the US army to Polish special forces to a counter-terrorist unit in Greece.”

“How many of the total guns taken were handguns?”

“I don’t have the exact numbers on me right now. The weapons stored at headquarters are mostly light weapons. The majority of those stolen would be handguns, I suppose.”

“You suppose?” I infused a healthy amount of annoyance into my voice. “How many stolen were assault rifles? How many sniper rifles? If there were sniper rifles stolen, when were they stolen? In the beginning, the middle or were they the last to disappear? These rifles, are there many people who would be able to effectively put them to use?”

“Genevieve,” warned Phillip.

“Oh, but I’m not done. If most of the weapons were handguns, was there a specific gun favoured? Or were most the SIG’s? Are these guns popular with certain groups like gangs or more organised groups? Once I have some of these answers I would need to check into lists of names associated with these guns and groups. Then I would have to compile a list of artefacts being stolen in areas targeted by these—”

“Stop.” Manny lifted his hands in a gesture both of surrender and resistance. “We’ve already had our best guys look into some of these questions.”

“But they didn’t get anywhere?”

“No.” 

“Since you don’t trust them to look into it any further and come up with unbiased information, not influenced or corrupted by those you suspect, you’d do a lot better giving me access.”

Manny closed his eyes and shook his head, undoubtedly waging another internal war.

“Maybe Genevieve can tell you a little more about how she does things here. To set your mind at ease.” Phillip looked pointedly at all the monitors and equipment he had installed for me without questioning a single request. The room was completely soundproofed, not allowing the top of the range sound system to reach beyond the room. Against the wall facing me were ten of the highest definition monitors on the market, arranged in an almost semi-circle for easier viewing. 

Usually I had at least six of the large monitors running at the same time, each isolating a certain feature of the person being read. I liked having the other monitors available in case I needed to bring up another clip for comparison or have a document open for viewing. Now they were all dark.

In front of these monitors was a long wooden table running the length of the wall with three keyboards, three carefully placed notepads and three pencils neatly aligned to the notepads. Three antique-looking filing cabinets covered one wall and carefully chosen paintings decorated the remaining space. I was fully aware that anyone looking at my workspace would be able to see my need for organised surroundings. One might even go as far as wondering if I suffered from obsessive compulsive behaviour. I knew that I was only a few obsessions short of OCB and was thankful that I had missed out on that particular oddity. As it was, I had enough to deal with, including the two men in my viewing room. 

The last thing I wanted to do at that moment was explain to Manny the complex process of reading someone’s non-verbal cues. Or how I went about looking for patterns in seemingly innocuous data. Everything in me rebelled against Phillip’s suggestion. But the knowledge of how important a high profile case like this was to him held me in check.

“She can show me another time.” Manny broke the silence and turned to me. “I’ll give you a copy of all the files that Phillip and I went through earlier.”

A small shiver ran down my back with the memory of the photo of the dead girl. I stiffened my spine and strengthened my resolve. There had been many difficult situations in my life that I had never thought I would overcome. This was going to be an opportunity for me to prove to myself that I could cope with a challenge as dark as this one. “What about the rest?”

“The rest?”

“You know very well that those files alone would not suffice. I will need more.”

“I have an EDA computer in my car. I’ll give you a password and make sure that the IT guys set it up for you to have enough access to EDA files.”

“What do you mean ‘enough’?” My question caused a deep frown between Manny’s eyes.

Phillip jumped in quickly. “Why don’t we start with the files and the computer? Manny, you can give Genevieve enough access for her to start. Genevieve, when you find that you need more information than is available, we can revisit this issue.”

“Agreed.” That sounded like a logical solution. “Where would you like me to start?”

“I’m familiar with the weapons theft, so I’ll continue working on that.”

“On your own?”

“No. I’m co-operating with Leon. There are also still a few people I know I can trust. Together we will look into the theft. For now I would like for you to focus on the artefact. I really want to know why it was so important that a girl got killed over it. But more than that, I would truly like to know what the connection is between the girl, the artefact, the Russian killer and the Eurocorps weapons. I hope that the connection between them will point us to the insiders.”

“And I would like to know why our client didn’t report that piece missing.” Phillip sounded perturbed about this.

“Bring me the files and the computer and I’ll have something for you by—” I closed my eyes to access the calendar in my head. “Today is Tuesday. I’ll have something for you by the end of the week.”

“If you have anything earlier—”

“We’ll let you know,” finished Phillip. “How are we going to work out the agreement between our two entities?”

“Between the EDA and you guys? The Head doesn’t want Rousseau & Rousseau to be officially connected to anything.”

“I don’t know if I can agree to that.” 

“Phillip, this is more than just business. This is about catching someone who is abusing his position of power. The Head and Leon have both assured me that once we’ve concluded this, Rousseau & Rousseau will be on the receiving end of a lot of business from the EDA and, with Leon’s influence, Eurocorps.”

“You think I can get that in ink?” Phillip sounded increasingly less impressed with the direction this discussion had taken.

“That would make this official. It would create a paper trail.”

“And that might alert Manny’s insider.” I almost smiled at Phillip’s displeased frown and Manny’s surprise that I agreed with them. “If we want to find the connection between all these things and Manny’s insiders, it makes perfect sense to not announce our co-operation.”

“They are not my insiders.”

“They’re working for your agencies and, for all we know, working directly under you. Of course they’re yours.” 

“I’m not going to get into this.” He turned to Phillip. “The Head is as good as her word, Phillip. Since taking over, she’s kept every single promise she’s made.”

“I suppose that will have to be good enough for me. For now.”

“Good. Now, if you give me a few minutes, I’ll go get that computer.” 

Phillip called for an assistant to accompany Manny through all the security doors in and out of our offices.

“He’s really one of the good guys.” Phillip rested his hip against the long table once we were alone in the viewing room. It took all my self-control to not physically remove him from invading my space like that. Instead I took a deep breath, reminding myself that he too would leave soon and my viewing room would be my own again.

“It’s evident.”

“You were reading him?”

I just looked at Phillip. After all this time, he should have known that I read everyone.

“What did you see?”

“He’s sincere. He believes in what he does.” 

“That would be Manny’s essence.” His eyes lost focus. “I remember a time when we were both young and full of dreams. I used to tell him that one day he would become a superhero.”

“Superheroes don’t exist.”

Phillip’s expression sobered and he gave me a quick smile. “Indeed that is true. So Manny became the next best thing.”

“The Deputy Chief Executive of Strategy at the EDA?”

“Someone fighting for what is right.”

“How does that make it the next best thing to being a superhero?”

Phillip looked relieved when there was a knock at the door before it whooshed open and Manny came through carrying a black leather case. 

“Phillip, can I have a moment alone with Ms Lenard?”

“Of course. I have a few phone calls to make.” Phillip gave a slight nod and left me with Manny.

“Well.” He moved around the viewing room trying to look comfortable, but his entire body communicated his discomfort. He lifted his hand to presumably run it over the artful workmanship of the filing cabinets.

“Please don’t touch that.” I hated when people were in my space. They always wanted to touch my things and then I had to clean their oily fingerprints.

Manny withdrew his hand. “Phillip trusts you. He knows you. I don’t. I don’t know anything about this thing that you have.”

“What thing?”

“Your”—he waved his hand towards me and then let it drop limply next to him—“autism.”

“I was never really diagnosed with autism. People just like to label me that way so that I make more sense to them.”

“What were you diagnosed as?”

“Many things.” I was not going to tell him all the tests and psychological probing I had gone through. “You can also choose to believe that I have high functioning autism.”

Manny looked intrigued and moved closer to me. “You don’t believe that you have high functioning autism?”

“It doesn’t matter what I believe.” 

“To me it does. If we are going to work together, I need to know who it is that I’m trusting.”

“I appreciate that you need to know this, but I’m not going to become your best friend, Colonel Millard. Working together on this case really only requires your trust in my skills and my discretion. Both of which you will have full access to.”

Manny studied me for a long time. I didn’t flinch. “You are a very strange individual, Ms Lenard.”

“So I have been told.”

“Just one more question.” He swallowed his discomfort. “Do I need to be careful what I say or do in case you, you know, go all weird again?”

“Go all weird?” If I wasn’t still shaken by the uncharacteristic lapse of my control, I would’ve smiled. “I can guarantee you it won’t happen again. And you don’t have to tiptoe around me. I’m much less delicate that most people think.” 

The corner of Manny’s mouth quirked into an almost-smile. He reached into the black leather case and took out a black laptop.

“Okay, then. This is the EDA computer. I don’t know what the IT guys did to it, but they claim it is unhackable.” He opened the laptop and waited for it to boot up. It took him ten minutes to take me through all the passwords. It took me only once to memorise both twenty-six-digit passwords. I was impressed with the layered security on the computer and told Manny so. 

“Yes, my guys are some of the best. You will have access to much of our database and all the files on this case. We update these files every day as new information comes in. Please take all precautions with this computer.”

I ignored the insulting warning, but Manny obviously wasn’t going to let it go. 

“Ms Lenard—”

“Enough with the miss. Call me Doctor Lenard or Genevieve.” 

“Okay.” He drew out the word as if unsure which option to choose in case it was the wrong one. “Doc, it is really important that no one else has access to this computer. You can’t allow anyone else to work on it or leave it unattended at any time.”

“Colonel Millard, please don’t insult my intelligence. I fully comprehend the significance of being in possession of this computer.”

“Good. Fine. Okay.” 

I waited for him to continue. He didn’t. His blinking increased, indicating discomfort or a stressful thought process. Maybe both. The third time he swallowed heavily, I lost my patience. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, just say it.”

His lips thinned. “This is sensitive information.”

“We’ve already established that.”

“Well, yes.” He took a bracing breath. “This might not be of relevance, but the murderer said something before he shot himself. Actually, he shouted it. He was speaking broken French with a strong accent, so the officers were not sure of everything they heard. The autopsy showed traces of an antipsychotic drug. It would seem that he was being treated for schizophrenia, but had gone off his meds for some time. This might just be a lunatic’s rantings.”

“Get to the point.”

“According to the officers he shouted, ‘The red will end all twenty-seven daffodils. We will just have to sit back and watch. No one will escape the red who is all-powerful’.”

“You’re right, it sounds like the rantings of an insane man,” I said. “Or it could be a very bad translation.”

“I’m repeating it word for word, just like the officers noted it down. He shouted it over and over before he killed himself.”

“No need to get defensive, Colonel Millard.”

He sighed. “I’m in a position I don’t like to be in, working with people I don’t know, so forgive me if I’m a bit out of sorts.”

He did not sound or look repentant at all. But he did look stressed. I relented. “I’ll think about these rantings and see if I can find some meaning in it. Maybe ‘red’ is a euphemism or a codeword for something. ‘Twenty-seven’ might also have a different meaning as might ‘daffodils’. He could’ve used the word order of his native tongue, which could change all the words around.”

“Those are a lot of maybes.”

“Applicable to three very incoherent sentences.” I leaned back in my chair. “Is there anything else?”

“Yes. Call me Manny.” He turned and walked to the door, twice looking back at the laptop lying open on my table. “We’ll be in touch.”

“Goodbye, Manny.” I watched him heave another sigh before he left and wondered what he was going to say to Phillip. There was, however, no point in speculating about his issues and complaints now. The challenge was much too alluring to waste time and energy on Manny’s ill-placed worries. Already I had a few ideas how to approach the quest for a connection between the strip of a valuable painting and the Russian murderer. I turned towards the laptop and typed a few words into the search engine. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter THREE



[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


“Genevieve!” The shock in Phillip’s voice caused me to drag my eyes away from the computer. I had just made yet another connection and was becoming increasingly excited.

I turned to Phillip, who was standing in the viewing room doorway, looking bewildered. “What?”

“My God, how long have you been here?” He moved into the viewing room, looking around with not a small amount of concern. I inhaled sharply to tell him that it was none of his business, but reality rushed towards me like a freight train.

“Since we last spoke.”

“Since Tuesday?” He shook his head as if he had received a hard blow to his skull. “You have been here for the last two days.”

The ten-year-old girl in me, being berated by her embarrassed mother, threatened to hang her head in shame. Fortunately, decades of discipline came to the fore. I straightened my shoulders and blinked slowly. “I lost track of time.”

“It seems a bit more than that.” He dragged a chair closer and sat down far enough from me to make me wonder if he was respecting my personal space or whether I smelled like I had locked myself in the same room for the last forty-eight hours. I looked at my usually immaculate workspace and could understand the frown marring Phillip’s face. 

The long desk was covered in over a dozen coffee mugs, chocolate wrappers and crumpled sheets of paper. I took a bracing breath before I could look down at my outfit. My white silk shirt looked like it had been lying at the bottom of the laundry bin for a week. A few stray coffee drops had stained my light green skirt. I didn’t even want to think about the unattractive mascara rings that undoubtedly were lying under my eyes. Not once in my adult life had I allowed myself to reach this point. I pushed away the shame to make place for self-aimed anger.

“I need to clean up.” How had I failed myself twice in so many days? First the episode with the photo and now this. It was unacceptable.

“That can wait. Tell me what’s happening with you.”

“Do I have to?” 

“Please.” 

I really didn’t want to. The sincere concern pulling at Phillip’s face was the only reason I even considered telling him. He had been the first person in my life who cared to understand me instead of trying to change me. I closed my eyes for a long moment until I found the courage to look at him. “I used to be like this all the time until I was about ten years old. I would get interested in something and completely lose touch with reality. It is called hyperfocus. I would just focus on my new favourite topic and nothing else existed. My nannies didn’t know what to do, and since it kept me quiet they didn’t try to get me out of this zone. It was only when my mother found out that there was hell to pay.” And there hell to pay. Every time.

“But it stopped when you were ten?”

“Yes. That was when I... are you sure you want to hear this?” It was boring and irrelevant to all the interesting things I had discovered.

“Yes, please.”

“Fine. I was ten when my parents had another one of their diplomatic dinners. It was one of my better days and I was observing everyone. That was when I realised how everyone was acting falsely and lying with almost every word that left their mouths. I decided that if that was what it took to get my parents’ approval, I would learn to pretend just like everyone else. It wasn’t difficult to imitate everyone’s behaviour. It was a game for me, something that I considered a challenge and fun. Soon my parents thought that I had grown out of whatever it was that had ailed me before. What they didn’t realise was that I was no longer myself. I was them, their friends, everyone else but me.”

Phillip shook his head in anger like he had the only other time that I had told him about my childhood. “And that is why you studied psychology, body language and all of that.”

“Yes. That helped me understand why people had such a need to pretend. Why people were so good at it.” 

“And now you know how to behave like everyone else.”

“Oh, I mastered that skill long before I graduated. It makes people more comfortable. It’s simpler.” And I hated it.

“So why don’t you behave like that around me?”

I thought about it. “You don’t need me to be like you.”

My answer seemed to surprise Phillip, but he quickly recovered. “I do, however, need you to go home and rest.”

I barely refrained from uttering a self-berating grunt. “I will. But first I have to show you what I’ve discovered.”

“I assume that you’ve found something very interesting.”

“Why would you assume that?”

“If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t still be here.”

I gave him a quick smile for his rationale and turned to the monitors. “They are all one man.”

“Who are?”

“The poets.” I organised my discoveries to be displayed on the screens for easy show and tell.

“What poets?” Phillip sounded bemused. “I think you should start at the beginning and tell me as if I am not as intelligent as you.”

“But you aren’t.” The moment the uncensored words left my mouth, I knew it was a faux pas. I slowly turned to Phillip, only to see him clench his teeth so hard that his cheeks were bulging. 

“Just tell me from the beginning.”

