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The

Uccello Connection

Coded paintings. Missing planes. Dirty bombs.

.

After a failed attempt on the lives of world leaders, criminal mastermind Ivan Fradkov successfully eludes world-renowned nonverbal expert Doctor Genevieve Lenard and her team for months. But things heat up quickly when a stranger is assassinated in the chair next to Genevieve while she’s having lunch with her friend.

.

Barely controlling her mind’s need to shut down and escape the non-stop influx of intel and emotional upheaval, she tries to make sense of an unreliable spy’s sudden co-operation, a friend’s kidnapping and a team member’s life hanging in the balance.

.

Then time runs out and Genevieve is faced with an impossible choice. Does she stay by the side of a loved one who desperately needs her or does she put her own life in danger to stop a psychopath?



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Dedication

[image: image]




.

.

.

To RJ



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter ONE


[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


“Seriously?” Francine, my best friend and one of the best hackers in the world, raised her eyebrows and stared at me. “Every night for the last two weeks? Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

“Why should I?” I reached over and adjusted her knife so it mirrored exactly the setting of the fork. We were in L’arbre Pourpre, one of the four restaurants in Strasbourg Francine and I frequented when we went for lunch. The last few months had been uncommonly stressful and we had not been as consistent as before in meeting for lunch. 

This morning, Francine had stormed into my viewing room and rudely interrupted me while I’d been analysing data we had found on Emad Vernet, a criminal we’d been trying to locate for the last six months. I had gasped at her audacity when she’d touched my computer without my permission and turned off the fifteen monitors in front of me. 

She’d loudly bemoaned that she felt neglected and that I had to fix this. She’d insisted I needed a break and had to spend said break with her. The rest of my team had supported her. Much to my dismay. 

But I had also missed our lunches and had not argued too much on our way to the restaurant. No sooner had the waiter placed a carafe of sparkling water on the table than Francine had started with her questions.

“Why should you tell me?” She threw her hands in the air, her bracelets jingling. “You should tell me all about Vinnie and Roxy because I’m your bestest best friend and because—”

“Your curiosity is stronger than your respect for their privacy?”

“How can you even think such a thing?” Her voice was a pitch higher in indignation, but her lips twitched when I lifted one eyebrow and gave her a look that she called the ‘speak-the-truth-or-die’ look. Her shoulders relaxed and she grinned. “Okay, sure. Who cares about their privacy? I want all the deets on Roxy and Vinnie. Tell me, tell me, tell me.”

“I don’t know the deet... details.” I resented each time Francine’s use of certain words slipped into my vernacular. “Vinnie and Roxy are romantically involved. That’s it.”

“Oh, no, girlfriend.” She placed her palms on the table and leaned towards me. “This is so much more.”

Vinnie was not only part of our team investigating art and other sensitive crimes, he was also a very dear friend. He was the protector of our team with a physique to match his self-appointed job. 

Seven months ago, we’d had a case that involved several international leaders, one of whom had died from polonium-210 poisoning. During that time, Doctor Roxanne Ferreira had been of great help. Her knowledge of radiation poisoning and her high-level security clearance had introduced her to our team, to our lives. It was her engaging personality, curiosity and kindness that had made her inclusion into our group of friends the logical next step.

Our waiter arrived with our orders and carefully placed my soup bowl on the plate in front of me. My lips contracted in disapproval and I centred the bowl on the plate. Francine snorted, then smiled up at the waiter when he placed her bowl in the exact centre of her plate. “Thank you, sweetie.”

Colour crept up the young man’s neck at Francine’s blatant flirting. His pupils dilated and he pulled his shoulders back, just enough to puff out his chest. Francine had this effect on most men. Her Brazilian-French looks and natural sensuality made it an interesting experience to be with her. It gave me ample opportunity to do what I was best at—analyse behaviour. 

The restaurant was not as full on this Tuesday early afternoon as it would be later in the day. But there were enough patrons at the moment to give the restaurant a convivial atmosphere. In the ten minutes we’d been sitting at our table, I’d noticed the ardent interest of three men, two of whom were with women who could be their wives or girlfriends.

