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Destroyed masterpieces. Budding artists. AI.

In a world where art can be both priceless and perilous, Doctor Genevieve Lenard and her unorthodox team are thrust into a high-stakes investigation when three valuable paintings spontaneously ignite at one of the world's most esteemed museums.

As the flames flicker out, a chilling wave of threats cascades across other cultural institutions, hinting at a cunning arsonist with a sinister plan to obliterate humanity's artistic heritage. With the pressure mounting, Genevieve must decode cryptic messages and look for connections in every tiny detail.

​

Racing against the clock, the team grapples with an elusive enemy whose motivations remain shrouded in mystery. Genevieve and her team have to use all the tools at their disposal to uncover the truth and thwart the next attack before it's too late—before the world is left to mourn its irreplaceable masterpieces and before someone gets hurt. Or worse.
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Chapter ONE
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“Ooh, Jenny.” Colin walked to the next painting. “I never tire of looking at these Flemish masterpieces. Just look at the clarity of this one.”

I joined Colin and tilted my head while studying the typical style of the Flemish artists from the fifteenth century. The intense detail and rich colours were indeed beautiful. 

We were in the Museum of Fine Arts on the first floor of the Palais Rohan, waiting to speak to the curator. This building was a masterpiece of French Baroque architecture and resembled a grand Parisian mansion with its noble classical facades and lavish interior decorations.

“Oh, joy.” Manny’s annoyed tone made me jerk around in surprise. He was standing at the entrance to this beautiful room, his hands pushed into his trouser pockets. “What the hell are you two doing here?”

“The same as you?” Colin smirked. “Or did you come to adore the works of Vouet, Canaletto and Goya?”

Manny’s lips tightened into a thin line. “I’m here because the president asked me to be here.”

“Huh. Well, Arnaud phoned me.” Colin had at first been delighted to receive a call from the curator, but had quickly grown concerned at the distress in the man’s voice. “Do you know what this is about?”

“Nope.” Colin raised one shoulder and looked up at the ceiling. “Did you know this palace is a masterpiece of eighteenth-century French architecture?”

“No, and I don’t care.”

“You should.” Colin pointed out the different features as he spoke. “Look at the amazingly symmetrical layout, the high ceilings, intricate mouldings. This floor has a sequence of interconnected galleries, taking you on a continuous journey through European paintings from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century.”

“Did you not wash your ears this morning?” Manny shifted, which made the wooden floors creak. “I don’t care, Frey.”

“Of course you do.” Colin turned back to the painting he’d been studying. “The collection here showcases the evolution of European painting. Raphael, Botticelli, Rubens, Goya, religious iconography, grand historical and portrait paintings. It’s all here.”

“Finally, my life is complete.” Manny’s dour tone belied his words.

“Colin!” A man rushed past Manny towards us, holding out both hands to Colin. “You’re here. Oh, Colin!”

Colin’s eyes narrowed as the man grabbed his upper arms and kissed his cheeks but didn’t let go. Arnaud was the curator of this museum who had befriended Colin when he’d noticed Colin visiting here frequently. Theirs wasn’t an exceptionally close friendship, but they had lunch at least once every two months. Colin always returned from these encounters with renewed energy. Three hours of talking about art did that to him.

I’d met Arnaud Gervais a few times and my general impression of him was positive. He was in his late thirties, making him one of the youngest curators Colin knew. His near-encyclopaedic knowledge of art, his passion for making art accessible to everyone and his gentle nature easily won over both the most business-minded investor as well as the most disinterested teenager. 

Colin lowered his head, his expression gentle. “Arnaud, what’s going on?”

“Oh, Colin.” Finally, Arnaud stepped away from Colin. He wrung his hands. “Oh. It’s not good. I don’t know what to do.”

“Firstly, take a few deep breaths.” Colin raised both eyebrows and waited until Arnaud inhaled deeply through his nose and exhaled heavily. “Good. Now, you remember Genevieve, right?”

“Oh, of course.” Arnaud bowed his head slightly. “That was so rude of me. How are you, Genevieve?”

“Curious as to what is causing you so much distress.”

“I would also like to know.” Manny stepped closer, his shoulders slumped, but his gaze taking in everything.

“This is Colonel Manfred Millard.” Colin kept his tone gentle. “He’s with us. You can trust him.”