“Right. The beginning.” I really had to watch my mouth. “I decided to look more deeply into that piece of Gauguin that was discovered on the murdered girl. Our information says that the painting Still Life, The White Bowl was stolen during the Second World War and had been on Interpol’s list of stolen artworks. It was discovered by a Mister Henry Vaughan in 2004. This Mister Vaughan is an art historian who helped a friend move into an old mansion the friend had purchased. In the attic they discovered this painting. It was very fortunate that Mister Vaughan was at hand to identify what it was and make sure that it went back to its rightful owners. And it did, but only after proving provenance and a vigorous authentication process. A year later it was sold at an auction to our client.”

“I know all of this. What was strange about it?” When it came to artwork that had been stolen during any war, Phillip was paranoid about its authenticity and rightful provenance.

“There is no such person as Henry Vaughan, the art historian.”

“Are you sure?”

I ignored his inane question. Of course I was sure. I had not only used my usual internet sources to check the existence of this man, I had also used an EDA database search, not that it did much good. All I got were people with this name not matching any other of the parameters. “There is also no trace of any work record for this man.”

“Interesting.”

“If you look at this article”—I pointed to one of the monitors and zoomed in on the text—“you’ll see quite an impressive resume that he gave to the journalist. It no doubt gave him more credibility for this article and also for the find.”

“I remember reading this interview. He was extremely knowledgeable about the Cloisonnism and Primitivism eras in which Gauguin worked.”

I made a sound of disbelief. “What is interesting about his resume in this article is that there is no mention of any specific institution where he studied or worked. I spent a lot of time searching for anything else on him and found nothing. Not a published paper, not another interview, nothing. It was as if he only existed for this one occasion.”

“Why would he appear in the public eye only once and then disappear?” Phillip’s eyes widened. “Maybe he died.”

“No, I also checked that. Lacking any other avenues, I decided to see what other artefacts were discovered and returned to their owners and that was when things got interesting. Look at this.”

I used all ten monitors to display more than a dozen different newspaper clippings. 

“These are artefacts that were stolen during some conflict in the last century or so. There were so many that it took me hours to sift through them to get to these particular ones. In these articles the artefacts were discovered by a man who claimed to be a museum curator, an amateur archaeologist, a gallery owner”—I pointed to all the different articles—“an art dealer and in this one, an art restorer.”

Phillip was staring intently at the monitors. “All very interesting. It is wonderful that these owners got their art back. I don’t see anything suspicious in this.”

“The museum curator’s name is Edward Taylor, the archaeologist is William Strode, the gallery owner is Isaac Watts, the art dealer is John Milton and the art restorer is Sydney Goddphin.” I finished on a triumphant note and looked expectantly at Phillip. He slowly turned to me with a blank expression. My shoulders slumped. “You don’t know who they are.”

“No, Genevieve, I don’t.”

“Every single one of them was an English poet who lived in the seventeenth century.” I could barely sit still with the excitement bubbling in me. “Can’t you see? The probability of all of these men discovering stolen pieces having names of seventeenth-century poets is incalculable. It simply would not happen.”

“And that led you to believe that this is the same person.”

“Yes!” I all but shouted and took a calming breath. “What I haven’t been able to figure out is his agenda.”

“It would seem clear to me. He reappropriates artworks that were illegally taken from the owners.”

“True. But who is he working for? I couldn’t find anyone fitting his description working for any agencies.”

Phillip narrowed his eyes at the screens. “I see only three photos in these articles.”

“Unfortunately there aren’t any more photos of this man, these men. Only the three photos here.”

“None of these photos really show his face.” A sly smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. “Clever bastard.”

“But these three photos are enough for me to believe that this is the same man.”

“I don’t know, Genevieve.” He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “The men in those articles look mighty different from each other.”

“Look at their noses and their mouths.” I reached for a laser pointer and aimed it at the perfectly shaped male lips in each photo. “This is the same man. We can puff out our cheeks and try to draw attention away from our eyes with glasses and contact lenses, but we can’t change the shape of our lips. Or our noses. At least not without the help of a professional makeup artist.”

We spent a full minute in silence studying the photos. I was reliving the burst of excitement that had cannoned through me when I had made this discovery. Almost as if to myself I said, “These articles date back five years. I’m sure that there are many more discoveries and poets if I looked.”

“But why would you look? What is this man’s connection to the case apart from being the one who identified the artefact?”

“Talking about the artefact, did you find out why your client didn’t report the artefact stolen?”

“I haven’t been able to get in touch with him,” grunted Phillip. “He tends to go off the grid for weeks on end and then it’s impossible to reach him.”

“Which means we don’t know if or when the painting was stolen.”

“Correct.”

“Hmm, that might be a problem.” 

“It is obvious to me that it would be a problem, but why do you think it’s a problem?” 

“So far I’ve found six different poets who discovered another thirteen artefacts. See these three cases?” I pointed to three different screens. “Here the poet declared the stolen artefact a forgery. In each case it caused huge controversies since all three of these pieces were authenticated.”

“By whom?”

“By different and very reputable entities. One of the artefacts alone was authenticated by a museum, a university and an independent archaeologist.”

“This is not good. Not good at all.” 

“No, it’s not. It leads me to believe that the poet-man not only recovers artefacts, he also has some ability to identify fakes. After his very public declaration that they were forgeries, they were once again tested and were found to be extremely good replicas of the originals.”

“Okay,” he said very slowly. “How is all this connected?”

“I don’t know yet. But I know it is connected. I’ve found more art murders.”

Phillips blinked at my quick change of topic. “Art murders?”

“Well, murders involving artists.”

“And what does this have to do with our current case?” Phillip looked like he was having a hard time keeping up with me, so I slowed down a bit. I had after all had forty-eight hours to connect all the dots in my mind. 

“The girl in the photo is most likely an artist.”

“What makes you think that?”

“While I was looking for more discoveries by poets, I was looking through a lot of newspapers online. In one of the newspapers I noticed a small report about a murder, which made me think again of the girl.” An involuntary shudder rippled through me. “Manny said that she was killed with a Eurocorps weapon, one typically used by agents. Also one on the list of the stolen weapons. So I phoned Jacques.”

“I’m afraid to ask. Who’s Jacques?” 

“The detective we worked with last year on the arson case.”

“Please tell me you didn’t give him any of this information. Manny couldn’t emphasise enough how important confidentiality was.” Phillip sounded like someone was strangling him. Strong distress caused his throat muscles to constrict. 

“I only asked him if he could find out if there were any open cases in France and the rest of Europe with a SIG 226 nine-millimetre as the murder weapon.”

“And he didn’t ask you why you wanted to know?”

“Of course he did.”

“And?”

“I lied to him.” I was so proud about this achievement that my voice lifted with this admission. “I told him that I’m working on the side for a private investigator and that he asked me to do some research into this.”

“And he believed you?”

“After some time.” I’d had to use all my learned skills of deception to convince Jacques, but it hadn’t taken too long. Not only did people lie easily, they just as quickly believed a lie.

“Oh, dear. I don’t want to know the details. Just tell me what you found out.”

“Well, he told me that there are two unsolved murders in France, one in Italy and two in Greece where this type of weapon was used. The cases happened four to seven years ago and there’s been no reason to connect them whatsoever. I told Jacques that I was wrong and there obviously was no connection. I even managed to sound very disappointed.”

“Genevieve, lying is not something to be so proud of.”

“It is. It’s only the second time this year that I’ve lied, so I’m very proud that I was so believable.” 

Phillip shook his head with a half-smile, but quickly sobered. “Tell me more about these murders.”

“Well, once I had this information, it was really easy to find out the rest. All five victims were artists. And not just any artists. They were highly regarded in their fields.”

“What fields?”

“This is another interesting anomaly. If there was a serial killer in Europe, he might have chosen something more fitting to a type. The only thing these people have in common is that they were artists. Their age, gender, social status, everything differs so greatly that it is difficult to imagine that this could be the work of a serial killer. Not one of the artists specialised in the same field. One was fantastic at the restoration of Renaissance art, the other was a sculptor, the other specialised in bronzes and the other one was a graphic designer. I think the last one was skilled in watercolours from the Romantic era, especially Turner’s works. They came from different countries, so why a serial killer would or could find them doesn’t make sense at all.”

“A serial killer with a Eurocorps weapon.”

“That is another reason that makes me think it’s not a serial killer. These murders were all committed with the same type of weapon, but not the same weapon. I’m sure if Manny requested the ballistic reports of these cases, he would be able to match it to the stolen Eurocorps weapons.”

“I’ll be sure to tell him about this.” 

“You can also ask him why it is that the other cases didn’t register that they were Eurocorps weapons.”

“Maybe because the data was only entered in a local database. Or maybe these weapons weren’t Eurocorps’.”

“Oh, they were. Of that I’m convinced.”

“Genevieve, how can you be so convinced of your theory when most of it is conjecture?”

“It is not conjecture.” How dare he insult me like that? “I would never form a theory without the relevant information.”

“That’s just it. You don’t have enough information to make this a viable theory.”

“How can you not see it?” The censure in my voice caused Phillip to lift his eyebrows in a warning. Even though he was the only person totally accepting of who I was, I still couldn’t expect him to accept my intolerance of being challenged by those of lesser intellect. I took a deep breath and modulated my tone. “How can I explain this to you? I’ve gathered all these pieces of a puzzle. Putting it together can do no other than form this specific picture.”

“A picture that includes numerous murders on the continent with Eurocorps weapons. Manny will be so pleased.”

“Why would he be pleased? I would think he would be outraged at this.” It only took a look at Phillip’s face for realisation to dawn. “Oh, you were being sarcastic. I’m sure that Manny will not be pleased with this information either, but he did ask us to look into this.”

“Actually he asked us to find the connection between the girl and the painting.”

“And the connection between that, the Russian murderer and the EDA weapons.” I could recall every conversation verbatim, to most people’s utter frustration. 

“Let’s assume that the girl is an artist. How does that connect her to the Gauguin painting?”

“I don’t know that yet.”

“And let’s assume the girl and the artefact are connected. How does that connect her to the poets?”

“Apart from the fact that it was the poet who discovered this artwork?” I gave it a moment’s thought to remember which connection I had not explained yet. “I didn’t mention the fact that there were poets and discoveries in the same areas as where three of the five unsolved murders took place, did I?”

Phillip only looked at me, waiting for me to continue. 

“Going through all those local newspapers’ archives proved to be very enlightening. I discovered all sorts of interesting things. Did you know that in 2005 a hundred and twenty-one people died in a plane crash in Greece?”

“Does this have anything to do with the case?”

“No, it doesn’t.” I sighed at my own digression before going on with the determination to stay on point. “A month before the second Greek murder, William Strode, the archaeologist, discovered a long-lost Van Gogh.” I took a moment to locate the specific article on one of the monitors and zoomed in on it. “This is one of the cases where he declared it to be a forgery. In one of the French cases, another poet declared the artwork to be a forgery and it was soon followed by a murder. I couldn’t find any connection with him and the three other unsolved murders. What I do know is that this poet-man is somehow involved. To say that he’s involved in the murders would indeed be conjecture, but the fact that he’s the one discovering these pieces and then exposing the forgeries makes me wonder how he fits into all of this. There are simply too many threads connecting him to call it any kind of coincidence.”

“Not that you would ever call anything coincidence.” Phillip sat back in the chair, pinching his chin. I gave him time to process all the information I had bombarded him with. I had a lot of respect for how his mind worked. When it came to business and people, he far outranked me in natural skill. I could see patterns and make connections like the ones I had just made. Phillip would add the human element that I, even with my extensive training, sometimes missed. The silence stretched on. Just when I once again became aware of my embarrassing dishevelled state, Phillip spoke. “Manny told me about the things the killer shouted. Have you come up with any theories?”

“No. To be honest, I haven’t given the twenty-seven daffodils and the all-powerful red much thought.”

“Maybe you should. I’ve looked at it every which way and it still sounds like rubbish.” He glanced at the monitors. “I have quite a lot to tell Manny. I’ll meet with him today while you go home and rest.”

“Yes, I need to go home.” I needed to stand in the shower for an hour and wash away the zone I had been in. “While you speak to Manny, tell him to work harder at finding the girl’s identity.”

“I’m sure he and the local police have worked really hard in identifying the girl, Genevieve.” He lowered his head and gave me a warning look. “While you’re at home, do whatever you need to do to tune back into your social skills. Manny is not one to take too kindly to your special brand of honesty.”

I disagreed with him on that point, but kept my own counsel. The way I had read Manny, I strongly believed that he would prefer my total honesty, even if he did not always find it, or me for that matter, agreeable or likeable. 

After another two warnings that I was to go home and rest, Phillip left me alone in the viewing room to face the mess I found myself in.

With a heavy sigh I gathered the coffee mugs to take them to the kitchen. It took another hour to tidy my viewing room enough to allow the cleaning crew to come in later and clean it to my exact specifications. All the while I berated myself for allowing this case to get the better of all the years of discipline. 

Once I got into my little city car, I decided that I had had enough of the self-flagellation. As with most other experiences, I would consciously look at this as a lesson on how to, or in this case how not to, handle certain situations life threw at me. I had worked extremely hard in the six years that I had been with Rousseau & Rousseau to establish stability and control in my life. It should not have come as a surprise to me that I could not always be in control. I should have been prepared to handle such an unexpected situation better. The predictable stability in my life had made me lazy and unprepared. That would have to change.

I turned my car into the parking space under my apartment building and got out with a sigh of relief. The soothing spray of my shower would help me plot out how I would handle such a situation differently, were one to come up again. Hopefully the unexpected photo that triggered my almost blackout and then the zoning out were the last of these unwanted behaviours. Waiting for the elevator to whisk me up to my apartment, I was determined to regain every ounce of control.

It had been almost a novelty after so many years to once again feel the darkness closing in on me. I had forgotten what it was like to feel the whole world recede and just lose myself in that dark space, not aware of any of my actions. Fortunately I had been able to keep myself from complete surrender to that darkness. Even still, it was certainly not something that I wanted to repeat any time soon. 

I opened the door to my large loft apartment, relief to be in my safe haven washing over me. This was the place where I was totally in control.

I locked the five locks on my heavy front door and turned to the kitchen. My usual homecoming ritual of a cup of herbal tea before I took a shower would go a long way in helping me regain total control. My apartment had been a find that I still relished in. The spacious airy rooms with windows on both sides, large enough to bathe all the wooden finishing in natural light, always made me feel at peace. That and the fact that there was no one to move anything out of place or to leave their grimy fingerprints on the impeccable surfaces. 

I walked through the long open-space living area, single-minded in my focus on making tea. The front half of my apartment was divided into four quarters. Directly to the left of the front door were two comfortable sofas facing a good-sized balcony on one side and a wall-length bookshelf on the other. Next to that was the dining area. The wall separating my bedroom and the dining area was the only wall in the living area covered in paintings and masks. All the other walls were covered in books.

The kitchen was directly opposite the dining area. I stepped into the immaculate space without as much as a glance at the reading area behind me. All I wanted was to switch the cold kettle on to boil the water for my tea. Why was it then that a thin wisp of steam was coming out of the kettle? And why was there an aroma of camomile tea in my apartment? A cold hand of awareness clamped around my heart.

“Hello, Genevieve.”
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I had no air in my lungs to scream in horror when I turned to the reading area to face the voice that had intruded in my safe space. I also had no time to consider my own safety. Not when the darkness was closing in faster than it had two days before. I barely had the presence of mind to pull my handbag from my shoulder and dig out empty music sheets and a pencil with stiff fingers. In the very far background I heard a concerned voice calling me, but it was not strong enough to pull me back. Only the music sheets in my hand and the notes floating around in my head were real. Nothing else. 

How I made it to the dining table I had no idea, nor did it matter how long I was there. As long as I was focussing on Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 5 in D major, the darkness stayed peripheral. It closed in on me the moment I allowed my attention to be drawn to the other person speaking softly to me, moving around my apartment as if searching for something and then placing more empty music sheets in front of me. 

