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“AND I WILL ALWAYS LOVE you.” The melodramatic, yet oddly memorable song jerked me out of a restful sleep. It took me a mere second to go from a state of relaxation to utter annoyance. I grabbed my smartphone from the bedside table where it had been perfectly aligned to the corners. As I sat up, a few things registered in my mind, the face flashing on my smartphone’s screen being the most vexing. I swiped the screen.

“You changed my ringtone. Again.” I hated when Colin did that. He had started this unacceptable behaviour the first time I’d met him eighteen months ago. 

“Jenny, you need—” 

“—to have my old ringtone back. You know how much I hate it when you do this. Why do you continue doing this? Will you ever stop being a thief and stealing into my smartphone?” 

“Jenny!” The urgency in his tone not only stopped my annoyance, but also triggered a shot of adrenaline to enter my bloodstream. “You need to phone Millard.” 

“Why? What’s wrong?” It wasn’t just his tone that alerted me to a problem. For the last seven weeks, Colin and Colonel Manny Millard had been at odds. 

Colin Frey was a thief, reappropriating art that had been taken during conflicts or illegally obtained. He did this to return these artworks to their rightful owners. 

Even after knowing him for eighteen months and being romantically involved with him for eleven months, I still felt conflicted accepting his profession. The fact that he was secretly employed by Interpol did nothing to aid my discomfort. Before he had entered my life, everything had been much simpler. I had successfully divided everything in black and white categories. Things had been either right or wrong. Colin had taught me that life consisted of grey areas. 

One of those areas was his cooperation with Manfred Millard. An Interpol agent and lifelong law enforcement officer, Manny headed our team of five as we investigated art crimes. Our team existed on the order of the president of France, and the probes into art illegalities were second priority to any case the president requested us to look into. This position was well suited for Manny, but it was a daily conflict for him working with the rest of the team, especially Colin. 

They shared a turbulent past and it often seemed they took pleasure in antagonising each other. Something had happened seven weeks ago between Manny and Colin that had caused renewed hostility between them. Neither one was willing to talk about it. Colin had stubbornly refused to talk to Manny. The current state of their relationship would not allow Colin to ask for Manny’s assistance. That was why Colin’s request for me to contact Manny was a surprise.

“Jenny, are you listening?” He wasn’t as patient as usual when I got lost in my thoughts. There was an unfamiliar sharpness to his tone.

“I’m listening. Why do you want me to phone Manny? Why don’t you phone him?” 

“I’m standing in Claude Savreux’s home office, looking at his dead body.” 

“Oh my God, did you... No, of course you didn’t kill him. Why are you there? What are you stealing? Are you talking about Monsieur Claude Savreux, the Minister of Defence and Veteran Affairs? Why do you want to steal from him?” 

“Jenny.” His voice was low, the tone he took when he needed me to focus. “Phone Millard, tell him to get people he trusts and a warrant or something that will get him into this house.” 

I took a moment to think this over. “Are you sure he’s dead?” 

“Very.” 

“Then I’m not going to phone Manny until you tell me why you are there.” 

A few hard breaths sounded through the connection. “Wake Nikki up and ask her. I have to leave. I don’t want to overstay my welcome here.” 

“Nikki?” My voice raised a pitch and a few decibels. “You’re involving Nikki in your crimes?” 

Nikki was an eighteen-year-old student who had come into our lives five months ago. She was the daughter of the late Hawk, a notorious arms trader. When he had died, Nikki had been seventeen, not yet an adult. She had refused to be placed in the government system and threatened to run away. We had become her foster parents until she came of age three months ago, yet she was still staying with us. 

“Jenny.” He sighed. “Just wake her up and let her tell you. I’ve got to go. I’ll keep an eye on the house until Millard arrives, but I’m leaving now.” 

Before I could give more voice to my outrage, he gave me the address and promptly hung up on me. 

I trusted Colin with my life. I even loved him, despite his life being shadowed by unclear moral and ethical lines. He was also the only person whose physical touch and closeness I could bear. Time and again he had proven himself to be a man of integrity. That was the reason I swiped my smartphone’s screen and tapped on Manny’s number.

“What’s wrong, Doctor Face-reader?” Manny’s voice was gruff from being woken up.

“Colin is in Minister Claude Savreux’s house and he’s dead.” 

“What? Who’s dead? The minister?” His voice was decidedly clearer and louder. “Did Frey kill him?” 

“Colin didn’t kill him. I don’t know any details. Colin phoned me to tell you to get to Minister Savreux’s house as soon as possible. With a search warrant.” 

“Bloody hell.” A grunt came through the connection. “Do you know what the time is?”

“Of course I do.” What an inane question. “It’s fourteen minutes past two.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Oh, and Colin asked that you get people you trust for this. I don’t know why he would say this, but his tone implied that this was particularly important.” I didn’t want to tell him about Nikki’s involvement yet, particularly since I didn’t know how she had become entangled in this. With her unfailingly cheerful disposition, she had won the hearts of everyone, including Manny’s. He was overly protective of her, hence my reticence in telling him. 

“Oh, for the love of Pete,” Manny said after a few quiet seconds. “Give me the address and let me see what I can do, Doc. I’ll phone you in a bit and you had better have more information for me by then.” 

“How long is a bit?” 

“A bit?” He groaned. “I will phone you in twenty minutes, Doc.” 

I stared at my smartphone after Manny disconnected the call. Was the death of Minister Claude Savreux a murder? I hadn’t even asked Colin about that. He wouldn’t have asked for Manny’s help if he hadn’t considered it important. The strain I had heard in his voice caused me great concern. He had seen something that had worried him more than he had wanted to say. I put on my dressing gown and slippers to go wake Nikki.