“I asked you to come alone.” Arnaud’s blinking increased and he winced as he turned to Manny. “My apologies, Colonel. That was rude and uncalled for.”

“Frey didn’t bring me here.” Manny raised one eyebrow. “The president called me because you called him.”

“I did.” Arnaud turned back to Colin. “I don’t know what to do, Colin. Oh, Oh.”

Colin put his hand on Arnaud’s shoulder. “Why don’t you start by telling us what happened to upset you so much?”

“This.” Arnaud fumbled as he looked for something in his suit jacket pocket. When he took out his phone, a few crumbled pieces of paper fell onto the floor. He didn’t even notice it as he tapped and swiped the phone screen. His eyes widened in fear, then he shoved his device towards Colin. “Here. Look.”

No sooner had Colin taken the phone and turned his attention to the screen than his eyebrows shot up. “Is this real?”

Arnaud nodded a few times, then looked at Manny. “What did the president tell you?”

“That you tried to speak to him, but his assistant wouldn’t allow it until you told her why you called. You refused.” Manny lowered his brow and glared at Arnaud. “He assumed it had something to do with art, so he called me. Did I waste my time?”

Colin shook his head and handed Arnaud’s phone to Manny. “If this is real, then... Millard, it’s bad.”

“What the bloody hell?” Manny scowled at the phone, then handed it to me. 

I refused to take it. Why would I willingly touch a phone that had another person’s body oils, bacteria and other unthinkable contaminants on it? 

Colin took the phone and held it for me to see. I frowned. “‘Find me and why or I will burn more art and you won’t know when or where or who or why.’” I looked at Arnaud. “Two questions.” I held up one finger. “Do you know who sent this?” Another finger. “Do you know what art has been burned?”

“No and no.” His arms were close to his torso, his shoulders slightly hunched. Distressed nonverbal cues. “I phoned the curators at Musée de l'Œuvre Notre-Dame and the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art. They also received the messages, but don’t know anything more.”

“Messages?” I had only seen that one.

“Yes.” Again, he nodded excessively and pointed a shaky finger at the phone in Colin’s hand. “There’s another one. 

Colin scrolled and grunted. “‘Every day you don’t find me, one more painting will burn. Or maybe two. Or maybe a whole wing.’” He flinched as the phone vibrated. “It looks like you’re receiving a video. Wha... shit.” Colin looked at Manny, his eyes wide. “This is bad.”

Before Manny could respond, Colin tapped the screen and turned it for all of us to see. 

Flames filled the screen. 

“Holy hell, Frey.” Manny leaned in, his eyes narrowed. “Do you know what’s burning?”

“No.” Colin’s answer didn’t surprise me. The flames had already consumed most of the three paintings against the wall. Sirens rang loudly in the background and just as a shadow moved in the left corner of the screen, the video ended. “But I know where this is.”

“Where?”

“Tate.”

“Oh, no!” Arnaud pulled at his sleeves, then adjusted his collar before gripping both hands in a self-soothing gesture. “Tate Britain? There are so many priceless masterpieces. Oh, Colin. Oh, no.”

The ringtone of Manny’s phone startled all of us. He grunted and took his phone from his trouser pocket. After a quick glance at the screen, he swiped it to answer. For almost a minute, we listened to Manny uttering a few grunts and finally saying, “We’re on our way.”

“What happened?” Colin’s tone was as tense as his body. “I know you, Millard. Something bad happened.”

Manny nodded. “We’re needed at the Tate.”

“Was I right?” Colin lifted Arnaud’s phone. “Is this where the paintings burned?”

“Yes.”

I narrowed my eyes at Manny’s clipped answer. I took another moment to study his nonverbal cues. “Why don’t you want to go there?”

“Don’t read me, missy.” Manny glared at Colin, then at Arnaud. “The moment you receive anything else, you will let us know.”

“Please and thank you,” Colin added as he turned to Arnaud. He held out the curator’s phone. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this, Arnaud. Until then, make sure that you double-check your security here.”

“It’s already being done.” Arnaud grabbed Colin’s hand. “End this, Colin. We can’t lose our creative heritage. We can’t lose all the beauty.”

