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The

Malhoa Connection

A decades-old crime. A torment not forgiven. Ice-cold revenge.

When a prolific international criminal takes one of Doctor Genevieve Lenard’s friends hostage in his own flat, she is hard pushed to believe his motivation. Calling on her expertise as a nonverbal communications specialist, she sees the genuine fear and desperation behind this thief’s blustering demand to help him stop the Collector.

For almost a year, the Collector has evaded Genevieve and her team, leaving behind a trail of stolen artworks, burned-down museums and blown-up galleries. And innocent victims.

Grudgingly cooperating with this thief and his associates, Genevieve and her team track the Collector to the cobbled alleyways of Lisbon, Portugal, where they have only one chance to stop this merciless killer from exacting revenge that took decades to plan—an action that would have an irreversible political and economic impact on a global scale.
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“FREY?” COLONEL MANFRED Millard stepped over a burned chair and waited until Colin looked at him. “Tell me about this Molola. Do we care about him?”

“Malhoa. José Malhoa.” Colin huffed in annoyance, then straightened from where he’d been using a pen to lift burned papers from the scorched wooden desk. My romantic partner, teammate and an international thief was always irritated when Manny mispronounced important names.

We were in the consulate general of Portugal in Strasbourg. Two nights ago, a fire had ravaged the interior of the building, destroying or severely damaging everything in the consulate. It was only when the embassy in Paris revealed that fourteen valuable artworks had been stored here that we’d been contacted.

The art theft and consequent fire matched the pattern of crimes we’d connected to the Collector—a ruthless criminal we’d been investigating for more than a year. We still hadn’t found any actionable leads that could lead to an arrest. Or even an identity.

Of the fourteen artworks in the consulate general, eleven had been found in the rubble, damaged beyond repair. Those had been sculptures and modern artworks. Three paintings were missing. Stolen. This was the Collector’s modus operandi. Especially since one of the paintings perfectly fitted the pattern of stealing paintings from a specific era. 

The José Malhoa painting.

Colin turned to look at Manny. “Yes, Millard, we care about Malhoa. We care a lot. José Malhoa represented the naturalism movement in Portugal. He died in 1933 at the age of seventy-eight. The Drunks is one of his most famous works. Another one, Autumn, had a slight impressionist influence, but he always remained faithful to the naturalist style. There are hotels and museums named after Malhoa, so yes, he is important. The loss of The Drunks is a travesty.”

As always when Colin talked about artists and art, his face became more animated. Focusing on this important development in our case took my mind off the ash on my boots, the horrid smell and the utter destruction surrounding us on the first floor of this three-storey building in the heart of Strasbourg. 

“Doc, have you seen enough?” Manny was in an exceptionally bad mood this morning. He hadn’t wanted to come to this crime scene, but had finally agreed when I’d insisted. 

Apart from our run in with the Collector in Croatia a year ago, this was the first crime scene that I’d been able to see in person. The other twelve bombings and arsons of museums and art galleries had all taken place in non-European countries. That in itself had me wondering about this fire. In Europe. In the city where we resided. 

I wouldn’t put it past to Collector to do something as strategic as that. And also to toy with us. That was another pattern I’d noticed in the Collector’s actions—the enjoyment of playing games with people. I hadn’t expected to find anything significant at this crime scene. But I wanted to be here for the off chance it would trigger an insight that could lead us to the Collector.

“Doc!” Manny walked closer, kicking up ashes. “Can we bloody leave now?”

I nodded. I’d seen enough. “There isn’t much left here.”

“That’s what I told you when you insisted on coming.” His attention shifted from me to a man who’d entered the conference room we were in. The middle-aged man was heading the arson investigation and the expression on his face showed his interest in our presence. Manny grunted. “Let me deal with this. Wait for me by the cars.”

Colin shook his head and held out his hand. “Shall we?”

“Where is Vinnie?” I took Colin’s hand. 

“He joined Francine.”

Francine had been quite vocal about coming with us. Until she’d stepped into the foyer of the consulate general. Then she’d declared there was no way she was going to put her precious Bruno Magli stiletto boots into that ‘muck’. She’d retreated to the SUV, her tablet already in her hand.

An annoying sound brought me out of my musings. I looked at my handbag, then frowned at Colin. “Really?”

Colin had changed the ringtone of my smartphone. Again. A man was singing about being happy. Even though it was an upbeat tune, I was relieved when it ended.

“But Jenny, this is one of the many ways I prove how deep my love is for you.” His smile was filled with mischief. 

“It doesn’t matter how many times you say that, it doesn’t make sense.” The phone started ringing again and I took it from its usual place in my handbag, looked at the screen and swiped to the right. “Bree.”

