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The

Sirani Connection

Stolen masterpieces. Deadly narcotics. Artificial intelligence.

A mysterious email and the arrest of a fugitive art thief send Doctor Genevieve Lenard and her team to Prague, where it soon becomes apparent that this theft has a close connection to a sadistic killer they've been tracking for almost a year.

No sooner do they arrive than they find a scientist tortured and murdered by Shahab Hatami—the man they've been looking for. Joining forces with Prague's elite investigator and a controversial journalist, they start uncovering the trail of terror Shahab has left behind to discover he has only just started.

With Shahab developing a weapon that could kill hundreds, if not thousands of innocent people, Genevieve has to push past her autistic mind's limitations to stop him. But when those she cares for most become his target and he threatens to exact his revenge on them, Genevieve has run out of time to investigate and has to act before it's too late.
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“PHILLIP? WHAT’S WRONG?” The concern in Vinnie’s voice jerked me out of studying the data on Francine’s computer. I straightened from where I was leaning over the infamous hacker’s shoulder and turned to Vinnie, our investigative team’s self-assigned protector and my best male friend. A deep frown pulled his brow down as he stared towards the elevator. I followed his gaze and inhaled sharply.

Phillip Rousseau, owner of the high-end insurance company in the building adjacent to ours, shuddered when the elevator door closed behind him. He shook his head as if to clear it and walked towards me. He ignored Vinnie repeating his question, as well as Manfred Millard, the only law enforcement official in our team, shoving his chair back as he jumped to his feet.

In the nearly thirteen years I’d known Phillip, there had been only four times that I’d seen him this distressed. Today was the fifth. 

He’d offered me employment when everyone else had balked at my non-neurotypical bluntness and lack of social skills. It had taken many years before I had allowed myself to accept his uncomplicated affection. 

Because I’d come to view him in a paternal role in my life, the severe disquietude I now observed on his face immediately brought the blackness of a shutdown to my peripheral vision. I forced myself to focus on reading his nonverbal cues. Engaging my mind intellectually often aided in preventing a shutdown.

His orbicularis oculi and orbicularis oris muscles lowered and brought his brows together. His upper eyelids were raised and tightened, his lips a thin line. Confusion, anger and fear. 

He stopped in front of me and allowed me to study him for a while longer. I swallowed and blinked a few times. “What happened?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Truth.” There was no denying the honesty in his immediate answer, his open hands lifting as he shrugged.

“Enough.” Manny walked to the round table in our open-space team room and pointed at it. “Sit down so we can talk.” He shook his finger when no one moved. “Now!”

Manny’s rudeness jerked Phillip out of the internal processing I was witnessing on his face. He took a staggered breath, pulled his shoulders back and nodded at me. “I’m rattled, but I’m well, Genevieve.”

I shook my head. “Clearly your definition of ‘well’ is not congruent to mine.”

The soft smile relaxed his facial muscles. “Likely.” He turned towards the round table when Manny knocked loudly on it. “Shall we?”

Only when Francine got up from her chair next to me did I remember her presence. A few minutes ago, I’d reprimanded her for yet again hacking into a foreign government’s database in our search for an Iranian fugitive. I’d been rather disappointed in her, even though I hadn’t been surprised. Now I found myself grateful for her steady presence beside me.

She pushed me with her shoulder. “Come on, girlfriend. Let’s hear what this is all about.”

I nodded once and joined the men at the table. Vinnie had moved to the small kitchen on the far side of the team room. He was putting his homemade oat cookies on a plate while waiting for the coffee machine to fill another mug with the steaming beverage. 

No sooner had I taken my usual seat at the table than Colin sat down next to me and took my hand. It had taken me many years before I’d grown accustomed to being part of a team. More than that, being part of this group of friends. 

But it was Colin’s unconditional acceptance of me that grounded me on a daily basis. He squeezed my hand lightly, but didn’t say anything. He’d told me numerous times that he knew I was capable of handling any situation challenging my autistic mind. He only wanted to remind me that he was there whenever I needed him. I’d come to depend on that predictable reassurance more and more each day.

“Well?” Manny slumped in his chair and jerked his chin at Phillip. “What is this thing that has you so rattled?”

“I received an email this morning.” Phillip smiled when Francine jumped up to grab her tablet. She returned to the table already tapping and swiping, no doubt accessing his email as she did all of ours. Privacy was a very loose concept to Francine, especially when it pertained to our safety. Phillip sighed. “At first I thought it was yet another spam email and was about to delete it when I decided to open it.”

“Never a good idea.” Francine looked up from her tablet. “How many times do I need to tell all of you to never open an email if you don’t know who sent it?”

“And how many times must we tell you that Phillip can’t ignore potential clients?” Vinnie put a laden tray in the centre of the table. “You bore me with your repetition, Franny.” 

Francine’s eyes widened, then she looked at me and grinned widely. “See what he did there?”