Francine’s light laughter drew the attention of one of the three gentlemen and his eyes narrowed as he stared at Francine’s legs. The waiter left us, walking with a touch more confidence that he had before. I frowned. “He’s very young.”

“Who?” Her confusion was genuine. It took another two seconds for her to comprehend my meaning. “The waiter? Why on earth wou... Aha. How many more times do I have to explain the difference between serious flirting and fun flirting?”

“No matter how many times you attempt to convince me, those are not technical definitions.” I scooped the creamy broccoli soup onto my spoon. “And you were flirting with him.”

“Pah.” She smacked her lips and picked up her spoon. “You’re not changing the subject. Tell me about Roxy staying over.”

“You know she’s been staying over. What else do you want to know?”

“Do you think it’s serious between Vinnie and Roxy?”

“Define serious.”

Her hand froze and she lowered her full spoon to her bowl. “Come on. You really want me to spell it out? Fine. I will. Do you think this is true L-O-V-E?”

“Why are you spelling ou...” I shook my head. “Don’t answer that. I don’t know what they are feeling.”

Francine rolled her eyes. “What do you see?”

I considered her question. As a world-renowned nonverbal communication expert, I found safety in analysing people’s body language. It made for much clearer understanding than merely relying on words. People seldom said what they truly meant.

I shared my apartment with Colin Frey, my romantic partner and a notorious thief who also worked for Interpol. Our side of the apartment had three bedrooms and the kitchen that was mostly used by Vinnie. He stayed in the connecting three-bedroom apartment and had claimed my kitchen as his ‘kingdom’. 

I thought back to yesterday morning when I’d left my bedroom to find Vinnie and Roxy kissing in my kitchen. They usually kept such displays of affection private, but were always either holding hands or maintaining some form of contact. When I’d interrupted their kiss, Vinnie had leaned back and the micro-expressions I’d registered on both their faces had been very telling. “They care deeply for each other.”

“I knew it!” Francine wiggled in her chair. “I knew it!”

“Then why did you ask me?” There was no malice in my question. I didn’t even expect an answer.

“Because I wanted you to confirm what I’ve known for months.” The smile lifting her cheeks was soft and genuine. “I’m so happy Vin found someone who can give him the love he deserves. And to top it all, I actually like Roxy.”

“She’s messy.” I shuddered just thinking about my kitchen after the one and only time Roxy had helped Vinnie prepare dinner. Colin had laughed when Vinnie had pushed Roxy out of ‘his’ kitchen and said he’d rather have Francine with her evil spices helping him. 

“But she’s smart, bubbly, funny and treats Vin like a prince.” Francine narrowed her eyes. “I do wish she would take me up on my offer to go shopping. That girl needs a serious wardrobe makeover.”

“I don’t care about her sense of fashion.” I truly didn’t. It was the acceptance she’d shown to everyone that had won my respect.

“Just because she’s a doctor doesn’t mean she always has to wear those ghastly, horrid, clunky running shoes.” Her top lip curled and she shuddered. “Those things are an offense to every sexy, strong woman.”

This was the eleventh time Francine had complained about Roxy’s choice of footwear. I ignored it and enjoyed the last of my soup. I was relieved when Francine didn’t press for more information about Vinnie’s relationship with Roxy. It had been an emotionally disruptive experience to watch Vinnie’s romance grow. 

It had been most confusing to be excited and happy for him, but at the same time wanting to protect him from potential disappointment. I didn’t like the distressing emotions that accompanied friendships. Colin often reminded me that it was part of life, but I insisted my emotional being had been much less complicated before he, Francine, Vinnie and the others had blasted into my life. 

These emotions were an unwelcome distraction. I resented spending time on trying to identify and then deal with the constant worry, affection and pride that interrupted my work. Before my life became saturated with friendships, I’d been much more focused on developing my career and knowledge base.

My existence had also been much poorer.

“Girlfriend.” Francine tapped her bright orange manicured nails on the table. “Come back to me.”

I blinked a few times and saw that my soup bowl had been removed. “Sorry.”

“Were you thinking about Fradkov?”