“Finally!” She paused dramatically, then sighed when I didn’t respond. “I’ve been phoning you for hours.”

“You called me twice.” 

She snorted. “I know. I’m just pulling your leg.”

“Why did you phone?” As much as I enjoyed Gabriella Reuben’s exuberance and valued her friendship, I wanted to get back to our team room so I could think about the implication of the Malhoa being stolen in our city. 

“Not in a chatty mood? Okay.” She hummed softly. “Is it the Collector? You still haven’t found him?”

“No.” I walked into the pleasant spring day and stood on the sidewalk. The outside of this building had been painted a horrid light pink, which was now marred by streaks of black from the smoke escaping the windows. This whole section of the sidewalk and street had been taped off by the police. 

Our SUV and Manny’s sedan were parked next to each other on the street, inside the perimeter. Vinnie was leaning against our SUV and I shuddered when I thought about the dirt being transferred to his jeans. Francine was on the backseat, her laptop on her lap and her tablet next to her. I nodded at Vinnie and turned my attention back to the phone conversation when Bree called my name for a third time.

“I’m here.”

“So? Have you found any more intel on the Collector since the last time we spoke?”

“No.” I hated that this was my answer. 

“You’re really not in a chatty mood, are you? Never you mind. You know I can chat enough for the both of us.” She laughed when I groaned. 

Bree had entered our lives two years ago when she’d helped us with a case in Prague. She was an exceptional investigative journalist and had become a good friend. She’d once told me that our team had become her third family. Her blood relatives lived in England, her brother in London, working for Scotland Yard. Her second, not-blood-related, family was in Düsseldorf, where she’d made her home after a co-worker from her previous job had outed her as transgender in a media interview and sensationalised it. 

“I’m frustrated with our lack of progress.” I sighed. “Two weeks ago, the Collector set fire to a Museum of Modern Art.”

“No! Where?”

“Salvador, Brazil. This time the people working for the Collector didn’t even wait for the evening. They set the fire at the height of the museum’s daily visits. Three tourists and five schoolchildren from a youth group died in the fire.” 

“Shit.” She was quiet for a moment. “What did they take this time?” 

“It’s been hard to determine how many paintings were taken. But they estimate at least seventy.” Neither I nor anyone else on my team had drawn a single useful connection between the stolen paintings we’d traced back to the Collector and the stolen artefacts that had first led us to this criminal. It was entirely possible there were more we weren’t aware of. Usually, I insisted on more data. But the artworks stolen during crimes with the Collector’s modus operandi had become so numerous, it was becoming a hindrance in finding a link—anything—that could lead us to the Collector.

“Am I hearing cars?” Bree paused. “I am. Where are you?”

“Outside another crime scene.”

“Way to bury the lede, girl. What crime scene? Tell me, tell me.”

I told her about the fire in the consulate general as well as the stolen art. 

“Okay, wait. Let me get this straight.” She cleared her throat. “This Collector idiot has already bombed seven million museums, set another five million on fire, caused ten million gas explosions and in the process how many people died?”

I winced. “You are extremely inaccurate, Bree.”

She sniffed. “Then correct me.”

“The case we investigated last year revealed the bombings of two museums, two fires, one gas explosion and the bombings he’d planned for the ship and church in Rovinj.”

“Those bombings you stopped.”

I shuddered. I avoided recalling the paralysing fear I’d experienced when I’d come face to face with the person who’d been doing the Collector’s bidding. “You also have it wrong that the Collector committed these crimes.”

“You’re being too literal. In my opinion he lit the fuse when he blackmailed people into these vicious and violent crimes.” She grunted. “Casualties?”

“Thirty-seven.” The word came out hoarse. At least there had been no casualties in the consulate general. I cleared my throat. “The bombings also injured a lot of people, many of whose injuries were life-changing.”

“Fucker.”

That expletive had been used more and more frequently by my teammates the longer it took us to locate and stop the Collector. I exhaled heavily and walked closer to the SUV. “The six crimes we found connected to more modern paintings did not have any casualties. Not until the fire in Brazil that destroyed not only a historical site dating back to the sixteenth century, but also an unknown number of priceless artworks on display. Eight people died.”

“I’m so sorry, Genevieve.” She cleared her throat. “Maybe a distraction will help.”

“No.”

“That’s your answer for everything today.” Her smile was audible in her voice.

“It’s the only appropriate answer.” One of the many things I enjoyed about Bree was that she didn’t look for hidden meanings in my behaviour and words. She was unusual for a neurotypical individual.

“Well, tough. I’m going to distract you even if you don’t want it.”

“I really don’t.”