After months of Colin’s persistence, I had relented and we had combined our neighbouring apartments. It had been a particularly difficult three weeks for me when the builders had broken through the wall separating the two living areas. In my apartment, we now had a larger sitting area with my two sofas and one of Colin’s. I had refused to allow his unsightly recliner chairs in my living space. We had combined our libraries into a very large reading area on Colin’s side. I spent many a night in one of the reading chairs while Colin and Vinnie watched some television show. Colin had converted one of his bedrooms to a multimedia entertainment area—a room I seldom visited. With two bedrooms left on Colin’s side, Vinnie stayed in one and Nikki in the other. Colin and I were the only ones living in my side of the large combined apartment.

Vinnie was Colin’s best friend, a large man with a violent criminal history, but with fierce loyalty towards his friends. I counted him as a very close friend and caught myself more frequently disregarding his past. Two years ago, I would’ve held it against him and refused to have any connection with him. Like Colin, Vinnie had proven to me that a man could be more than his past. He was the protector of our team, making it logical for me to first go to his bedroom before waking Nikki.

I knocked on his door and waited. After knocking for a second time and not getting an answer, I opened the door and turned the light on. The room was empty, the bed made. Vinnie wasn’t home. He often went out at night, staying in touch with his criminal contacts in case we might need information from them. I sighed, turned off the light, closed the door and went to Nikki’s room. It was physically painful for me to enter her room. Typical of her personality type, she felt comfortable in cluttered chaos. Her room brought panic clamping down on my mind. On mutual agreement, I never entered her room and she always kept the door closed.

Unintelligible mumbling answered my knock. I took it as an invitation and went into her room. I turned on the light and shuddered. The floor was covered in boots, scarves, books and shoulder bags. Nikki’s reaction to the sudden light in her room was to pull her duvet over her head with a groan. “Go away.” 

I stepped over three pairs of shoes and stopped next to her bed. “Nikki, wake up.” 

She lowered the duvet just enough to peek over it. “What’s wrong, Doc G?” 

“Why is Colin in Claude Savreux’s house?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t even know who this person is.” 

There was no deception in her tone or the visible parts of her face. “Lower the duvet, please.” 

“Oh, come on! Seriously? You want to read me? Why?” She rolled her eyes, but lowered the duvet to her chest and laid her hands on top of it. In the short time she’d been living with us, she had learned that I needed to see the body as a whole to accurately read nonverbal cues. I didn’t have the natural ability neurotypical people had to read and interpret body language. Having doctorate degrees and being the top in my field in reading body language enabled me to understand what people were saying despite their words. Right now Nikki was telling the truth.

“Colin phoned me five minutes ago to tell me that he was in Minister Savreux’s house and that the man is dead. When I asked him what he was doing there, he told me to ask you.” 

Her eyebrows lifted and her eyes flashed open. “Oh, shit. Someone’s dead. That’s not good. I swear I didn’t know whose house it was and I know nothing about him being dead.” 

“Take a deep breath.” I had learned through experience that lowering my tone and speaking slower calmed Nikki when she was working herself into a panic. “I believe you about not knowing whose house it was. Just tell me why Colin told me to ask you what he was doing there.” 

Her fingers curled around the duvet while she took a few calming breaths. Her shoulders lifted to her ears in the turtle effect, nonverbal behaviour seen when someone felt unsure. She sat up, inhaled to speak, but stopped when I lifted my hand.

“The truth, please.” 

She nodded. “Yeah, yeah. You’ll see the truth in any case. You know, it’s sometimes really hard speaking to you.” 

“Nikki.” There was a warning in my tone. 

“Someone DM’ed me on Twitter. I don’t know how they got my handle, because I’ve made sure to not have my name attached to it.” 

She spoke English, but I didn’t understand her. “What is a DM and what is a handle?” 

Nikki pushed herself up and leaned against the headboard. “My handle is my profile name on Twitter. A DM is a direct message. It’s like an email, but it’s sent on Twitter. I received the first one a week ago. I ignored it, thinking it was a kind of spam that sometimes makes it through the filters. But then I got one yesterday afternoon and it was much more specific. It told me to tell you about the message.” 

“Me?” How did someone know to reach me through Nikki? “Yet you didn’t tell me. You told Colin.” 

She didn’t respond, but fleetingly touched the back of her neck, conveying her discomfort.

I took a calming breath. “Who sent it?” 

“I don’t know. This person’s handle is just a bunch of numbers.” 

“What did the messages say?” 

“Hold on, I’ll show you.” She pushed her hand under her pillow and moved it around until her eyes widened and she smiled. 

My mouth opened slightly when she lifted her smartphone. “You sleep with your phone under your pillow?” 

“Of course. Don’t you?” 

“No. Why do you?” 

“I check my feeds when I wake up in the middle of the night.” Her head tilted back and she squinted. “That sounds bad, doesn’t it?” 

“Just show me the message.” I held out my hand for her phone. She swiped the screen a few times before handing it over. I frowned at the screen. “‘Tell Lenard! IMPORTANT! Flinck @ 224 Rue de Marge. Pervasive reach. 1+1=2.’”

“At least he can do math.” Nikki twisted to look at the phone. 

I pulled it closer to my chest. “How do you know it is a he?” 

“I don’t know if it’s a he or a she, but whoever this is is rude.” The confidence in her tone caught my attention.

“Why do you say that?”

“If someone tweets in capital letters, they are shouting at you. That’s rude.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this message?” 

She shifted and clutched the duvet on her lap. “I didn’t want to worry you. It’s bad enough with Dukwicz still being around. That is why I told Colin.” 