It took me eight seconds of staring at Francine’s expectant face to understand their humour. I sighed. Vinnie was teasing Francine with a phrase I often used. The difference was that I never verbalised this in jest. 

I turned away from Francine, whose smile was widening. As much as I valued these people in my life, it was most tedious when they constantly went off topic. I leaned towards Phillip. “Who sent the email?”

“I don’t know.” The corners of his mouth turned down as he turned to Francine. “Can you forward it to everyone? I didn’t think to do that. I just came here immediately.”

Francine tapped her tablet screen twice. “Done.”

Different notification sounds filled the team room. I shifted to get up, but Colin’s hand tightened around mine. “I have my phone. You can read it here.”

I would’ve preferred to use my own phone or tablet, but both were in my soundproof viewing room. Colin was already holding his phone for me to look at the email Francine had sent.

“Will someone read this out loud?” Vinnie shrugged and took a cookie from the plate. “I’m too lazy to get up now.” 

“It’s not a written email. It’s an audio file.” Francine put her tablet on the table, crossed her arms and stared at Phillip. “Opening an email from an unknown source is one thing, but opening an attachment? Seriously, Phillip. It could’ve been riddled with malware.”

Manny straightened. “Is it?”

“No.” Francine’s long silver earrings jangled as she shook her head. “That was the first thing I checked.” She looked back at Phillip. “You’re lucky.”

“I don’t know so much about that.” Phillip pointed at her tablet. “I have no idea who these people are. There are two voices and I’ve never heard them before. At least, they’re not voices I remember ever hearing.”

“And the email address is not helpful either.” Colin pointed at the anonymous-looking numbered address.

“What the bleeding blazes?” Manny tapped his smartphone screen, his top lip curled. “7833X2-on@TPZ.com?” He looked at Francine. “Isn’t this the type of address you people use?”

Francine blinked in mock innocence. “What people?” She smiled when Manny’s lips thinned. “Hackers use addresses that won’t identify them, but so do CS bots.”

“English, woman.”

“Some large corporations have an automated customer service system that answers questions.” Phillip smiled at Francine’s impressed expression. “I had someone offer such a system to me, but I prefer to be old-school and have business queries answered by a real person.”

Francine’s smile disappeared. “You should never open attachments.”

Again they were digressing. I leaned forward. “Can you trace this email address?”

Francine tapped her tablet screen. “It doesn’t have tracking data.” She looked at Manny. “In your Queen’s English, you can usually right-click on an email’s header and look at the original data, which will give you the IP address of the sender. Put that into an IP tracker and voilà! You know in which city, even on which street the sender lives.”

Manny fell back into his chair. “Every time I hear this, I consider going back to pen, paper and postage stamps.”

“Aw, that’s so romantic.” Francine fluttered her eyelashes. “But way too slow for this chick.” She looked at me. “I’ll see how far back I can trace this email.”

I nodded. “Play the recording.”

“Okey-dokey.” Francine tapped her tablet screen twice and sat back.

“Police arrested Tomas Broz last night.” The male voice sounded young, but I wasn’t good at gleaning much information from auditory input only. I needed nonverbal cues to fully interpret neurotypical communication. My skills at interpreting words and tone of voice were limited, my expertise in nonverbal communication a learned skill, not a natural talent. I folded my hands on my lap and stared at them while I listened for any clues I might catch. The young man chuckled. “Can you believe the idiot had an Elisabetta Sirani hanging on his wall? His wall!”

“Stop.” Manny sliced his hand through the air and the young man’s chuckles were cut off when Francine tapped her tablet screen. Manny turned to Colin. “Who is Tomas Bronze and who is this Elizabeth?”

“How interesting that you assume I would know.”

“Frey!”

Colin smiled. “Strangely enough, I do know who they’re talking about. Tomas Broz? I’m surprised to hear that he’s been stealing again. He’s been out of the game for a while.” 

Colin had built a reputation as one of the top art thieves in the world. Interpol had relied on his skill and status in the art crime world for many years to help them in operations that were most often legally dubious. With our investigations into art and other crimes the president of France sent our way, Colin’s knowledge and insight into this criminal field had proven invaluable more than once. He looked up at the ceiling for two seconds. “The last time I heard anything about Tomas was”—Colin’s eyebrows rose and he smiled—“when the Venus and Cupid by Elisabetta Sirani was stolen in Berlin three years ago.”

“Is this Eliza Siri worth anything?” Manny asked.

Colin gave Manny an irritated glare and turned to Phillip. “As far as I remember this painting was valued at a hundred thousand euros, right?”

“It was sold at auction for one hundred and thirty-seven thousand, five hundred US dollars to be exact.” Phillip narrowed his eyes. “The owners wanted Rousseau & Rousseau to insure this piece, but I... I had a bad feeling about the deal, so I declined.”