“That’s why I sent the email to Francine. I know she won’t be able to resist the temptation of a juicy scandal that includes a filthy-rich Angolan heiress and stolen goodies.”

I sighed. My best friend, our team’s IT expert, loved ‘juicy scandals’. Bree and Francine had that in common. “You are devious.”

“Ooh, thank you.” Her tone was light with laughter. “There’s no deadline or urgency to the stuff I sent. I’m sure Colin will be interested in the artist mentioned.”

“Why aren’t you looking into this yourself?” I would’ve expected her to jump at this. 

“I’m up to my neck looking into a financial thing. I might have to go to Cyprus soon. I think. I don’t know yet. Anyway, have a look at the stuff I sent whenever you have time.”

“I’ll consider it.”

“Yay! That’s as good as a yes.”

“It’s not.”

“It’s not a no.”

“Goodbye, Bree.”

“I love you, Genevieve.”

“Hmm.” I ended the call and suddenly wondered if I should’ve told her that I loved her too. That was something Francine would’ve done. Francine, Colin and the rest of the team had taught me a lot about love. Through their unconditional acceptance, they’d shown me the nuances of affection and the importance of verbalising it. Maybe I should’ve replied to Bree. I shook off that thought, knowing that Bree didn’t expect me to be neurotypical, just as I didn’t expect her to be anything other than the woman she was. 

Colin and Vinnie were talking about the damage to the building and how long it might take to restore the structure. Francine was engrossed in something on her laptop, not even looking up when Manny joined us. He put his phone in his jacket pocket and scowled at Vinnie and Colin. Then he looked into the SUV.

“What are you looking at?” Manny stepped closer to Francine. “Is this about the Collector?”

“Hmm?” Francine turned and blinked up at Manny. “Oh. Huh. No. This is an email from Bree.”

“What does she want now?”

“Your watch collection.” Francine laughed when Manny took a step back. She leaned to the side to look around him at me. “He thinks I didn’t notice that he bought another watch last week.” She looked back at Manny and fluttered her eyelashes. “Shnookums, my sugar daddy, my love muffin, did you really think I wouldn’t notice a new accessory? Me? The queen of fashion?”

Manny’s lips tightened, but then his eyes narrowed. “You’re deflecting, supermodel. Why?” 

Francine sighed dramatically as she turned back to her computer. “Because you huff and puff every single time I look at anything not related to that stupid Collector.”

Vinnie snorted, then chuckled when Manny turned to glare at him.

“This is not a bloody laughing matter.” Manny rubbed his hand over his face. “We need to get the Collector and stop him.”

“Who was it this time?” Colin raised one eyebrow. “Your boss at Interpol, Daniel’s captain or the president?”

Colin had been recruited to work for Interpol as a consultant, retrieving objects that could’ve resulted in wars had they landed in the wrong hands. He was a thief. Manny was the only one of us who had ever worked as a law enforcement officer. Our team worked directly under the president of France. Manny was our official team leader and often had to deal with the political fallout of our investigations.

I didn’t envy him.

“All three, Frey.” Manny’s shoulders slumped on a heavy exhale and he shook his head. “I’ve had to deal with all three of them this morning. The president just phoned. He’s worried about this thing at the consulate. The Portuguese government is asking for an explanation of how this could happen on French soil. To top my day off, Interpol is having conniption fit after conniption fit every time the Collector leaves chaos in his wake when he steals something.”

“And Dan’s boss?” Vinnie frowned. He was good friends with Daniel Cassel, a GIPN team leader. Similar to the US SWAT and Germany’s GSG 9, they were elite police officers who were called out whenever the local police needed a stronger response. Daniel’s team had been working more frequently with us, even assisting when our investigations took us abroad.

“Captain Bouvier is getting his knickers all twisted in knots because Daniel and his guys have been helping us look into the Collector.” Manny shrugged. “I get why he’s nagging about it. This has been going on for too long now.” He glared at Francine. “That’s why I don’t want you wasting your time with whatever you’re hiding from me.”

“I’m not hiding... okay, don’t look at me like that.” Francine waved both hands in the air, her bracelets jingling. She put her laptop on the seat and got out of the SUV. “I was curious about Bree’s email and then I was having a bit of fun with you. But I swear, I only spent a few minutes on it.”

Manny rubbed his hand over his face again, regret stamped on his features. He took a step closer and gently kissed Francine’s forehead.

She caught his face between her hands before he could move away and looked into his eyes. “I’m not upset with you. You’re my grump. I know you. I love you. I tease you. Get over it.”

Manny grunted, colour creeping up his neck as he straightened stiffly. “Bloody hell, woman. We’re in public.”

Everyone laughed. Including Francine. She winked at him. “Want to hear what amazing discoveries this diva of the dark web has made?”