Clearly, I had not been successful at creating the peaceful environment I had wanted for Nikki. Five months ago Dukwicz, a mercenary of international repute, had killed Nikki’s dad, taken part in my and Colin’s kidnapping, and then managed to escape capture. The president had asked us to find him, but after five months of non-stop investigation, we still had not located him. 

Nikki’s criminal father had tried to keep her away from his illegal activities once she’d entered her adolescence. I had hoped to prevent any of my work touching her life.

“See,” she said, pointing at my face. “I didn’t want you to look like that.” 

“Like what?” 

“Stressed.” 

I looked at her young, open face, weighing my words. “You shouldn’t worry about me. Every day is stressful for many different reasons. I stress when Vinnie cooks dinner, hoping that he will remember to clean up after himself. I stress when it rains, knowing that I will have to polish the floors to remove muddy footprints. I stress when you put a cup on the coffee table, because you spilled a drop and it might stain the wood. But I’ve learned how to deal with my stress. The worst form of stress is when I have a lack of information. The more I know, the safer I feel. So please tell me everything you know about these messages.” 

“Wow. That’s kinda screwed up.” She winced at her indelicacy. “Sorry. You are just sometimes really hard to understand.” 

“I know. We can discuss this issue at a later, more opportune time. Now, I need to know about the messages.” 

She took the phone, swiped the screen twice and handed it back. “That is the first DM. It only said, ‘Vermeer @ 89 Rue de Jonette’. Nothing more. There are so many freaks hanging out on Twitter and Facebook, I didn’t pay attention to it when I received it a week ago.” 

“Six days ago.” The date and time of the message was above the five words.

“Yeah. Well, I totally forgot about it until yesterday’s message.” 

I looked up from the phone. “Next time I would like it if you told me.” 

“Oh, God. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” Her brows pulled together and her lips thinned in distress. She leaned forward and put her hand on the duvet, reaching out to me. “I trust you, Doc G. With my life. You are the best thing that could have happened to me. I just didn’t want to worry you.” 

“I understand, Nikki.” I could see she wasn’t convinced. Inwardly I sighed. “I’m not offended or hurt. You made the best choice you thought available, even though your reasoning was greatly flawed.” 

“Ouch, but you are right. Sorry, Doc G. Next time I’ll come straight to you.” 

“Or Colin if I’m not here. Or Vinnie when Colin’s not available.” I thought about this. “I think it would be better to tell Manny before you tell Francine anything.” 

Nikki smiled. “Why? Because she’ll immediately tell me it’s aliens or a government conspiracy?” 

“Yes. Manny will be much more reasonable in his conclusions. And he has a gun.” My phone vibrated in my dressing gown pocket once before a loud song about not being able to read a poker face alerted me to a call. I took the phone out of my pocket and almost smiled despite my annoyance at the changed ringtone. “Hello, Manny.” 

“Doc, what have you got for me?” 

I told him what Nikki had told me and what I had read on her phone. “The person sending these emails doesn’t seem to be very intelligent.” 

“Why, Doc?” 

“Well, his math was insulting in its simplicity.” 

“Do you think he meant that if we add up his clues we will come to the right conclusion?” 

“That is conjecture, but tolerable. There is another reason I think he’s not very smart. Using ‘pervasive reach’ is redundant. Pervasive means to have a far reach.” 

“Okay, now can you tell me what the bloody hell Frey is doing at Claude Savreux’s house?” 

“I don’t know yet. Let me put you on speakerphone and you can ask Nikki.” I tapped the screen and looked at Nikki. She exhibited contrition again.

“Hi, Manny,” she said, looking at the phone. 

“Hello, lass.” His tone softened considerably. Manny’s affection for Nikki was undisguised. “Now tell me why that you sent that thief to a politician’s house.” 

“I didn’t send him there. And I didn’t know it was a politician’s house.” She took a deep breath and relaxed her shoulders. “When I told Colin about the two DM’s, he said that I was not to worry about it anymore and that he would look into it. He told me that I did the right thing to tell him and not Doc G. He also didn’t want to worry her.” 

“Do you know anything about this Flinck person?” Manny asked.

“Yes.” There was no trace of uncertainty in her answer. Of all the options available to her, Nikki had chosen to study art. She was in her first year, and I had made sure she understood that she had complete freedom to choose any specialisation she preferred. Four months into her course, she loved every minute of it and studied harder than most students. “Three weeks ago we looked into Dutch artists. Govaert Flinck was part of the Dutch Golden Era. That was a time in Dutch history when some of the best Dutch artists, scientists and tradesmen lived. They were internationally known. Um, as well as anyone could be internationally known before the internet.” 

“Doc, do you know anything about this Flinck? Anything more than being famous before the internet?”

“No.” I shook my head even though Manny couldn’t see. “In this case, Nikki knows more than I do.” 

“Nikki, did Frey do anything specific when you told him about the message?” 

“Um, yeah. His eyes widened in the way Doc G says shows surprise.” 

“Hmm.” 

There was a moment of silence and I wondered if Colin was safe. I leaned towards the phone. “Did you organise people you trusted to go to the house?” 

“Yes, Doc. I’m on my way to the house now. Hopefully they will have the warrant by the time I get there. As soon as we’ve cleared it and I’m sure it’s safe, I’ll phone you to meet us there. Maybe you can be of some help.” 

“I’ll meet you there.” I tapped the screen of my phone to end the call before Manny’s inevitable arguments. Almost immediately, the same poker face song filled Nikki’s bedroom again. I turned off the sound and stared at Nikki.

“What?” She shrank back against the headboard.

“I want you to go into my bedroom and lock that door until we come back.” 

“You won’t let me come with you?” 