Colin took a moment before he answered. “You know how much I value the gift all these artists have given us. It has been and will always be my honour to do everything I can to protect it.”
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Chapter TWO



[image: image]




“Private jets, SUVs waiting at the airport and a police escort to the heart of London?” Doctor Yasmine Abidar stared up at the imposing neoclassical building next to the Thames River. “Sign me up every time.” 

I wasn’t as enthused as Yasmine. Even though I understood the extreme urgency of this investigation, I didn’t relish being on this unplanned trip. I preferred my travels to be planned in detail far in advance. Rushing home and hastily packing a suitcase for an unknown number of days didn’t work well with my neurodivergent brain. 

Yet here I was, outside Tate Britain.

Manny had been on his phone from the moment we’d left the Museum of Fine Arts in Strasbourg. By the time we’d arrived at the large property we shared, he’d organised a private flight for us to London. Apparently, a patron of both the Louvre and Tate Britain had a private plan that had been in Zurich. The pilot had flown the thirty minutes to Strasbourg and had just turned the plane around when we’d arrived at the airport. 

The convenience and luxury of not having to go through the distressing process of checking in for a public flight in a crowded airport were not enough to soften my guilt about the heavy carbon footprint we were leaving behind us. However, I did appreciate the clean interior of the plane and the fast boarding and exit from the airport when we’d landed.

I had been pleasantly surprised when Lieutenant Daniel Cassel and his fiancée Yasmine joined us. Their presence on this case made sense. Daniel was the team leader of a highly trained and elite emergency response team in Strasbourg and was often part of our investigations. Yasmine’s expertise in organised crime had made her an asset to Europol, so when she’d told me that the president had insisted that she accompany us, I’d been pleased. I liked her.

“You should see the front of this gorgeous building.” Colin closed the door of the dark blue SUV. “The grand staircase leading up to the portico is something to behold. The building’s symmetry, the large windows and the central dome. I love being here again.”

“How many times have you been here?” Vinnie, my best male friend and the protector of our team, squinted against the late-afternoon spring sun as he looked at the pale stone building.

“More times than I can count.” Colin sighed happily. “One can never have enough of JMW Turner’s amazing works. Did you know Tate Britain has the largest collection of his wo—”

“For the love of Pete.” Manny slammed his door closed and grunted. These were the first words Manny had said to us since we’d arrived in London. He’d been exceptionally quiet on the flight as well as the drive here. He didn’t complain once or even comment on Colin’s driving skills on the left side of the road. “Let’s get inside and talk about the case.” He glared at Colin. “We’re not here to look at pretty paintings.”

“Um, that’s exactly why we are here—to look at pretty paintings.” Colin winced. “Even if they are burned.”

“Well, my lovelies.” My best friend and our cyber expert, Francine rubbed her palms together. “Let’s not waste another moment. I’m very curious to see their security system here.” She started walking down the ramp to the side entrance and we followed her. “Did you know I couldn’t find much information about their security online? All I could find was the normal stuff. You know? Uniformed security guards throughout the museum. Apparently, they have regular training in emergency response, which includes fire safety.”

“When did the three paintings catch fire?” Daniel asked.

“Last night.” Francine stood in front of the closed door. “Isn’t this place supposed to be open?”

Manny shook his head. “They closed for the day.” 

He stepped past Francine and rapped a few times on the door. “They’d bloody better ope...”

The sound of voices on the other side of the door silenced Manny. He took a step back and scowled at the door. 

It swung open and a woman greeted us with a wide smile. “Colonel Millard and team. Welcome. Please come in.”

Her pink and purple beaded necklace swung when she stepped aside to allow us in. She was wearing a long-sleeved dress with an ethnic pattern so colourful that I was sure Francine approved. The only makeup she wore was bright red lipstick. It was all she needed. Her dark skin and shoulder-length hair were flawless. She’d braided some of her hair to form a headband, keeping her curly hair out of her face. She was beautiful. 

She glanced over my shoulder and rolled her hand in a rushed gesture as if she was in a hurry to close the door behind us. As I walked past her, her smiled widened. “Hi! I’m Detective Sergeant Sarah Adams.”

Colin swung around and stared at her. “You’re leading the AAU.”

She waited until Daniel came in and closed the door behind him. Her eyes narrowed as she turned to look at Colin. “Colin Frey.” Her smile was knowing. “I know all about you too.”

