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Driven by an unwavering sense of justice, Doctor Genevieve Lenard is consumed by the hunt for the elusive mastermind behind a recent high-profile kidnapping and countless other crimes. Every new lead turns out to be futile, intensifying Genevieve’s frustration and determination like never before.

A breakthrough comes when this organised crime boss makes an emotional decision—a rare moment of vulnerability that offers Genevieve and her team a crucial glimpse into his twisted psyche. Relentless in their pursuit, the team tracks him to a specific location, only to discover that he has a terrifying endgame none of them had foreseen.

Genevieve must decipher the intricate puzzle of his plan, connecting seemingly disparate clues to pinpoint the location of his final, catastrophic act. With the lives of thousands hanging in the balance, can she unravel the truth and stop him before he unleashes unimaginable chaos?
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[image: ]




“Once upon a time, a tiny star floated down from the sky and gently landed on a cosy blanket and giggled.” I frowned at the book in my hands and shook my head. “That’s outrageous. A star cannot land or gigg... No. This will not do.”

Vivi clapped her hands and wiggled on my lap. Her six-month-old hands grabbed the book and she brought it to her mouth. I gently took it from her and put it next to me. We were sitting on the large patio facing the swimming pool. Nikki—Vivi’s mom—was getting her oldest, Eric, ready for his last day in kindergarten. Next year he’ll be in first grade. Pink, Nikki’s husband and a member of the French elite emergency response team, was currently away for a week on a training course.

Vivi was at an age where she needed more sensory input and Nikki had given me this book to read to Vivi. I gave the book a look of disgust and turned Vivi to face me. My top lip curled again when drool glistened on her chin. Teething was not a pleasant time—not for Vivi and most definitely not for my neurodiverse mind that abhorred uncleanliness.

I wiped her chin with a soft cloth and took her hands in mine. “The world is quiet in the morning. Do you hear how quiet it is?”

It was indeed uncommonly quiet for a property with Vivi’s older brother and my best male friend Vinnie’s twins always running around, making a noise. It had taken me some time to get used to the constant motion and sounds, but after eight months sharing the property with the people I consider my family, I now associated this kind of noise with love and joy. 

“Ba-ba-gah-gah.” Vivi grabbed my index fingers and waved our hands around.

“The blanket is smooth under our hands,” I continued my own story and brought her hands down to touch the blanket on my lap. It was a lovely, sunny morning. In Strasbourg, that meant daylight started at half past five in the mornings when I woke up to go for my daily run. This morning, I’d decided to do yoga instead and had loved the sleepy silence next to the pool. When we’d moved in, I would never have guessed that I would enjoy the garden in this large estate as much as I did.

The morning air carried the scent of jasmine from the nearby flower beds. I found the consistency of this daily routine comforting—the same time, the same sequence of events. Even though sitting out here with Vivi was not part of my usual routine, it still brought me pleasure. I’d learned to ensure extra minutes were always allocated to each task in case of special moments like these.

I shook Vivi’s hands slightly, then pointed at a large oak tree next to the main house. “Do you hear the bird? It sings the same note three times. Listen... one, two, three.” I had quickly become familiar with the warmth spreading in my emotional core when I looked at this little girl who’d been named after me. “I’m also happy, Vivi,” I said softly, touching her chest. “Happy and loved.”

Vivi’s eyes tracked my movements as I pointed to different objects around the patio, talking about their purpose, their colour, their texture. Her mouth formed a small ‘o’ shape as the bird was joined by another one, their song breaking the silence in the garden.

“Here you are.” Colin walked from our cottage, which was attached to the main house, onto the patio and smiled. “Hello, Vivi. How’s my beautiful girl this morning?”

She twisted in my lap, her cheeks lifting with a joyful smile as she raised her arms toward him. Nikki joked that Vivi loved Colin, my life partner, more than her own mother. Colin lifted her from my lap and spun her around. She squealed and kicked out her legs in delight. He put her on his hip and turned to me, his eyebrows raised. “You will never guess who phoned me.”

“Correct.” I shook out the blanket, folded it and placed it neatly next to me, positioning the factually inaccurate book on top of it. “I’m not even going to attempt to guess.”

He chuckled. “Then I’ll just tell you. Konstantin Khristov.”

“The art dealer from Bulgaria?” I straightened as my brain went on full alert. “Does he know where Ivanov is?”