“Hmm.” Colin leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “Elisabetta Sirani has become trendier recently. There are not many female artists who have had such an impact on how the world perceives women who paint and sculpt. She founded an academy for other female artists in an era that was very male-dominated. Male artists like Rembrandt, Vermeer, Rubens and Caravaggio monopolized attention and funding. Female artists didn’t always find their way as easily. With recent awareness of the disproportionate lack of women in senior management positions and the rife discrimination against and, sadly, abuse of women, she became iconic to women in the art industry.

“This has brought a lot of attention to her works—masterpieces which were bought by nobility, royalty and the wealthiest of that time. This painting specifically is an amazing example of her later works. The sweet and intimate scene of the Venus and Cupid shows Sirani’s mature style and also what placed her works in such high demand. And with price tags to match the interest and quality.”

“Is this what has you so worried?” Manny asked Phillip. “That you almost insured that painting?”

“No.” Phillip looked at Francine’s tablet. “There is a lot more on that recording.”

Manny nodded at Francine and she tapped her tablet screen.

The young man’s chuckle ended. “They found this idiot in Prague. Apparently the painting will be given back to the family this week.”

Manny grunted, but shook his head when Francine went to pause the recording. 

“At last, we get a break.” The female voice which replied had a husky quality to it, her diction sounding refined, educated. “I should just go to Prague and speak to this thief. I’m sure I’ll find out more and hopefully get closer.”

“Shall I book a ticket for you?”

“Book two tickets. You’re going with me.”

“I am?” The excitement in his voice was unmistakable. He cleared his throat in an attempt to sound unaffected. “I am. I will book those tickets now.” It was silent for two seconds. “Um... what about the other thing?”

A loud sigh sounded. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“Just set up a meeting and talk to him.” The young man’s voice was gentle and sounded sympathetic.

The woman snorted. “And say what? No. I’m not going to email Phillip Rousseau...”

Her sentence was cut off so abruptly that we sat in stunned silence for three seconds.

“Where’s the rest of it?” Manny’s glare snapped from Francine’s tablet to Phillip. “What did she want to email you about?”

“I don’t know.” Phillip pulled at his collar. “I listened to the recording three times before I came here. I also checked if I had any other emails from this address. This is the only email and the only recording I’ve received.”

“He’s right.” Francine was working on her tablet, shaking her head. “There’s nothing else here. Just this recording and it ends on one mother of a cliffhanger.”

“There was no mention of cli...” My shoulders drooped. It was not often my friends used euphemisms, metaphors and other easy-to-misinterpret expressions when I was around, because I took it literally almost without fail.

Francine smiled and winked at me. 

“Why on God’s green earth would you receive this odd recording?” Manny’s scowl deepened.

“Ooh! Let me answer that.” Francine waved her hand in the air, her eyes wide with excitement. When Manny sighed and raised one eyebrow, she lowered her hand and leaned forward conspiratorially. “AI.”
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MANNY UTTERED AN ANNOYED sound after two seconds. “If you’re trying to piss me off, it’s working. Talk.”

“You ol’ charmer, you.” Francine held up both hands, laughing. “Okay, okay. I’m talking about artificial intelligence. A few months ago, someone received an email from a work contact that contained a recording of a private conversation similar to this.”

“I read about that.” Colin narrowed his eyes. “Wasn’t this Alexa or Siri or one of the AI systems that registered words in that conversation as commands and then sent the recording?”

“That’s exactly what I’m referring to.”

“Now in my Queen’s English.” Manny was no troglodyte. This was his way of gaining more information. I had considered this method to be ineffective, but on this he had proven me wrong countless times.

Francine smiled at him. “There are many artificial intelligence systems available on the market nowadays. Systems that can run an entire home so you can enjoy all your smart home features, systems that function when activated by certain command words to record dictation or order food from your favourite restaurant or shoes from your preferred online shop.”

“You think this is what happened?” Phillip pulled at his cuffs. “Her AI system emailed me when she said that she was not going to ‘email Phillip Rousseau’?”

Francine nodded. “I’ll bet all my earrings that this is exactly what happened.”

“And you are sure you don’t recognise the voices of these people?” Manny asked.

Phillip took a moment to consider his answer. “I can honestly say I don’t. If I’ve ever spoken to them before, I don’t remember her accent. I would like to think that I would’ve remembered her unique voice and the eloquent confidence I hear...” He shook his head. “I don’t remember her.”

“She didn’t sound very confident about emailing you.” Just because I hadn’t heard it didn’t mean it wasn’t there. I wanted to understand.

“Hmm... no, I don’t think it’s a lack of confidence. She sounded unsure, nervous even.” Phillip thought about this some more. “Confident about the theft, but nervous about me.”

I leaned back. “That is a lot to surmise from those few sentences.”

“I agree with Doc. It will be better if we can find out who she is and what she wants with you.”

I tilted my head and carefully catalogued Phillip’s nonverbal cues, ignoring the conversation flowing around me. He was rubbing the nape of his neck, his breathing was irregular, shallow and he adjusted his cuffs much more than usual.  