I pushed the knowledge of his invading presence in my apartment out of my mind and focussed on the purity of the music notes on the sheets. In many of his letters Mozart mentioned that this Concerto had been his favourite. It was mine too. I loved his use of trumpets and timpani in the first and last movements. The horns, oboes and strings that served as the piano’s support were perfect. It was pure, safe, in harmony. I had to focus on this to regain my own harmony.

Slowly my mind returned to my apartment and back into my body. The threatening darkness had moved away, but the stranger was still in my apartment. I shook this knowledge off and looked at the table. The music sheets were neatly arranged next to each other, in two rows, from one side of the long wooden dining table to the other. There were twenty sheets. I had written a lot.

Still not completely back in control, I chose to finish the second movement, the Andante, giving myself time to assess my situation. Writing Mozart not only helped me through moments like this, it was also the most effective way for me to think things through. I never had any problems memorising the compositions and must have written each of Mozart’s works at least twice in my life. Others I had written countless times. This work especially had helped me several times to come up with solutions to seemingly impossible situations. Like the one in my apartment. 

For some unfathomable reason he was still in my apartment. Who was he and what was he doing here? I didn’t want to chance looking at him in case he would think that I was available for conversation or maybe some more sinister activity he had in mind. 

I had completed seven years of self-defence training, combining different disciplines to enable a woman to defend herself in all kinds of situations. All the years of training flooded my mind. I would have to assess my assailant to best determine what form of defence I might need, yet I was reluctant to look away from my safe music papers.

“I made you a cup of tea.” The intruder spoke quietly a few feet away from me. He had a deep voice and spoke with smooth confidence. My favourite teacup filled with camomile tea appeared next to my left hand. A strong hand made the fine porcelain cup and saucer look even more fragile. A quick glance revealed muscular forearms partially hidden by the pushed-up sleeves of a black sweater. “It looked as if you drink a lot of this tea, so I hope that I assumed correctly that you might like a cup.”

The temptation to look at the rest of the man was hard to resist, but I wanted more time to analyse my situation. The gentleness in his voice did not alert me to any violent intent, but he might just be trying to create a false sense of safety before he pounced. I almost laughed at my unprofessional analysis. Never had I used the word ‘pounce’ in any of the profiles I had created. 

According to the twenty-four sheets of music in front of me, I estimated that I had been writing for at least three hours. Questions started gnawing at me. I finished the last notes, drew the bold double bar line to indicate the end of the second movement, and stilled the nagging questions in my mind. 

I looked up from the table and found the intruder. 

The unwelcome fiend was in my reading chair, a chair no one but I had ever used. He was immersed in a newspaper. My newspaper. 

He appeared in his mid-thirties, maybe a few years older than me. Taller than average, he had the build of a gymnast. Very muscular, but not bulky. This was important to know in case I had to defend myself. His dark brown hair was just a bit too long to qualify as short. It looked finger-combed, a bit messy. Stylists needed a lot of product and time to give male models that look. 

His square jaw was darkened by stubble and his skin had the tone of someone who had just returned from a Mediterranean holiday. The fingers holding my newspaper were long, the nails neatly clipped. Everything about him stated relaxed elegance, from his quality dark clothes to his demeanour.

His crossed ankles and relaxed torso showed that he had no concerns about his safety. Not like I did. I studied him intently for any cue that he might be a threat to me. I found none. I did, however, sense something familiar about him.

“Who are you?”

“Oh, hello.” He looked up from my newspaper that I now would not be able to read. He had destroyed the creases. “Glad to have you back.”

“Who are you?” I maintained an even tone, not willing to let him see any more vulnerability than he had already witnessed.

“You have a cool collection of artwork here.” He got out of my chair and walked to the wall behind me. I had chosen and bought the fourteen masks that took up a quarter of the wall after extensive research and consideration. 

I took the time to assess him further as he passed me. I would have to be quick and smart to get the better of him physically. He was light on his feet and moved with the kind of grace attributed to boxers, gymnasts and athletes. And thieves. 

His English was flawless with no accent to place him in any particular region. I continued watching him for possible clues to his identity or purpose in my apartment while he perused my collection. 

“I especially like this Inca funerary mask from Peru. Ah, Peru. I loved travelling there.”

I refused to be drawn in into his reminiscing, but I was dying to know how he was able to identify that mask. It could’ve been from any South American country. 

The way he held his body while facing my favourite mask oozed self-confidence. I was looking at a man who very seldom tasted failure. It seemed not to have made him arrogant, but rather self-assured, if not overconfident. And he was trying to distract me from my question. So I waited. 

It didn’t take too long for him to turn back to me with a half-smile. “Do you really have the IQ of a genius?”

I clenched my teeth to refrain from responding. I had watched enough interviews to know that one should never reveal too much about oneself. Nor did I think it prudent to be pulled into a conversation with someone who had broken into one’s house.

“Who are you?” I asked again in the same controlled tone.

“What happened earlier? It looked like you had some kind of autistic blackout.” 

That was it. I had had enough of people asking me about my state of mind. And I was bored with explaining it to complete strangers. I pushed my chair back with uncharacteristic force and placed both my hands flat on the surface of the dining table. “I am going to have a shower. The bedroom and bathroom doors are reinforced, so don’t even think to enter. When I come out, you will not be here.”

“And if I am?”

I straightened myself slowly to my full average height and gave him my most severe gaze. For a few seconds we were locked in a battle of fixed stares before I turned around without a word and walked to my bedroom as if the matter was settled. I knew that it was all but settled, but I was not going to allow some common criminal who had broken into my sanctuary to dictate the direction of any conversation.

My security paranoia in a very safe city at last became useful as I bolted my bedroom door. Only after I turned the third lock did I allow myself to slump against the door. How he had managed to enter my secure apartment was a mystery that I would have to solve before I went to bed. Wherever the gap in my security was, it had to be filled, else I would never have another good night’s rest. 

He hadn’t seemed to have any harmful intent and I could only hope that he would respond to my warning gaze and leave. I shook my head as I made my way to my bathroom. The way I had read him, I knew that he was still going to be in my apartment when I finished my shower.

The desired half an hour under the spray of a hot shower was cut short with the uncomfortable knowledge of a stranger on the other side of the wall waiting for me. At least I was comforted by the fact that there was no way he could penetrate the two steel-reinforced doors leading to my bathroom. I went through my routine as quickly as possible and felt much better by the time I pushed my fingers through my short, dark brown hair to give it a natural messy look. 

In my bedroom, I gave myself a last inspection in the mirror and approved. My dark jeans fitted my slim legs snugly, but gave me enough room to manoeuvre in case of a physical altercation. The dark brown boots would do some serious damage if they connected to any part of the human body. I inhaled deeply and on the exhale relaxed the muscles around my eyes so that my emerald-green eyes wouldn’t look so disturbed. Once I was satisfied with the image in the mirror, I unlocked the door, fully expecting the intruder to still be there. 

I found him perusing the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf in the reading area. He had a first-edition Kipling in his hand and was paging through it with unadulterated awe etched on his face. How could a common criminal appreciate art and literature like this? The same sense of familiarity pulled at my consciousness. I inched closer.

“You have exquisite taste, Jenny.” He must have sensed my presence, because he only looked up from the book after he had spoken. And he had shortened my name. “Your art collection is small, but chosen with an obvious eye for quality and substance. Your music taste is an interesting jump between genres, but this”—he pointed to the books—“this is something I would give my big toe for.”

“Why would you—” I stopped myself from inquiring why he would sacrifice a digit, knowing that it probably was one of those senseless things people said. “Why don’t you just give me your name?”

He carefully replaced the book and even managed to align it the right distance from the edge of the shelf before he turned to me. “If I give you my name, will you sit down with me and have a conversation?”

“Why would I want to do that? You broke into my apartment and have overstayed your welcome by a few hours.”

“I would consider it a huge favour.” His smile used all those facial muscles indicating insincerity. Most likely he used it to charm his way around other hapless victims. This was the first time that I felt him to be a threat. I moved away from him to a small wooden table I had bought from a Cambodian art dealer. 

“What are you doing?”

“Phoning the police.”

“I’m afraid that won’t work.” 

Without taking my eyes off him, I picked up the receiver of my home phone only to be met with a dead instrument in my hand. I shook it slightly towards him. “What have you done?”

“Played it safe.” Surprisingly he looked apologetic. “I’ve also switched on a scrambler that won’t allow you any reception on your mobile phone.”

My life had been in such controlled harmony until two days ago. Now I had to deal with a lapse not only in my carefully cultivated control, but also in my home security. All of this had started with that blasted Manny and his case. Not being one to believe in coincidence, I was leaning towards the intruder’s visit having something to do with the photo and Manny’s case.

“I don’t want to frighten you, Jenny.” The intruder turned his palms outwards, but it was the true concern on his face that had me convinced. This time.

Using a shortened version of my name grated on my nerves. I desperately wanted to release all the pent-up frustration of the last few days in a lecture about respecting people’s names. But this might not be the wisest move. I considered all my options and sighed. “Your name and then we talk.”

“Fantastic.” He took a step closer and stretched out his hand in introduction, but immediately stopped when I stiffened. His hand floated to his side. “Sorry. My name is Colin Frey.”

The little time I had already spent with this intruder had been enough for me to have established a baseline. This enabled me to know that at that very moment he was telling the truth. I replaced the dead receiver and gave my reading chair a look of disgust. I stepped to the left and sat down on one of the two wingback chairs that completed my seating arrangement in the reading area. Colin took his place again in my chair, much to my dismay. I would have to disinfect my entire apartment.

“What do you want, Mister Frey?”

“Colin, please.” He looked unsure how to continue.

“Please just state your business so that you can leave.” 

“You work for Rousseau & Rousseau. It is not quite stated what you do there, but it seems that you’re working in the fraud detection department.”

“Your business, Mister Frey.” I was not going to allow him the pleasure of drawing information out of me. I studied every movement of his facial muscles and found my eyes continuously drawn to his lips.

“Please call me Colin.” One corner of his mouth lifted in a self-deprecating smile and the penny dropped.

“You are him!” I sat up in my chair, eyebrows raised and my heart racing. “You are the poet-man.”

Colin closed his eyes, which was as much as an admission. “How did you know?”

“Your lips. They are the same lips as those of Sydney Goddphin, John Milton and Isaac Watts.”

“How do you know?” He shook his head. “Those photos in the newspapers. I knew they were going to come and bite me in the arse one day.”

“How far back does this go?” I forgot all my previous concerns. The man in front of me was much more fascinating than any safety concerns. “I only looked back five years, but I have a feeling that you’ve been doing this much longer.”

“I would prefer to not implicate myself at this very moment.” He rubbed his wrists as if he could feel handcuffs tightening. “But I must admit that in all the time the poets have been in existence, no one has once even come close to making any connection.”

“How did you know that I had made the connection?” Wasn’t the EDA computer supposed to be secure?

“You did a Google search.”

“Surely my Google search didn’t make direct contact with you.”

“Actually it did. I’m telling you too much, Jenny.” He rubbed his hand once over his face. “But I need to know that you are taking me seriously.”

“Seriously about what?” I had so many questions. “Why are you here? How did you get in? My apartment is supposed to be secure.”

“It really wasn’t that difficult. Top-floor apartments are always easy to breach.”

“Are you telling me that you do this frequently?”

Shock registered on his face. “I’m definitely telling you too much.”

“Just tell me how you got into my apartment.” I had to know. Or else I wouldn’t be able to move on.

“Through the ceiling in the guest bathroom. It was a tight fit, but easy enough. I could also have come through the window if it wasn’t full daylight.”

“Or you could’ve knocked on my front door.”

“Would you have opened it?” He smiled when I looked at him askance. “Thought so. Jenny, why did you do this search into the poets?”

“You know that I work for an insurance company, so surely you had to come to some conclusion.” 

He had just successfully managed to shift my attention from my unanswered question. Unknown to him, I had watched hundreds of interviews and had learned valuable lessons. Like when a fraud suspect started asking his own questions, much could be gleaned from those questions. For now I would allow him to take the lead. It might prove to be very informative.

“Of course I have a hypothesis, but I would rather hear from you why these poets interested you.”

I didn’t want to tell him anything that wasn’t public knowledge. I chose my words with care. “The stolen art. That was what drew my attention. I’m working on this case involving an artwork that was stolen during the Second World War and then retrieved. You were the one who identified it. One thing led to another until I found too many names of seventeenth-century poets discovering stolen artwork. I don’t believe in coincidence so I came to the conclusion that it could be the same man.”

“Which artwork?”

“Pardon?” I knew what he was asking, but needed time to consider my answer. Not only did he appear to be an accomplished burglar, he also had a way of manipulating the conversation that showed a higher intellect. That intrigued me.

“Which artwork is part of the case that you are looking into?”

“Um... I can’t tell you that, Miste—”

“Colin.”

“Colin.” I took a deep breath. The topic needed to be changed if I was to continue keeping Manny’s confidence. “Who do you work for?”

“Who says I’m working?”

I lifted one eyebrow and glared at him. “You’re the one who quoted my IQ. Don’t underestimate me.”

“I would never make that mistake. No one has ever gotten me to talk so much about myself.”

“Not that you’ve said much.” Something clicked into place. “Your name. You don’t tell people your real name.”

“I’m not admitting that it’s my real name.”

“Your face tells me it is.” It was interesting that someone who for obvious reasons would not trust anyone chose to trust me. “Tell me, why do you steal these pieces back?”

“I’ve never admitted to stealing anything.”

“True. But we both know that you’re the one stealing back these art pieces, some of which were thought lost forever.”

“Were they?” He held up his hands when I frowned. His avoidance was becoming annoying. “Okay, okay. So those pieces are valuable, but I’m not here to talk about that.”

“Then tell me why you are here.” Even though I was desperately curious about his motives behind re-appropriating those artworks, this was a much more pressing issue.

“Why are you looking into Gauguin’s Still Life, The White Bowl?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Is that the piece of artwork the police had found on the dead girl?”

“I can’t tell you that,” I repeated, but this time my voice sounded breathless. How was it possible that he knew about the piece of the painting found on the girl? “And stop answering my questions with questions.”

“I know it is a lot to ask of you, but I need you to trust me.”

A disbelieving sound escaped my lips. “I don’t know you. All I know about you is that you’ve broken into my apartment, have stolen back a lot of art pieces and seem to know a lot about a lot. Can you give me any rational reason why I would trust you, an obvious criminal? Or why I would tell you anything at all?”

“Your life is in danger.” 

The stark statement hung between us. I found myself mentally writing a few bars of the third movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 5 in D major. I would not allow any more shocking statements, photos or bits of information to steal my control. After a few short bars I asked, “In danger from whom?”

“You’re not the only one who cannot reveal information. There are also things that I cannot tell you. We will have to get to know each other better for that kind of trust.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“What? Getting to know each other or trusting each other?” His smile was quick. A sober expression took over his face. “If you are looking into the murder of that girl who hid a piece of the Gauguin, you need to be very careful of any and all association with the EDA.”

Cold fear constricted my throat. Who was this man? How did he know about the EDA? Manny had said that only himself, Leon, the Chief and the Head of the EDA knew about Phillip’s and my involvement. 

“Aha,” Colin said in a knowing tone. “You are working with the EDA.”

“I did not say that.” I couldn’t believe that I had fallen for this amateur test. He had simply thrown that statement out into the air to see how I was going to react and react I did. I might as well have told him everything I knew.

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and letting his hands dangle. “I cannot emphasise enough how dangerous this is.”

“How would you know? Does this have anything to do with the artists who got murdered?”

It looked like I had shot him with a stun gun. “How do you know about that?”

This was a job for Phillip with his excellent people and negotiation skills. The two of us were attacking each other with information and successfully shocking each other into admissions that should not be voiced at all. I had to delve very deep into my psychology training to find the right way to deal with this. 