Dimitar Ivanov was a ruthless, highly organised crime boss who had built a vast criminal empire in Bulgaria. In our last case, he had kidnapped the president’s sister-in-law and, a few days later, the first lady. Our investigation in Sofia had revealed his complex criminal operation that included counterfeit goods, money laundering, human trafficking and even hints of art fraud. 

Even though we’d found the president’s wife and her sister and had exposed Ivanov for the criminal he was, he’d managed to escape. There was still an Interpol red notice out for his arrest and I spent at least three hours a day looking for any clue we might have missed that could lead us to his current whereabouts.

Colin kissed Vivi’s head. “No, he doesn’t know where Ivanov is, but he wanted me to contact his niece.”

“Why?”

“He didn’t know why. He only told me that she asked him to reach out to me. She knows about the work we do and she has some information that she’s convinced we would be very interested in.” He shifted Vivi to his other hip as she began to fuss a bit.

I narrowed my eyes as I studied him. His pupils were slightly dilated, indicating heightened interest. His zygomatic major muscles lifted the corners of his mouth, yet there was slight tension in the masseter muscles in his jaw. “Why haven’t you called her yet?”

“Because I want to test Francine’s new secure comms.” He glanced towards the house, his smile widening. “We can do a video call and you can read her nonverbal cues.”

I raised one eyebrow. “My skills are not required for this call.”

“But you are also curious about Francine’s system.” He narrowed his eyes in the way he did when he was confident about something and knew he could convince me. “I’ve already got everything set up. Yasmine is in the kitchen, so she could take Vivi.”

“We should be leaving for the office.” I hated changing my routine.

“Only in fifteen minutes. We have time.” 

He was correct on all accounts. My best female friend, Francine, was also our team’s technical and cyber support. Recently, she’d altered the home theatre on the ground floor of the main house. The design was still the same, with seating for sixteen people—enough to host all of us, including the children, for a movie night. I didn’t enjoy going to the cinema for the predominant reason of the shockingly unhygienic state of the seats. 

In our own theatre, I was assured that the seat that I always occupied was cleaned to my specifications. I still had to tolerate the crunching sounds of popcorn being consumed around me during movie nights. The neurotypicals had tried to convince me that a movie looked, sounded and felt better when one was eating popcorn. I remained unconvinced by their arguments.

I nodded once and got up. “Francine had explained all the technical changes she made. I am indeed curious how well it functions.”

“Well, I’m very curious what Konstantin’s niece wants.” He followed me into the house, Vivi still contentedly perched on his hip.

Doctor Yasmine Abidar was still in the kitchen and she turned when we walked in. She was wearing light blue linen pants, a cream-and-navy striped silk blouse and navy boat shoes. She flipped her layered dark hair over her shoulders with a smooth motion and pulled a funny face at Vivi. “Hello, Vivi.”

“Ya-ya!” Vivi grinned at Yasmine, but still clung to Colin’s shoulder. Her grip strength had increased noticeably over the past few weeks. “Yayayayaya.”

Yasmine laughed—a genuine expression evidenced by the bilateral contraction of her orbicularis oculi muscles, creating authentic crow’s feet around her eyes. She walked closer with measured steps. “Nikki will not be happy if this beauty says my name before she says, ‘Mama’.” She poked Vivi’s side gently with her index finger. “Mama. Mama. Mama.” 

“Oh, thank goodness.” Nikki rushed into the kitchen. “At least someone is teaching my child to say my name. Pink is trying to indoctrinate her to only say, Papa and Dada. And now Eric is in on it, too.”

Nikki’s smile was warm when she looked at me. “Thanks for taking her off my hands for a few minutes, Doc G. Eric is an angel and gets most things right when he gets himself ready, but sometimes Mommy is still needed.”

“You’ll always be needed.” I was deeply proud of this young woman. I’d seen her grow from a sassy teenager to a successful art restorer and loving mother.

“Aw, thanks, Doc G.” Nikki blew me a kiss. “I’ll hug you later. Right now, I need to grab this little drooling monster so I can drop her and Eric off for the day.” She took Vivi from Colin and pressed loud, exaggerated kisses on her daughter’s cheek. “Then off to work I go.”

She waved over her shoulder as she rushed to the garages, shouting for Eric to hurry up. 

“We’re going to test Francine’s secure comms.” Colin smiled at Yasmine. “I’ll let you know how it works out.”