“This see—” I nodded apologetically to Francine when I realised I’d interrupted her. She smiled back and rolled her hand in a gesture to continue. I turned back to Phillip. “This seems to be a mere mention of your name. Yet you are extraordinarily distressed. Why?”

Phillip dusted both his sleeves as if to remove specks of lint. He didn’t often employ any form of self-soothing. His lips tightened. “There is something in her voice. I know you want something definitive, but I can’t give it to you. It’s a feeling. I hear something and it worries me.”

“I hear that too.” Francine shrugged when I looked at her. “That woman sounds nervous and excited and relieved all rolled into one sexy phone voice.”

My levator labii superioris muscle lifted my top lip in disgust at the last part of her sentence. It took considerable effort to focus on what was relevant. I hadn’t heard any of these emotions they were talking about. Interpreting someone’s tone of voice was not my strength. I decided to keep my focus on my expert skills—nonverbal communication.

I trusted Francine’s intuition when it came to understanding emotions. She’d proven time and again that she understood much more than what people were saying with their words alone. “You attributed emotions to this woman’s statements. Nervous, excited and relieved. Not angry? Scared?”

She was shaking her head before I even finished my question. “Oh, definitely not angry. Not scared, not in the we-are-all-going-to-die kind of way. Rather nervous, like she’s going for a job interview she really, really wants.”

“Is she?” Manny asked Phillip. “Are you recruiting? Interviews with applicants?”

“No, I’m not hiring new people.” Phillip took his phone and swiped the screen a few times. “But talking about interviews—” He tapped his phone screen, then shook his head. “I don’t have any interviews with magazines or anyone booked for the next month. So it can’t be a journalist.”

“It might be that she needs your help as an insurer,” Colin said. “It might be as simple as that. Occam’s razor and all that. Maybe she bought a forgery or she lost a piece of art and needs professional assistance.”

“Nah.” Francine wrinkled her nose. “I tell you now, it’s not that simple. This feels personal.”

Phillip didn’t have to say it. I could clearly see he agreed with Francine. I’d known him long enough to assume his reluctance to confirm her suspicions was borne from always acting logically after considering the facts. Yet he never discounted his own intuition about people. 

Neither did I. His accuracy in reading people and situations had proven to be unerring.

“Well, you can feel as much as you want.” Manny lifted his hand to stop Francine when she inhaled to speak. “Hunches won’t help us legally and you know this. We need cold, hard intel.”

“Of course we do.” Francine lifted her tablet and shook it. “I’m already on it. I’ll have Husky Voice’s name and favourite ice cream for you before you get annoyed again.” 

“You’re annoying me already.”

I sighed. “Can we discuss the part of the conversation that sounds like they are investigating something?”

“We can’t assume that they are investigating the Sirani theft just because they are talking about Broz.” Colin looked at the ceiling for two seconds, then looked at me. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know yet.” I didn’t. I also wasn’t going to speculate. 

“Huh.” Vinnie tapped his chin. “Yo, Frannie. You might want to narrow your search for private inve—”

“Already on it.” Francine rolled her eyes, then looked towards the elevator as it pinged and opened.

“Tiny punk!” Vinnie got up and walked towards the twenty-three-month-old child running out of the elevator into our team room. So young, yet his nonverbal cues were unmistakable as his eyes widened and his smile lifted his cheeks. He ran to Vinnie, his arms raised.

Vinnie caught him and lifted him high in the air. The result—squealing giggles. I smiled.

For a man who’d started a criminal career in his teenage years and had built a continent-wide reputation for callous criminal behaviour by the time he’d turned thirty, Vinnie showed none of that ruthlessness as he swung Eric into the air again. 

“Well, hello to me too.” Nikki struggled into the team room, raising her shoulder awkwardly to keep the sling of her canvas bag from slipping down her arm, her hands clutching bulging shopping bags. The responsibilities of motherhood and of her art restoration job had not made her any more organised or less messy. The bun on top of her head was a perfect example, half of her hair no longer contained by it. 

She walked to the round table and put all the bags on it with a rustle and a loud sigh. She shook an angry finger at the plate with two remaining cookies. “Don’t tell me you’ve eaten and now you don’t want Chinese.”

“No worries, punk.” Vinnie walked to the table, with Eric on his hip. “I made sure everyone only got two cookies. Think of them as appetisers.”

“Humph.” She opened one of the three brown paper bags with familiar logos on them. “Lunch is served. The rest of this stuff is all for that little goblin.”

“Not little for much longer.” Colin smiled at Eric. “He’s getting bigger by the day.”

Eric noticed me and immediately started wriggling in Vinnie’s grip, his arms reaching towards me. Vinnie laughed and put Eric down. “Go on, tiny punk. Run free!”

Eric ignored everyone’s chuckles, only focused on running around the table to where I was pushing my chair out. Nikki often joked that Eric never walked, he only ran at full speed. It certainly looked like that as he made his way to me, his hands outstretched and his face lifted in a genuine smile. 