“Not if you refer to yourself in the third person.” Manny stepped away and leaned against his sedan. He raised his eyebrows. “Well? We’re waiting.”

Francine wrinkled her nose. “It’s not a discovery per se, but I’m getting close.”

“Oh, for the love of all the saints.” Manny slumped. “Just spit it out.”

“I’ve been following the lead Genevieve gave me.” She smiled at me. “That took me down a few side roads that led me to the one I’m on at the moment.”

“That tells me absolutely nothing.” Manny turned to me. “Doc?”

I inhaled deeply and collected my thoughts. Francine had gathered two terabytes’ worth of data related to the Collector and the art thefts. Some of the files were huge because of the CCTV footage, some because of the high-resolution photos of the stolen artworks. I’d spent a lot of time watching the footage, but had not yet found anything that led us straight to the Collector. 

Out of frustration, I’d focused on the footage of the thief who’d stolen a 1967 oil on canvas by a Moroccan artist in Tangier for the Collector. Colin had recognised him and before long Francine had found a financial lead. Despite the feeling of little to no progress, we had found something that might be significant. 

“The Tangier thief bank received two payments from a company that I’ve noticed before. One payment before the 2018 heist in Morocco and another payment the day after. I also noticed that company name connected to a shipment with art sent from Brazil ten days ago—three days after the museum fire.”

“The name, Doc?”

“Conhecedor.” I nodded towards Francine. “She’s been looking into it.”

“It’s a sole proprietorship that was established in 2016 in the Seychelles.” She paused. “Did you know ‘conhecedor’ is the Portuguese word for ‘connoisseur’ or ‘expert’?” The glance she gave Manny conveyed mischievous glee. “I followed their money here and there.” 

“Francine.” Manny lowered his brow and stared at her.

“You know they’ll never know I hacked their weak systems. Anyhoo, it was no surprise that I found a few shell companies. Conhecedor also seems to function as a shell company. But the name of the owner of one of the other shell companies rang a bell.” She lifted one hand, palm out. “No, I’m not telling yet. I want to make sure I’m right. I’m following that name. At the moment, I’m looking at the places we know the Collector hacked. I’m thinking it’s the same person.”

“You think the Collector is one of the owners of the shell company? Or the owner of Conhecedor?” I found it most frustrating when Francine didn’t clearly state what she’d found, but only hinted at interesting discoveries. She loved such melodramatic deliveries. 

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out at the moment.”

I closed my eyes for a moment to replay her facial expressions. “You know this person.”

“Dammit, girlfriend!” Francine frowned at me. “Leave a girl some secrets, would you.”

“You know the Collector?” Vinnie slapped his hand on the roof of the SUV. “The fuck, Franny?” 

“This is why I didn’t want to say anything.” She straightened, all levity gone. “Look, I really don’t know if I’m right. Let me check this. And then double-check it.”

A notification tone sounded from Manny’s pocket and he grumbled something rude under his breath. He took his phone from his jacket pocket and shook it at Francine. “You and I are not done.”

He gave Francine another long look, then swiped his phone’s screen. His eyes widened and his head jerked back as he read whatever was on the screen.

My breath hitched. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know.” Manny stared at his phone screen, brows raised and drawn together. He looked at Colin. “Why would Daniel send me a message to tell your thieving poet alter ego about Venus with a Mirror and Jack... um... Jacopo?”

Colin’s eyebrows shot up. “Venus with a Mirror by Jacopo Palma il Giovane? Maybe because that painting was stolen in Budapest in 2010. Back then it was worth around one million euros.”

My mind was reeling. Why would Daniel use one of the many aliases Colin used whenever his work veered off all legal avenues? 

Daniel was more accepting of Colin’s use of aliases than I was. Even though I understood Colin’s need for not revealing his true identity whenever he dealt with criminals, I hated watching him in a disguise. His changes of posture, accent, mannerisms were disconcerting. 

Colin looked at Manny. “What exactly does Dan’s message say?”

Manny looked down at his phone and shook his head. “‘Come to my flat. Bring George Herbert and G. Tell Herbert Venus with a Mirror, Jac... that name.”

“Jacopo,” Colin said quietly. He frowned. “Daniel would only be cryptic like this if something’s off.”

Vinnie pushed away from the SUV. “Why are we standing around? Dan’s clearly in trouble. Let’s go.”

“Take a breath, big guy.” Manny tapped his phone screen a few times and notifications sounded from all our phones. “You all have the message now.” He looked at Vinnie. “We need to be smart about this. Daniel would’ve told us if his life was in immediate danger. He definitely wouldn’t have asked us to bring Doc if there was any threat. Let’s gear up. I’ll get Daniel’s team to meet us there.”