“I used it last night. It’s fantastic.” Yasmine worked for Europol, her specialisation was in organised crime. On numerous occasions, she’d joined our investigations when we’d needed her expertise in a case. Her life partner, Lieutenant Daniel Cassel, was Pink’s superior and the team leader of the emergency response unit. They were a solid, well-matched couple. “I spoke to one of my old contacts in Italy, but they also haven’t heard or seen anything that might lead us to Ivanov.”

Yasmine’s agency was equally committed to finding Ivanov as we were. His criminal reach throughout Europe had placed him on the most wanted list of many law enforcement agencies. 

Colin winced. “Damn. It would be nice if we could catch a break.” He took my hand. “Let’s go find out what that niece has to say.”

“Let me know if it’s about Ivanov.” Yasmine turned to the patio. “I’m going to have a last coffee before I’m off to work as well.”

“Have a good one,” Colin said over his shoulder as we made our way to the home theatre.

The moment Colin closed the door behind us, the soundproof room’s silence enfolded me like a weighted blanket. The absence of ambient noise was complete and immediate. I loved this feeling of absolute peace so much that we’d soundproofed the second bedroom in our cottage, which we’d converted to a reading room.

Colin walked to the small table at the front of the room and opened the laptop. Two minutes later, we were standing in front of the large screen, the sound of a ringing phone coming over the sound system. 

The call was answered after the third ring. A young woman was looking into the camera, her expression a combination of confusion and surprise. “Hola?”

“Good morning.” Colin’s tone was polite but warm. “I’m Colin Frey. Your uncle Konstantin asked me to call you.”

“Oh. Oh! Oh.” The young woman moved the camera a bit away from her face and tucked her shoulder-length auburn hair behind one ear. Her warm brown eyes were wide with pleasure as she studied us. “I’m so glad you called. Oh, my goodness. I didn’t think you would. I begged my uncle for your number, but he told me that he didn’t give out numbers without permission. Oh, my goodness. I’m so glad you called.”

She truly was. Her lifted cheeks, the genuine engagement of the muscles around her eyes, the rapid speech pattern and repetitive expressions all indicative of her excitement.

Colin’s smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Could we maybe start with a name?”

“Oh, of course!” Her nose wrinkled when she laughed, drawing attention to the smattering of freckles across her nose and the tops of her cheeks. “I’m Oficial de Policía Natalia García.”

“A police officer?” Colin blinked in surprise.

“Yes.” Her smile widened even more. “I work for UDEF.”

I frowned. “The Unit of Economic and Fiscal Delinquency in Spain.”

“Of course you would know.” Her expression became awed and she leaned in. “It’s such an honour to meet you, Doctor Lenard. And you, Mr Frey. I... well, all of us here, know about the amazing work you guys do. That’s why I wanted to get in touch with you.”

“You are a specialised branch within Spain’s National Police, right?” Colin asked.

“Correct.” Her English was accented, but fluent. “We are responsible for investigating economic and fiscal crimes, including those related to art crime, such as theft, forgery and illicit trafficking.”

“We’re listening,” Colin said when she hesitated.

This was most interesting. Until this very moment, she’d been confident, excited and appeared sure of herself. Now she was biting down her lower lip, glancing down and shifting slightly—all signs of self-doubt. 

“Well... um...” She cleared her throat. “My boss doesn’t know that I’m speaking to you. Neither of my bosses is in the office yet.” She looked around. “Never mind that. Um... I think I have a case that might connect to your investigation in Bulgaria.”

“What investigation?” Even though Colin asked, I knew there was only one investigation that this could be. 

Natalia inhaled deeply and blurted, “A person you are still looking for might have bought a painting here in Valencia.”

“Is there a reason you’re not saying his name?” Colin asked.

“I’m breaking protocol in so many ways.” She lowered her voice. “Look at Casa Artevalencia’s portfolio for the most recent auction.”

I took half a step forward. “You are aware that I’m able to detect when you’re lying, correct? You should’ve also kept in mind that I can see how careful you are not to tell the complete truth.”

Her shoulders slumped. “Mierda. Of course. Damn. I’m sure I’m on the right track, but I’m not sure anyone here will believe me.”

“Yet you’re taking your chances with complete strangers?” Colin’s question was gentle.

“Maybe because you are complete strangers.” She inhaled deeply and pulled her shoulders back. “I’m new in this unit. I don’t want to anger my new bosses by wasting their time with something that might be nothing.”