“No.” Although I should have been. Ivan Fradkov had been the mastermind behind the polonium-210 attack seven months ago. It had been the first time I’d ever heard of him, but both Colin and Vinnie had had previous encounters with him. Colin had authenticated paintings Fradkov had acquired for his Renaissance collection and Vinnie had learned through an old friend about Fradkov’s many successes at destroying corporate and political careers.

“Okay.” Her expression alerted me that I was not going to like her next question. “So, were you thinking about all those magazines you’ve been receiving? Or were you thinking about the seven”—she leaned forward—“seven invitations to be keynote speaker you turned down?”

Francine had access to all our emails and even though she never abused it, she wasn’t too shy to ask about our online orders or anything else she found interesting. At first, I had found it most disconcerting to have another person have such unlimited access to a part of my life, but she had proven herself both trustworthy and discreet. 

“I wasn’t thinking about that either.” Although I still didn’t know who’d been sending me academic journals. The first journal had been delivered to Rousseau & Rousseau five months ago. At first I had been suspicious. I hadn’t subscribed to any academic journals, yet the plastic-wrapped magazine had been addressed to me. 

Each week after that another journal had been delivered, much to my delight. The articles were all deeply researched and well written. Topics ranging from automated video analysis of nonverbal communication to the latest research on criminal psychology were covered in-depth. Reading these articles had made me long even more for the years I had spent researching and developing my academic career.

“Maybe you should be thinking about this.” Francine studied me, her expression growing more serious. “I’m totally snooping now, but why don’t you want to speak at these conferences and meetings? You used to do this a lot. Why not anymore?”

I took a sip of my water. Not because I was thirsty. It was both an avoidance and delaying tactic. I was internationally regarded as one of the best, if not the best, in the field of nonverbal communication. There had always been a high demand for me to lecture at symposiums, conferences and universities. 

I’d used these events to overcome my fear of public speaking and had enjoyed the challenge of creating a fifty-minute lecture that would not only educate, but also entertain the mostly neurotypicals who’d attended my lectures. I missed it.

“Girlfriend?” Francine reached across the table, but didn’t touch me. “Is there something bothering you?”

“I don’t have the mental and emotional space for this,” I blurted. I closed my eyes for a second and swallowed. “My mind is too consumed with the cases we have.”

“Seriously?” She sat back in her chair and frowned at me. “I mean, we do have cases almost all the time, but the big ones only come once in a while. Surely these aren’t that absorbing?”

I’d never had a best friend before. This was another emotional area I’d had to explore and find a way to cope with the emotional demands that went with this. Right now, I was feeling the pressure of that friendship. I wanted to tell her that it was the relationships that enriched my life that also held me back. But from previous experience, I knew that such a statement would hurt her. 

I didn’t want that. Nor did I want the long emotional discussion that would inevitably follow, so I changed the topic back to Fradkov. “Has Manny received any feedback on our request for those bank accounts?”

“Mister Grumpy told me this morning that he doubts St Kitts and Nevis will give us permission to check into any account held by one of their banks.” She raised both hands in pretend outrage. “Then he had the audacity to tell me off when I suggested hacking those accounts.”

Colonel Manfred Millard was the only law enforcement agent on our team. He was also a very unlikely romantic partner for Francine. But after a year and seven months, they both still found intense pleasure arguing and their affection for each other had become stronger. 

“I didn’t expect the banks or the government to give us access. You just had that one pseudonym for Fradkov and a suspicion that he had an account in St Kitts and Nevis.”

“A suspicion?” Francine pulled herself up and glared at me. “I’ll have you know that I have a titanium-strong feeling that Fradkov is hiding money in that country. As if anyone can call those two tiny islands a country. There are so many rich criminals popping in and out of that place that I’m quite sure it would be easy to smuggle the remaining polonium in and keep it there until Fradkov is ready to do what he wants to do.”

That was the problem. We didn’t know if Fradkov had the remaining polonium-210. During our last case, we’d discovered that Emad and his late brother Claude had worked with Fradkov in attempt to set Russia up for numerous crimes. It had been an endeavour to damage Russia’s standing with Europe. Despite our investigation, we had not been able to determine if or how he and Emad were planning another attempt. This was causing us and numerous law enforcement agencies great alarm.