“I have a bad feeling about this.” Francine leaned into the SUV and collected her devices. “I’ll take the sedan and go back to the team room. I’ll see if I can get into Dan’s flat.”

Manny’s nostrils flared and he shook his head. “Bloody hell. Do it.” He looked at me and nodded towards the SUV. “Get moving, Doc.”

Even though my neurodiverse mind was balking at going into an unknown and possibly dangerous situation, I didn’t think twice about opening the passenger door. Daniel was a good friend. And I trusted him. He would not have asked me to come if my life would be in danger.

Manny blinked in surprise at my easy acquiescence, then grunted and nodded. “Good. Francine...”

“I’ll let you know when I have something.” She blew him a kiss and winked at me before getting into the sedan. 

I buckled in and clutched my handbag to my chest. I didn’t like this. So soon after we discovered a crime I was convinced had been commissioned by the Collector, our friend sent us a cryptic message? This didn’t feel right to me. I held my handbag even tighter and focused on my breathing. 

Daniel needed us.
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MANNY SPENT THE ENTIRE journey on his phone, coordinating with Pink, Francine’s counterpart in the GIPN team. Pink’s knowledge of cybersecurity had been helpful in numerous cases. He was also a very capable law enforcement officer. And he was family.

He’d married Nikki, the young woman who’d recently told me I was the mother-slash-sister she’d never known she needed in her life. I had no maternal feelings for her, but my affection ran deep. For her and Eric, her three-year-old son. 

We reached Daniel’s five-storey apartment building in record time and Vinnie stopped the SUV in the street behind the black GIPN truck. Pink and two other team members were already in the street, waiting for us. The female officer glanced up at the building and said something to the male officer next to her. Both had joined Daniel’s team in the last two years, but we hadn’t worked with them often.

Bianca was taller than the average French woman, her athletic body hidden under her uniform and gear. The tension in her posture and frequent glances at a specific window on the third floor revealed her concern for Daniel. 

Thierry was a jovial individual, his dark skin often darkening even more as he broke out in loud guffaws at his own jokes. Yet he turned into a consummate professional when needed. Like now. He was focused, his hand resting on his handgun holstered on his hip.

We got out of the SUV and made our way to them.

“Hey, guys.” Pink’s smile softened when he saw me. “Genevieve.”

I nodded, my facial muscles too tense to form unnecessary words. 

“Ready?” Manny nodded at the other team members.

“I have spare keys, so breaching will be easy.” Pink looked at Colin. “Stay behind us. We’ll clear everything, then you can join us.”

Colin nodded. He trained with Daniel’s team, but not twice a week like Vinnie did. Colin’s experience as a burglar made him exceptionally good at being stealthy, but he never enjoyed handling weapons. I offered no argument against letting the trained officers ensure everything, including Daniel, was safe before I joined them.

We followed them to the front door of the building. Pink was standing with a key card ready in his hand. Manny took position by the door, his hand on the handle. The moment Manny nodded, Pink held the card against the panel and Manny opened the door, holding it for the other two officers to enter.

Pink and Vinnie followed, their weapons raised, their body language alert and focused. Manny didn’t enter, but watched them closely, all the while holding his hand out to the side, palm facing us—keeping us back.

It didn’t take them long to clear the elegant, minimalist foyer of the modern apartment building. Pink waved us in and turned to the others. “Dan’s apartment is on the third floor. Vin and I will take the stairs. Colin, you and Genevieve can follow us, but stay at least one flight of stairs behind us.” He nodded at Manny. “Okay to take the elevator with Bianca and Thierry?”

Manny nodded, then turned to glare at me. “Hold yourself together, Doc.”

“Millard.” Colin squeezed my hand. “You’re an arsehole.”

Manny didn’t acknowledge Colin’s reprimand, just continued staring at me. The tightening of the muscles around his eyes and mouth gave away the concern for me he was trying to hide behind the blustering.

“I’ll do my best.” I couldn’t promise anything more. My non-neurotypical brain was unpredictable in how it processed stimuli. I could only hope that I would be there for Daniel today the way he’d always been there for me. And that my brain wouldn’t give in to a shutdown.

“You do that.” Manny nodded once and walked to the elevator with Bianca and Thierry, the three of them moving as a unit. 

Vinnie opened the door to the stairwell and Pink went in, his weapon raised. Vinnie gave Colin a look that communicated caution and followed Pink. I took a deep breath and walked through the door, Colin behind me. 

We hurried up the stairs, the only sound in the stairwell the squeak of my boots against the tiles. I winced with each step. 

Pink held up his fist and stopped in front of the door leading to the third-floor hallway. As before, Vinnie opened the door for Pink. 