A quick inspection of his hands revealed no grubbiness. I was relieved that I wouldn’t have to worry about a major transfer of germs. I caught him as he threw himself against my legs. He grabbed my thighs and lifted his foot to get leverage to pull himself onto my lap. “Dohgee. Up. Dohgee.” 

“I love that he calls you that.” Francine laughed as I picked Eric up and settled him on my lap to face the others. Nikki had moved into the flat I shared with Colin five years ago when she’d still been a minor and her father had been killed while we’d investigated a case that involved him and his illegal activities. Since the first day, she’d called me ‘Doc G’. Eric had only recently started speaking his first words, so it had not been surprising that he couldn’t separate sounds. The closest he got to my name sounded far too similar to ‘dodgy’. For now I allowed it.

Eric didn’t like the position on my lap and turned around to look at me. He stared into my face for a long time, gripping my shirt with both hands. He studied me with an intensity that made me smile and he reacted immediately. His face lifted in a happy, toothy smile. After a few moments, he wriggled around to face the others.

Francine gave Nikki a quick hug and helped her unpack the many takeaway boxes.

“I haven’t seen you in ages.” Nikki turned to me, her smile soft as she looked at Eric. But then her eyes narrowed as she looked around the table. “Something tells me I interrupted a serious discussion.” She straightened, her open palm pressed against her chest. “Did you find Shahab?”

“No.” I wished we had. It had been eleven months since we’d met Shahab Hatami and discovered that he had been importing heroin into Europe for over nine years. Not only that, he’d also been involved in the smuggling of Near Eastern antiquities—a crime that his police unit had been investigating. 

It had been a shock to his unit leader to discover that one of their own had been involved in these crimes as well as the brutal murders we’d been investigating. Even worse, Shahab had been smuggling drugs and art while enforcing the law with highly trained officers. For years, he’d been the team member everyone had relied on. Not only for his tactical skills, but also his more advanced IT skills. 

“We’re stuck.” Francine pushed the Chinese food my way and opened a box that I assumed contained her most recent favourite—duck chop suey. “We know more than we did ten months ago, but not much.”

“We have three more victims than we did a year ago, but that fu”—Vinnie looked at Eric—“bad man tortured and killed those people soon after our case last year.”

“He tortured only two.” I despised incorrect reporting. “One he executed.”

“That was his lawyer, right?” Nikki asked.

“Hmm.” Manny nodded. “Didn’t think he would do that to his own lawyer. But he’s not been active since. And those later victims and crime scenes didn’t give us anything extra to go on.” He exhaled angrily. “All in a bloody nutshell. Dammit. We need to find that man.”

Phillip nodded. “I agree. Finding Shahab and stopping him from torturing and killing more people takes priority. This email can wait.”

Nikki sat down and looked at Phillip, then at me. “What email?”

“Franny reckons Phillip received an email sent by an AI,” Vinnie said.

“By accident, I might add.” Francine glanced at her tablet. “I’m pretty sure they didn’t actually want Phillip to hear that conversation.”

“Oh, come on!” Nikki grabbed chopsticks and shook them at Francine. “You’re killing me with your hints. Give me the low-down. Uh. That is if I’m allowed to know.”

Phillip reassured her there was nothing classified about this email and asked Francine to play it again. After wiping her hands, Francine tapped her tablet screen. I absently stroked Eric’s denim-covered legs and listened even more attentively to hear any inflection or intonation that might confirm what Phillip and Francine had heard in the woman’s voice. I didn’t hear that. 

What I did hear was an accent close to mine. An accent shaped by living in different countries where English was not the first language. Now living in France, I spoke French fluently, but the times I did communicate in English, I’d learned to temper my accent to make my pronunciation clearer, easier for people to understand. But this observation was too speculative to share with the others.

“Ooh! Elisabetta Sirani!” Nikki looked at Colin when the recording ended. “How cool is that?” An immediate frown followed her enthusiastic outburst. She turned to Phillip. “I suppose you’ve been over this, but do you kn—” Her shoulders slumped when Phillip shook his head. “Thought so.”

Francine put her tablet next to her takeaway box and picked up her chopsticks. “I’m running a search, but have very little to go on.”

“Huh.” Nikki looked at Colin. “What do you make of the art angle?”

“Nothing more than what is being said.” Colin smiled. “I’ve only told them the basics about Sirani. Want to tell them more?”

“Ooh, yes!” Nikki straightened. “She’s part of the 27 Club, also called the Forever 27 Club.”

“Nikki.” Colin shook his head.

“I was not being disrespectful. She died when she was twenty-seven like many other very famous people.” She counted on her fingers. “Jimi Hendrix, Kurt Cobain, Janis Joplin, Amy Winehouse.”

“These were all musicians,” Francine said.

“There are more. Jean-Michel Basquiat was a famous neo-impressionist and graffiti artist, but yeah, most of the club members are musicians.” She smiled at Manny’s frown. “More about the artist, gotcha. She was born in Bologna in 1638. Her father was a painter like her and also an art merchant.