Any further thoughts about Fradkov and Emad were interrupted by a tall man stopping next to our table. He was not one of the three men who’d shown an interest in Francine. He stared at Francine for a second, then took a chair from the empty table next to us and sat down at our table. The fear emanating from him caused my heart rate to increase exponentially. I leaned away from him and committed every physical feature and every nonverbal cue to memory.

His face was pale, his depressor anguli oris muscles turning the corners of his mouth down. His frontalis muscles pulled his eyebrows up and his widened eyes kept shifting from Francine to the door. 

His fear was real. 

His greying dark hair was messy as if he’d pushed his hands through it numerous times, his beard was a few days old and his nails were bitten to the quick. At least his trousers and shirt were clean and ironed. 

“HotFrandeur88?” His voice shook and he cleared his throat. His eyes widened even more as he continued to stare at Francine. “You are HotFrandeur88, right?”

Francine didn’t change her posture or expression. If it hadn’t been for my expertise, I would not have noticed the almost imperceptible tightening of her lips and the slight increase in overall muscle tension. She leaned towards him, her expression sultry. “Ooh, aren’t I lucky today. Some handsome stranger falls right in my lap. And he calls me the sexiest name ever. Do you really think I look like a HotFrandeur88? But before you answer”—she lifted one shoulder and pursed her lips, befitting her sensual retort—“what is your name, sexy?”

I watched as she first toyed with her dessert spoon and then started drawing circles on her smartphone with her manicured nail. It took me two seconds to realise she had activated the recording device on her phone while keeping the stranger off balance with her outrageous flirting. 

The man leaned away from her. “If you’re not HotFrandeur88, please tell me. I need to find her. Pasquier told me she could help me. I need help. Are you HotFrandeur88?”

Francine’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know Joe?”

“He helped me a few times with a... project.”

I pointed at his face. “Your blinking increased and you clasped your hands. You’re lying.”

He looked at me for the first time. “I’m not. I swear I’m not. I’m just... they’re going to kill me and if HotFrandeur88 doesn’t help me, they will also kill my family.”

“Whoa, bucko.” Francine dropped all sensual pretence and glanced at me. “This woman here is the best body language expert in the world. She will know the moment you are bullshitting me. That being said, tell me exactly how you know Pasquier.”

I wondered who this person was, but didn’t want to interrupt what appeared to be something very important. The stranger swallowed a few times and rubbed his hands on his thighs. Typical self-comforting behaviour. He looked at me, then turned to face me completely. “My name is Otto Coulaux. I fence stolen artworks and Joe Pasquier became a friend after many years of collaboration. A few times he helped me get into digital places I didn’t have legal access to. And a few times I helped him sell things he got access to illegally.”

“You’re telling the truth.” I studied every muscle in his face. “Whoever you are running away from is a much bigger threat than the possibility of being incarcerated for the crimes you’ve just confessed to.”

“I’m not just scared for my life. They know everything about me, including where my ex and my two daughters live.” His lips trembled. “The things they threatened to do to my little kids...”

“Who are ‘they’?” Francine asked.

He turned back to her. “You are HotFrandeur88, right?”

“I will wipe any and all digital evidence of your entire existence if you ever tell anyone.”

His shoulders dropped as he exhaled in relief. “Joe told me that you’re the only one he would ever trust to do something good.”

“So Joe is still as funny as he was when I almost sent him to jail five years ago.” Her small smile was genuine. “A pity he’s still working for the bad guys.”

“He’s a good guy in my opinion. He’s the reason I know my life is in danger.”

“What kind of danger?” I asked.

“Two days ago Joe phoned me.” Otto lowered his voice even more and glanced around the restaurant. He looked around a second time before he was satisfied that the other patrons had no interest in our conversation. None of the three men were looking at our table. Otto leaned closer to Francine. “He told me my name was on a kill list.”

“What kill list? Who else is on this list?” Was this literal or figurative? 

“He didn’t say. He just told me that I should find HotFrandeur88 and that she would be able to help me.”

Francine frowned. “How would I be able to stop someone from killing you?”