“Okay, stop. We are walking in circles and it’s leading nowhere. I don’t owe you any kind of trust since you are the one who entered my home uninvited. If you want me to listen to you or answer any more questions, you will have to tell me your true purpose for being here.” I did not have to try to put severity into my voice and expression. I had never been this serious about anything.

“Fair enough. I suppose lying is not an option since I know that you are an expert at detecting deception.”

I did not move a single muscle in my face. I did, however, want to roll my eyes and raise my upper lip in disgust. He was still stalling, but I knew that I could outwait him. 

He breathed a tired chuckle in surrender. “Fine. I came here to find out who you are. I was curious about the person who had uncovered such a well-constructed secret. I also wanted to warn, or scare, you away from this case. But I have changed my mind.”

“Have you now?” I was reading his every muscle movement. Holding on to a poker face was nigh-on impossible. We always gave away clues as to what was going on inside our heads. So far Colin had been truthful. Uncomfortable, but truthful.

“Yes, I think that you are exactly what I need. Before you get upset, let me explain. I don’t have access to law enforcement like you do.” His smile was wry. “For obvious reasons. A lot of bad things have been happening for a long time and someone needs to stop it. Unfortunately, a lot of those bad things are done by people in law enforcement. That is why I think you’re perfect.”

“I’m an outsider.” It was like listening to Manny all over again. I wondered if the thief and the respected EDA deputy chief would find it as amusing as I that they had something in common.

“Exactly. Already you know much more about this than anyone else. I believe that you are the one who could put the pieces together to stop this.” I was surprised to see that he truly believed this. “You already have connected... um... the poets to a lot of artworks. Surely you have found connections between forged works, stolen art and the murders?”

I took my time to answer. “We can both agree that we know things that should not be shared. Why don’t you start by telling me everything that you can share?”

“Just for the record, I’m the only one sharing at the moment. It should show you my willingness to trust you and also the ominous nature of this situation.” He waited for a reaction, but when I didn’t even blink, he just smiled and continued. “Do you know about the EDA connection with these murders?”

It had become clear that Colin knew nothing of Eurocorps’ connection to all this. I thought about all those stolen weapons, but immediately remembered Manny’s frantic warnings to keep this confidential. I still hadn’t decided to trust this thief. 

“What connection?” I asked.

“I haven’t figured out all the details.” The levator labii superioris muscle on the side of his nose raised his upper lip in disgust. “The connection goes very high. And that is honestly all I know. There are a lot of fragments of information that I am trying to use to come up with a viable theory. About the EDA, I don’t have anything but a long list of coincidences and a healthy dose of suspicion.”

“Are you a conspiracy theorist?”

He burst out in rich laughter and for a moment the stress lines on his face lifted. “I never thought of myself as one. Not until this came along.”

“What makes you suspect the EDA? What are the coincidences that you’re talking about?”

“How many artist deaths have you found?” He yet again countered with a question and I hesitated to answer him. Could I trust a criminal with information that was easily obtainable on the internet? What would Phillip do in a negotiation like this? “Genevieve?”

“Five.” It tore me in pieces to say that one word.

“I know of thirteen. I suppose that you only looked at Western Europe.”

“Thirteen? All of them artists?” I decided not to ask him if he had any knowledge of murders in the last four years. That would reveal the limited scope of my research and the frustrating mystery of why I couldn’t find any more murders in the last four years.

“Some of them amateurs, some professional, but all of them must have some connection other than being murdered.”

“The EDA?” I reminded him. 

“Oh yes, the coincidences. I first became aware of the EDA’s presence when a friend of mine disappeared.”

“Your friend was an artist?” 

“Yes. It was in 2006. A few weeks later his body was found floating in the Danube river about twenty kilometres outside Budapest.” His voice was controlled, but the masseter muscle bulging in his lower jaw spoke of his anger. “At that time there was a large defence meeting held in Budapest with very little publicity. The EDA was present at this meeting. That in itself made me suspicious.”

“But how do you connect the EDA to this? I’m sorry to say this, Colin, but your conclusion has no factual base. It is all total conjecture.” 

“I told you it is only my suspicion. It’s just that at four more murders, the EDA also happened to be in the same city.” He looked at his watch and grimaced. “I have to go soon. It’s a pity. I would’ve loved to sit and talk much longer. We have much to discuss. Jenny, I can’t tell you how glad I am that I have found you.”

“Glad?”

“After all these years of leaving anonymous tips at numerous police stations, at last there might be someone who could put a stop to this senseless killing of great talent. None of the other investigators or agencies ever took it to be a real threat. And it was not like I could walk in and try to convince them. At least now I have you.”

“You do not have me.” Each word was slowly pushed through my teeth. No one laid claim to me. It was detestable. 

“Oh, I think I do. You are untainted by all that power, bureaucracy and traditional thinking. You’re also intrigued by the connections.” He moved to the edge of my reading chair and rested his hands on his knees as if ready to push himself up. “You will come up with the necessary physical evidence and connections to catch the bad guys and end this.”

“Bad guys?” I had to smile at his use of that term. “Aren’t you a bad guy?”

“You know that I’m not.” He spoke with total confidence in his good character. I narrowed my eyes and considered this. He interrupted my pondering with concern pulling the corners of his mouth down. “I don’t know how, but the EDA is up to their necks in this. Why else would there be so many forgeries and deaths in all the places that the EDA can be found?”

“Conjecture. They are the European Defence Agency. Of course you’re going to find their presence throughout Europe.”

“Maybe.” He thought for a moment. “Have you looked into the Russian guy who killed the girl? Have you looked for a Russian connection?”

“A Russian connection? Is there one?”

“Find it,” was the only answer he gave me after a staring at me for a long while. “There is also a lot more about that girl than meets the eye. You should see what you can find out about her. While you are at it, look into ships too.”

“Ships?” This man was infuriating me now with all his cryptic suggestions. The Russians, the girl, ships. Why could people never just say something straight out? He had told me a lot, yet I felt like I had only received the first four words of a paragraph. Not one sentence was complete. It was confusing, frustrating and deliciously challenging.

He got up and turned to the guest bathroom, ignoring my question. “I really have to go. It was wonderful meeting you. It’s going to be fun working with you.”

I jumped up from my chair and glared at him. “There will absolutely be no working together. Do you really think that I will work with you?”

“Of course. You’re going to need me.” He started walking away from me. “Walk me out.”

I was hard pressed to not go on the offence and attack him with some of my self-defence training. It would release a lot of the residual anger whirling around in me. I managed to breathe through it. “The front door is in the other direction, Colin.”

“I know,” he said over his shoulder. “I’m going to leave the way I came in.”

I followed him to the guest bathroom at the back of my apartment and gasped at the gaping hole in the ceiling where he had removed the cover leading to the ventilation system.

“Don’t worry. I’ll put this back so neatly, you won’t even know that I’ve been here.” He effortlessly lifted himself into the man-sized hole, disappeared for a moment and then peeked back. “Don’t bother securing this entrance. There are at least another six ways that I can enter your apartment.”

“You could always just ring the doorbell.”

“You would never open the door for me.” He gave me a genuine smile. “It’s really been a pleasure, Jenny.”

His head disappeared into the darkness of the ventilation system. A moment later the cover closed the hole and it was as if there hadn’t been a thief in my home. An intruder insisting on my trust and co-operation. 

“My name is Genevieve,” I said to the bathroom ceiling. A shudder rolled through me and I walked back to the living area. The only evidence that he’d been in my apartment was the untouched cup of camomile tea on the dining room table. And the ruined newspaper in the reading area. I took the cup to the kitchen and carefully looked around. There wasn’t even a stray fingerprint on the marble counters. They were as spotless as when I had left my apartment two days ago. Not that it mattered. I had an overwhelming urge to clean my whole apartment from top to bottom, scrubbing away any possible trace of Colin Frey’s presence.

Episodes like I had experienced the last few days reminded me that regardless of all my knowledge and training, I was still vulnerable to losing control. It humbled me. I looked through the kitchen cupboard with its neatly organised cleaning products and chose a few to start my cleaning spree. 

While I was putting on a fresh pair of rubber gloves, I accepted the fact that the only part in me rebelling against the case and all its elements was my intense and instant dislike of change. My fear of change was constantly at war with the cerebral parts of me. This was no exception. The excitement of finding new connections and patterns barely overrode that fear. But above all, I had given my word to Phillip and Manny. I never went back on my word. 

But was I going to invite a criminal into my life? I had enough confidence in my abilities to believe that I could find the pattern and make the necessary connections without his help. I took the soft cloth that I kept especially for marble surfaces from its holder and started to polish the kitchen counter. 

A small smile pulled at my mouth. When I needed to have something stolen, or reappropriated as he called it, I would ask for Colin Frey’s help. Until then, I was going to look for those six possible entry points and make sure that they were secured. 
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I sat back in my chair and stared at the bank of monitors in front of me. I felt like pulling at my hair in frustration, but settled for a deep sigh. 

It was noon and I had been at it for five hours. After a restless night, I had left my sparkling apartment very early to start my search for some connection with the girl. The EDA database had proved to be completely useless and no matter which approach I took, I couldn’t find anything to connect the girl to the poets, the EDA or even the Gauguin. Not having her name made for a very short search.

There had to be something else. I hated to admit that I had allowed Colin and all his cryptic clues to influence my usual manner of working things out. The balance that I had managed to find between my natural way of working and the input of my education and experience had stood me in good stead until now. Why would I change that?

With a decisive change of posture, I cleared the monitors and my mind. Leaning my head back, I closed my eyes. Without anyone there to pull my thoughts into another direction, where would I look next? I went through the list. The girl had led nowhere, so that was out. I had found out everything possible about the Gauguin, including its connection to Colin. The weapons were not my concern at the moment, not while Manny and his friend continued their investigation. Again Colin had managed to sneak in here, connecting himself with his suspicions. The Russian murderer was of no real interest to me, but Colin insisted that there was a connection. Then there were the ships that Colin had hinted at. And the Russian connection that only he seemed to know about. I groaned. All I had received from Colin was frustrating non-clues.

My eyes flew open and I frowned. The one thing connecting all the dots I had just listed was not a thing; it was a person. Colin. And that was the thread I was going to pull until I could unravel this mystery. My fingers hovered over the computer keyboard while I decided which of the clues to follow first. 

It felt like only an hour later when the door to my viewing room whooshed open.

“You haven’t eaten today.” Phillip walked in with a plastic bag emitting the mouth-watering smell of Chinese takeaway. 

“It’s not healthy food.”

“And we both love it.” He smiled knowingly when I rushed to put a large sheet of paper on the desk. I might love Chinese takeout, but it left horrid grease stains. Taking care to use no other space than the large sheet, he unpacked enough little boxes to feed a party of five. “I thought I would get a big enough selection for whatever you were in the mood for.”

My stomach chose that moment to growl its need for sustenance. I opened a few of the small boxes and smiled. “Ah, chicken lo mein. Perfect. Thank you, Phillip.”

He took his time to choose his meal, dragged a chair closer and sat down with a tired sigh. “It’s been a hard day.”

“What’s the time?” I broke apart the chopsticks and started eating the greasy chicken dish.

“It’s three o’clock.” He looked up from his food. “How are you doing?”

“I’ve discovered quite a few things.” I noticed Phillip shaking his head. “Oh, you mean how am I doing after the last few days. I’m fine. I’m focussed again, so you don’t have to worry about me.”

“But I do. You’ve been here since six-thirty this morning and you haven’t taken a break.”

“You’re checking up on me.” I hated that I had once again lost track of time. The knowledge that Phillip was keeping an eye on me also didn’t sit well with me. I hoped that the stabbing pain in my heart region didn’t show on my face. “Don’t you trust me anymore? That whole episode won’t happen again. I promise.”

“Of course I trust you. And I don’t care if you have another episode, as you call it. At least we know how to handle it. All I care about is that you look after yourself. I don’t want you to lock yourself in here again for two days.” His voice was gruff.

“Well, that won’t happen again either.” I pointed at my computer. “I set an alarm for eating and going home. I decided to skip lunch today, but the moment it is time to go home, I’m going home.”

Phillip chuckled. “Only you would do that.”

“What? Set an alarm? It’s a logical solution.” We ate in companionable silence for a while, until a ping from my computer sounded through the viewing room. “I hope that is my manifests.”

“What manifests?”

I turned to my computer and opened my email inbox. “Oh, it is an email from Manny.”

“You emailed Manny?” Suddenly Phillip was sitting up in his chair, sounding troubled.

“Yes,” I answered absently while I waited for the email to open. My computer was too slow. I seriously had to consider upgrading it. “I wanted to get all the shipping manifests from Russia to Europe.”

“Why?” He sounded even more troubled.

“Oh. Manny seems to be using sarcasm again. Does that mean he’s angry? And he says that he can’t give them to me.” I didn’t understand this.

Phillip sighed heavily. “Let me have a look at that email.” He looked at one of the wall monitors when I put the email up there. It took him longer than necessary to read through it before he sat back in his chair with closed eyes.

“What?”

“I think you should allow me to do all the communication from now on.”

“Did I make a faux pas?” It would be the only explanation why Phillip would suggest this intervention.

“Writing to someone who barely knows you and struggles to trust you that you expect all shipping manifests in your inbox by the end of the day is not a good way to encourage friendly co-operation. And you didn’t even say hello or goodbye.”

“It’s superfluous.” The moment I said it, I realised how wrong it was and lifted both my hands, palms up. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I was just so busy working through all the possible links that I didn’t take the moment it needed to be more polite. I’m sorry.”

“No wonder Manny got his hackles raised. I’ll take care of this.”

“Thank you, Phillip.” He always protected the world from me.

“So, tell me about the ships.”

“That is a possible lead that I want to follow up on.”

“Why? How do ships fit into this? And ships from Russia to Europe?”

“Um...” My breathing became much shallower and I had to focus not to touch my throat in a pacifying gesture. “I received a tip.”

“Genevieve, it is not like you to not answer a question concisely. What happened?”

“The poet broke into my house.” The words just poured out of me and the relief of telling the truth was tremendous. I relayed all the details of Colin’s visit including the six hours of cleaning that had followed. Throughout my rushed report of what took place, Phillip looked increasingly distressed until I felt compelled to stop. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” His voice shook with controlled emotion. “What’s wrong? A thief broke into your apartment and sat down to have a chat with you is what’s wrong. You couldn’t phone the police is what’s wrong. You allowed him to stay in your apartment is what’s wrong.”

“I read him. I could see that he wasn’t there to do me physical harm.” I wondered if I had made a mistake telling Phillip. He was uncommonly upset.

“Genevieve, your confidence in your abilities is well placed, but in a situation like this you should always run.”

“But then I would not have learned so much. His visit might have been unsolicited and unwelcome, but it was enlightening. He said quite a few things that helped me find some new information today.”

“I can’t believe I’m going to ask, but how did that thief help?”

“Well, he said something that made me think he’d been stealing back art for at least eleven years, so that is how far back I’ve looked. There are most likely more, but the ones I found were reported in the media. The owners were all very grateful. So far I’ve found reports of forty-seven artefacts discovered, recovered, identified and magically resurfacing.”

“Forty-seven?” Phillip’s eyebrows almost touched his receding hairline. 

“Yes. Some of them had reportedly been stolen during some or another conflict and others in robberies. He seems to be stealing back artworks and delivering them to their rightful owners.”

“A modern-day Robin Hood.”

“What a wonderful analogy.” My momentary smile was quickly replaced by a frown. “But he’s still a thief.”

“True. But didn’t he also say that a few of those works were forgeries?”

“Not many of the works that he recovered. Most of those seemed to be the authentic pieces.” I turned to my computer, changed a few windows until I found the right one and put it on one of the large wall monitors. “On fifteen occasions, as you’ll see here, he said the pieces were forgeries and he was right each time.”