I was sure this young woman had no idea how much her nonverbal communication betrayed her true thoughts. “Who did you anger before?”

“Your previous boss?” Colin added.

“—es. Bosses. Plural.” She swallowed and looked around again. “I hope you won’t be pissed off at me. I really believe that I won’t be wasting your time, but please have a look. I don’t want to tell you anything else.”

“In case we were asked if you gave us privileged information.” Colin nodded. “Got it. Tell you what, I will have a quick look at this and then I’ll get back to you in a few hours.”

“Oh, oh.” She pressed her palm against her suprasternal notch, the depression at the top of the sternum. It typically showed a state of vulnerability or was a self-soothing gesture. “Thank you so much. Oh, Doctor Lenard. Thank you.”

Colin ended the call and turned to me. “What do you think?”

“She knows a lot more, but the insecurity over her job and her bosses’ reaction made her hold back.” I sighed. “It would’ve been much easier to know what we were looking for.”

A slow smile spread over Colin’s face. “But then it wouldn’t be as much fun.”
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Chapter TWO
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“What am I looking at, Frey?” Colonel Manfred Millard stood behind Colin, his hands in his trouser pockets.

We were in my viewing room, a glass-enclosed room that blocked out most of the sound coming from the large open space our team occupied on the top floor of the building we owned. Colin had his own small desk in my room, but often shared the large desk facing the bank of monitors with me.

Francine was at the back of the room, next to the two antique-looking cabinets. Vinnie was, as usual, leaning against the door frame, his arms crossed. All our attention was on the monitors.

Colin pointed at the monitor on the left. “That is Anquetin’s Moulin Rouge.”

“And?” Manny glared at the painting on the screen. 

“And it’s a masterpiece.” Colin shook his head at Manny and turned to look at the monitor. “In real life, it’s a huge piece. A bit more than two metres by a hundred and sixty-eight centimetres. Louis Anquetin created this vibrant work around 1893. See how he captured the bohemian and risqué ambience of the café-concert in bold, modernist strokes? Oh, man. That really exemplified the Post-Impressionist movement.”

As always, Colin became animated when he talked about art. His smile was soft as he looked at the painting that showed the interior of the Moulin Rouge with its characteristic energy. “It is an oil on canvas with cloisonnist technique that Anquetin had helped develop.”

Manny sighed loudly and long. “Tell me more about this Antique Tin. And for the love of the saints, keep it short.”

“Louis Anquetin was born in 1861, a French painter who was associated with the Post-Impressionist movement. He was renowned for his vibrant use of colour and innovative techniques that bridged Impressionism and Art Nouveau. Many of his works depict Parisian nightlife, street scenes and portraits in a lively, expressive style. He played a pivotal role in developing the Cloisonnism style.” He turned to grin at Manny. “I know you’re dying to know what it is.”

“Yes, I can’t contain my curiosity.” Manny’s bored tone and annoyed expression belied his words.

“Then I won’t let you wait any longer. Cloisonnism was characterised by bold outlines and flat areas of colour. It influenced many later artists and even the Nabi movement.” He raised one hand, palm out when Manny’s frown deepened. “Louis Anquetin was an important artist. His contributions significantly impacted the transition from Impressionism to Symbolism and Art Nouveau.”

Colin looked at the second painting on the monitor next to the Moulin Rouge. “L’Intérieur de chez Bruant: le Mirliton was equally significant in art history. Anquetin painted this around 1886 and it’s also a large work, about one and a half metres by one and a half metres. It shows the interior of Aristide Bruant’s famous cabaret.” He pointed at the woman in the centre of the painting. “Here you have a famous cancan dancer and other iconic figures. Again, this perfectly illustrates Anquetin’s mastery of the cloisonnist technique. Just look at the flat areas of colour surrounded by dark outlines. Isn’t it amazing?”

“Hmm. Yes.” Manny snapped his fingers. “Why are these paintings important?”

“There have been many rumours for many years that Moulin Rouge and L’Intérieur de chez Bruant: le Mirliton were both looted by Nazis.”

“Still doesn’t tell me a bloody thing, Frey.”

Colin swung his chair around to face Manny with a fluid motion, his expression shifting. “This morning, I got a call from Konstantin Khristov.”

Manny straightened slightly. “Does Constant Chris know where Ivanov is?”