“By getting my name off that list and then helping us disappear.”

“You’re going to have to give me a lot more than this, Otto.” Francine shook her head. “If you’re involved with Joe and if someone wants to kill you, you’re already on the wrong side of the law. So why would I help you?”

“Look, I know I break the law.” Otto took a deep breath. “I facilitate the sale of stolen art, but I’ve always made a point of choosing clients who don’t pay me with blood money.”

“Ah, another criminal with a strong moral code.” Francine’s lips thinned. “Hon, if I research your client list, I can guarantee you that every single one of them has paid you with blood money.”

“You can’t make a guarantee like that.” There was no way she could anticipate the results of such a search. 

“Maybe not, but I hope to hell he’s getting the point I’m trying to make.”

“You’re digressing.” I turned to Otto. “Who’s going to kill you?”

“Not just me. My family too.” His voice broke. “Joe told me their names were on the list as well. He’s going to kill us all.”

I frowned. “Are you using the word ‘kill’ figuratively?”

“Yes. Maybe. I don’t know!” He slumped in his chair. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t even know if you can help me. Maybe it’s already too late.” He turned to Francine, his expression pleading. “Just make sure my girls are safe.”

“Okay. Take a deep breath.” Francine waited until Otto inhaled and let the air rush out. “Send me the email Joe sent you and I’ll do everything I can to see who’s behind this list.”

“I don’t need your help to find out who’s behind it. I know who’s behind it. The sick fuck has everything in place to execute his psycho plan.” His voice was now a barely audible whisper. “Seven months ago, he ordered me to get the best forgers money could buy. He gave me a list of names and told me to find out who were the top four forgers. He got them working fulltime to forge I don’t know how many paintings. I was told in no uncertain terms that I was never to make contact with them again, but Lucy phoned me last week. Joe reckons that’s what got me onto that kill list.”

“Who’s Lucy?” I had so many other questions, but this was the first that came out.

“A brilliant artist. Her forgeries are perfect, undetectable.” He shook his head. “And now she’s dead. The police found her body in a small park in Paris.”

“What did she tell you?” Francine asked.

“That she’d been in contact with the other forgers. I have no idea how they found out about each other, but when they did, they compared notes. They realised that they were busy forging artworks that were all from one exhibition. One of them found out that these forgeries were going to be used in a wider strategy to cause a frigging world war.” His eyes were wide with fear when he looked at me. “He’s going to succeed, you know. He’s going to blow up cities, kill thousands and start a war that we’ll never come back from. I just want to be in a safe place when he does that.”

I put both hands on the table. “Who’s behind this? Who’s going to start this war?”

He blinked a few times, then lowered his chin, his voice quiet. “Ivan Fradkov.”

My breath left me and my heart rate sped up to a point where I felt lightheaded. Francine hid her shock much better, only raising both eyebrows and leaning slightly away from Otto as if trying to escape the mention of Fradkov’s name. 

“How do you know Fradkov?” Her voice was raspy from tension tightening her throat muscles.

“He’s owned me for the last seven years of my life.”

“You’re his slave? Slavery is illegal in France.” And I couldn’t imagine a slave master allowing Otto to go to a restaurant alone.

“Not literally, but I might as well have been.” He closed his eyes. When he opened them, fresh fear filled his face. “Once. It was only that once and he had me in his claws. I sold an Uccello painting to him. He really got it for a steal, but still insisted on having it independently authenticated. He didn’t care about the money I’d spent on the art historian who’d given the painting a thumbs up. No. He wanted his own Professor So-and-So to make sure he bought an original Uccello for a measly hundred thousand euros. I could easily have sold it for double that price, but I needed the cash.”

He swallowed a few times, but continued his story. “This Professor Whatever said the painting was a forgery and that was the end of my freedom. I have no idea how Fradkov found out every last detail of my life, but nothing connected to me or mine was secret any more. The worst is that he knows about Jordyn and Grace, my two daughters. Those girls have nothing to do with my life. They don’t even know I exist. I told my ex that it was the best way. If she wanted to keep them safe and in good schools, clothes and a comfortable house, no one could ever know where I was or that the girls are mine. And now they’re on that list.”