“All the good things, for sure.” Colin held out his hand and shook hers. “I’ve heard about the great things your team does.” He turned to Manny. “Detective Sergeant Adams leads the Arts and Antiquities Unit for the Met Police. They specialise in all kinds of art crimes and offer their advice on art security for institutions such as this.” He turned back to her. “Is that why you are here?”

“One of the many reasons.” She looked at me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Doctor Lenard.” She turned to the others. “I’m extremely grateful that you could come at such short notice. My team is small and since this is an international threat, I fully agree that the more we are, the merrier we’ll be.” Her smile widened. “And please call me Sarah. I’m not one for titles or formalities. I only care about getting the job done.”

“You can call me Francine.” My best friend stepped closer. “Thank you for your openness. It’s refreshing.”

“You’re welcome.” Sarah turned to her left. “Now if you’d follow me, I’ll take you to the scene of the crime.”

Colin took my hand and followed closely behind Sarah. “Can you tell us which paintings burned?”

She glanced over her shoulder, her smile mischievous. “Why don’t you tell me?”

“Challenge accepted.” Colin’s grin showed his excitement as we followed Sarah up a staircase to the next floor. He looked at me. “We came in the Manton entrance. At the top of these stairs is the exhibition of the nineteenth century. If I’m correct, the paintings that burned were in Room Six, the Revolution and Reform room. Turner, Constable, Palmers and so many others are there too.”

I squeezed his hand when he sighed happily. Observing him was like watching someone coming home and giving their friends a proud tour of their family heirlooms. 

“Well done, Colin.” Sarah turned left when she reached the top of the stairs and we followed her into a large room. The high ceilings gave the room an airiness that was enhanced by the strategic lighting that brought all the attention to the art displayed on the walls. “Room Six here reflects the tumultuous period of 1776 to 1883 in Britain.”

Colin let go of my hand and walked deeper into the room. “Oh, my. This is Turner’s The Field of Waterloo. Thank goodness it wasn’t damaged.” 

“Nothing else was.” Sarah walked to the wall on our left. “Only these three.”

I narrowed my eyes. The room didn’t smell like smoke or fire. In fact, it was noticeably without any specific scent. Before my mind was to become completely absorbed by this observation, I joined Sarah.

Daniel and Yasmine had taken up positions at one of the two wide doorways on opposite sides of this long room. Vinnie was leaning against the doorframe on the other side and Manny stood in the centre of the room, frowning at Sarah’s back.

Next to each other were three severely damaged paintings. The frames were mostly undamaged, but the paintings themselves were beyond saving. I couldn’t even guess at the topic of the artworks or what medium had been used.

“Fuseli.” Colin’s quiet gasp next to me made me turn to him. His face had lost some colour as he stared in horror at the three paintings. He took a step closer and walked from one painting to the next. “I recognise the first one as his Romeo stabs Paris at the bier of Juliet. The others are too damaged. But...” He looked beneath the paintings at the art labels. “Wait. All three are Fuseli’s works? How is that possible?”

“One of the many questions we need to answer.” Sarah frowned as she studied Colin. “How on earth were you able to see that it was Fuseli’s painting?”

Colin just shrugged as he continued to move from one painting to the next. The more he looked, the more his shoulders drooped. Finally, he turned back to Sarah. “Did they use a gaseous fire suppression system to put out the fire?”

She nodded. “Like most other museums, Tate Britain is equipped with a specialised system tailored to protect valuable art.”

“They could’ve used water.” Colin shook his head sadly. “There was no saving those paintings.”

“But they protected the others.” Sarah nodded towards the other rooms. “The staff here are all trained to use the handheld fire extinguishers designed for these sensitive environments. They had the fire under control before it could spread or even make enough smoke to affect the other paintings.”

“Have the conservators assessed any damage to the other... aha.” Colin nodded. “Of course, they did.”

“When did this happen?” Manny took a step closer, then stopped. “The exact time.”

“Nine o’clock last night.” Sarah twisted her mouth. “On the dot. We’re taking the timing into consideration as part of a possible motive.”

Francine turned away from the window and joined Manny. “If it was that exact, does that mean the detonation device was on a timer? Or was it set off remotely?”