“I want you to be safe. My bedroom has an enforced door with extra locks.” My fingers curled into fists. This was very difficult for me. I bit down hard and spoke through my teeth. “You can sleep in my bed until we come back. It’s important for me to know that you are protected.” 

“Where’s Vinnie?” 

“Not here.” I walked to her door, my phone vibrating in my hand. “Give me five minutes to get dressed.” 

It took me four minutes to get dressed and one minute to calm my breathing. Rationally I knew that I only had to change the bedding after Nikki slept in my bed to make it mine again, but still I found this most perturbing. Colin was the only one I had ever allowed to sleep in my bed. For some irrational reason it was not only acceptable, but enjoyable to have him sleep next to me. The thought of anyone else—even someone I cared for—sleeping in my bed caused me great anxiety.

I found it interesting that Nikki’s safety and my concern about Colin took precedence over my usual obsessions. Two years ago, my focus had been purely on maintaining my equilibrium and my routines. Now I was impatiently waiting for Nikki so I could make sure she locked herself in my bedroom while I went to this mystery address.
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“ARE YOU EVER GOING to listen to me, missy?” Manny whispered through tight lips as soon as I got out of my car. “I said I will phone you when it is safe to come.” 

“Why are you whispering?” I kept my tone down, but didn’t see the need to whisper. There was more than enough noise on the tree-lined, suburban street to wake the neighbours at this early hour. The officers in black uniforms couldn’t prevent their boots from crunching over the snow as they moved towards the house at the end of the street. I had parked next to Manny’s car, three houses from the address Nikki had received.

“We’re not hosting a bloody street party here. If Savreux is dead, the killer might still be in the house.” He shook his head and scowled at me. “You shouldn’t be here. And you should’ve answered your phone.” 

“You were going to argue with me and waste time.” I shrugged. My phone had buzzed the whole way to this house. I had checked every time, and ignored it when I had seen it wasn’t Colin. “I didn’t see the point in an inane debate with you.” 

His nostrils flared and he threw his hands in the air as he turned away from me.

“Hi, Doctor Lenard.” 

I jumped at the deep voice speaking quietly behind me and spun around, my hand pressing hard against my sternum. A tall man stood next to my car, his posture typical of soldiers—on constant alert. He was in full uniform, which included a black facemask, but I recognised the friendly eyes. Daniel Cassel was a team leader for GIPN, a rapid response team similar to SWAT.

“Good evening, Daniel. I keep telling you to call me Genevieve.” 

“Genevieve.” He smiled. “Manny said you were coming. Do you have any more intel?” 

“I told Manny everything I...” My voice tapered down when Daniel’s body suddenly went still. It was the kind of stillness observed in animals when they became aware of a threat and stopped to analyse the sound. I was about to ask him what he had heard when boots crunched on the snow to our left. Daniel pushed me behind him and had his gun aimed at the sound before I could protest him touching me. To my right, Manny also had his gun aimed at the sound coming closer.

Manny’s eyes widened slightly in recognition, but he didn’t lower his weapon. “Please give me a reason to shoot you.” 

I peeked around Daniel. Colin stood a few feet away from us, lifting his eyebrows at Manny’s handgun. Daniel’s posture relaxed and he holstered his weapon. “Monsieur Goddphin. Pleased to meet you again.” 

Colin had introduced himself to Daniel a year ago, wearing a disguise and going by the name Sydney Goddphin, a seventeenth-century poet.

“Daniel.” Colin nodded, but didn’t take his eyes off Manny’s handgun. “You can holster that thing now, Millard.” 

“Give me a few moments more. I’m enjoying this.” 

Neither one of them wanted to talk about the reason for the recent hostility towards each other, but this was reaching ridiculous levels. I stepped out from behind Daniel to stand in Manny’s line of sight. Colin smiled when Manny swore and holstered his weapon, but then frowned at me. “You shouldn’t be here.” 

“One of the few things we agree on, Frey.” 

“I suppose you are the reason for this nightly excitement, Goddphin?” Daniel lifted his chin towards the house at the end of the street.

Colin’s eyes narrowed for a second as he made a decision. He nodded as if to himself and held out his hand to Daniel. “Colin Frey. You might as well use my real name.” 

“Colin Frey, huh? Well, well.” Daniel shook Colin’s hand, one corner of his mouth lifting. He had recognised the name, most likely from a criminal context. “Things are making more sense now. I take it you were inside the house?” 

“Yes.” Colin looked at me. “Did Nikki tell you about the DM’s?” 

“She did and I told Manny everything.” 

“Which he told me,” Daniel said. “My guys are in place to go into the house, but I need to know if you have anything else to add.” 

Colin and Daniel started talking about the layout of the house, the best places to enter, and exits to keep an eye on in case the killer was still in the house and was flushed out. Manny was listening with interest to the conversation. Despite the fluctuating levels of animosity between Manny and Colin, they reluctantly respected each other’s expertise, even if they would never acknowledge it in public.

Once Daniel was satisfied that he had a better overview of the house, he left to coordinate with his team. He seemed even more vigilant than the last time I had seen him. It might be because five months ago he had declared a house cleared of people and explosives when it hadn’t been. We had entered that house only to be held at gunpoint, an experience that still hovered in the back of my mind. It had taken months before I had stopped obsessing about what could have happened, and only recently had I been able to limit checking the locks to my apartment to only three times throughout the night.

“It’s going to take them a while to clear the house.” Manny turned away from the street where he had been following Daniel’s progress to the house, his focus now entirely on Colin. “What do you know about Claude Savreux?” 