“Then he must have an incredible eye for a fake.”

“I don’t think he’s a professional expert. Maybe he’s developed his discernment because he’s a criminal. Maybe he forges some artefacts himself and that’s how he can recognise this.”

“You should ask him when you see him again,” Phillip said absently.

“I will not see him again.” The mere thought of that criminal breaking into my apartment again and lounging in my reading chair outraged me. “I told him that he was not to return at all. Ever.”

“Calm down, Genevieve. It was a careless comment.”

I took a calming breath. “He also told me about thirteen deaths of artists that he knows about.”

“Thirteen?” 

“Yes. I followed that line for a while, but couldn’t find anything more. I think that I should tell Manny to look deeper into that.”

“I will tell Manny.” It was an order.

“Of course. I will just offend him.” I sighed. “Also tell him to get the ballistic information on these cases.”

“He was one of the best military investigators in his day, Genevieve. Trust him to do his job.”

I made a noncommittal sound. “I decided to look for more artwork with the reasoning that maybe the poets had recovered even more works. Then I started seeing another pattern. A different pattern. A lot of previously lost and stolen artworks mysteriously turned up at auctions. These works were not all lost during a period of conflict. It is a combination of heists, single burglaries, long-lost pieces and so on. These were sold at art auctions held by very reputable auction houses.” I named a few of the auction houses.

“I’ve recommended a few of those to clients.” He swallowed a few times. “Genevieve, are we in trouble?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean you are finding artworks that had been insured by companies similar to ours. Artworks that were authenticated by the same institutions we use. Artworks that are forgeries. I’m beginning to worry about the pieces that we’re insuring.”

“I haven’t found anything from Rousseau & Rousseau yet, but the way it looks, there’s a high probability that something we’ve insured might be a forgery.”

“We always worked with that risk. I just hoped it would never actually happen. Tell me what else you’ve found.”

“I started looking for reports on how these pieces were found, but none of those connected to Colin. They all just mysteriously appeared.”

“Interesting. But is there a connection between all of this and our case? You, we, can’t afford to be wasting time on whimsical searches.”

I gasped. “Whimsical? How could you say this is whimsical? Of course there is a connection.”

“Okay. Then tell me more about the mysteriously rediscovered artworks that are not connected to your thief.”

“He’s not mine.” I exhaled angrily through my nose and waved my hands in the air as if to remove this topic from our conversation. “What I discovered was that during interviews, a few of the owners said that their artworks were found by private investigators. This came up in eight different cases. None of them wanted to name the agency or investigator working for them. I found that extremely strange. Not many people are so private that they don’t want to let on who worked for them. There are people like that, but statistically it is improbable that such a large number of the people interviewed would be equally secretive about who had found the art for them.”

“And you don’t think it is the poet?”

“Colin? No, he’s not involved in this.”

“Why not?”

“For a start, he would have been too busy stealing back his own artworks to be doing this work as well. It wasn’t even worth thinking about further.” 

“I don’t follow your logic.”

Often I had to explain my reasoning to others. Every time it was exhausting to simplify my logic enough to make it understandable. “I did a lot of cross-checking. While the poet was in one country, these specific art pieces were discovered in another country. And Colin exposes forgeries, he doesn’t sell them.”

Phillip thought about this. “Weren’t those forgeries he named of high quality?”

“Indeed, they were. They were masterpieces in their own right. Many of them passed the authentication process with flying colours.”

“If they were sold as reproductions, they most likely would’ve fetched a very healthy sum on the open market.”

“Most likely.”

“But since they are sold as the real thing, it makes it an unforgivable crime. It seems like dumb luck that none of the pieces we’ve insured have been discovered to be forgeries so far.”

“There is no such thing as dumb luck.” A look at his lowered eyebrows made me realise that my comment had annoyed him. “Sorry. To return to my previous topic, I started looking for investigators or agencies in the cities and areas where these pieces turned up, but could find none. At least not anyone who specialised in finding missing art. Some of these people talked about the private investigator being local, yet I couldn’t find anyone or any agency registered locally. Again, it wouldn’t have been uncommon, but it stood out as a highly unlikely coincidence when it happened in each and every case.”

“I have to agree with you on that.” He sounded reluctant. “I’m still hoping for a connection here, Genevieve. You seem to have strayed from the original case.”

I stared at the wall monitors for a few moments while collecting my thoughts. “There is a connection. I know it.” I turned to Phillip. “Please give me more time to pursue all the clues that Colin gave me.”

“How sure are you about the connections?”

“When have I ever had a suspicion that turned out to be nothing?”

“Hmm. Point taken. Next question. How sure are you about Colin?”

It took me a moment to reply. “As much as it pains me to admit this about a thief, I believe he was being straightforward with me.”

“Genevieve, you have to be sure about this. Having this thug know your address is not safe. You should really consider phoning the police.”

“He is definitely not a thug. The Russian murderer was a thug. Colin is, well, he is suave.”

“Suave, as in James Bond suave? I never had you pegged as a romantic.”

“Are you out to insult me today? First you call my search whimsical and now you call me a romantic. My assessment of Colin was purely professional. How could you even think any different?”

Phillip did not answer me for almost a minute. He stood up and faced me. “I did not mean to offend you. There are moments that I forget what an extraordinary person you are. You know, law enforcement agencies often make use of criminals to help them solve cases. Maybe you should consider asking this Colin for his help.”

“Never!” The denial exploded through my whole system. “He’s everything I abhor. There is a reason why society has laws. Anyone thinking he is above the law shows a clear lack of respect. I will not invite that kind of behaviour and mentality into my life. No way.”

A small smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. “Never say never.”

“He so much as suggested that we’ll be working together and I told him in no uncertain terms that we will not be working together.” 

Just as Phillip started to say something, the cell phone in his hand started ringing. He gave the screen a quick glance and moved towards the door. “I have to take this.”

My acceptance or an answer was not required, so I returned to my computer. There was a lot more research to be done. Five minutes later Phillip was back in my viewing room with his cell phone still against his ear, speaking into it. 

“Yes, I’m with her now. Just hold on a moment.” He pressed the phone against the front of his suit jacket. “It’s Manny. He wants to speak to both of us.”

“Please tell me you didn’t say anything about Colin,” I whispered urgently.

“I was planning on doing that. Why shouldn’t I?”

“Phillip, please.” I didn’t need the added complication of Manny’s opinion about Colin’s visit. For all I knew, he would want me to welcome Colin back into my apartment so that he could arrest him. 

“Give me one good reason not to tell him.”

I needed to tell Phillip my true reason, but was loath to. I had seldom felt as conflicted as this. Colin was, after all, a criminal. Yet the man who had seen something in me no one else had deserved an honest answer. “He challenges me. He intrigues me. And I know I can learn from him. If Manny finds out about Colin, he will take him away from me.”

Some time back I had greatly offended Phillip when I had bemoaned the lack of interesting people in my life. Once he had moved past the unintentional insult, he had understood that for me most people were tediously predictable. For me most people held no mystery. Not Colin. 

Phillip shook his head. “You had to go and pick the only reason why I wouldn’t tell him.”

An insistent sound penetrated the confines of Phillip’s jacket. It was the voice of an irate Manny calling to us. Phillip gave a wry smile and with a nod put Manny on speaker. 

“Answer me! You bloody—”

“Manny, you’re on speaker,” Phillip said, quickly interrupting any further tirade.

“Oh. Why did you make me wait so long?” His voice dripped with suspicion. 

“Genevieve and I had to clarify something.”

“To do with the case?”

“With another issue.” Technically he wasn’t lying and I wished that this kind of quick thinking came naturally to me. I was simply not a good liar. Which was why I was so proud of my success with Jacques.

“Oh,” Manny said again and cleared his throat. “Well then, hello, Doc.”

“Hello, Manny.”

“Yes. Well.” His inappropriate response made me smile. Time away had not made him any more comfortable with me. He cleared his throat again. “I received more test results from the autopsy on the girl.”

“Have you identified her yet?” I knew that the girl’s identity was a key that would lead to many new avenues to pursue.

“No. My people are working on it, as well as the local police, but no one has found anything yet.”

“You’ve had four weeks. How can you not have found anything?”

“What Genevieve wants to say”—Phillip gave me a warning glare—“is that the girl’s identity will answer a lot of questions.”

“I know that.” By the sound of Manny’s voice, I was sure his face was red, his cheeks puffed, a vein popping out on his forehead and his hands balled in tight fists. “May I continue with the results?”

“Please do.” I guessed he was being sarcastic again.

“In the first autopsy report, the doctor said that she had had”—there was a rustle of papers—“carpal tunnel syndrome. The doc reckoned that she had done some repetitive work with her hands.”

“It is a very painful condition for anyone to have. All that pressure on the median nerve,” I said.

“What’s the median nerve?” Phillip looked interested.

“It’s the nerve that makes the thumb side of the hand feel and move. The area in the wrist where the nerve enters the hand is called the carpal tunnel. When there is excessive pressure, from typing, writing, painting or any other work involving the hands, it causes swelling in this area, which pinches the nerve.”

“You just had to go and ask,” Manny groaned.

“She was rather young for this.” I ignored him. “It usually appears in people over thirty. Did the doctor say how bad it was?”

More papers rustled through the speaker of the cell phone. “I can’t see anything in the report here. I’ll have to ask him. Is it important?”

“Most likely not. Knowing this is enough. But that was in the first report. What did the new results render?”

“Render?” Manny said the word as if trying it for the first time. “It rendered a lot of different chemicals deeply embedded in the folds of her skin. Deep enough to make the scientist-people believe that she was working with this stuff every day.”

“What stuff? Could you please be more factual?” I turned away from another one of Phillip’s warning glances. I needed as many facts as possible if I were to prove that a connection between it all, a pattern, existed.

“I can’t even pronounce half of the stuff, so I’ll just put it on the network and you can access it from your EDA computer. But the scientist-people told me that all those chemicals combined pointed to materials that artists would use, especially painters.”

“I knew it.” I couldn’t keep the triumph out of my voice.

“You knew what? Phillip, what did she know? What didn’t you tell me? No, why didn’t you tell me?” It sounded like Manny was ready to climb through the phone.

“Manny, she didn’t know anything. Yesterday she did a lot of research and found some things that made her suspect that the girl was an artist.”

“What things?”

“Just a few rather unspecific things.” To my own ears I sounded like I was lying. I really didn’t want to tell Manny about the murdered artists. That would lead to questions that could not be answered without mentioning certain poets who declared artworks forgeries. With only my facial expressions I appealed to Phillip to support me in this. When he didn’t look particularly impressed, I mouthed the words, “Please trust me.”

He rolled his eyes and turned his head away from me. “She just had a hunch. Since there was no evidence to back it up I didn’t consider telling you about it.” 

“Are the ships from Russia also a hunch?” Manny sounded justifiably suspicious.

“Yes.” 

“Hmph.” There was a long, pregnant silence on the phone. “I’ll send you what I managed to get at such short notice. I don’t suggest you print this out. You’ll destroy an entire forest. Would it be too much to ask for a report on all you’ve unearthed so far?”

“I’ll get Genevieve to send it to you as soon as possible.”

“I understand that it’s late Friday afternoon, but could I have it by tomorrow?”

“To do what with?” I immediately regretted my quick mouth. 

“To investigate.” He broke the last word into sharply enunciated syllables. 

“No problem. I’ll send it.” My grimace brought a smile to Phillip’s face.

“And I will come in on Monday so that we can discuss the report and also any new discoveries you might make over the weekend.”

“I’m not going to work this weekend.” I took great exception at the tone Manny used to deliver what should have been a request. “I’ve already put an immense number of hours into this case. I need a weekend to relax.”

Phillip’s eyes stretched at my uncharacteristic need for relaxation. “Maybe you could make an exception this weekend, Genevieve. I’m sure Manny would like us to make more progress than they’ve managed. Of course you’ll be compensated for this.”

“Only because you asked, I will do it.” I moved closer and addressed the cell phone. “I don’t take orders from anyone.”

There was a long silence. Phillip switched the speakerphone off and left the viewing room, most likely to placate Manny. I shook my head at the complexities of social and professional relations and waited for Phillip to return. I didn’t have to wait very long.

“Did you have to provoke him like that?”

“I only spoke my mind.”

“Which in Manny’s world is extreme provocation even on a good day.” He sat down with a sigh. “What are you going to put in your report?”

“Everything I have found so far with the exception of the poets and the murdered artists.” It was much easier to be deceptive in writing.

“Don’t you think he ought to know about the artists? You were the one who pointed out that they had been murdered with Eurocorps weapons.”

“And you were the one who pointed out that we had no proof that those were Eurocorps weapons.”

“Genevieve.” My name held the frustrated acceptance that he was fighting a losing battle.

“Give me this weekend. I will send the report to Manny tonight and work on the rest over the weekend. He’s sending me the ship information. Hopefully between that and some other ideas I have, I will be able to give him more on Monday.”

“You have until Monday. When Manny arrives here on Monday you are going to tell him everything that you’ve discovered so far.” He stopped me with a lifted hand when I wanted to speak. “This is not a simple art fraud case, Genevieve. There has been the murder of this girl and, if you are correct, many more murders. We are working under the greatest confidence looking into a possible case of the abuse of power in the EDA and Eurocorps. For the love of God, there is even the theft of who knows how many weapons.”

“Eight hundred and thirty-seven. That they know of.”

“What?” Phillip looked disoriented. His eyes widened with comprehension and if possible he looked even more serious. “Oh, yes, of course. What I’m trying to get through to you is that this is different. You can’t look at it as one of our usual cases. Please, for my sake, be careful. I didn’t anticipate this case to be dangerous.”

“Phillip,” I said with a frown, “it started with a murder. How could you possibly think that it was not dangerous?”

“You’re right.” He looked defeated. “And if I had the smallest hope that it would do any good, I would try to take you off this case. But I know you too well. You’ve got your teeth into this and won’t let go. At least just promise me if that thief comes around this weekend, you’ll be careful. Don’t hesitate to scream and run. Give me your word.”

Knowing how much stock Phillip placed in my word, I thought about this carefully before committing myself to anything. “Agreed. I give you my word that I will be careful. If anything happens that could possibly put my life in danger, I will first phone you, then the police.”

“You do that,” he said gruffly and got out of his chair. Suddenly he looked every one of his sixty-one years. “And take care of yourself this weekend. Do something other than just work on this case.”

“No promises on that one.” I was glad to see my comment tease a tired smile from him. “But I promise to take regular breaks, sleep and deliver something on Monday.”

Phillip only uttered a grunt and left the viewing room without a backward glance. The silence of the soundproof room surrounded me like a well-worn coat. This room and my apartment in a leafy and quiet area were the two places where I felt the safest. The noise of city traffic completely overwhelmed me and even the sound of a few colleagues chatting in the kitchen sometimes proved too much for my sound sensitivity. 

I turned back to my computer, deciding whether to finish what I had started here or to pack everything up and continue at home. After a complex fifteen-minute debate with myself, I settled on working at home and began collecting everything I would need to take with me. While I performed this mindless task, my mind wandered to Colin. I had warned him to never enter my apartment again. Yet my ability to read people had been inerrant on so many occasions that I knew I was going to have to face him again sometime soon. Everything about him communicated unlimited self-confidence and pertinacity. 

At least I had the half-hour commute home to work on a strategy to handle him. With a man who had eluded authorities for more than a decade, I knew that I needed a plan. I wanted him to comprehend that I would never work or even associate with a criminal. Even if his motives were noble and said criminal intrigued me. 
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Chapter SIX
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“Nothing. Again you give me nothing.” I glared at the three computers on my dining room table, neatly arranged in a semi-circle. It was late Sunday afternoon and I had spent my entire weekend at my dining room table, on an uncomfortable chair, going through the shipping data Manny had sent me. Of course the email delivering the data was rife with sarcasm. He had ended his email with an order to not lose focus with my quixotic look into the ships. I made a point of counting how many times he referred to me ‘wasting my time’ with this. It was eight.