“Another good question.” Sarah scratched her neck.

I raised one eyebrow. “Why are you frustrated?”

She blinked in surprise, then smiled widely at me. “Scratching my neck? How interesting. But that could also mean I’m lying.”

“No.” I sighed when her expression conveyed her curiosity. “One should never interpret nonverbal cues in isolation. It should be understood within the wider context, including the tone of voice, other nonverbal cues as well as the situation. You are frustrated. Why?”

She pulled her shoulders back and glanced at Manny. “I was ordered to leave these paintings where they are until you arrived and could study the scene. If I had my way, these paintings would already be in the lab and we would be hours closer to knowing what was used for detonation, accelerant and even any other forensic evidence that could help us understand what happened here.”

“Who the hell ordered that?” Manny pushed his hands into his trouser pockets.

“I did,” a deep male voice said from behind Daniel. 

Daniel and Yasmine jerked around to face the newcomer. Daniel’s reaction surprised me. Even more so was his immediate attempt to mask his initial reaction to seeing the man walking past him.

“Good day, everyone.” The tall male of South Asian descent strolled into the room. “I’m Detective Constable Nazir Masood. Please just call me Nazir. I’m from MI5 and that is all I’m authorised to disclose. I’m here to help, not hinder. Consider me a resource.” He looked at Manny and nodded once. “Colonel Millard. You can contact my or your superiors to confirm my presence and authority here.”

“Hmph.” Manny scowled at him. “Why did you want the scene to remain untouched?”

Nazir raised one shoulder. “I know about your team. Your reputation precedes you guys. I thought you would appreciate this immers—”

Manny raised one hand. “Are you a crime scene investigator? No. Have you ever worked a crime scene like this? Aha. No, again. Then you bloody overstepped, mate. You MI5 lads never use the muscle between your ears, always just jumping to conclusions.”

I just couldn’t stop myself. “The brain isn’t a muscle. The adult brain consists of around sixty per cent fat. The remaining forty per cent is a combination of water, protein, carbohydrates and salts. It contains blood vessels, nerves, neurons, glial cells. Not muscle.”

“Wait, what?” Nazir stared at me, his mouth slightly agape. “All this time, I’ve been calling people fatheads, thinking that I was insulting them and I was just stating a fact?”

Sarah’s laughter was immediate and hearty. “Who’s the fathead now?”

Nazir slowly turned back to her, his smile barely contained. He narrowed his eyes in a failed attempt at appearing insulted. “You’ve just been waiting for this moment, haven’t you D.S. Adams?”

“I have, D.C. Masood.” Even though she grew serious, her expression was still light-hearted. “Since the moment you threw your considerable weight around, I’ve been waiting to take you down a peg or five.”

Nazir looked around the room. “I know enough about this team to be pretty certain that their fat heads will take mine down hundreds of pegs in the next few hours alone.”

“For the love of all the holy saints.” Manny rubbed his hands over his face. “Why the bloody hell is MI5 involved here?”

“Can’t say, squire.”

“Oh, joy. Another comedian.” Manny took a moment to really study Nazir. “I will find out why you are here and, so help me, if you impede our investigation because of some hidden agenda, I will clobber that fat head of yours.”

“Fortunately, that level of violence won’t be needed, gov.” Nazir used charm and humour very effectively. He grinned at Manny. “I’m here to help, not impede.”

Manny sighed loudly, then turned to Sarah. “Feel free to have these paintings removed and immediately tested.”

She nodded. “As soon as the director of Tate Britain joins us, I’ll make that happen.”

My eyes narrowed. Why did Manny wince at the mention of the director? 

He grunted, then turned to Colin. He slowly inhaled, lowering his chin to glare at Colin. “Don’t make me regret asking you.”

“You want to know about Fuseli?” Colin’s smile lifted his cheeks and crinkled the corners of his eyes. “I promise to try and keep it short.”

“I already regret asking.” Manny rolled his hand in an impatient gesture. “Well, then. Get it over with.”

Colin cleared his throat dramatically and smiled when Manny’s scowl intensified. “Henry Fuseli was born in 1741 in Switzerland, but he spent most of his life in Britain. He became a prominent figure in the Romantic art movement in Britain, known for his dramatic, original and sensual paintings.