“Her father wasn’t keen on training her at first, but then he taught her the way of Bolognese painting. When her father could no longer work because of gout, she started running the family workshop and landed up supporting her whole family, three siblings and all.”

“She was prolific,” Colin said. “She produced over two hundred paintings, a few etchings and hundreds of drawings.”

“And she was one of the few female artists of that time to depict male nudity in her Ten Thousand Crucified Martyrs.” Nikki sat back in her chair and sighed dramatically. “She’s like only my favourite Italian Baroque artist.”

“I thought it was Caravaggio.” I closed my eyes, then sighed and stared at Nikki. “Stating that someone is your favourite implies there is only one favourite. Be accurate and say she is one of many.”

“Aah.” Nikki’s expression softened. “I really miss you, Doc G. The last two weeks have been too busy. Pink and I will come over for dinner tonight.” She winked at Eric sitting quietly on my lap. “We’ll even bring him too.”

Nikki and Pink shared an apartment two floors below the apartment I shared with Colin, Vinnie and his partner Roxy. Pink was given this an inane moniker, yet he was a very capable young man who was part of the top GIPN team here in Strasbourg. Similar to the SWAT teams in the US and the SCO19 teams in the UK, GIPN had become an integral part of our investigations in recent years. After six years of working together on numerous cases, I’d come to consider the team leader, Daniel Cassel, a close friend.

My eyes were drawn to Manny when he shifted in his chair. He scratched his stubbled jaw and looked at Nikki. “Don’t stay too long. Doc has to pack.”

“I do?” Panic pushed down on me. Any change in my carefully planned schedule caused me great anxiety. My hands tightened on Eric and he turned around to look at me. I forced myself to relax. 

Manny nodded as if confirming a decision. “Yes. We’re going to Prague.”

Manny’s expression was unusual. I studied his non-verbal cues.

“Ooh, goodie! Prague.” Francine clapped her hands, but then stilled. “What about Shahab?”

“We’re not getting anywhere with him at the moment.” Manny’s tone hardened in frustration. “Five weeks and we haven’t unearthed any new intel. We can take two days to find out what this bloody robot email is all about.”

Phillip pulled his shoulders back and lifted his chin. “No. This email sent to me is definitely not a priority. Finding a terrorist is much more important than this.”

“Nothing is more important than family.” Vinnie pushed his empty meal box away and lowered his chin as he looked at Phillip. “You’re family and that’s all there is to this.”

Phillip swallowed as colour slowly crept up his neck. He nodded once at Vinnie. “Thank you.”

“Let’s not forget about the art thief and the stolen Sirani,” Francine said. “This is right up our alley.”

She was right. Our team worked directly under the supervision of the president of France. He only assigned a few cases to us, giving us discretion to investigate select cases. Most of these involved art crimes to some extent, some of these leading us to more sinister crimes.

My eyes widened and I turned to Manny to confirm my sudden suspicion. “The president has already spoken to you about this case.”

“What? Dude!” Vinnie lifted his chin and peered at Manny through narrowed eyes. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” 

“Don’t ‘dude’ me.” Manny shifted in his seat. “The president received a phone call from Prague asking if we could take a look at this case. It sounds like they have a suspicion that there is more behind Broz’s theft.” 

“You’re a sneaky bastard, Millard.” Colin crossed his arms. “Why didn’t you take this case on?”

Manny shrugged. “We’re looking for Shahab and I know Doc doesn’t like travelling. And they already have the painting and the thief.”

“All this is true.” I pointed at Manny’s face. “But this is not the reason you didn’t take the case.”

“Oh, my God!” Francine burst out laughing. “Oh, this is priceless. Oh, oh.”

“Franny!” Vinnie was smiling, his frown one of curiosity.

Francine took a breath and giggled. “Manny had a... well, let’s just call it a”—she raised both hands to make air quotes—“‘situation’ in Prague a few years ago.”

“Enough of that for now.” Manny slapped one hand on the table and straightened. “I’ll tell the president we’re taking the case.”

“Ah, man!” Nikki sighed dramatically. “This sucks big time. Prague. I wish I could go.”

“Says the chick who just returned from two weeks in Rome for work.” Francine’s emphasis on the last words indicated her doubt that Nikki had indeed been in Rome for work.

I knew Nikki had worked ten hours a day while there. She’d only managed to sightsee the day before she’d returned. 

“Hah! I knew you were jealous.” Nikki laughed. “Okay, I feel a bit better now for having to stay in boring ol’ Strasbourg without you guys.”

“When are we leaving?” Francine tapped a manicured nail on her lips. “I will need at least two hours to pack.”

“Let me liaise with Prague and speak to Daniel.” Manny looked at Phillip. “Most likely, we will leave in the morning.”