Neither he nor the Chief had been impressed with my report, a report heavily edited to not even hint at Colin’s involvement. The thought of Colin triggered a strange emotion in me and it took me a few seconds to identify it. Disappointment. I did not often experience that emotion since I had very few expectations of other people. My training had given me the exceptional skill to predict people’s behaviour and reactions, which protected me from disappointment. 

The fact that Colin caused this intrigued me. Against all my expectations, the thief had not broken into my apartment again. I realised that I had actually been looking forward to the challenge of sparring with him again. That specific realisation irked me and I returned my attention to the notepad. I supported a paperless office environment, but I did my best thinking when I put pencil to paper. Not until I looked, really looked, at the notepad did I realise how many notes I had scribbled over the course of the weekend. 

On the top page were the three sentences the Russian murderer had shouted. In neat blocks I had rearranged the words in six different ways. My first attempt was to translate it to Russian, a language I loved for its melodious richness. Of the six attempts, the first made the most sense, yet it made no sense at all. I traced the Russian lettering with my index finger, but nothing revealing was forthcoming.

The top page was the least of the riddles I was currently facing. I lifted a couple of sheets and stopped at the third page to look at it more intently. On it were all the players in this mystery that Manny had brought to our doors—the murdered girl who still had no identity, the Gauguin painting, the Russian murderer, the stolen Eurocorps weapons, the suspected EDA and Eurocorps insiders, the ships and the unknown Russian connection. I had written all these in a circle around the page and had drawn blocks around each item, separating them.

Now I was at a loss. I had made such negligible progress in forty-eight hours. What else could I enter into the search parameters to give me more results? Results that could solve this mystery.

“It’s all that thief’s fault.” Irrationally, I wanted to blame Colin for my unproductive weekend. He was the one who had sent me on this ship witch-hunt. Yet, I was the one who followed that trail. Now I was stuck. And annoyed with myself. My mind felt bruised from forcing it to look for different approaches. I couldn’t believe that I was contemplating it, but I realised that I might need Colin’s help. “If he ever sets foot in my place again, I will tell him how much I despise him.”

“I really hope you are not talking about me, Jenny.”

I shrieked. No other word would be apt to describe my undignified reaction. I closed my eyes for a second to regain control. When I opened them to glare at Colin, I allowed all the annoyance burning in my stomach to seep into my voice. “How did you get in?”

The art reappropriator was lounging in my reading chair. How had he walked past me without me noticing? His denim-clad legs were stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles. This high-comfort position was not lost on me. He felt confident and safe. It annoyed me even more. While I was studying him, he simply sighed and tilted his head to the side with an amused smile. “Superglue? Really, Jenny, you should’ve known that was not going to keep me out.”

“Genevieve. My name is Genevieve. And I didn’t have anything else to seal the windows with.” I stopped abruptly when I realised I was justifying myself. “Why did you not just ring the doorbell?”

His only response was one lifted eyebrow and a sideways glance. “Moving on. Why are you so frustrated?”

“Because you are in my apartment. Again. Without an invitation. Again.” I got up and walked to the kitchen. Almost imperceptible footsteps alerted me to Colin following me. 

He groaned. “That’s not quite what I meant by moving on.”

I spun around, ready to give him an earful, but didn’t get the chance.

“Let’s not hash through our last arguments again, Jenny.” He winced at my fierce look. “Genevieve. I’ve had a few days to think this over and have made a decision. I’m totally committed to working with you and finding out who the bastards are who killed my... these artists. Wait. Before you argue again. I know that one of your main arguments is that you can’t trust me. So, as a show of my trust in you, I will give you this.”

He reached into his designer charcoal jacket. Out came a folded piece of paper that he held out to me. I looked at the white paper as if it was a snake ready to strike. “What is that?”

“My trust in you.” He shook it towards me. “Please take it before I change my mind. I’ve never given anyone this.”

I took a moment to move past my distrust of this man and read him. The piece of paper in his hand quivered very lightly, indicating a surge of neurotransmitters and hormones. Most likely adrenalin, causing the uncontrollable quivering of his hands. Why was he stressed, nervous? There was no trace of any deception to be read on his face. Combined, all of these unmanipulatable cues led me to only one conclusion. He was being truthful about never having trusted anyone with whatever was on that piece of paper. This made the accomplished criminal infinitely nervous.

Without a word, I reached out to take the piece of paper. I realised that with this gesture I had just sealed an agreement with a criminal. I had accepted his trust and in return had given some of mine. I took the paper and wondered how this piece of pulped, pressed wood was going to change my life. 

“Open it.”

I looked up from the piece of paper in my hand and regarded Colin.

“Oh, stop reading me. Just open it or I’m taking it back.” He pulled his arms closer to his body and his eyes narrowed. He was exhibiting signs of discomfort with his decision to trust me and my hesitation to see what was on the paper. It gave me no pleasure to cause him such discomfort, but it went a long way to soothe my mind. 

I unfolded the sheet of paper. On it were written, in strong masculine handwriting, five addresses, one of them in Strasbourg. 

“What are these?”

He swallowed and then looked me straight in the eye. “My homes. All of them.”

“Your homes,” I repeated while trying to find the significance of this gesture. “Oh. Wow. Oh.”

“It’s not so many homes. Most of them are rather rustic.”

“I doubt that. But that is not why I am surprised.” I refolded the piece of paper and unconsciously pressed it against my heart. “You’re willing to trust me, a complete stranger, with your freedom?”

“That is how much I want to catch these bastards.”

“I’m working with...”

“... the EDA. Yes, I know that. I have a theory that you’re working with Millard. Aha, you blinked. So, you are working with him. Good. He’s an irritating arsehole, but he’s good.” 

“You know Manny?” 

“Let’s just say that our paths have crossed a few times.”

“Translated, that means that either he arrested you or almost arrested you.” The piece of paper was still clutched to my chest. I closed my fist around it and then held it between us. “I don’t understand your trust.”

“You need something that will assure you that I’m not playing games and I gave it to you.”

“But why me?” Not many things confounded me, but Colin’s absolute trust had my mind reeling. People didn’t trust me. They felt uncomfortable around me and were even scared of me. Very few liked me. But trust?

“Because I know you will never use this”—he nodded at my fist—“against me. Not unless I betray your trust.”

I thought about this. “That’s correct. Would you like some coffee?”

Colin blinked his surprise and then awarded me with a smile that reached deep into his eyes. “I would like that very much.”

We stood in companionable silence for the time it took the coffee machine to drip out two cups of coffee. By offering him a cup of coffee, I had agreed to co-operating with a criminal. I did not know when exactly I was going to regret this decision, but I knew it was going to be soon. I handed Colin one of the cups. “Milk? Sugar?”

“Black is fine.” He followed me to the dining room table. “So, what have you found so far?”

I hesitated for a moment. Was I really going to trust a criminal with my findings when I didn’t even trust Manny with them? Colin’s pointed look at the paper that was still in my hand made up my mind. I opened the piece of paper again, looked at the five addresses for a full minute and handed him back the page.

“Now what?” His eyes narrowed with anger. 

“Calm down, Colin. I memorised your addresses.” I tapped with my index finger on my temple. “Once it’s in here, it stays. I don’t want the responsibility of it on paper in my home.”

“Oh. Okay.” The folded piece of paper disappeared into his jacket pocket.

“Let’s sit down.” I pointed to the chair next to mine and cringed slightly when he moved closer to look at the computer screens. I leaned away from him. “What is your interest in this case?”

“To stop the senseless murders of artists.”

I pushed my chair away from him, crossed my arms and glared at him. “Your main motivation for being involved in this is not to stop murders.”

“What do you know?” He mirrored my body language by also crossing his arms.

“Every time you talk about it, I see remorse. You are feeling guilty about something. What?” 

He bit down hard and swallowed a few times before he answered. “I feel responsible.”

“How?”

“It was only after the seventh time that I became suspicious.” He smiled sadly. “As you know, I exposed forgeries whenever I found one. It was seven times too late when I realised that soon after my reports...”

“... an artist was murdered,” I finished softly. Guilt and regret were deeply etched on his face. It had no rational basis. “You could not have known.”

“Maybe not in the beginning. But once I had noticed the murders, I should’ve immediately made the connection and stopped.”

“Did you stop?”

“I did. Too late.”

“Have there been more murders since you stopped pointing out forgeries?”

Colin frowned and blinked a few times. “Yes.”

“Well, there you have it.” 

“Are you always this rational?”

“Yes.”

I followed his thought process by watching the different expressions moving over his face. The last was relief. “Thank you.”

“No thanks needed. It’s simple logic.” I pointed at the computer screens. “Let me show you what I have so far.”

I moved a bit closer to the computers, which put me closer to him. From the corner of my eye I saw him take a sip of his coffee and he moved to place the cup on the table. I stopped him with a quick hand and a voice that came out too stern. “Please use the coaster.”

Colin’s hand stopped mid-air. With a slight smile he took the coaster I offered and placed his cup on it with care. “Why three computers?”

“It helps.” Not even Phillip knew that it helped me to have as many things visually in front of me as possible. My auditory memory had never been my strength. It was my visual memory, my visualisation of patterns that awarded me the reputation I had acquired. I was not about to explain this to Colin. In the next fifteen minutes I did, however, explain to him exactly what I had found in the last few days. I told him about the mysteriously recovered artwork and the non-existent private investigators.

“Then I started checking through all the shipping info,” I said. 

“You have details on shipping?” Colin leaned closer. Again I leaned away.

“Manny sent me the shipping info for the last five years. It’s an incredible amount of data. It lists all the types of ships, the companies that own these ships, even the manifests for each voyage.”

“From your earlier frustration, I assume you didn’t find anything?”

“Of course I did.” The audacity to suggest otherwise drew my eyebrows together. “Just not as much as I hoped.”

“Okay,” he said slowly, as if careful not to offend me. Again. “What did you find?”

“When I entered the forty-seven miraculously discovered artworks, three of those were registered on the shipping manifests.”

Colin’s eyes widened. “Which ones?”

“A Degas pastel, a Gustav Klimt painting and an Amedeo Modigliani sculpture.”

“Valuable stuff.” 

“But that’s not the most interesting.” My voice changed pitch as I became excited again with my meagre discoveries. “The Degas was shipped on a general cargo ship from St Petersburg to Rotterdam on 17 August 2009. The ship was called Derbent and belonged to a Russian shipping company. The final destination for the Degas was to be in France.”

Colin started shifting in his chair. “Yes?”

“Don’t get bored. The details here are important,” I said. “The same Degas was mysteriously found by a private investigator in May of 2009. A newspaper article stated that the owner, Monsieur Villines, was delighted when his private investigator tracked the Degas down in France. The journalist wrote that Monsieur Villines had had tears in his eyes when he said that for months he sat with it in his villa in the south of France, overwhelmed by having it back. The article continued by saying that even though the owner was delighted at the artwork’s recovery, his dire financial situation caused by the international financial crisis called for him to sell it at an auction. The auction was held in late November.”

“Wait.” Colin held up both hands and closed his eyes. I assumed he was going through the facts he had just heard. I saw the exact moment all the pieces fell into place. His eye shot open. “How was it possible for this Monsieur Villines to have his Degas returned in May when it was shipped to him three months later?”

“A very good question. One that I don’t have an answer to. I found the same with the Klimt and Modigliani. The discovery dates and shipping dates don’t make sense.” I glanced at my notepad, thinking of the other connections. That was when Colin noticed my notepad. I didn’t even have a chance to stop him from taking it, he snatched it so quickly. Thief. 

“What have we here? Your notes?”

“I will tell you everything that’s written down. Please give it back to me.” I reached for it, but he pulled it farther away from me without taking his eyes off my notes. He turned the pages and slowly perused each page, squinting every so often.

“You might have to interpret some of it. Wait. What’s this?” He placed the notepad on the table, still holding it in his possession. He pointed at the first page with my attempts to make sense of the Russian murderer’s last words. 

“Manny’s going to kill me.” I closed my eyes and sighed. “If you ever tell anyone else this, I will give Manny all five of those addresses and a very detailed description of everything I know about you.”

“Understood.”

He listened intently as I explained the girl’s murder and rantings of the Russian before he killed himself. Colin stared at the page for a long time. “You speak Russian. A woman of many talents.”

My eyes widened. “You studied the page and that’s all you have to say?”

“Well, it’s the only thing that makes sense.” He shrugged at the notepad. “The daffodils and the all-powerful red is muddled nonsense.”

“What if it isn’t? What if it’s key to understanding all of this?” I tapped on the notepad.

“Maybe.” He didn’t sound convinced. He turned the page, found nothing of interest and turned to the third page, the page with all the different pieces of this puzzle listed in a circle. His eyes widened. “Explain, please. Especially the stolen Eurocorps weapons.”

I gave him the short version of how the events had led to the discovery of the missing Eurocorps weapons and its tenuous connection to the EDA. “And they still don’t know the exact number of weapons stolen.”

Colin whistled softly. “This is even worse than I’d thought.”

“I’ve told you all that I know. Tell me what exactly you suspected.”

“I didn’t quite manage to make sense of the deaths, except that they were somehow connected. I was also convinced that the EDA was involved. I never suspected Eurocorps. I thought this was simply an official of the EDA with his finger in an art fraud pie.”

“I don’t understand what you are saying. Please use normal English.”

“But I was.” He tilted his head. “You’re not very good with euphemisms, are you?”

“No.” For the sake of speeding up our conversation, I admitted this weakness. I didn’t like doing it.

“Okay. Normal English.” There was no verbal or non-verbal censure. He simply accepted this particular oddity of mine, the same way he did not show any judgement of my episode during our first meeting. “I thought that some EDA official, someone quite high up, was involved in art fraud. I thought that he was using his power, influence and connections to ship the pieces. Somehow he—” 

“How do you know it’s a man?” I interrupted him.

“Gross assumption. It could be a woman, but I doubt it. This is mostly a man’s game.”

“A game?”

“A gentlemen’s game. Art crimes are almost exclusively non-violent. It is rather about outwitting the system, the fraud detection systems, the investigators, the security in the homes, galleries and museums where the pieces are. It’s about beating the authentication processes. And, of course, the money. But it’s not about violence. That is why the deaths of some, let’s just call them friends, caught my attention. We all have an incredible love for the arts. Some have an equally strong love for money, but very few, if any, are in it for violence. The power comes from the outwitting.”

“Interesting.” I had never spoken to a criminal before. To have a first-hand insight into the workings of their minds captivated my interest. “But look at this page. You say this alleged EDA official was shipping the art. There is no line drawn between the shipping and the dead artists. I haven’t found any connection.”

“But you have lines between the girl and the weapons, the girl and the dead artists, and the forgeries and the ships.” He stopped suddenly. “Tell me about the forgeries and the ships. How are they connected?”

“I searched the shipping database for any links to the mysteriously discovered artworks and got three connections I told you about. The Degas, Klimt and Modigliani.”

“What other connections did you search for?”

“I entered all the art listed on Interpol’s website, but didn’t get any other hits. That was when you overheard me.”

“You were angry with me.” There was a smile in his voice.

“You started this whole shipping search disaster. It feels like I have wasted this whole weekend searching through the shipping database for nothing.”

“Not nothing. You got three art connections.”

“Yes,” I almost shouted. “Only three. It’s nothing to be proud of. I need more search parameters. I need more connections.”

Colin leaned back in his chair and rested his head against the high back. He closed his eyes and for a moment I thought he might be falling asleep. His eyes flew open. “What about the girl? Have you entered her name?”

“We don’t know her name yet.”

He rolled his eyes. “Sometimes the police are so embarrassingly incompetent. I’ll bet you a thousand pounds that I’ll have her name by tomorrow.”

