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“Frey.” Colonel Manfred Millard walked into my viewing room, a frown pulling his brows together. His focus was on Colin, my life partner. “What do you know about Arty Gentlemanski?”

Colin closed his eyes and dropped his head forward with a sigh. Then he inhaled deeply and turned away from the report on his laptop to face Manny. “Are you talking about Artemisia Gentileschi? One of the most accomplished seventeenth-century artists?”

“If she’s a woman, yes.” Manny walked to where I was sitting at my workstation. In front of me were four rows of monitors with three high-definition, top-of-the-range screens in each row. We’d recently upgraded all our systems to keep up with the increasingly fast changes and development in technology.

Manny took the only other chair in my viewing room and sat down with a grunt. He glared at Colin. “So? Who is this Arty Gentilski?”

“Gentileschi.” Colin shook his head at Manny. “She is also known as Artemisia Lomi, so use that surname if your ageing tongue is too weak for proper pronunciation.”

“Oh, bugger off. Just tell me about this artist.”

Colin leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling for a moment. Already, his face was more animated just thinking about this artist. “She was truly one of the most amazing artists of the Baroque era. It was a time when women weren’t encouraged to pursue their artistic talents or dreams of working as professional artists. Gentileschi was the first woman to become a member of the Academy of the Arts of Drawing in Florence.”

He turned back to his laptop and, after a few strokes on the keyboard, tilted the monitor for Manny to see. On it was the painting of a woman looking at the viewer. Her expression was solemn, yet she seemed resolute. “See this self-portrait? It shows her incredible skill at depicting the female form with incredible naturalism. One of the many significant elements in this painting is her use of chiaroscuro.”

“For the love of Pete, Frey. I don’t need a full lecture.”

Colin ignored Manny. “Chiaroscuro is the use of clear tonal contrasts between light and shadow. See how it helps animate her beauty? This was a key characteristic of the Baroque period’s dramatic intensity.” Colin pointed at the blue fabric draped over her head. “This vivid blue and the deep reds of her garment added even more sculptural quality to the image.” He held up his index finger when Manny inhaled. “This is important, Millard. This level of detail and emotional complexity portrayed shows not only Gentileschi’s amazing artistic skill to express dimension and drama, but also her personal history and struggles. It often filtered out into her work.”

“What struggles?” Francine, my best female friend and Manny’s romantic partner, asked from the door. She winked at Manny, which made him grumble something unintelligible before he looked back at Colin, one eyebrow lifted.

“Unfortunately, her artistic achievements were pushed into the background by a tragedy when she was raped at the age of around eighteen.” Colin paused to look at the painting on his laptop monitor. Micro-expressions of anger and sadness flittered over his face before he closed the laptop and turned back to Manny. “It’s a horrid story that I won’t describe the detail, but after that became public, she was viewed as a curiosity. Only in the last century did her art receive the recognition it deserved.” He studied Manny for a moment. “Why are you asking about her?”

“So, her art is valuable?” Manny answered with a question.

“If almost five million euros for one painting is considered valuable, then yes.” Colin narrowed his eyes. “It was her painting Lucretia that sold for that amount. There are about sixty paintings attributed to her, but there might be more that have not yet been authenticated. Of those sixty, only twenty are privately owned. The others are all in museums and galleries around the world. Now tell us why you’re asking.”

Manny slumped in his chair. “I got a call from an old colleague. He works with the Austrian Federal Police. They followed up on an investigation into an attempted murder and raided a house in Innsbruck. That was when they found three artworks of this Gentile woman. And no drugs.”

“And?” Colin asked when Manny didn’t continue.

“He’s asking for our help.”

“Innsbruck?” Francine stepped into my viewing room and I leaned back. My room’s glass walls and door were thick enough that I enjoyed complete silence when the chatter of the rest of our investigative team in the large, open-space office became too much for me. With the exception of Colin, who had his desk in my room, the others didn’t often enter, and even though there was plenty of space for the four of us, today it felt crowded to my neurodiverse mind.