“He was born as Johann Heinrich Füssli in Zurich and first trained for a career in the church, but was forced to leave Zurich after he published a pamphlet that annoyed some people. He travelled across Europe and spent some time in Italy, where he was deeply influenced by Renaissance and Baroque masters like Michelangelo and Caravaggio.”

“Not his entire life story, Frey.” Manny tapped his foot on the floor. 

“That would take much longer, so if you would let me finish?” Colin waited until Manny nodded tersely. “After Fuseli studied painting in Italy, he settled in London where he became associated with the Royal Academy of Arts. He developed a reputation for his dramatic, often fantastical works as well as paintings and drawings of nude figures in strained and violent poses, often depicting supernatural experiences.”

“You’re talking about The Nightmare.” Sarah sighed happily. “That is such a breathtaking exploration of dreams, fear and the subconscious.”

“Or horror, dark magic and sexuality, depending on whose analysis you read.” Colin shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, though. It’s an amazing work of art.” He looked back at Manny. “Fuseli was also a writer and many of his works were inspired by literature and mythology. He took a particular interest in Shakespeare and Milton. He created his own Milton Gallery and contributed greatly to John Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery. Some of his greatest and most known works are from Shakespeare’s plays. His legacy as a pioneer of Romanticism endures, as does the ability of his works to captivate and unsettle viewers.”

“Manfred Millard!” A middle-aged man rushed past Vinnie into the room. Despite his bespoke navy-blue three-piece suit and crisp white shirt, he looked dishevelled. His greying hair looked as if he’d combed his fingers through it numerous times and his tie was askew. He stopped in front of Manny and shook his hand with great enthusiasm. “Finally, I meet the legend.”
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Chapter THREE
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Manny often displayed nonverbal cues of irritation, agitation, anger and many others that gave the impression that he was cantankerous. I had to think hard to remember a time that he displayed as many micro-expressions of discomfort as he did now.

He shook the new man’s hand, his lips in a thin line. “Stephen Baily, I assume?”

“The one and only.” Mister Baily chuckled and stepped back. He pushed his black-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose. “When this happened, I knew we needed you and your team. Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“Director Baily.” Sarah stepped forward. “Did you speak to the Board of Trustees?”

He shook his head. “Director Smith did that.” He looked around the room. “My apologies, everyone. Not only did I keep you waiting, but I’m so chuffed to meet Manny that I forgot to introduce myself.” He put his hand on his chest. “Please call me Stephen. I’m the director of Tate Britain. I oversee the gallery’s programming, exhibitions and operation, making sure it aligns with Tate’s broader mission. I answer to the Tate Board of Trustees and the Director of Tate, who leads the entire Tate network. She spoke to the board and they are pleased that you are here to help us sort this out as soon as possible.”

He turned to Nazir, his affability diminishing. “Will you arrest me now if I take these paintings down?”

“I was never going to arrest you, Stephen.”

“Director Baily to you.” Stephen raised his bearded chin and sniffed. “You certainly behaved as if you were going to arrest me and my entire curatorial team, not to mention our central conservation team. You kept us out of this room as if we were the criminals.” He turned back to Sarah. “If it is acceptable to you and your bosses, our conservation team can take these paintings and try to save... blimey. There is really nothing to save. Such beautiful works of art and they’re lost to us.”

“I don’t think they are.” Colin was standing in front of the third painting, leaning very close. “These are forgeries.”

“They’re what?” Stephen’s tone rose an octave on the last word. “How can they be forgeries?”

“And why are all three of these in this room?” Colin turned to look at Stephen. “Were all three part of this exhibition?”

“No.” Stephen scratched his beard, then pushed his glasses up his nose. “Romeo stabs Paris at the bier of Juliet was not supposed to be here.” He joined Colin and pointed at paintings from left to right. “That was The Nightmare, the second one Puck, then The Three Witches.”

“Interesting.” Colin tilted his head. “The paintings were changed as well as the art labels.” He looked at the unharmed paintings next to the burned ones. “Hmm. The art labels look exactly the same.” This time, it was Colin who pointed at the three burned paintings from left to right. “Now we have Romeo Stabs Paris at the Bier of Juliet, then The Three Witches, and finally Lady Macbeth Seizing the Daggers.”
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