“Not much.” Colin’s shoulders lifted. “He’s been on the news lately talking about the decision to send even more troops to CAR. That was pretty much when I stopped paying attention. Other than that I don’t even know what kind of politician he is.” 

“He’s the Minister of Defence and Veteran Affairs,” I said. “Lately, he’s brought a lot of attention to PTSD and that not only soldiers who have been in combat suffer from it. He’s been on quite a few political talk shows, saying that the government needs to do more to look after their soldiers as well as other people suffering from PTSD.” 

“What else do you know, Doc?” 

“I don’t know much about his professional and personal life. He appears to be a civic-minded politician. But these bits of information I’ve learned from the news, not that the news is ever a believable representation of the truth.” 

Manny’s eyebrows lifted. “You sound like Francine.” 

“No, no. This is not a conspiracy theory. This is a truth that has been proven often enough. Francine believes that governments feed the media whatever fodder they consider appropriate in order to keep the masses ignorant and controlled.” Our IT expert Francine was prone to fanciful hypotheses. She was also my only female friend. I frowned. “This is of absolutely no relevance to this conversation. What do you know about Savreux?” 

“The same as you,” Manny said. “I didn’t even know he lived in Strasbourg. I thought all these bigwigs lived in Paris. Okay, so we don’t know much about Savreux. Frey, what do you know about this Flinck?” 

“He lived in the seventeenth century in Holland and was one of the artists in the Dutch Golden Era. He was reputed to be one of Rembrandt’s best students. Surely you know who Rembrandt is.” 

Manny looked towards the end of the street, ignoring Colin’s baiting. “So? Was there a Flinck Golden Era painting in the house?” 

Colin shook his head. “I went through most of the rooms in the house and didn’t see any of Flinck’s work anywhere.” 

“What the hell does that message to Nikki mean?” Manny didn’t look at us as he asked this and I wondered if he expected an answer. 

Before I could voice my confusion, a soft whistle caught our attention. Daniel was standing outside the house on the corner, waving at us to come closer. 

I turned to follow Manny, but Colin stopped me with his gloved hand on my arm. He stepped in front of me, waiting until he had my full attention. “There is a dead man inside that house, Jenny. He’s lying on a carpet that is now stained with his blood. Are you sure you want to go in there?” 

When I had accepted the job as an insurance investigator at Rousseau & Rousseau, I had never imagined that I would see so many dead bodies. At times it had been traumatic, but my ability to compartmentalise had stood me in good stead. Despite this skill, I still gave Colin’s question considerable thought before I nodded. “I’m sure. As long as Daniel and his team are there to keep us safe, I’ll go in.” 

“Okay.” He held out his hand and I placed mine in his. I was still wearing my driving gloves and therefore didn’t feel the contact at all, yet it gave me the level of comfort that I had come to expect whenever Colin touched me. As we walked the ninety metres to where Manny and Daniel were talking, I thought about how powerful the mind was at searching for and finding safety and comfort when it was the thing we needed most.

“You guys know the drill,” Daniel said when we stopped next to them. “Don’t touch anything, don’t move anything and if you see something suspicious, call me or one of my team.” 

He waited until we all agreed, stepped away from the front door and gestured us in. Manny walked in first, his posture slightly changed. Most of the times he was hunched over, creating the image of someone not paying attention to anything around him. It was an illusion. He was one of the most astute observers I had come across.

Colin didn’t let go of my hand as we entered behind Manny. I had learned to appreciate their concern for not only my physical safety, but also my mental well-being. Yet I simultaneously found it irritating. There were moments it felt as if they considered me incapable of looking after myself—something I had done since the age of seventeen. I dismissed these musings and paid attention to the house. 

It was a home befitting a politician. It had clearly been decorated by a professional designer, the furniture and finishing touches of the highest quality. Persian carpets covered dark wooden floors and the walls hosted paintings of old masters and more modern works. Working daily with insuring high-end possessions, I knew that just the frame on the painting above the eighteenth-century table was worth five hundred euro. We slowly made our way through the entrance and past what appeared to be a formal reception area to our right. Manny looked into the room and immediately the tension in his body increased.

“This where it happened?” he asked over his shoulder.

“Yes.” Daniel walked past me to stand next to Manny. “The crime scene unit is going to have our heads for walking in here without any protective gear, but I wanted you to see the scene as it is before they get here with all their equipment.” 

Manny nodded and looked at me. “You up for this, Doc?” 

“If you are asking whether I am ready to see a dead body, my answer is no. But I will go in nonetheless.” 

“Well then, shall we?” He didn’t wait for an answer, and walked through the doorway. Colin and I followed.

The room was a textbook example of understated elegance. It was clearly a man’s home office. A large, dark wooden desk dominated the left side of the room. There were no ornaments on the desk itself, but the coffee tables and mantelpiece held a few noteworthy works of art. To the right, in front of the fireplace, two deep leather chairs faced a leather sofa, the arrangement separated by a low, solid wood coffee table. I took in all the details, trying to memorise as much as possible. Later we would have photos of the scene, but the first impression was the most important to me. This impression included the ambience, smells, sounds and anything that felt out of place.

A few things registered in my mind. The lack of a fire was the first. It was mid-winter, yet that fireplace had not been used today. It was pristine, as if thoroughly cleaned a few hours ago. The second thing I noticed was the smell. It was disconcerting that I was familiar with that coppery smell. I looked towards the heavy beige curtains across from the doorway. On the carpet close to the curtains only two legs were visible, the rest of the body hidden by the desk.

I took a fortifying breath and slowly walked deeper into the room. 