My best friend noticed my reaction and stepped back into the doorway. She winked at me, then turned her attention to Manny. “Why didn’t you tell me your friend was from Innsbruck? You know I want to be there right now.”

“Why?” It was summer, so I didn’t know why Francine would want to visit a city internationally renowned for their exceptional winter sports facilities. “What is in Innsbruck?”

“Only the best metaverse convention in Europe.” She blinked at me. “I can’t believe I haven’t told you about this yet.”

“Thank your lucky stars she hasn’t, Doc.” Manny sighed. “She’s been yapping my ear off about things I don’t understand at all.”

“What help does your friend need?” Colin asked. “Have the paintings been authenticated?”

Manny rubbed the back of his neck. “No.”

I pointed at Manny’s face. “Your discomfort is worrisome. Explain yourself.”

He glared at me, then turned to Colin. “Fritz thinks there might be a leak or a problem within his department. He doesn’t trust the people he works with and his boss agrees. They want us to go there.” His top lip curled as he scowled at Colin. “They want you to authenticate the paintings and for us to find out what these valuable works of art were doing in a suspected criminal’s house.”

“Let’s go!” Francine clapped her hands, her silver bracelets jingling. “We can quickly wrap up the Gentileschi mystery and I can visit the convention. Ooh, I need to pack!” 

“Who is Fritz?” Colin asked.

“Fritz Kargl.” Manny’s facial muscles softened as his gaze became unfocused with a memory. “We were on the same Interpol team about two decades ago. He was just starting out then, but quickly showed us all that he’s the kind of man you want in your corner. He’s also the kind of man that wouldn’t ask for help if it wasn’t truly needed.” 

His micro-expressions brought a twitch to my hand. I tightened both hands into fists. “What aren’t you telling us?”

Colin crossed his arms and stared at Manny. “Millard?”

“Fritz also suggested that we bring our own guns.”

“Why are you saying it like that?” I frowned. His expression and the emphasis on that last word confused me. “Are you talking about something different than physical weapons?”

“He’s talking about bringing Daniel and Pink along.” Vinnie had taken Francine’s place in the doorway. Vinnie was my best male friend and also the protector of our group. He worked closely with the GIPN team, who often assisted us in our investigations. Daniel Cassel led this elite emergency response team and Pink was their computer technology specialist. Vinnie shook his head. “We can’t ask Daniel to join us. He’s working that case with Jazzy.”

Yasmine Abidar was Daniel’s fiancé. Her work at Europol often required specific expertise that Daniel and his team gladly provided. 

“We can ask Pink.” Vinnie’s suggestion elicited another interesting reaction from Manny. 

This time, I didn’t ask him. I just leaned forward and gave him a look he often aimed at me. 

“Oh, don’t bloody look at me like that, missy.” Manny pushed his fists into his trouser pockets. “Fine. I’ll tell you why I think it’s a better idea to take Pink with us.” He sighed heavily and glanced towards Francine packing up her desk. For a moment, I expected him to lower his voice, but he didn’t. “Fritz also mentioned that they need someone to crack open a USB and there’s also something about Bitcoin.”

“Oh, you wicked man.” Francine ran back from her desk, waving an accusing finger at him. “Did you plan this as a surprise for me? You’re taking me to the convention, giving me a few mysteries to solve and I get to meet Fritz?” She slapped her hand over her heart and fluttered her eyelashes. “You do know how to make me feel loved.”

“Oh, for the love of all the saints and the stars.” Manny turned to me. “Doc? Are you good to go?”

I didn’t know how to answer this. The last two weeks had been different. We’d investigated quite a simple case of art forgery, found the forger and the original paintings—all without violence. Yet, it had triggered a new reaction from my neurodiverse brain. Never before had I stimmed like this. 

Roxy and Nikki had looked up all the different types of stimming, short for self-stimulatory behaviour, and had explained it to Eric and the twins. It most often presented itself as a response to overstimulation and helped individuals calm themselves with repetitive actions or movements. Eric had liked the word ‘self-soothe’, but had asked many questions about hand-flapping. Particularly, why I wasn’t flapping because it looked like fun.