“He doesn’t.” Colin, like the rest of us, had grown used to Manny’s perpetual mangling of names. “His niece, on the other hand, might know something.”

Colin told them about the call we took this morning, his voice gaining momentum as he explained the details. “As soon as we came in, Jenny and I started looking at the items from the last auction at Casa Artevalencia.” Colin pointed at the Moulin Rouge. “That painting was sold two days ago.”

“Who put it up for auction?” Francine asked.

“A shell company. We haven’t yet determined who owns it.” He smiled at her. “We left that for you.”

Francine rubbed her hands together, her bracelets jingling. “Ooh, digging for dirt. You’re the best.”

Manny cleared his throat, his lips pulled into a thin line. “What did you find, Frey?”

“The buyer was determined to get his hands on that painting.” He paused. “The bidding went on for some time and finally it was sold.” Another pause. “To a shell company.”

“Colin!” Francine snapped her fingers, her bracelets jingling. “You’re killing me. Just spit it out. Who bought it?”

“Varna Horizon Solutions. Surprise, surprise, it’s also a shell company.” Another short pause. “That belongs to another shell company registered by none other than Pirin Group.”

“Holy hellfire.” Manny rubbed his hand over his face.

This had been a shocking find indeed. Pirin Group was a legitimate business entity registered in Bulgaria. The current president had established the company many years before, but it had been dormant for most of its existence. Dimitar Ivanov had somehow managed to take control of that company, but kept the president’s name as the owner. Ivanov had used it as a front for the wide range of his illegal activities, creating a labyrinthine network of shell companies and false identities.

By the time we’d left Bulgaria, Pirin Group’s illicit operations had been exposed and all its assets seized. The company had been involved in everything from money laundering to human trafficking, with its reach extending right across Eastern Europe. Two weeks ago, the president had been cleared of any involvement with that company, his reputation restored. When I’d looked into the origins of the company who’d bought the Moulin Rouge, I’d been shocked to see it connected to Pirin Group. The connection meant that Ivanov was not only still active but had somehow managed to reconstitute his criminal network. 

“What the freaking frick?” Vinnie pushed away from the doorframe. “Ivanov is in Spain?”

It had been a difficult two months for me, not being able to close the case completely. Loose ends weren’t kind to my neurodiverse brain, creating a constant state of mental agitation that interfered with my ability to focus on other tasks. For some reason, it appeared to have bothered Vinnie even more. Many days, he’d sat with me while we looked for anything that could lead us to finding Ivanov, his own frustration with the unresolved case matching my own need for closure.

Colin looked both confused and amused by Vinnie’s reaction. “Working on our swearing again, are we?”

Vinnie huffed. “Last night, Julian dropped his toothbrush on the floor. The word that came out of his mouth starts with an ‘f’ and ends with an ‘uck’. Roxy made me swear on my Aunt Helen’s recipes that I’ll try harder not to swear around the kids.”

Colin chuckled. “Tell them it’s an adult word that adults use when they’re so frustrated that they can’t find a better, more intelligent word.”

“Thanks, dude.” Vinnie crossed his arms. “Now my kids are going to think I’m dumb.”

“No.” Colin shrugged. “They’re going to learn that their dad can have big emotions and sometimes not have the right words. Maybe give them an alternative word to use. One that will make them laugh. Like crocosaurus or giraphant.”

“And you know this how?” Francine asked.

“Eric said the same word the other day.” Colin had told me about it and I loved the maturity of Nikki and Pink and Colin’s wisdom. “Nikki, Pink and I talked about handling it without shaming the kid.”

“For the love of the saints.” Manny sighed. “I know this is important, but can we get back to Ivanov?”

“Of course.” Colin took a moment, most likely to gather his thoughts after the diversion. “What interested Jenny and me is that Moulin Rouge was bought by Ivanov’s shell company, Varna Horizon Solutions, two days ago. But L’Intérieur de chez Bruant: le Mirliton was bought three years ago. By the same company—Varna Horizon Solutions.”

“Same auction house?” Manny scratched his chin when Colin nodded. “And both paintings were looted by Nazis?”

“Rumoured to be looted,” Colin settled back in his chair, the corners of his mouth turned down. “The Nazi art looting operation was the greatest theft in history. During World War II, Nazi leaders established vast looting operations in occupied countries that systematically targeted public and private property, especially the possessions of Jews. The magnitude of this theft was unprecedented. Experts estimate that at least two hundred thousand works of art were taken from their mostly Jewish owners in Germany alone. The total scope was even larger across all occupied territories, with the Nazis stealing countless paintings, sculptures, books and religious treasures.