Bit by bit the body of a middle-aged man was revealed. A few times I had seen him on television, which made it easier to recognise his face. There were a few theories about facial expressions upon death. Some said that your face would be frozen in that very last emotion that went through you as you breathed your last breath. I held no such beliefs, but if I did, the last emotion Savreux had felt had been outrage. There was not a single indicator of fear, regret, sadness or even resignation visible on his face. Interesting.

I realised that I was focussing on his face in order to avoid looking lower. I had noticed his presumed cause of death, but hadn’t wanted to study it too closely. Knowing that I could miss some important clue, I lowered my eyes to his throat and the dark purple line around it, and the deep scratches where Minister Savreux had tried to get to the garrotte. 

Strangling someone was a rather personal method of murder. It required being close to the victim. More importantly, it necessitated physical strength to hold the garrotte tight enough around the victim’s neck until he or she expired. It was physically demanding but effective. That led me to question the presence of the blood on his shirt. I stepped even closer, staring at what had once been a white shirt.

Dark panic started to creep up on me, the periphery of my vision turning black. It was hard to stay unaffected when facing such brutality. I sucked in a deep breath, closed my eyes and imagined Mozart’s Violin Concerto in E Flat Major playing in my mind. This piece I usually used when I wanted my mindset to be one of rational work. 

A few minutes later, the panic receded. When I opened my eyes, everyone was in a different place in the room, except Colin. He was still next to me, holding my hand.

“Okay?”

“Yes.” I pointed to Minister Savreux’s bloody shirt. “Look at all the holes. I count at least fifteen.” 

“Overkill,” Daniel said from next to the desk. He was opening and closing drawers. “That usually happens when it is a crime of passion, when the killer knows the victim well.” 

“And wants to take out all his anger on the person.” Manny stood a few feet away from the body, studying it with one eyebrow raised. “Who did Savreux piss off? Did he have some dirty secret that his wife found out?” 

“He doesn’t have a wife,” a new voice said from the door. The tall, muscular man was still wearing his ski mask and helmet, also part of their uniform, making him hard to identify, but his voice sounded familiar.

“What do you know about Savreux, Pink?” As soon as Daniel said the name, I remembered. A year ago, we had saved the president’s son, and Pink had been the IT and electronics specialist on Daniel’s team. I still didn’t know his real name, just his silly moniker. 

Pink slung his rifle over his shoulder and removed his helmet and mask. “Hi, everyone.” 

Manny grunted a greeting. “Is he divorced?” 

“No, his wife died of cancer about sixteen years ago and he never remarried. There are rumours about him having lovers, more than one at a time. Sometimes even together.” 

“Anything factual?” I hated tabloid-level gossip.

“If you consider photos as factual, then yes.” Pink nodded towards Savreux. “Until his wife died, he’d been quite an upstanding guy. Speculation is that she kept him on the straight and narrow. Once she was out of the picture, he did what he wanted. But he was always discreet. He never flaunted anything, not the money he inherited from his wife’s estate, not—” 

“Wait.” I lifted my index finger. “Tell me more about the inheritance.” 

“All straightforward. He earned well while they were married, so there was never any suggestion that he had married her for her money. They lived quite modestly for such super-rich people. And before you ask, she got her money from her father who owned a huge clothing chain. She never worked a day in her life, but was always very involved in charities.” He stopped to think for a moment while looking at Savreux’s body. “That was something he continued even after her death. At every charity event, he mentioned her name and how he was doing this in her honour.” 

“Is it just me, or does this guy sound too good to be true?” Colin asked. He had left my side and was walking around the room. He stopped at the mantelpiece, looking closely at every ornament.

“Being a politician, the chances are quite good that we will find skeletons in his closet,” Pink said. “None of them get to where they are without making enemies or stepping over the line a time or five.” 

“Doc?” Manny didn’t have to finish his question.

“I understand the sentiment.” Since I was not naturally adept at catching nuances, figures of speech and hints at the truth, Manny and the rest of the team had respected that by saying exactly what they meant. In this case, the meanings were quite easy to construe.

“What do you think?” 

“I think it is far too early to draw any conclusions. I would only dare having an opinion about this man once I have gathered sufficient information.” 

“Oh, my God!” Pink’s smile was genuine. “Now I remember why I liked you so much.” 

I didn’t know how to react to this and didn’t even bother with a social smile. I turned back to the body and pointed at Savreux’s forearms. He had rolled up his shirtsleeves to reveal tanned and muscular arms. “I can’t see any defensive wounds. He must have been caught by surprise, or he was subdued in some other way.” 

“Or he could have been drugged.” Colin pointed to a whiskey glass on the coffee table in front of the sofa. Both Colin and I were intimately acquainted with being drugged. The mention of it brought uncomfortable tension to my throat and chest. I ignored it and continued to survey the body and its immediate surroundings.

For more than a minute, the only sound in the room was the ticking of an antique clock on the bookshelf. When I felt that I had seen enough, I walked over to where Colin was studying a large painting to the left of the fireplace. He was biting his bottom lip, his forehead was furrowed and his head tilted. He’d been scrutinising every centimetre of that painting for the last five minutes. “What are you looking at?” 

“This is an original Jackson Pollock.” His tone lifted slightly as he stood back, his arms folded. “This is... this is unbelievable. There are few of his paintings ever on sale. How did this man get a Pollock?” 

“But that’s not this Flinck artist we are looking for.” Manny’s voice and expressions no longer held the earlier animosity against Colin. “If that painting is not here, Frey, why don’t you go through the house to make sure that it isn’t hidden somewhere?” 

Colin gave a single nod and looked at me. “Coming?” 

“Yes.” I wanted to see the rest of the house to get a better impression of Claude Savreux, the man. Even if a person’s house were decorated by a designer, there would be areas showing the influence of the inhabitant. Already his home office revealed a man for whom portraying the image of old money was important. The decor told me that he had wanted to impress with the wealth of his collections, but not to overwhelm.