At this very moment, my fingers were wriggling as if I were playing piano in the air, which, according to Eric, looked like I was practising scales like his friend Emmy in kindergarten. I fisted both hands and took three seconds to consider my answer. My cognitive abilities and control over my neurodiverse reactions to situations were the same. Only the stimming was new. Even though it was distressing, I didn’t think it would affect my ability to contribute to the team like I’d done in the past.

I nodded. “But we must drive there. I don’t want to fly.”
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“Dude!” Vinnie pushed between the two front seats and sighed happily. “This is so pretty. I wish Rox were here. I wish the twins were here to see it, too. Oh, they would love this.”

Julian and Bianca were seven-year-old twins Vinnie and his wife Roxy had adopted. Doctor Roxanne Ferreira was a fantastic mother to these children. Even though she sorely lacked organisational skills, she made up for it by creating a loving and stable home for them. She was also the perfect partner for Vinnie. Their joyful love filled our joined apartments with laughter and chaos. 

Vinnie was correct. Roxy and the kids would love this breathtaking view. He did, however, understate the beauty surrounding us. We were seven minutes from our destination in Innsbruck, lush green forests flanking this road. As we left the rolling hills behind, the towering mountain peaks of the Tyrolean Alps now dominated the horizon. 

As we entered the city, my eyes were immediately drawn to the houses on the side of the mountain. It was as if that suburb was a natural amphitheatre with a spectacular view of snowcapped mountains in their backyards and a sprawling city in the valley below. 

Colin turned up a street that would take us to those houses. That was where Manny and his friend Fritz were already waiting for us. The drive here had been uneventful and beautiful. We’d left soon after our discussion in my viewing room. I’d struggled to control my fingers while packing and despite this, I’d still finished packing before Vinnie. He’d insisted on taking our coffee machine in the SUV since he didn’t trust that our accommodation here would have a coffee machine that would meet his standards.

My mind always rebelled against any change in my routine and today was no different. Yet, for the first time in two weeks, my hands were quiet on my lap. Colin and Vinnie’s chatting and bantering, combined with the breathtaking views we’d passed along the way, had gone a long way to soothe my mind.

As we turned into another street, well-preserved mediaeval buildings made way for more contemporary houses and three-story apartment buildings. Another two turns and we were in a street overlooking the valley. Colin glanced at the map on the navigation display and leaned a bit forward. “It looks like it’s that house over there.”

The structure Colin was looking at wasn’t a house. All three floors of the building ahead to the right appeared to be separate apartments with large balconies overlooking the street and the sprawling view leading down to the River Inn that flowed through the city. 

I was sure the current view of the street was not what the residents usually saw from their kitchen windows. The narrow street was crowded with all types of vehicles, most of which were law enforcement. I counted three police sedans, one police van and an unmarked white van. A man walking towards that van was wearing the type of protective suit crime scene investigators often donned. He was joined by two other people who loaded their gear into the back of the van. 

We didn’t have to wait long for them to get in and drive off. Colin pulled into the space they’d occupied and turned off the SUV. I inhaled deeply and opened the door. The late afternoon sun still reached the houses, but would soon disappear behind the mountains, taking its early autumn heat with it. I stood next to our SUV and took another deep breath.

“What a view.” Vinnie stood next to me, his posture relaxed. “Even the air tastes better here.”

“There would be a definite difference in the air quality of a large city like Strasbourg with almost half a million people and a city in the mountains with a population of a hundred and thirty-seven thousand residents.” The air did indeed feel fresher. 

Before I could expand on the influence of elevation and industry on the air quality of these two cities, a loud whistle came from the apartment building. Manny was on the second-floor balcony, his hands on his hips and a scowl on his face. He jerked his head impatiently towards the flat behind him and walked back inside.

“That’s our cue.” Colin held out his hand and smiled at me. “Ready?”

I nodded, took his hand and was pleased that the stimming hadn’t returned. We made our way to the side of the building. We chose the stairs next to a small elevator and reached the second floor only to be stopped by two stern-looking police officers. Before they could say anything, the front door behind them opened and Manny waved us in. “Don’t just stand there. We’ve been waiting for bloody hours.”