“After the war, the Monuments Men and Women—members of the Allied Monuments, Fine Arts and Archives section—managed to return nearly four million stolen cultural objects to the countries from which they had been taken. However, according to various estimates, only about fifty per cent of the looted artworks have been recovered, leaving more than a hundred thousand items still missing and likely in private hands or state museums. The FBI reports that fewer than ten per cent of stolen artworks are ever recovered, making any connection to Nazi-looted art extremely significant in tracking criminal networks.”

Manny stared at the two paintings on the monitors for almost a minute. The silence in the room was complete except for the barely audible hum of the electronic equipment. Then he nodded slowly, as if agreeing with himself after making an internal decision.

“Pack your bags, we’re going to Spain.”
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Chapter THREE
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“Did you hear Yasmine talk about the jazz concerts?” Vinnie leaned between the front seats, his tone brimming with excitement as we entered Valencia.

It had been a short discussion before we had all agreed to take the fourteen-hour drive here. A commercial flight from Strasbourg would have taken nine hours with a stopover since there were no direct flights. The thought of navigating through chaotic airports—crowds pressing in from all sides, the cacophony of announcements and the legion of health hazards lurking in such public places—had made me want to wash my hands for no reason, my skin prickling with imagined contamination.

Colin was currently driving after taking over from Vinnie an hour ago. We had taken turns every three hours. I had managed to sleep enough to feel ready for the upcoming meeting with Natalia and her team. Manny had warned us that he had spoken to Natalia’s bosses and even though they welcomed our help, they were not pleased about the breach of protocol.

Manny and Francine were in the SUV behind us. Daniel was currently driving, Yasmine next to him. When she’d heard that we might have a lead on Ivanov, she’d insisted on joining us. But when she’d heard that we were coming to Valencia, her excitement had far outweighed her interest in capturing Ivanov. Apparently, Feria de Julio—the July Fair—was a month-long festival dating back to the late 1800s. Daniel had arranged permission to join us as well. Pink and Nikki wanted to join us, but Vivi was still small and both of them had work commitments.

“The jazz festival sounds amazing.” Colin nodded at the traffic in front of us, his hands steady on the wheel as he navigated the busy streets. “Seems like people are already flocking here. I’ve seen registration plates from Germany, Italy and even Latvia.”

“Rox would love this.” Vinnie’s voice softened at the mention of his wife. Doctor Roxanne Ferreira had grown to love jazz when Yasmine had insisted on educating everyone about the many talented classic and modern jazz artists.

Mozart would always be my first choice to calm my mind and to relax. Classical music in general brought me great joy, but jazz was a close second, especially the subgenres with greater harmonic and structural complexity. Since there were more than thirty subgenres, jazz allowed for many preferences, including the more mainstream melodic style that Roxy and Nikki enjoyed.

We drove through the heart of Valencia as the morning sun cast golden light across the city. The streets were lined with a mix of old and new architecture—baroque churches with ornate facades standing shoulder to shoulder with sleek, glass-fronted office buildings. Tall, elegant palm trees swayed gently in the breeze and the sidewalks bustled with commuters, tourists and locals enjoying coffee at outdoor cafés. The city pulsed with energy, vibrant colours and chaotic sounds.

“Almost there.” Colin turned onto a side street and slowed down, his eyes scanning for a parking spot. 

It had been a relatively smooth journey here, but I was ready to get out of this vehicle and move. We drove past the building housing the UDEF team and were lucky to find parking on the same block. No sooner had Colin turned off the engine than I opened the door. Immediately, the morning heat entered the car. It was still a comfortable twenty-one degrees, but the blue skies and bright sun indicated that it was going to be a hot day. 

I got out and stretched to the side, grateful to move. Vinnie joined me and groaned as he raised his arms high above his head. “Dude, I remember the days travelling on uncomfortable train seats for a full day and not feeling this stiff and... creaky.”

Colin chuckled as he walked around the front of the SUV, his posture relaxed despite the long drive. “Should I start calling you ‘old man’?”

“Not if you like your pretty face to stay pretty.” Vinnie glared at Colin, his teeth bared in a mock threat. “You look all fresh and like you didn’t just spend three hundred hours in a car.”