Only when Colin put his hand over mine did I realise I was gripping the arm of my chair. His smile was gentle. “We’ll drive if you want. It’s only a six-hour drive.”

Immediately relief flooded my mind. I had no fear of flying. It was sharing an enclosed space with too many other people and their countless germs that brought intense panic at the mere thought of entering a plane. 

That and the sudden change to my routine. The only unchanging constant was Colin’s presence and the space he gave me to decide how to handle changes.

“Road trip!” Vinnie’s hands fisted in a celebratory manner. “Hey, can I choose the music?”

Eric mimicked Vinnie by throwing his small fists in the air and babbling. Everyone laughed. I didn’t. 

I didn’t want to change my routine.
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I WALKED FROM THE HOTEL bathroom into our room for the third time, fighting hard against the panic pushing down on my brain. We’d arrived thirty minutes ago after six hours and forty-seven minutes on the road. 

We had left Strasbourg twelve minutes past four this morning. Twelve minutes late. I’d been most annoyed at Roxy for pulling Vinnie back into their bedroom. He’d joined us in the living room fifteen minutes later, his cheeks slightly reddened and a genuine smile lifting his cheeks. I’d been vexed.

The journey itself had been uneventful. Vinnie had slept most of the way, declaring us boring. Colin and I had debated the sense of Daylight Saving Time for two and a half hours before we’d found acceptable middle ground on the topic. I still maintained it was counterproductive, since it had been proven that the human circadian clock never adjusted to the time change, which resulted in a drastic decrease in productivity and quality of life and an increase in susceptibility to illness due to fatigue. 

Our hotel was in the historic part of Prague between Kinsky Garden and the Vltava River. To the north of us was the breathtaking St Nicholas’ Church and north of that the majestic Prague Castle. The famous Charles Bridge was a twelve-minute walk from our hotel. I didn’t know if we would have time to visit the fourteenth-century structure or any of the other historical and architectural marvels. 

I looked around our room and considered the elegant décor. When I’d asked Francine how she’d met the owner’s son, she’d changed the topic to talk about the many benefits of all of us living on the luxurious eleventh floor. The hotel had designed this floor with team conferences in mind. There were seven rooms, all leading to a central living area and small kitchen.

Francine had claimed the largest room for her and Manny. Her reasoning was that she deserved it after getting us such a great discount. It was only five percent. I didn’t care. The room Colin and I stayed in was more than spacious enough. It was the cleanliness that had me walking back into the bathroom.

I leaned over to study the chrome towel rails, looking for fingerprints or any other hint that this space had not been meticulously cleaned. 

“Anything?” Colin walked into the bathroom and lifted a towel. “Hmm. Tielle towels. I’m impressed. I checked the sheets and agree with Francine’s boasting that they have at least a thousand thread count.”

“Oh, cut it out, you two.” Francine walked into our room and stopped outside the bathroom. “This place is fabulous. Dawid told me his dad sent in the team with steam cleaners and God knows what else to make sure there’s not a speck of dust anywhere.”

I straightened and frowned. “That would be impossible. Only in a vacuum would one be able to...” I sighed. “It’s clean.”

Francine’s smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. “As my conscience.”

“Okay, now you went too far.” Colin chuckled and waved his hands at her. “Shoo. Let’s go to the living room.”

“That’s why I’m here.” She turned and walked through our room. “Manny the Moaner wants us together before Daniel brings his buddy here.”

“Why is Manny moaning now?” Colin asked as he held out his hand towards me. I looked around the bathroom one more time, but knew I wouldn’t find anything untoward. I took his hand and followed him out the room.

Vinnie was rummaging through the cupboards in the small kitchen. He looked over his shoulder and snorted. “Manny the Moaner. Good one, Franny.”

“He wants to sleep next to the window.” She lifted one shoulder. “I want that side.”

“Why? Don’t you always sleep on the right-hand side of the bed?”

“She does.” Manny was sitting on one of the three dark blue sofas, his top lip curled. “But now all of a sudden, the side closest to the window has better internet reception. As if I would believe such nonsense.”

“It’s not nonsense. You saw that I had more bars on my phone when I was standing by the window.” Francine didn’t even attempt to conceal her deception. I’d seen this far too many times. She was teasing Manny. More than usual. 

After years of watching their interaction, I’d learned that Francine did this when something had upset Manny. For a moment, I considered asking whether it was related to this case, but decided against it. If it were pertinent, Manny would tell us. Most likely, Manny had been annoyed by slow service at the airport. Another reason I preferred travelling by car.

Francine sat next to Manny as Colin and I settled on one of the other sofas. Vinnie closed the fridge door, joined us and sided with Francine, escalating the argument. Their bickering always seemed to ground them, to be a form of focus. Academically, I understood the psychology behind that. Personally? This strategy made no sense.

I was growing bored with their quibbling and was about to reprimand them when the door to the suite opened. 