Vinnie turned his head towards us, but didn’t take his eyes off the hallway as Pink disappeared to the right. “Wait here until we call you.”

I focused on taking three slow breaths. Then I straightened my hunched shoulders and relaxed my grip on Colin’s hand. A quiet ping came from the hallway and my eyes widened, my hand tightening around Colin’s again.

“The elevator, love.” Colin leaned closer and kissed my temple. “They’ll be fine.”

He couldn’t guarantee that, but I didn’t confront him about making empty promises. Instead I listened. I didn’t hear anything. 

I counted twenty seconds and still nothing. My heart rate increased and it felt as if a heavy weight was resting on my chest when I heard footsteps coming our way.

Vinnie’s head popped around the hallway entrance, his facial muscles relaxed, a genuine smile lifting his cheeks. “It’s clear. You’re gonna wanna see this.”

I exhaled in relief and rushed up the stairs with Colin. Vinnie led us down the hallway to the last apartment door. It was open, revealing a small, but sleek entrance hall. I followed Vinnie past the floor-to-ceiling mirror on one wall into a large open-space living area. 

And froze.

Colin stopped next to me, his muscle tension increased. But only for a moment. On a silent exhale, he relaxed and raised one eyebrow.

Thierry and Bianca had their weapons trained on an unfamiliar man sitting on one of the two black leather sofas. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, tall and fit. His black hair was long enough to look messy, combined with a few silver streaks that added to his appeal. His posture was relaxed and confident, his left arm stretching along the back of the sofa, one ankle resting on the opposite knee.

I realised that Manny and Vinnie were not staring at the stranger himself, but rather at the large black cat sprawled on his lap. An equally large, but white, cat had draped itself on the back of the sofa and was rubbing its face against the back of the man’s head, purring loudly.

Daniel was on the other sofa. He was wearing only pyjama bottoms, his hands tied in front of him with a tea towel. He displayed no sign of distress or concern. His expression confused me. Why was he amused?

“Who the bloody hell are you?” Manny took a step closer to the intruder, then swung around to Daniel. “Who the hell is this? And why the hell are you still tied up?”

Daniel wriggled his wrists and shook off the tea towel.

“Oh, dude.” Vinnie shook his head, pretending to be disappointed. “That’s just embarrassing.”

Daniel chuckled. “In my defence, I was tasered.” He pointed at two red dots on his muscular abdomen. 

“The fuck!” Vinnie stalked over to the stranger, reaching for his holstered handgun. “Who are you?”

“Ask him.” The man’s left cheek dimpled in a sensuous half-smile as he nodded at Colin. “Good to see you again, George. Or do you prefer Colin?”

“Armando Curvelo. It’s been a long time.” Colin’s controlled response didn’t give away the shock I’d observed in his micro-expressions when he’d first seen this man. Nor did Colin use the Irish accent that accompanied his George Herbert alias. For that I was grateful. It was perturbing to see how smoothly he moved into a different persona and how convincing he was. “How long has it been? Seven years?”

“Hmm. I wish it was longer.” The more Armando spoke, the more pronounced his Portuguese accent became. My expertise was in nonverbal communication, not accents, but his exaggerated accent didn’t sound true to me. He raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. “Yet here we are.”

Colin made a point of looking at all the people in the room before he looked back at Armando. “You went through a lot of trouble to meet me.”

Armando shrugged again and the white cat shifted, stretching its leg out to rest its paw on Armando’s shoulder. This time, the stranger’s smile was genuine and soft as he tilted his head and rubbed his cheek against the cat’s head. That sincerity lasted a second before he schooled his features into another sensual half-smile and straightened. “The phone number you gave me seven years ago no longer works.”

Colin nodded slowly—the way he did when he was working through numerous strategies. I knew he’d settled on one when he squeezed my hand before letting it go and walked to Daniel’s sofa. Colin took his time sitting down next to Daniel and straightening the sleeves of his jacket. Finally, he settled his gaze on Armando. “I’m here.”

“So you are.” Armando sighed and lifted his chin towards Bianca and Thierry. “Think we can ask them to stop aiming those monster guns at me?”

Vinnie’s hand was still resting on his holstered weapon and he widened his stance. “You have no idea how much I want to shoot you right now. So no, the guns are not going anywhere.”

“It’s okay, Vin.” Daniel nodded at his two team members, who immediately lowered their weapons, but didn’t relax their postures. “Armando and I have been chatting for almost an hour. He’s not going to do anything stupid.”

I rolled my shoulders as most of the tension left my body. I trusted Daniel. He was exceptionally skilled in reading people. In all the time I’d known him, he had not once been wrong in his assessment of a person or situation. If he deemed this situation safe, it was.