“I don’t bet and I have no use for pounds. In case you haven’t noticed, you’re in France. We use euros.”

“Pounds, euros, it’s all the same to me,” he said dismissively. One of his homes was in England, so I supposed it really was all the same to him. I saw his mind working, most likely on a strategy to ascertain the murdered girl’s identity. “What about the Russian who killed her?”

“I don’t even want to know how you know this.” The fact that he knew so much about the investigation and my involvement was jarring. “Manny told me that they had identified the Russian as a tourist who had entered Europe, but he never gave me the guy’s name. It will be here somewhere. Just a moment.”

I turned to the EDA computer and started searching through the case file to see if the Russian’s name was there.

“Is that an EDA computer?”

“Yes,” I answered absently.

“With full access?”

“Not full, but enough for now.” I located the page with information on the Russian and perused it. Then a thought struck me and I turned sharply to Colin. “You are at no time to work on, switch on, open or even touch this computer. Have I made myself clear?”

“As a bell.”

“Excuse me?”

“You made yourself clear.” 

I turned back to the computer, knowing that I had made myself clear, but that Colin most likely was not going to heed the limits. My attention was drawn away from this concern to the second paragraph on the page. “Here. It says that he had three different identities on him, but after liaising with Russia, they got his real identity.”

“Russia liaised? That’s a surprise.”

“Russia is not all bad.”

Colin made a rude sound. “Not in my experience. If they liaised, it was only to create the image of goodwill and co-operation.”

“Do you want to argue about this or hear the murderer’s name?” I was hard pushed to not start a political debate. I had a soft spot for Russia. It was a country rich with history and culture. True, it had a tumultuous past and present, but the people at heart were wonderfully generous. It was the elite few who were corrupt to the core. 

“Who was he?” 

“Nikolay Chulkov. He also travelled under two other identities.”

“Put his name in the shipping search.”

I did that and waited. Nothing. I sighed despondently.

“What about his other identities? Try them.”

The next identity didn’t give any result, but the third, Sergey Kruchenykh, was going to help us draw another line between the boxes on my notepad page.

“I can’t believe it worked.” I felt like I had just won a Nobel prize and smiled brilliantly at Colin. “We have another connection.”

He was also smiling. “Follow that link.”

“Okay, here it is. He was working on the ship Trojka in October 2007. The ship left the port of St Petersburg and stopped in Gdansk, Poland before it continued on.”

“How many ships did he work on?”

“He was only on that one voyage.”

“Isn’t that a bit strange?”

“I certainly think so. Why would anyone work on a ship only once?”

“Maybe he suffered from sea sickness and had to give up his new career.” Colin smiled and I assumed he was being witty.

“Maybe. But I think it is unlikely.”

Colin sobered. “Of course. Draw a line.”

“What? Oh. Yes.” I paged back until I found all the items listed and drew a line between the ‘Russian murderer’ box and the ‘ships’ box. “What’s next?”

I accessed the personnel records on the EDA computer and ran the names of the permanent staff against the manifests. The people who cooperated with the EDA were not listed and it would be nigh-on impossible to find those thousands of names. With Colin’s help we got as many names as possible from Eurocorps’ website and did the same. With no results. I grunted in frustration and slumped in my chair.

Colin stared at the notepad in front of me for a while and then tapped on one of the boxes with a long finger. “What about the non-existent private investigators?”

“Let’s see.” I entered each of the eight private investigators’ names, but none of them resulted in anything. “If there is a connection between the Russian murderer and the ships, then there must be some kind of connection between the ships and the girl.”

“We need to know who she is,” Colin stated quietly. “What do you know about her?”

“She was most likely an artist, a painter. The coroner put her in her early twenties, in good health when she was murdered.”

“Once we have her identity, I’m convinced it will lead us to the ships and the Russians.”

“What is your problem with the Russians?” I couldn’t tolerate his hateful tone any more.

“Don’t get me started. They are a bunch of ruthless criminals.”

“I have an idiom for this!” I felt enormously proud of myself. “You are the pot calling the kettle black.”

Colin surprised me by laughing. “Brilliant. Of course, I would not consider myself as ruthless.”

“But you would consider yourself a criminal?”

“I admit to nothing.” There was still a smile in his voice, but he was serious.

“Since we are talking about your crimes—”

“We are not.”

“—I have a few questions for you,” I continued without acknowledging his denial. “How did you know those artworks were forgeries?”

“Aw, Jenny. If I tell you that, I might as well hand a written statement in at the police station.” He sighed. A moment passed while I just stared at him. He sighed again. “There are certain methods used when forging an artwork. Sometimes it was a hint of a method I know about that made me suspicious. Sometimes it was the signature of a forger I knew. Forgers are sometimes better artists than the artists themselves. It takes incredible skill to copy a piece of art so that it not only resembles it in appearance but also in age and chemical composition. Forgers often are required to have an extensive knowledge of art as well as geography, history and chemistry.”

“And you know all this?”

Colin took a deep, deciding breath. “Yes. I’m considered to be one of the best.”

I considered his tone of voice and studied his face to see if he was being truthful or sarcastic. I settled on the former. “Do you forge artworks?”

“I think I have trusted you with enough incriminating details for one day, Jenny.” His use of this version of my name was an obvious ploy to vex me enough to discontinue any further questioning. It almost worked.

“I will respect it for today. But only because I realise the risk you are taking by trusting me. Not because you are disrespecting me by not calling me by my true name.”

“You just seem much more a Jenny to me than a Genevieve.” He leaned back in his chair. “A Genevieve is all stuck up and artificial. Jenny is soft, gentle and very real.”

“You think of me as soft?” I didn’t even bother to hide my shock.

“Of course. Doesn’t everyone else?”

Nobody had ever shown enough interest in me to attribute such adjectives to me. Maybe Jenny was not such a bad name after all. The corners of my mouth pulled down at that silly thought. “I don’t know nor do I care what others think about me. Shall we continue searching for more connections tonight?”

He smiled at my quick change of topic. “No. I think we’ve done quite well.”

“There is one more thing I’ll do.” I opened the file with the shipping companies. “I want to see if there is any connection between the ship carrying the Degas and the ship Nikolay Chulkov worked on. Maybe I’ll even find more ships.”

“You’re going to make another list?” The smile pulling at the corners of his eyes didn’t indicate any malice in his question.

“Yes.”

“I’m sure all your lists will come in handy soon. Already they’ve helped.” He got up from his chair. “While you’re doing that, I’m going to find out who our girl is.”

“How do you plan to do that? Oh, wait, don’t tell me. I shouldn’t have asked.”

Colin smiled. “Don’t worry. There won’t be too many criminal activities involved.”

“I told you, I don’t want to know.” I stood up and looked at him earnestly. “It’s really difficult for me to work with you.”

“With me?”

“Not you as a person. That’s quite easy.” Much to my surprise. I had never worked well with anyone before and I had just spent five hours without once feeling the panic from human closeness eating at me. “It’s working with a criminal that goes against everything that I believe in.”

“Then maybe it’s time to change what you believe in.”

I made a noncommittal sound. I hated change but knew it was essential to my own growth and development. Change made me feel terrifyingly unsafe. But it had brought me bit by bit out of the very small world I used to live in. I was the first to acknowledge that my world was still miniscule compared to Colin’s. 

For me though, it was a proud achievement to have proved everyone wrong—everyone being my parents. They had been convinced that I was going to be some computer scientist who never left the basement. Someone who never had contact with the outside world. I had proven them wrong. My world was much larger than a basement and I was in contact with the world, even if the contact was feeble at times. But maybe it was time to widen my horizons.

“Well, okay,” Colin said when I didn’t respond any further. “I’ll see you tomorrow then. Hopefully with the girl’s identity.”

“I suppose I shouldn’t bother suggesting that you use the front door.”

“You’re welcome to suggest it.”

“But you’ll still use your own means of entering and exiting.” 

His smile brought warmth to his eyes. The man was a menace. I couldn’t deny that he was a fascinating and attractive man, but he was still a criminal. And that was a chasm between us that would prevent me from even considering a friendship with him. This tentative working arrangement was as far as I was going to enlarge my world. 

I followed him to my home office and narrowed my eyes at the sight that met me. I was furious.

“There’s a footprint on my windowsill.”

He looked surprised. “I’m not Superman. I didn’t fly in here, Jenny.”

“If you’re going to continue breaking in, you’re going to have to start cleaning up after yourself.”

“I thought that I did quite a good job cleaning up the superglue remnants.” He gave me another dazzling smile. “Just keep the windows locked, not glued. I’ll find my way in.”

He hoisted himself effortlessly onto my windowsill and disappeared into the night before I could object any further. I immediately fetched my cleaning products and once the windowsill was yet again spotless, I placed a brilliant white towel on the marble windowsill. At least a towel was easier to clean. 

A quick glance at the clock and I decided to get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow was Monday. I could look into the owners of the shipping companies at the office before the meeting with Manny. That was really not something I was looking forward to. The EDA deputy chief was an intolerant boar. At least Phillip would be there to play his usual role as a buffer and translator. I switched off the lights around the dining room and wondered how I was going to convince Phillip to not tell Manny about Colin and his involvement. I didn’t even know if I was going to tell Phillip that Colin now knew everything. I cringed to think what his reaction would be.
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Chapter SEVEN
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“We have to tell Manny.” 

Phillip was resolute in his position. He had been waiting for me and the moment I had stepped into out of the elevator, he had guided me into his office. I was reporting on my progress and he didn’t seem too pleased. His lips were drawn in thin lines and he was using his stern voice. “I can’t believe I condoned this. This Colin Frey is a criminal, for the love of God.”

“I know that, Phillip. You suggested that I should work with him.”

“It was a careless comment.” He was exasperated. “I distinctly remember also telling you to phone the police, or me, or preferably both. Why didn’t you do that?”

“He wasn’t a threat. He isn’t a threat. As a matter of fact, he was the one who suggested that I look for any connections with the Russian murderer.” At least I had been able to impress Phillip with the connections I had made over the weekend. He was particularly interested in the three artworks that I had discovered on the shipping data. 

“Genevieve, we have to tell Manny.”

“No, we don’t. He’ll want to arrest Colin and I think that Colin can really help us. He seems to be very driven to find out who’s responsible for this whole situation.” Why I defended the thief was beyond me. He annoyed me, tested my belief system and made me desperately want to get rid of him. Now I was championing him.

“That is yet another reason to be concerned. Being that driven probably means that he is emotionally invested somewhere in this whole tangle. That is never a good thing. Oh, hell.” His expletive took me aback. Phillip wasn’t one for crass language. He was too cultured for that. “Last week we only had one murdered girl, one Russian murderer, a stolen artefact and stolen weapons. This week we have a full-blown conspiracy.”

I had shown him my notepad and it came as no surprise that he was aghast when he saw the page with all the boxes. The fact that the boxes and the lines were multiplying had brought deep furrows to his brow. His face exhibited all the classic cues of distress and it was getting worse the more we talked.

“I think I should go and see if I can make any more progress with the owners of the shipping companies.”

“Oh, dear lord.” He shook his head. “You’d better put all this in a nice presentation before one o’clock.”

“One o’clock?”

“Manny will be here then.”

I barely refrained from groaning out loud. I only nodded and left Phillip in his office to tend to matters he would find less stressful. 

From the first day I had stepped into his office, it was obvious that he loved the stress that came with his job. If there were not enough new clients, works of art that needed authentication or the possibility of a fraudulent claims, he became listless. The smallest hint of a problem and he thrived. 

This case, however, did not have that effect on him, I mused as I entered my viewing room. While this case intrigued me, he seemed genuinely distressed by it all. He hadn’t said it this morning, but I had read regret on his face and was wondering if he regretted agreeing to help Manny with this case or whether he regretted getting me involved. I set my computer bag on the long desk and took out both my work and the EDA computer. It was time to look for more connections.

A few hours later Phillip’s assistant cautiously entered the viewing room. It was a rarity that Angelique even spoke to me, so I was surprised to see her in the doorway. She was a formidable woman in her early fifties with a husband of thirty years and three adult children. Not once had I seen Angelique back down for even the brashest of executives, yet she always appeared uncomfortable when she had to speak to me. 

“I hope I’m not disturbing you.” She spoke as if she was addressing a caged tigress. Her non-threatening body language showed her intent to not startle me into some unpredictable behaviour. “Phillip asked me to call you to his office. He wants to speak to you before Monsieur Millard comes.”

“Thank you, Angelique. I will be there in five minutes.” I didn’t have the energy nor the desire to make the older lady feel more comfortable in my presence. During the last six years, we had been polite to each other, but never familiar. I preferred this. 

“I’ll tell him.” She left as quietly as she had entered. It gave me the chance to quickly print out my presentation. There was no way that Manny could disapprove of my progress today. The last few hours had been productive. Very productive. 

I switched off all the computers, made sure everything was straightened, put the printouts in my handbag and left the viewing room. Angelique jumped up from behind her large mahogany desk to open the door to Phillip’s office. 

“He’s waiting for you. I put your coffee on his desk.”

“Thank you very much, Angelique.” I realised that our conversations had always been limited to these exchanges. This prompted me to give Angelique a warm smile which only confounded the older woman. 

“Come in, come in.” Phillip’s voice from behind his desk drew me into the room. He was looking at me with a mixture of expectation and dread. “So, did you find anything?”

“Oh, yes, I did.” Excitement brightened my voice. I quickly walked to one of the leather chairs facing his desk and sat down. “You will not believe this.”

“Oh, dear.” He did not sound excited at all. As a matter of fact, he sounded downright apprehensive. He glanced at his gold wristwatch. “We have at most twenty minutes before Manny comes. The more I know, the better I can present it to Manny.”

As I reached into my handbag for the presentation, a happy tune started playing somewhere in the office. I looked up from my handbag and gave Phillip an annoyed glance. “What is that?”

“A cell phone.” It was the tone he used when he thought I was being brilliantly daft. “And it’s coming from your handbag.”

“Nobody ever phones me.” I put my hand back into the bag and came out with my smartphone. It was indeed where the irritating tune came from. I carefully put my handbag on the floor and held the phone as if it were a live hand grenade. 

“I didn’t know you had a phone.” Phillip was clearly surprised. “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

I looked at the screen and nearly threw the phone against the wall. I swiped the screen to answer. “You put your photo on my phone?”

“Hello, Jenny.” Colin’s charming voice answered my outrage. 

“Don’t hello me. How did you get my number? And when did you put your number on my phone? With a photo!” 

“How did you like the ring tone? It’s Lady Gaga.”

“I know of no such lady.” I modulated my tone to a cold whisper. Phillip looked very concerned and stood up to move around his desk towards me. I shook my head to stop him. “I’m blocking this number and resealing my windows. With industrial glue.”

“Wait!” he called as I started to move the instrument away from my ear. “I know who the dead girl is.”

I slapped the smartphone back against my ear. “What? Who? How?”

“Come downstairs and I’ll show you.”

“I’m not in my apartment.”

“I know that.” He chuckled. “Come on down. I’m waiting for you in front of the building.” 

Before I could pepper him with more questions, he disconnected and I was standing with a silent smartphone in my hand. I brought the instrument down slowly and glared at it. “I’m going to kill that... that common criminal.”

Phillip stormed around his desk and reached for my phone, but I snatched it out of his reach. “Genevieve, what did he say? What did he want?”

The better question was how Colin had known where I was. I was most definitely going to confront him with that as soon as I laid eyes on him. The thought of that annoying, overconfident thief waiting outside for me was, however, infinitely more appealing than meeting with Manny. Why that was, I was not about to explain to myself with my Freudian background. Instead, I picked my handbag off the floor and put the smartphone in its designated pocket. “I have to go.” 

“What? You can’t go now. Manny is going to be here in ten minutes.” He reached for my arm, but I sidestepped him with a frown on my face. Phillip knew I hated to be touched. He was uncharacteristically concerned. “Genevieve, please. Where are you going?”