The officers didn’t move, not until a male voice told them in German that we were part of his team. Colin smiled at them when they stepped aside and Vinnie greeted them in broken German. That brought smiles to their faces.

“You can’t have been here for hours already, Millard.” Colin followed Manny into the open space that housed the living room, dining room and kitchen. 

“Not even an hour,” Vinnie said from behind me. “You left an hour before us and we all know you drive like an opa.”

The officers chuckled before they closed the front door behind us. I was curious how and why Vinnie learned the German word for grandpa, but decided not to be distracted.

The flat we were in was beautiful. The modern finishings led me to suspect this property had undergone a very recent renovation. The hardwood floors had no signs of wear and tear, the light grey walls were without a mark and the furniture also seemed new. If it weren’t for the signs of the police having searched through every drawer and cupboard, this flat could easily appear in an interior design magazine.

“Ah, they’re here.” A man in his late thirties came down the hallway to the right of the living room. Two things grabbed my attention. He was exceptionally handsome and appeared very fit despite being in a wheelchair. He was wearing cream chino trousers, a tailored olive-green button-down shirt and brown suede loafers. His shirt was stretched tightly over a muscular chest and arms. He rolled his chair closer, his smile genuine as he stopped in front of me. “You must be Doctor Lenard. It’s truly a pleasure to meet you.” He nodded towards Manny. “I’m that one’s friend, Fritz Kargl.”

Colin stepped forward, holding out his hand. “I’m Colin Frey. We are pleased to meet you.”

“Ah, you’re the art expert.” He shook Colin’s hand. “Manny speaks highly of you.”

Colin froze for a moment before slowly turning to Manny, a mischievous smile pulling at the corners of his mouth. “Highly, you say.”

“Oh, bugger off, Frey.” Manny glared at Fritz. “Stop talking rubbish and show this art criminal why he’s here.”

Fritz’s laugh was genuine as he looked at me. “He hasn’t changed one bit since we worked together a million years ago.”

Vinnie stepped forward, his hand held out. “I’m Vinnie and I want to hear every story you have about the old man.”

Again, Fritz laughed. “Old man. Yup. That fits.”

“Bugger off, all of you.” Manny huffed and pushed his fists into his trouser pockets. “Doc, have a look around and do your thing.”

I frowned. “I’m not clear on your expectations.”

“He’s just trying to change the topic, Jenny.” Colin chuckled when Manny muttered a rude reply. “Where’s Francine and Pink?”

“We dropped them off at the guesthouse.” Fritz widened his eyes as if to communicate something, then turned his wheelchair back to the hallway. “Let me show you why you’re here.”

I looked at Manny, who stared back at me. After two seconds, he shook his head once and pointed towards the hallway. “Doing your thing means taking note of things us normal mortals don’t usually see.”

“All these compliments, Millard.” Colin infused exaggerated shock into his tone, his eyes wide. “What’s next? Declaring your undying love?”

“For Doc, yes. You? Hmph.” Manny stormed after Fritz, who was already halfway down the hallway.

Vinnie chuckled and followed Manny. 

Colin pulled me closer for a sideways hug. “Good to go?”

I nodded, glad Colin didn’t remove his arm from my shoulders when we walked towards the last room. That was where Vinnie’s booming laughter was coming from.

“Dude, that’s the best story ever. Jen-girl, get in here. You gotta hear this.”

Manny’s colourful profanity greeted us as we walked into what appeared to be a workroom. I was sure this was supposed to be the main bedroom and if it were used as one, it would provide the most glorious views to wake up to. A glass sliding door opened to the large balcony with a view over the valley below that was currently draped in the glow of the fast-disappearing late afternoon sun. Manny was standing by the open sliding door, Fritz was by the far wall and Vinnie was leaning against the built-in wardrobe. 

“Oh, my.” Colin let go of me and walked to the far wall. He stopped next to Fritz. “Oh, my.”

“Dude’s speechless.” Vinnie chuckled. “Those are pretty paintings.”