“A bloody hour?” Manny glared from Armando to the cats. “Why the hell did you bring those beasts with you?”

“Um...” Daniel chuckled, colour creeping up his neck into his cheeks. “They’re my Maine Coon cats.”

“Dude!” Vinnie threw both hands in the air. “No way. Two cats? Oh, man. How did I not know this?”

Manny pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. For a moment, he stared at Armando, then turned to Colin. “Who the bleeding holy hell is he?”

Colin raised an eyebrow, then looked at Armando, who nodded and waved his hand. “Go ahead. Tell them.”

“Everything?” Colin asked.

“Of course.” His tone was glib, but the way he swallowed and the orbicularis oris muscles around his mouth contracted betrayed his tension.

“Meet Armando Curvelo.” Colin held out his hand towards Armando as if presenting him to an audience. “An accomplished thief. He specialises in modern art—paintings as well as sculptures. He’s responsible for the thefts of Charing Cross Bridge by Monet and a Meyer de Haan self-portrait as well as three Picassos, to name only a few.” Colin narrowed his eyes at Armando stroking the black cat. “Do you still have a warrant out for your arrest here in France?”

“Hmm?” Armando blinked as if he had not been paying attention. He was not as skilled as Colin in pretence. I’d observed him flinch each time Colin mentioned one of his crimes. His half-smile increased. “Oh, the warrant? No. That silly investigation went up in smoke a year after they suspected me. There was no arguing with time-stamped security footage of me in a different country.”

Colin smiled. “They fell for that?”

“Hook, line and sinker.” Armando looked at Manny, his expression beaming innocence. “Of course, the security footage was real.”

Manny lowered his chin and scowled at Armando. “Do not make me ask you again why you are here.”

For a moment, Armando’s smile was genuine as he studied Manny. “I like you.”

“Talk.”

Armando scratched the black cat behind his ears, taking his time. Then he looked at Colin, his expression sober. “We know you’re working with the law. We can help you, but we need immunity.”

Colin held out his palm towards Manny when the latter inhaled. “Let me. We’ll take this one thing at a time.” He leaned forward. “Who is this ‘we’ you are talking about?”

Armando tilted his head, his smile playful. “You’re not worried that your covers are blown?”

“No.” 

“Hmm. And you’re also not responding to me using the plural. As in ‘covers’.” The white cat joined the black one on his lap, the two felines spilling over onto the sofa. He stroked the white cat from head to tail. “We know you’ve been going around as George Herbert, John Milton and Andrew Marvell. Aren’t you worried that we’ve already told everyone?”

“No.” Colin narrowed his eyes. “Who is ‘we’?”

“Hmm. I prefer you like this. George Herbert was so...” He tapped his index finger on his lips, then snapped his fingers. “Snobbish. You? Like this? You’re real.”

It was interesting to observe relief entering his micro-expressions. He was trying hard, but Armando was deeply worried about something. And I suspected he was placing a lot of hope in Colin’s cooperation.

“Armando.” Colin raised both eyebrows. “We?”

Armando swallowed and nodded. “Inge, Jake and Paulo.”

Colin frowned. “Jake Cahan?”

“No. Jake Langford.” He paused. “And Paulo Ornelas.”

Colin’s eyes widened and he didn’t even try to hide his surprise as he leaned back in the sofa. “Wow. That’s quite the crew you put together. Inge, I understand. Jake, I’m a bit surprised. But Paulo? Are you sure you want to hitch your wagon to his?”

“We have no other choice.” Armando’s distress was moving closer to the surface, overriding his faked confidence and sensuality. He looked around the room and for a moment I thought he would employ his sexy half-smile again. But then he closed his eyes and shook his head. When he looked at Colin, his expression conveyed true concern and there was no trace of his accent. “We need your help.”

“With what?” Colin glanced at Pink as he took out his tablet and started swiping the screen. “Pink, you want to look for Inge Weiss, Jake Langford and Paulo Ornelas.” He looked back at Armando. “What do you need our help with?”

“The Collector.”

“Bloody hell.” Manny pulled a dining room chair closer and sat down. “Speak.”

Armando shook his head. “I need immunity first.”

Manny’s lips thinned. “Immunity for what?”

“From all prosecution. What we have will be worth it and more. Our little crimes pale in the face of what we can give you. Who we can give you.”

“The Collector.” Colin studied Armando. “You’re really worried, aren’t you?”

“I’m here.” Armando’s glance shifted to Vinnie and the other two. He leaned a bit closer until the white cat huffed. “Immunity and I’ll tell you everything.”

I straightened as another thought came to me. “When did you arrive here?”