Colin’s heavy sigh was outrageously fake as he looked down at his light green cotton-blend trousers and striped tailored shirt. Then he pushed his fingers through his hair and sighed again. “Oh, the burden of my youthful good looks.”

“Fluff you, dude.” Vinnie’s top lip curled. “I don’t think I can do the non-swearing thing.”

“What the bloody hell are you doing just standing around like this?” Manny walked up to us, his khaki trousers wrinkled, his short hair looking as if he had just gotten out of bed. It did look, however, like he was wearing a fresh, wrinkle-free shirt.

“Waiting for you.” Colin’s tone was amused as he looked at his shirt. “Obviously, you needed a wardrobe change first. Should’ve thought about brushing your luscious locks.” 

“Bugger off, Frey.” Manny raked his fingers through his short hair, then stopped with an irritated grunt. “Are you all awake?”

I frowned at him. “We are standing in front of you with our eyes open. Yes, we are awake.”

Manny’s lips tightened as he glared at me. “Good. Fine. Stay alert, Doctor Face-reader.”

“Is General Grumpy grumping his grumpy complaints again?” Francine stopped next to Manny and kissed his cheek, her face a mask of faux sympathy. “The last two hours were just too much for his delicate buttocks.”

“For the love of all the saints, woman.” Manny stepped away from her and pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. “We have eyes on us.”

“So?” Francine turned to look at the entrance of the building. 

I recognised Natalia García from our video call. She was coming down the stairs, her body language tense. This morning, her hair was tied in a high ponytail. If it weren’t for the fitted cream summer jacket over her jeans and light-blue T-shirt, her attire would have appeared more suitable for a weekend away. 

Daniel and Yasmine joined us just as Natalia walked to Colin, her hand outstretched. “Such a pleasure to meet you, Mr Frey.”

“Call me Colin.” He shook her hand, his smile warm and reassuring. “Thank you for meeting us outside.”

Her single nod was tense before she turned to me. She didn’t hold out her hand. “Doctor Lenard. Thank you for making the long trip here.”

“It was long, but also beautiful.” Even though the majority of our journey had been at night, the days were now long in Europe and we travelled through truly beautiful countryside. I studied her for three seconds. “Why are you so nervous?”

She swallowed. “My bosses are not pleased with me at all.”

“Let us worry about that.” Manny held out his hand, his tone gruff yet gentle. “Colonel Millard.”

“I’m Francine.” My best friend smiled warmly as she shook Natalia’s hand. “And that’s Doctor Yasmine Abidar and Lieutenant Daniel Cassel.”

“Oh, Doctor Abidar.” Natalia shook Yasmine’s hand, her eyes wide with admiration. “You work for Europol, no? Oh, I read about your work in Italy. I’ve used it as a reference for two of our investigations.”

“It’s lovely to meet you, agente García.”

“Ooh, no.” A blush crept up Natalia’s neck. “Please call me Natalia. Our whole team prefer first names. Formality always seems so pretentious.”

“Then that’s how we’ll roll.” Vinnie held out his hand. “I’m Vinnie.”

Natalia glanced at the scar on the left side of Vinnie’s face. “A pleasure. And again, thank you for driving here.”

“Shall we meet your team?” Manny failed to keep the impatience from his voice.

“Of course.” She turned to the building, her shoulders tensing even more. “They’re waiting.”

Francine laughed softly. “It sounds like you’re leading us to your doom.”

“To be honest, their disappointment in me is worse than if I’d been shouted at or even demoted,” she said as she led the way to the stairs with quick and purposeful steps. At the top, she entered a code in the keypad and held the door open. “Please, enter. We’re on the first floor, so I usually take the stairs.”

“I would prefer it too.” Colin walked past her, following me into the foyer. “I don’t think any of us minds stretching our legs a bit.”

The interior of this building was immediately striking in its balance of function and style. The floor was tiled in a pale, polished stone, cool underfoot and reflecting the morning light. The walls were lined with framed photographs of the city—vibrant street scenes, historic landmarks and candid shots of local life. Natalia led us up the stairs and through another two security doors, the latter opening to a large room.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Hstelle Ryan

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR
o d ‘
-
}’ |
./— ’;‘ '

ANQUETIN
CONNECTION

A Genevieve Lenard Novel

- L

-
~ -






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