Colin glared at Vinnie for a second, then turned his gaze back to the four paintings hanging on that wall. “Pretty is a word used for Bianca’s birthday dress, her pink bedroom and that new shirt Roxy bought for you. This? These are... masterful, superb, incredible works of art.” 

He stared lovingly at the first portrait, then glanced at the others. “These three are all Gentileschi’s paintings. My first, and very obvious, observation is that it’s interesting that all three paintings are women playing the lute.”

I joined Colin to look at the three artworks. In two of the three paintings, the women were looking up while playing the stringed musical instrument. These pear-shaped instruments with their fretted necks were usually played by plucking the strings, which created rich, warm tones. They had been prevalent in Renaissance and Baroque music.

“This is her Self Portrait as a Lute Player.” Colin pointed to the painting with the woman looking at the viewer. She was wearing a voluminous blue dress, her brown hair mostly hidden under a headdress. Her expression did not convey any joy or pleasure. Colin circled his finger around her face and chest. “Speculation is that Gentileschi painted herself in this manner to show sexuality. See her ample bust and the sideways glance at the viewer? Well, the direct look was common in self-portraits, but the red cheeks and the low neckline that highlights her cleavage give the painting a sexual connotation? Not so much. The women in the other two paintings don’t have that.”

He was right. The other two women look serene whereas Artemisia Gentileschi had painted herself to look very sensual.

“This is the first known portrait of a woman expressing her sexual appeal.” Colin turned to me, his eyes wide in wonder. “She was such a remarkable pioneer. Apparently, this painting was commissioned by a duke when Artemisia was twenty-five years old and had just joined the Academy of the Arts of Drawing in Florence.”

He pointed at the second painting with a woman also dressed in a voluminous dress, but gold in colour with a white underdress peeking out. Opposed to Gentileschi’s self-portrait which only showed her torso, this woman was visible from the knees up. “This is Saint Cecilia as a Lute Player.” Then he pointed at the last of the three paintings. “And like the other two self-evident titles, this is the Woman Playing a Lute. The self-portrait was painted first, then the saint a few years later and lastly the unknown woman.”

The last woman was also sitting as she played the stringed instrument. Her head was tilted away from the viewer, her eyes looking up and left, her mouth slightly agape, as if she was completely lost in the music. The detail of her curly hair, the string of pearls around her neck, and her ring fitting a bit too tightly on her finger was exquisite. 

Fritz lifted a tablet on his lap and tapped the screen several times. “I’ve done some minor research on those paintings, but haven’t yet had time to look into their ownership. Maybe you can find their owners.” 

Colin leaned closer to the self-portrait, then huffed a laugh. “I don’t know why I’m moving closer again. I don’t have a single doubt that these were painted by Artemisia Gentileschi’s own hands.”

“Bloody hell.” Manny looked at Fritz. “Are you ready to tell us who owns this flat?”

Fritz raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. I was becoming increasingly concerned about his reluctance to divulge seemingly basic information. Why was he hiding details from us when he was the one who had called Manny for assistance? 

“The owner of the flat is Hans Scheuer.” Fritz pointedly looked at his tablet, his phone and at the corners of the room. “He was involved in a hit and run. The victim survived and since he is one of the top tech CEOs in Europe, the brass is leaning heavily on us to find Scheuer and lock him up for trying to kill the CEO.”

“So when you raided his house, you found these paintings.” Colin frowned. “How did you know these paintings are important?”

“I didn’t.” Fritz chuckled. “One of the officers that was here recognised the paintings. His mother is an art teacher at a university in... Salzburg I think. He joked that he didn’t grow up watching cartoons. He grew up visiting art galleries with his mother. He was her youngest student.”

“Yet he became a cop.” Colin’s levator anguli oris muscle lifted one corner of his mouth in a crooked smile. “I suppose it’s our good fortune because without him these paintings might not have been noticed as valuable.”

Fritz nodded. “When he saw these paintings, he took photos and sent them to his mom. She completely freaked out when she recognised them. He was reprimanded by his captain for taking photos of a crime scene and was about to be suspended when our commissioner got wind of it and put me on the case.”