“Huh?” Armando blinked, then frowned as he looked at his watch. “Four hours ago. Whatever you’re thinking of pinning on me, don’t. I didn’t do it. You can check security cameras at both airports. I even allowed the cameras to catch a nice view of my handsome mug.”

I looked at Manny. “He’s being truthful. He couldn’t have burned down the consulate general.”

“The what now?” Armando looked at Colin. “The Collector?”

“We think so.” Colin glanced at Manny, then returned his attention to Armando. “You’re going to have to give us a moment.”

Manny gestured at Thierry. “Take this nitwit to the other room and make sure he doesn’t try anything.”

Armando petted both the cats and gently lifted them off his lap before he got up. He kept his hands in front of him, his posture non-threatening as he walked to the hallway that I assumed led to the bedrooms.

Manny waited until he heard the click of a door, then looked at Daniel. “What the holy hell happened?”

Daniel chuckled. “I think you’re angrier about this than me. Like I said, he got me with a Taser.” He grew serious. “He had no problem breaking in and that is definitely something I will be fixing immediately. I got to bed late and was still sleeping when Armando broke in. He’s really good, but I still heard him. Unfortunately, he was already in my bedroom.”

“He zapped you in bed?” Vinnie clenched his fists, his knuckles whitening.

“Yup.” Daniel glanced towards the bedrooms. “In his defence, I had my gun in my hand when he tried to wake me up. Turns out he only wants to talk.”

“Talk, my ass.” Vinnie sat down on the sofa with the cats. “Dude. Cats?”

Daniel smiled and shrugged. The conversation was about to be derailed. Again. I took a step closer, clutching my handbag against my chest. “What did you see? Why do you trust him?”

“Honestly?” Daniel’s smile was rueful. “My cats. They usually run to hide in the bedroom when I have visitors.”

“They only started coming out to greet me after the third visit.” Pink pushed the black cat towards Vinnie and sat down. His attention immediately went back to his tablet, his fingers swiping and tapping the screen.

“You bloody better have something more solid than your cats’ opinions.” Manny slumped in his chair, glaring from Daniel to the white cat now sitting on Vinnie’s lap.

“I do.” Daniel looked at me. “Body language, expressions, tone of voice. When Armando is not trying to be charming, I can see his fear. Hell, I can see the fear even with all his pouting and sexy smiles.”

“Did he give you anything concrete?” Manny asked.

“No. He only insisted that I contact George Herbert’s boss and tell him to bring Herbert and whoever else Herbert trusted.” Daniel looked at Colin. “I have the impression that he knows about you and Genevieve.” He grunted and shook his head. “After he zapped me, he tied my hands and helped me to the sofa. That was pretty much when I realised he didn’t mean any physical harm. If he knew where I lived and that I was connected to Colin, he also knew that I could take him down before his cheap Taser was able to recharge. Binding my hands with a tea towel? Yeah, that was symbolic more than anything else.”

“Symbolic of what?” I asked.

“I would have to ask him to confirm my suspicions, but I think he did it so I would know I had more power than him. He threw the Taser in the rubbish bin and sat down on the other sofa. He knew I could get out of the tea towel at any moment and overpower him.”

“Instead, you decided to sit there like a pansy.” Vinnie shook his head, his lip curled in disgust as he scratched the cat behind its ears. “Hmph. Tea towel. That’s just plain embarrassing, dude.”

“No.” Manny’s zygomaticus muscles pulled at the corners of his mouth, not quite forming a smile. “You allowed him to play his game.”

Daniel nodded. “But he plays it very well. He didn’t give me anything. We talked about carpentry and birdwatching. That man has varied interests.” He looked at Vinnie. “He loves cooking as well.”

“Asswipe.” Vinnie looked down at the cat. “If you weren’t so soft, I would not allow you to use my lap as a throne. Not after cuddling up to that—”

“Ready to hear what I found?” Pink pointed at his tablet.

“Inge and the others?” Colin asked.

“Inge looks like a soccer mom.” Pink’s eyes were wide as he stared at his tablet for a moment. “I mean, seriously. I can’t believe this photo goes with her rap sheet. She’s been implicated in two diamond heists, but there’s never been any evidence connecting her to the crimes.”

Colin laughed softly. “Don’t let her looks deceive you. That woman is a master in stealing jewellery. Those two heists are a drop in the bucket of what she’s stolen. An emerald worth over three million euros, a pink star diamond ring worth seventy-two million euros, a Cartier jade necklace worth upwards of twenty-seven million euros. These are the most reported thefts, but she’s stolen a lot of jewels and precious stones in her life.” He looked at Manny. “And you’ll never find anything concrete tying her to these crimes.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