Daniel Cassel walked in, followed by a dark-haired man. This had to be Daniel’s friend here in Prague. Manny had informed us last night after his call to Daniel that he would be joining us to liaise with his counterparts here in Prague, especially his friend, who held an important position in law enforcement.

Colin’s muscle tension increased and Manny slumped deeper in the sofa, his scowl deepening as they both stared at the stranger.

“Guys, this is Ivan Kemr.” Daniel stood to the side and waved his guest forward. “Ivan, this is Colonel Manfred Millard, Francine, Vinnie, Doctor Genevieve Lenard and Colin.”

Colin got up and shook the newcomer’s hand. “Pleased to meet you. How do you fit into this investigation?”

“Oh, sorry.” Daniel huffed a laugh. “Ivan used to lead an URNA team here. Like our GIPN teams.” 

“Until this happened.” Ivan lifted his left hand and nodded towards it. Scar tissue covered most of the back of his hand. His fingers were slightly crooked and looked stiff. I wondered if the damage to his vocal cords that made his voice sound like a harsh whisper was related to this injury. Such damage occurred when someone screamed for an extended period. His smile was genuine when he lowered his hand. “Now I’m a detective and the art theft case is mine.”

Even though he was of average height, his posture made him appear taller. In this sense he was similar to Daniel and his team. The training these men and women received kept their bodies in peak condition, enabling them to respond to situations that would tax the average person’s physical condition. It was clear Ivan had maintained his fitness level despite it no longer being essential for his job performance.

“Ivan is being modest,” Daniel said. “He’s one of the top detectives and runs a specialised unit.”

“Specialising in what?” Manny’s scrutiny could easily be construed as hostile. He was evaluating Ivan.

“Well, we fall under the NCOZ—the National Centre against Organised Crime.” Ivan rubbed the scar on his hand. “Our unit does a bit of everything though. We generally take on cases that are out of the norm.”

“What does that mean?” Manny’s eyes narrowed.

Ivan looked at Manny for a long moment, then nodded as if he’d come to a conclusion. “We’re kind of doing what you guys are doing.”

“Ivan and I have been friends for twelve years.” Daniel pointed at the third sofa and waited until Ivan sat before he joined him. “We met when we worked a joint operation many moons ago.”

“Both of us were still seconds in command.” Ivan’s English was accented, but he exhibited no discomfort communicating. He nodded at Daniel. “Now you have your own team.”

“And you have two.” Daniel punched him lightly on the shoulder and smiled at us. “Ivan’s second team is three teenage boys and an amazing wife.”

“Yeah, three boys who are eating me into bankruptcy, but you are right about the amazing wife. I have no idea why she puts up with me.”

“She knows how to manage her men.” Daniel grinned. “Ivan’s oldest son is passionate about rap music.”

“And he wants everyone to listen to it with him.” Ivan shook his head. “So my wife decided the only way to allow him to have his own taste in music and not cause war in our house is to soundproof his room. Guess what I did last summer?”

“He did an amazing job. He soundproofed three rooms for the boys.” Daniel stretched his legs out in front of him, crossing his ankles. A position revealing a feeling of safety. He trusted Ivan. “The two youngest offered to share a room so I can have one of theirs. I hear myself breathe when I sleep.”

“Breathe or snore?” Francine laughed when Daniel’s smile dropped and he mock-glared at her. 

Ivan wasn’t listening to Daniel and Francine as they joked about sleep disturbances. He studied me for three seconds, then turned to Manny. “I know about some of the work you’ve done. Your investigations are always quiet, but you’ve done a lot of good. How much do you know about this case?”

Manny looked at me even before Ivan finished talking. “Doc?”

I was familiar with his expression and his question. “Ask Daniel.”

“I’m asking you.”

“I’ve seen no deception. Daniel clearly trusts him. Enough to sleep in his house.”

“Genevieve is right. You can trust Ivan.” Daniel sat up and leaned forward. “I do.”

“Hmph.” Manny gave a curt nod and looked at Ivan. “What did Daniel tell you?”

Ivan’s gaze didn’t falter as he looked at Manny. “He only told me that you’ve taken an interest in a case in my jurisdiction that involves Tomas Broz.”

I leaned forward and stared at Ivan.

A rueful smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “Okay, full disclosure. I asked for you guys to come and help us. This is an important case and Tomas Broz is proving to be quite uncooperative. I thought we could do with your expertise.” 

“You have such authority?” Manny asked.

Ivan lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “I’ll ask for forgiveness later.”

“Why would you ask us here if you have the thief and the painting?”

Ivan rubbed the scar on his hand. “There’s something off about the case. I want to make sure we’re not missing anything.” 

I didn’t observe outright deception, yet Ivan’s micro-expressions made me pay even closer attention. He was withholding information from us, but his hesitation made me wary. People like Ivan—in law enforcement—were naturally reluctant to trust. I wanted to confront him about whatever he was not sharing with us, but decided against it. I first wanted to see how much he was going to share without interference or encouragement. Or threats, if Manny were to become vexed. 
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