Oh. I took a step back from Fritz and my fingers started wriggling against my thighs. I closed my hands into fists and stared at Fritz. He’d told us the truth, but there was so much more to that story. If he hadn’t looked at his devices and the places in this room where cameras would usually be installed, hinting at a concern about surveillance, I would’ve confronted him immediately about his deception in the form of omission. 

“What exactly do you need from us?” Manny’s tone and the exasperation flashing across his face told me he’d also noticed Fritz’s reluctance. Yet I didn’t notice any distrust.

“Right now?” Again, Fritz glanced at his tablet and phone. “Have a walk through this flat to see if you notice something interesting, then go to your guesthouse, get settled and find out what you can about the provenance of these paintings.”

“Are they safe here?” Colin stepped closer to the art. “Should we take them with us to our guesthouse?”

Fritz narrowed his eyes. “Ah, that’s not a bad idea. I’ll get permission and I’ll bring the paintings around later tonight.” He looked at Manny and scratched his right eyebrow. “I highly recommend enjoying the view when you’re driving to your guesthouse. The area is beautiful and, personally, I love taking that drive in complete silence.”
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“Okey dokey.” Francine threw her arms wide, her bracelets jangling. In front of her, on the dining room table, was a bag with military-strength signal blocking holding all our phones and tablets. “Our devices are secured. Anyone wants to tell me what’s going on?”

“What about this place?” Manny looked around the living area of the guesthouse.

“We checked it top to bottom when we first got here,” Pink answered before Francine could. “No hidden cameras, no recording devices whatsoever. We disconnected the house’s Wi-Fi and unplugged the TVs. We’re clear.”

“Bloody hell.” Manny’s shoulders slumped as he sighed heavily. The moment we’d left Hans Scheuer’s flat, he’d insisted that we only talked about the weather until he told us otherwise. “I don’t know what the bleeding holy hell Fritz has gotten us into, but he’s going to do a hell of a lot of explaining the moment he steps foot in this bloody house.”

“Why are you so bloody upset, old man?” Vinnie’s attempt at lightening the atmosphere failed. “I thought you Brits liked talking about the weather.”

Manny sat down hard on one of the three large sofas. The one he’d chosen faced the floor-to-ceiling windows with a view similar to the flat we’d left ten minutes ago. This three-story house was against the same mountain, situated on a large property, and neighbouring a small church with an equally small historic cemetery that was the final resting place of a few dozen people. 

We had an unobstructed view of the mountain on the other side of the valley, part of the river flowing through the city as well as the rooftops of the historic buildings in the old town. I turned back from my position in front of the windows to look back into the first floor of the house. 

The ground floor had three bedrooms with en suite bathrooms, this floor had a large kitchen where Vinnie had started preparing dinner, a living room and a dining room that could easily host twelve people without this space feeling crowded. The top floor was an independent two-bedroom apartment connected to the lower two floors with doors at the top and bottom of the staircase, both currently unlocked and open.

Francine was sitting at the sizeable dining room table, two laptops in front of her and her tablet in her hand. Pink was sitting on the opposite side. He had only one laptop in front of him, but there were three other devices next to the laptop with cables connecting his and Francine’s laptops. We might have to take our meals at the table on the large veranda leading to the sloped lawn. 

Manny didn’t turn around to answer Vinnie. He just sighed heavily. “Francine?”

“Yes, my sugar daddy?” she answered in a tone dripping with fake sweetness. 

He closed his eyes. “For the love of all the saints, Joseph and Mary.”

She laughed. “Pink is right. We cleared the house. You can speak freely.”

Manny looked at me. “What do you make of Fritz, Doc?”

My eyebrows shot up. “You don’t tru... ah... you do trust him, but you need confirmation.” I considered my answer. “He appeared genuine. He’s not impressively skilled at deceit. I consider that a good flaw. I didn’t notice any fear when he was withholding information.”

“So that bugger is holding out on us?” Manny slumped even deeper on the sofa. “Bloody hellfire.”