The rest of the house was not much different. On the walls were paintings that caused Colin’s eyes to widen and a few times his pupils dilated, informing me of how much Colin loved looking at that specific work. Our pupils dilated when we wanted to visually absorb as much as possible from whatever was giving us pleasure. Pink followed us from room to room, dividing his attention between monitoring the environment, inspecting the rooms and checking his tablet. That last habit reminded me of Francine.

In the master bedroom, he shook the tablet. “Aha! I’ve got some more info on Savreux.” 

Colin turned away from a landscape painting that could have been a Monet or a Renoir. He had been standing close, his nose millimetres away from the canvas. “Scandals or boring biographical info?” 

“Mostly the boring stuff.” Pink’s nose wrinkled, expressing tedium.

“It is in details others dismiss as banal or boring that one can often find important clues,” I said. “Tell me what you have.” 

“Well”—Pink looked at his tablet screen—“when Savreux wasn’t busy with his charity work, he was arguing with the president.” 

“The president of France?” The person we were working for?

“The one and only. According to these articles, Savreux and a few others have opposed more than one legislation supported by President Godard.” 

“What legislations?” 

“One of those... well, it looks like the president was pushing for privacy reform. This is most likely a backlash from all the spying scandals recently revealed. You know, with those leaked documents showing how the US government has been spying on everyone and his dog.” 

“Why would any government spy on someone’s dog?” This was most peculiar.

“It’s an expression, Jenny.” Colin chuckled. “You really should read that book Vinnie gave you for Christmas.” 

A few months ago, I had experienced my first true Christmas courtesy of my friends. The decorations Francine had put up in my apartment had caused me numerous panic attacks. Vinnie had spent even more time than usual in the kitchen, involving Nikki in all his cooking. Christmas Eve dinner had been extravagant to a point that I had considered planning a journey for next Christmas. As much as I hated travelling and all the panic surrounding a trip, it was much preferred to another Christmas Eve dinner. The excessive food, bits of tinsel under my furniture, tinsel finding its way to my bedroom had pushed very hard at my obsessive-compulsive borders.

The gift-giving had been pleasant though. There had been a pile of colourfully wrapped gifts under the tree—a tree Colin had thoughtfully insisted had to be artificial since the pine needles would’ve driven me into a daily cleaning frenzy. Of all the gifts, Vinnie’s book with the top one thousand metaphors and expressions had given everyone the most pleasure. It was still unread on the coffee table.

“Jenny?” Colin touched my arm to bring me back to the present. “Are you listening?” 

“I am now.” 

Pink smiled. “I was saying that Savreux provoked quite a public attack on President Godard for the new legislation he wants to pass. President Godard’s No Secrets law.”

“Oh yes, I know about that.” It had been in the news for a long time. I remembered the president using transparency of officials across the board as his key election campaign issue more than two years ago. “He wants all elected officials to open their finances for the public to see, personal and official finances.”

“He also wants to limit the immunity from prosecution members of parliament and the ministers enjoy.” Pink’s smile was light and genuine. “There are a few very vocal guys unhappy about that. Minister Savreux was one of them.” 

“I’ll have to read about this.” I couldn’t wait to get to my computers. “It might give us more insight into this murder.” 

“Especially since it is so close to next week.” 

“What’s happening next week?”

“That’s when President Godard is speaking to Parliament. He has been building his case for a long time and has gained a surprising support in the Senate and National Assembly for this kind of transparency.” Pink was swiping the screen of his tablet as he was talking. “Hmm, the president’s wife is also involved in this. She was on a talk show this week sharing her personal financial situation. She even had her bank statements there. Brave woman.”

Pink continued talking about the No Secrets law, but I had stopped listening. I didn’t believe in coincidences. In the average citizen’s life, there were incidences of happenstance that I was willing to concede to. However, in the lives of politicians, events seldom occurred without being connected to either their own strategy or that of somebody planning to use them. I worked daily with the data of clients for whom every meeting was calculated, every person they were introduced to a possible ally in achieving their goals. These people’s lives were filled with events or people so carefully introduced as to appear coincidental. 

With this in mind, I refused to believe that the direct messages Nikki had been receiving, the art implicated in both, Savreux’s death, and his connection to the president and his wife were happenstance. This intrigued me and I shifted impatiently. I wanted to get to my computers.
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THE QUIET WHOOSH OF the door to my viewing room took my attention away from the ten monitors I was looking at. My viewing room was one of the few places in the world I felt completely safe. When Phillip Rousseau had hired me to work at Rousseau & Rousseau, he had converted a room to my exact needs. The room was spacious, completely soundproof and had ten computer monitors mounted in a curve to give me all the viewing space I needed. The desk in front of the monitors was long and clear of any clutter—the way I liked it.

Phillip walked into the room, looking fresh and as elegant as always. His dark grey bespoke suit was complemented by a deep red silk tie and shoes that I knew he had specially made in Italy. He had been the first person in my life to treat me with acceptance and respect. Over the last seven years, our relationship had evolved to become much more personal. I now viewed him as the wise and honourable father figure I had longed for as a child. 

“Good morning, Genevieve.” He stopped next to my chair, staring down at me. He knew I didn’t see the sense in lying or pretending, and therefore seldom looked at me as he was currently doing. As if trying to ascertain my state of mind.

“Good morning, Phillip. Why are you worried about me?” 

“What time did you get in?” Answering my question with a question confirmed that he was concerned.

“I was here at thirteen minutes past four.” 