I stopped at the entrance to his office and turned around. “Please don’t tell Manny anything, Phillip. Not a thing.”

“How can you expect me to do that when you won’t even tell me where you are going or what Colin said to you?”

“He found the identity of the murdered girl. I’m going to meet him now.” I thought for a moment. “Tell Manny that I’m following up on a lead and will be able to give him an exhaustive report tomorrow. I’m sure that this girl’s identity will open a whole new line of connections for us.”

“God help us all,” was Phillip’s response. I gave him a quick smile and turned to leave. As I walked past Angelique’s desk, Phillip’s voice followed me. “I want your number, Genevieve.”

I shot Angelique a guilty smile and hurried to the elevators. Even though the elevator doors opened less than a minute later, it felt like an eternity. The trip down four floors took equally long and it was with great impatience that I walked past the security desk to the front door. Hitching my handbag over my shoulder, I pushed open the heavy wooden door of the historic building and stepped into a bright sunny day. 

The weather in Strasbourg often pushed the mercury past tolerable and today was one of those days. I reached into my handbag for my sunglasses. Once my eyes were protected from the bright sunlight, I started looking around for Colin. 

A full minute later I had scoured the street in front of the building and still couldn’t see Colin anywhere. Rousseau & Rousseau’s offices were on a quiet street with buildings housing corporations that didn’t require foot traffic. There were therefore never many people passing the buildings, not even in tourist season. Today was no exception. 

Across the street, a young mother was pushing her infant in a stroller and to my left was an elderly couple slowly making their way towards the shopping district. The only other person I could see was a distinguished-looking gentleman leaning heavily on his cane. His gray hair was mussed as if he’d pushed his hands through it numerous times. Despite the high temperature, he was wearing a three-piece suit that dated from a few decades ago, but still looked very sharp. Every step he took towards me looked like it caused him great discomfort.

“We’d better go. I just saw Millard driving around the block looking for parking.”

I gaped at the old man with Colin’s voice. It could not be. As I had done with the three photos of the poets, I only recognised him once I focussed on his mouth. “You’re good. Really good.”

“Why, thank you, young lady.” The smile that lit up his face took decades off his artificially aged image and he looked much more like the thief who consistently annoyed me. He reached me and put his free arm through mine. What was it with men touching me today? I tried to pull away from this unexpected physical contact, but he held on tighter. “It will look more natural if you aid me when we rush to my car. We don’t have much time before Millard will drive down here again.”

I pushed down my intense dislike for physical contact and started walking. “Where is your car?”

“It’s the red Toyota down there.” He lifted his hand from my arm to point to a car about fifty meters ahead before he rested his hand lightly on my arm. The heat from his hand burned on my skin. I swallowed hard against the discomfort tightening its fingers around my throat and started imagining Mozart’s Symphony No. 9 in C major. In my mind I drew the accolade, the clefs and first notes on a clear music score sheet. A few steps later my breathing deepened and the tension left my body. 

“You have to teach me to do that thing.”

“What thing?”

“The thing you just did. I could feel you calm down and relax.” 

We reached the car and Colin pulled his arm from mine. He reached into his retro pants pocket and came out with a remote control for the car. A soft pop sounded and the doors were unlocked. He opened the passenger door and waited for me to get in before he slowly walked around to the driver’s side. I watched with a mixture of admiration and annoyance as he stayed in character even when there was no one else on the street. He settled in next to me and put his cane on the back seat. “I’m serious about you teaching me your relaxation technique.”

“If I am going to teach you anything, Mister Frey, it will be to not break into my home, my life, my handbag and my cell phone.”

“Oh, that.” He pulled out of the parking space and drove down the one-way street. “I suppose you want me to explain.”

I didn’t consider it necessary to answer him and just glared at him. He turned into a main street before he glanced at me and winced.

“You’re pissed. Okay, it was the first time we met. You were busy writing your music and I had nothing else to do.”

“So you went through my handbag?” My cell phone very seldom left its designated pocket in my handbag.

“Yes. I thought it would be a good thing for me to get to know you better. When I saw your phone I realised how important it would be for us to be able to contact each other since we were going to be working together.”

“How could you have made such an assumption? I hadn’t even agreed to work with you then.”

“I knew you would.”

“You have an inflated sense of confidence.”

“Thank you, young lady,” he said with the same charming smile as earlier. 

I didn’t understand why he would think of my observation as a compliment. I took a few deep breaths and mentally wrote a few more bars of Mozart. He was not going to get me to lose my hard-won control.

“You don’t have any contacts on your phone.” Colin glanced at me before he swiftly changed lanes and accelerated to catch the green traffic light.

“Please slow down.” I pulled at the seatbelt to ensure that it was tight against my body. “I’m sure there is no reason for us to be rushing there.”

“I wasn’t rushing.” He sounded surprised, but did slow down a fraction. “Why aren’t there other contacts on your phone?”

“Because I don’t phone anyone with it. Please don’t tailgate.”

Colin’s laughter filled the car. “You are a backseat driver. Who would’ve thought.”

“I’m not driving nor am I in the backseat.” I was too concerned with Colin’s abandoned manner of driving to pay attention to idioms and nuances. 

He must’ve sensed my genuine discomfort, because he slowed down enough to allow some distance between us and the white station wagon in front of us. I relaxed a fraction against the seat.

“Did you find any more connections?”

I was glad for a topic to take my attention away from his driving. “Yes. I found something very odd.”

“And?” he prompted when I didn’t elaborate. 

“While I was looking for connections between the three ships that shipped those artefacts and other cargo ships, I noticed a most peculiar pattern. They’re all singularly owned.” My triumphant pronouncement was met with silence. I closed my eyes briefly. Why did I continue to forget that I had to explain things more clearly? “Most shipping companies own more than one ship. As a matter of fact, some of them have quite an impressive number of vessels registered.”

Colin was driving too fast again. He glanced at me when I stopped talking. He must have noticed the tension around my mouth because he slowed down. “At this speed, it’ll take us hours to get there.”

I dismissed his complaint. “I first looked at the owner of the ship with the Klimt, then the owner of the ship with the Degas. Something didn’t fit, so I searched some more. I found another four shipping companies like these two. All six companies own only one ship.”

“Are you telling me that there are six shipping companies, each owning only one ship?”

“Why are you repeating what I just told you?” I waved away this redundant line of thought. “The Degas, Klimt and Modigliani were each on these kind of ships.”

“All three?”

“Yes,” I said with exaggerated patience. “I haven’t had enough time to find out who owns these shipping companies. Maybe they are also connected.”

“Well, you can draw another line now.”

“Oh. Yes, of course. Between the ships and the art.” We sat in silence for a few moments. I wondered how much information I could get on each shipping company from the EDA files. My thoughts wandered to the murdered artists. “Tell me about the girl.”

“Only if you tell me why you have a smartphone, but never use it to phone people. Why you have no contact numbers on it.” The professional makeup had aged him a few decades. The added wrinkles around his eyes and mouth made him a very handsome older man, but also made it difficult to read micro-expressions. Without that, I had mostly his tone of voice and his words to guide me. I decided that he was not going to give me anything unless I gave something first. Working with this man was infuriating and stimulating at the same time. Most definitely it was not dull. 

“It is an extremely useful tool. People are so enamoured with their phones nowadays that it doesn’t look strange when I’m sitting in a café working on my phone. Most people would be checking their emails, updating those social networking things or playing some silly games.”

“So what is it that you do with your smartphone when you are in a café?” Colin sounded suspicious.

“I record people.” I ignored the surprised sound he made and stared resolutely through the windscreen. He had asked and I was going to answer, but he’d better not judge me. “I downloaded this wonderful application that immediately sends the footage to my computer so that I can analyse it later.”

“Why would you want to analyse it?”

“The more I study people, the better I become. When people interact in a public environment like a café, it is rather disconcerting to observe how intimate their behaviour can be. But that gives me hours of great footage. By analysing it, I hone my skills.”

There was a long moment of silence. “You’re a fascinating woman, Jenny.”

I had no response to that. I moved on. “Tell me about the girl.”

We slowed down and turned into the street leading to the university. “She was an art student. Her name was Danielle Rioux. She studied here and we are going to speak to her roommate.”

I balked at that. “I don’t speak to people.”

“You’re speaking to me,” he said, unruffled, while parking the car in one of the few available spaces on the street. “If you prefer, I’ll do the talking and you can just observe.”

“I think that would be prudent.” We got out of the car and I started walking towards the university, but stopped when I realised Colin wasn’t next to me. 

“We’re going to her apartment first. It’s this way.” He was again leaning heavily on his cane and put his hand out for my assistance. I stared at his hand for a long moment. With a sigh I walked towards him and allowed him to put his arm through mine.

“How did you find her?” I ignored the feel of his hand on my arm, focussing instead on the case.

“Um”—he adjusted his bodyweight so he was leaning more on the cane—“I know someone.”

“Someone?”

“A computer someone.” We walked a few steps in silence. “She can find anyone anywhere.”

I groaned out loud. “Did you break the law finding this girl?”

“Isn’t it more important that we actually did find her and not how we found her?” He stopped in front of an old building. On the scuffed wooden door was a plaque announcing that this student house was under video surveillance. Colin turned to me. “She lived here on the third floor. Her roommate is expecting us.”

A group of noisy students exploded out of the door, cutting off any more objections I had. I really didn’t like this gray area of life that I had stumbled into. My life had been clear-cut until five days ago; things were black and white. There were right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable categories for situations and people. Criminals were an entity that never ventured into any positive category and I most definitely did not associate with them. Now I was about to enter a student house with a well-disguised thief. 

The last student passed us with a loud whoop and Colin used his cane to stop the door from slamming shut. With difficulty appropriate to his faked age, he opened the door. “After you, young lady.”

I considered him for a moment and then, exasperated, squeezed past him into the bright entrance hall. He followed me in. I moved away from him when he reached for my arm. He acknowledged my gesture with a small smile and a nod. 

“We can take the elevator. I’m too old for the stairs.”

We waited for the elevator car to arrive. “Are you sure that Danielle was her real name?”

“A very good question.” He thought about it for a while. “I’m pretty sure it was her real name. Francine would’ve found other identities if there had been any.”

“Is Francine your computer someone?”

Colin looked at me in surprise. Before he could respond, the elevator arrived and the doors unlocked. I opened the antiquated doors and entered the car first, thinking about Colin’s reaction. It appeared to me he was surprised that he had told me this computer person’s name. My expertise told me that it could only be interpreted as trust and that I should feel honoured to be trusted by someone as cautious as this cunning thief. I did feel something, but it was relief rather than honour. I placed that interesting insight in the back of my mind to take out later and dissect. 

We arrived on the third floor and I switched on my non-verbal reading skills. 

I was about to learn more about the girl in the photo.
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Danielle’s roommate was an unassuming young woman, petite in size with large green eyes hidden behind studious glasses. She had opened the door on Colin’s third knock. “Professor Dryden. Please come in.”

I gave Colin a fierce look that he completely ignored. Really? A false name? Now I could add making me an accessory to falsifying an identity to his many sins. 

He leaned even harder on his cane and, to my further outrage, spoke with a voice hoarse from age, smoking and whiskey. “Miss Paschal. Thank you so much for meeting with us. This is my esteemed colleague, Doctor Genevieve Lenard.”

Miss Paschal held the door wide open and smiled at me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Doctor Lenard. The professor said he would be bringing someone along. Please forgive the mess. I’m writing exams at the moment and don’t have much time for housekeeping.”

Colin and I stepped into the tiny apartment. He made a show of assuring the student that we were not here to inspect the living space. I thought it was a good thing we weren’t. The girl would spectacularly fail an apartment inspection. The entrance hall could be no more than four square metres, but most of that space was taken up by an overflowing coat tree, a mound of shoes and a bicycle. The panic of such messiness sat in my throat like a large piece of dry bread. 

Four doors led from the entrance. To the right was a bedroom with books and a laptop carelessly strewn across a large unmade bed. Straight ahead was a bathroom door and the open door next to it led to the kitchen. A bolt of horror shot through my system as I looked into that room. The health department would declare that small space a public hazard. I quickly turned my head towards the room to the left that Miss Paschal was showing us to. 

“This is Danielle’s room. I haven’t touched anything, even though she still has my green coat and I’ve wanted to wear it a few times.”

The image of the bright green coat spread underneath Danielle and the blood pooled around her head rushed into my mind. I hastily suppressed it and followed Colin into the room. Unlike the crammed entrance, the room was spacious. It was sparsely decorated, but clearly with a very artistic hand. The single bed was covered with a colourful duvet and on the walls hung paintings that looked like original masterpieces. I made mental notes of everything I saw.

I ignored Colin’s small talk with the student. I wanted to learn more about the dead girl and right now I could read a lot by just looking at Danielle’s room. The roommate could be observed later. When I looked around the room, it quickly became noticeable that there was a distinct lack of personal effects. There were no photos of family members, pets, boyfriends or even girlfriends. 

I turned towards Colin and the girl, and interrupted their chit-chat about how Miss Paschal wished she had artistic talents. “Where did Danielle do her work?”

The young woman blinked nervously and looked at Colin. “She studied at the university and did some of her assignments there. But she told me that her boyfriend had given her studio space at his work.”

“Tell me more about her boyfriend.” Colin spoke with a gentleness the student responded to. I didn’t need his quick glare to know that the girl felt uncomfortable with me. Her body language was screaming it. I shrugged mentally and paid close attention.

“I don’t know much about him. Danielle is very private.” She cleared her throat. “Actually, she is a bit strange. A few times she disappeared for a week or so, but never for this long. Do you know where she is?”

I narrowed my eyes. Colin hadn’t told her that her roommate had been murdered. I did not want to be the one who delivered such news and waited for Colin to answer.

“No, dear.” He had built a rapport with this girl at an amazing speed and I could not help but admire that. “All we know is that she is an amazing artist and our foundation would like to get in contact with her. We would love to co-operate with her. Maybe fund some of her studies.”

“I don’t think she needs money. Not now. The first few months we shared the apartment, she was broke most of the time. We used to joke about living on bread and water for the duration of our studies and how we could sell it as a trendy diet. Then she met her boyfriend and everything changed. I asked her if she had won the lottery or received a scholarship, but she didn’t want to speak about it. She has enough money now to focus only on her studies and her art. A few times she even helped me out. Should I be getting worried about her?”

“I don’t know, dear.” There was compassion in Colin’s voice and face. It had to come from his knowledge of where Danielle truly was. “It sounds like you are good friends. Where did she meet her boyfriend?”

“I don’t remember. Let me think.” Miss Paschal placed her fingers on her lips for a few moments and then her eyebrows lifted. “It was after her holiday. Oh, that is quite a story.”

Colin responded to the sudden brightness in her voice with a warm smile. “Tell us about it.”

“She won a cruise on the Baltic Sea. I don’t remember anyone ever being so happy to win anything. She couldn’t even remember entering the competition. It was a three-week cruise last summer and that is where she met this guy.”

“Do you remember his name?” Colin asked softly.

“Danielle never introduced us. Like I said, she is very private. I just call him Russ.”

“Russ?”

“Oh, he has the most delicious Russian accent. His French is really good, but combined with that accent, he sounds so sexy. And he is really good-looking too.”

“Do you maybe know how we can get in touch with him? Maybe he knows where Danielle is.”

“Oh, no. I spoke to him only three times and it was just in passing. I’m beginning to worry about her now. If I think about it, she has been acting a bit strangely the last while.”

“Really?” Colin sounded sincerely concerned.

“Yes. She was spending a lot more time at her studio than at the university. When I asked her about it, she said that she was working on a project for someone and once it was done, she was going to move out of the studio. She didn’t want to tell me any more than that, but that day she looked really unhappy.”
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