“Surely you saw the way he was looking at his phone and tablet.” Colin joined me by the window. “He was clumsily telling you that someone is listening or watching.”

“I got that, Frey.” Manny’s corrugator supercilii muscles drew his eyebrows together and down in an irritated frown. “I just don’t like it.”

“When was the last time you saw the dude?” Vinnie was dicing fresh tomatoes to add to other ingredients already simmering in a large pot.

“A couple of years ago.” Manny shrugged. “I was in Lyon for an Interpol meeting at HQ and he was also there.”

“I thought he was working for the local police.” Francine turned back to the laptop on her left and started typing. “Oh, lookey here. He is working for the local police but as a liaison for Interpol.”

“For Pete’s sake, Francine.” Manny turned around to glare at her. “Do not leave any fingerprints with all that snooping.”

She gasped and pressed her palm against her chest. “I’m devastated by your lack of faith in my snooping skills!”

Manny just shook his head and turned back to look at me. “Am I making a mistake trusting him?”

“I don’t yet have enough data to draw any conclusions.” I held up my finger when his scowl intensified. “I also didn’t observe nonverbal cues that have made me doubt anything he’d said.”

“I’m still horribly hurt.” Francine’s voice took on a tone she used when she was about to complain like an adolescent. “My love, my soulmate, underestimating my skills like that. There’s only one way I will feel better.”

“We’re not going to that blasted internet playground fair.” Manny shook his head tiredly. “At least, not until we know exactly what’s going on here.”

“Metaverse convention,” Francine muttered. “Internet playground fair. Pah.”

“Ding dong,” a familiar voice called a moment after the front door opened. 

Vinnie and Pink reached for their holstered weapons, but Manny just sighed. He got up and waited next to the sofa, his hands resting on his hips. “Get your ugly arse in here, Fritz.”

“A ray of sunshine as always.” Fritz rolled into the living area, his smile genuine. He looked back at the three officers following, each carrying a painting. “Where do you want these?”

Colin immediately walked to the officers. “Place them carefully against the wall. Yes, like that. Thank you.”

The three paintings were too large to rest on the dining room table. Colin placed three heavy wooden ornaments in front of each frame to prevent them from sliding down.

“Thank you, guys.” Fritz waited until the officers left and closed the front door behind them before he turned to Manny. “Did you get my message?”

“The one where you’re not telling us everything?” Manny pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. “Or the one where you told me to shut up? Or the one where you touched your bloody eyebrow?”

“Hah. You remember our signal from our time together.” Fritz paused as he looked around. 

“Oh, stop it.” Francine jumped up and walked over to Fritz, her hand stretched out. “I’m Francine, Colonel Grumpy’s better half. I’m also one hundred per cent sure that no one is listening to or recording us at the moment.”

“At least not from inside this house.” Pink nodded at Fritz as the latter shook Francine’s hand. “I’m Pink.” He laughed at Fritz’s expression. “Don’t think about it too much. Just call me Pink.”

Fritz let go of Francine’s hand and raised both eyebrows at Pink, his expression amused. “It’s like asking me not to think about a pink elephant. I definitely want to hear the story behind your name.” He looked around the room. “Are you guys settled in? Do you have everything you need?”

“Everything is perfect.” Francine waved at the windows. “The view is amazing.”

“It’s my brother’s house. He only comes a few times a year. The rest of the time he lets friends stay over and sometimes rents it out.” Fritz looked at me. “My nephew is also on the spectrum, so I hope you don’t mind that I anticipated what you might need. I had the whole house cleaned professionally. The bedding on all the beds is fresh and the bathrooms have been completely sanitised. The kitchen too.”

“I appreciate the thought and effort you put into accommodating me.” It meant a lot. Especially since I only observed sincerity on this man’s face. I hadn’t been upstairs to the bedroom Francine had appointed for Colin and me, but it was an immense relief to know I didn’t have to be concerned about hygiene. 

“Dude, the kitchen was spotless when I started.” Vinnie looked at Fritz, then nodded pointedly at the pot he was stirring. “I’m making enough if you want to join us.”