He waited for more, but I didn’t have anything to add. After a few seconds, he sighed. “And you don’t think it strange to be at your desk at such an hour in the morning?” 

“I had work to do.” I shrugged. “Colin broke into Minister Claude Savreux’s house last night and found him murdered in his home office. I found the lack of knowledge I had about this man most disconcerting and wanted to learn more about him.” 

Phillip looked away, took a deep breath and turned back to me. “If Manny had not briefed me on the situation, your careless announcement would’ve been very worrying.” 

“What careless announcement?” I quietened when I noticed Phillip’s expression. He wore that expression when I was not paying attention to my words or the implications thereof. I took a moment to think and nodded. “I can see how that sentence could be a cause of concern. I apologise.” 

He pulled a chair closer and sat down. “Did you find what you were looking for?” 

“I’ve been through most of his personal history that’s available online. I was just about to start with his professional history.” 

“Why don’t you take a small break and join us for breakfast?” 

I leaned back. “You are not offering a suggestion. What is happening?” 

His quick glance towards the glass doors connecting my viewing room to the team room had me turning around to look into the next room. When the president had asked Manny to head our team for special investigations, Phillip had generously offered to convert another room to the exact needs of the team. At first, I had resisted the idea of connecting my room to the team room with the sliding glass doors, but logic had prevailed. It granted me and the others easier access. It also gave them ample opportunities to interrupt my work, insisting I take breaks and eat. Their intentions were appreciated. The interruptions not so much.

The team room had a complex computer station to Francine’s specifications. She was after all considered to be one of the world’s best hackers. Manny had a desk that was always overflowing with files and little scraps of paper. I had a clear view of most of the room, especially the round table in the far corner where we usually had meetings. At the moment, most of the team were assembled around the table, looking expectantly at me. Colin wasn’t at the table and I didn’t know where he was.

“Vinnie brought breakfast. It’s only croissants, muffins and other pastries, but it is enough to feed us for three days.” Phillip stood up. “Tim is making coffee and should bring it in any moment now.” 

He walked to the glass doors, entered the code into the keypad and waited at the open doors for me. I glanced longingly at my monitors and my shoulders dropped as I got up. “I’m not eating any of those jam doughnuts Vinnie likes so much.” 

“Aw, come on, Jen-girl. There is nothing like a jelly doughnut to give you more energy.” Vinnie’s voice boomed in the team room. At almost two meters tall, and with the body of a wrestler, Vinnie had the personality and voice to match. “But if you really don’t want this, I brought you some of those special pastries you like so much.” 

I sat down in my usual chair at the round table, and took in the three plates of baked goods in the centre of the table. On a separate plate were three pastries without the flaky crust everyone else preferred. I hated the flakes that stuck to my lips and fingers, creating a mess around my plate. These little pastries were neat. Only a few crumbs ever landed on my plate.

“Thank you, Vinnie.” I turned to Nikki, who was seated on my left. “I didn’t know you would be here.” 

“Vinnie insisted.” Nikki communicated so many different emotions through her tone that it had taken me a few weeks to decipher those. Her expressions were easier to understand. Her lips were in thin lines, the top lip slightly curled. “He thinks I’m in danger. Again.” 

“Rather safe than sorry, punk.” Vinnie loaded his plate with three muffins and two croissants, and licked his fingers. I shuddered. “Until we figure out what is happening and who is sending you those tweety emails, you’re stuck with me.” 

“No!” Nikki turned to me, her face pleading. “Please, Doc G. I don’t want a bodyguard. Vinnie scares off anyone and everyone who wants to talk to me.” 

“It was only once, punk. That dude had more jewellery on his body than my auntie Helen at Christmas dinner.” 

“I think the criminal is right, Nikki.” As usual, Manny’s expression conveyed affection when he looked at Nikki. “We don’t know what any of this means, so I would rather err on the side of caution.” 

“Seriously?” She threw her napkin on the table. “Can I still go to my classes?” 

“Can’t you afford to take a week off?” Francine asked from behind her computer. She got up and brought her tablet to the table. “It’s only a week, girl. Give us the chance to figure this out and keep you safe at the same time.” 

“How do you even know that my life is in danger?” Nikki folded her arms, her eyebrows raised.

“These direct messages were sent to you, Nikki.” I said. “To an account that doesn’t have your name associated with it. Take a moment to think clearly about this. Don’t let your underdeveloped cerebral cortex influence your logic.” 

I didn’t understand why there were chuckles around the table. It was common knowledge that the thinking part of the human brain only developed fully by the age of twenty-six. Most decisions made before then were not carefully considered, and actions taken were most often impulsive and regretted later on. 

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Observe, assess, analyse and act. You’ve told me that a million times.” 

“Impossible. I don’t recall the exact number of times I have...” I sighed when the zygomaticus muscles around Nikki’s mouth relaxed into a smile. “You were being hyperbolic. Again. Well then, if you do as I advise, you will see the wisdom in taking a few days off while we observe, assess, analyse and act.” 

She picked up her napkin and forcefully placed it on her lap. “Fine. But I’m doing this with great discontent, unhappiness and rebellion in my heart.” 

“So noted.” I ignored her redundant use of language. Even though she was annoyed, her micro-expressions exhibited none of the exaggerated emotions she had laid claim to.

Our discussion was interrupted when Tim came into the team room, carrying a tray with a large thermos and coffee mugs. Timothée Renaud had started working as Phillip’s assistant six weeks ago. It had taken Phillip two months to recover when his previous assistant had betrayed his trust by giving away confidential client data to a man we had been investigating. Another month had been spent finding the right person for the position. I had given my vote of confidence when the twenty-nine-year-old man had stood up to Manny during one of the many interviews. 
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