“I would love to, but it might make life difficult for you.”

“Why?” Vinnie stopped stirring, his expression exaggerated and faked disappointment. “Oh, dude. Don’t tell me you’re vegan.”

Fritz’s smile was Vinnie’s answer.

“Oh, boy.” Vinnie pretended to push non-existent sleeves up his arms. “Challenge accepted.”

“For real?” Fritz’s eyebrows shot up. “No, wait. Don’t bother. Really. I’ll eat at home.”

“Dude.” Vinnie glared at Fritz. “Shut up about the food and talk about the case. Let me worry about the food.”

Fritz looked at me. “Really?”

“Vinnie doesn’t lie.” I considered that statement and decided it needed qualification. “About food. He doesn’t lie about food.”

Everyone laughed and Fritz rolled his wheelchair closer to the sofa. His smile was unguarded when he looked at Manny. “On a scale from one to ten, how pissed off are you?”

“Fifteen.”

“Hah!” Fritz laughed, his posture relaxing. “You’re not. You’re curious. Like a fifteen out of ten curious. Right?”

“Talk.” Manny sat down and raised one eyebrow at his friend.

“Ah, he’s still a man of few words.” Fritz held up one hand. “I know, I know. I’ll tell you everything I didn’t tell you before.”

“Why didn’t you?” Colin asked as he sat down on the sofa closest to us. I joined him and exhaled heavily when he took my hand in his. The firm grip on my hand grounded me. I felt the tension and looming stimming dissipate.

“Because my boss and I agree that something is very wrong with this case.” He scratched his jaw. “Let me start at the beginning and tell you everything in that order. Then there’s less of a chance that I will forget something. Okay, so three days ago, Roman Haas was crossing the street in downtown Innsbruck when a car pulled out of a parking spot and sped towards Haas.”

“Who is this H—” Manny scowled when Fritz lowered his chin, giving him a look of censure worthy of a feared headteacher.

“Patience, young one.” Fritz’s lips twitched when Vinnie burst out laughing. “We’ll get to it. The behaviour of the driver is important. I’ll send you the street camera footage where you’ll see a black BMW racing towards Herr Haas.”

Vinnie snorted with laughter. “Sorry, dude. But seriously? This dude’s name is Mister Bunny? Herr Bunny?”

“Herr Hare would be more correct. The German word for ‘hare’ is ‘Hase’. Bunny or rabbit is Kaninchen.” Fritz’s grin was filled with good humour. “But Herr Bunny is more appropriate.”

“Why?” Vinnie barely got the word out between his chuckles.

“Well, he’s short and round.” Fritz’s torso shook with laughter. “But not as fluffy.”

“Oh, for the love of Pete.” Manny rubbed his hands over his face. “Now we have another clown in the group. I won’t survive this.”

“Roman Haas.” Francine turned to us, her tablet in her hand as she read off the screen, a smile in her voice. “Doctor Roman Haas is the visionary founder and CEO of GigaForge, a pioneering company specialising in data and computing solutions. With a PhD in Computer Science from Oxford University and a driving passion for sustainable technology, Roman is at the forefront of data storage, leading his diverse team to minimise risks facing data centres in today’s demanding and challenging market.”

“And that, ladies and gentlemen, is Roman Haas.” Fritz winked at Francine. “He’s also an extremely lucky man. At first glance, the footage shows something that looks like a targeted hit. The way the car pulls into the street just as Haas steps onto the pedestrian crossing, the driver's focus, everything points to the driver aiming for Haas.”

“He missed?” Colin asked.

“Nope. He hit Roman Haas, but it was not fatal. He was driving fast enough and would’ve hit Haas hard enough to ensure critical injuries or even possible fatality, but he slammed his brakes at the last moment and jerked the steering wheel. He merely clipped Haas, which sent the guy flying through the air, but didn’t kill him.” All levity disappeared. Fritz swallowed. “He is currently under police protection in a private hospital in Graz. Our team and Haas’ people have agreed to keep his whereabouts secret and the circle of people who know about his condition very small.”
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