“I can’t decide whether you’re an arsehole or a hero.” Francine crossed her arms.

“Oh, I’m an arsehole. There’s not a heroic bone in my body. That’s why I need you to help me. I need my name off that list. I need to keep my twins safe.” He straightened. “If you do this for me, I’ll give you Emad Vernet. I know he and Fradkov have it in for some team trying to stop them from setting the world on fire. Emad is a little wuss. I have no patience for that jackass. But I really don’t want to be part of their plan.”

“What plan?” My question came out harsher than I’d intended, but I didn’t apologise. This might be the key evidence we needed to stop Fradkov and Emad forever. 

“Oh, they’re talking about putting the hurt on everyone on every level—economic, social, even emergency services. That just pissed me off. I have great respect for firefighters. They are heroes.”

“Do you know any specifics about this big plan?” Francine’s sceptical tone caught my attention and I looked at her. She didn’t trust Otto. “Anything that will make me believe that you’re not just here to get some free ride or to set me up for something?”

“I know Emad is hiding in plain sight, closer than you think, and living in a frigging antique collection.” He straightened even more in his chair. “I also know where Fradkov is holing up.” 

“Give me an addre...” Francine’s eyebrows shot up as she looked at something behind me. Her mouth opened in a silent scream and her hands shot up in a defensive gesture. 

As I started to turn around to see what had caused Francine such instant fear, I caught a glimpse of a slim man dressed all in black. His right arm rose and I wondered why he had a coat draped over it. In this elegant restaurant, all the patrons left their coats or jackets at the door.

The deafening report of a gun sent adrenaline flooding my system. Francine screamed, joined by other patrons in the restaurant, but I barely heard it. My entire being was focused on Otto slumped over onto the table, blood pouring from a hole in the back of his head, his face turned away from me. An even larger bloodstain forming on that side had to be from the exit wound. That was what Francine was looking as she slapped both hands over her mouth to stop herself from screaming again.

The familiar paralysis of a shutdown took over my body. I forced my eyes towards the door to watch the black-clad figure disappear into the street. It took a herculean effort to turn my attention back to Francine. She had left her state of shock and had her phone to her ear, furiously shouting into it. Anger pulled at all the muscles in her face. She was unharmed.

I slowly lowered my gaze to my hands resting on the table. It wasn’t the dead man’s head lying an arm’s length from me that was my final undoing. It was the spray of blood on my hands that brought the darkness rushing towards me. I didn’t fight it. Not this time. I simply couldn’t cope with the innumerable tiny drops of blood on the back of my hands and even between my fingers. 

I allowed the darkness to take me.
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“Jenny?” A warm hand rubbed my forearm. Another warm hand was holding one of mine. “Come back to us, love.”

I took a shuddering breath and tried to open my eyes. The message from my brain wasn’t reaching my eyelids. Instead of becoming panicked, I focused on the familiar voice talking to me. 

Colin. His was the only touch I’d ever tolerated while my mind shut down from being overstimulated. From the first day he’d broken into my apartment and sent me into a shutdown, there had been a calmness about him that my non-neurotypical brain had found appealing and acceptable.

Bit by bit, I became aware of my body. I was hugging my knees to my chest and rocking slightly. It took a few relaxing breaths and deep concentration to stop the rocking. At least I wasn’t keening. Not now. As far as my shutdowns went, keening and rocking were the two most common traits.

I wiggled my toes and was glad when they responded to the message my brain sent. Now Colin was telling me about a book he was reading. He had bought it a few days ago and had been excited to learn more lesser-known facts about Vikings.

“I was really surprised when I read last night that the Vikings’ horned helmets were at first worn for ceremonial purposes. Then it became trendy for the men to wear them when they were at sea. Did you know this? I meant to tell you, but then we”—he chuckled softly—“well, you know what we did last night.”

His hand tightened around mine, the contact comforting. I opened my eyes. I was still at the table in the restaurant, on the same chair. Colin was sitting on a chair facing mine, concern embedded in every muscle on his face. All the tension disappeared when he saw my eyes were open. A genuine smile lifted his cheeks and crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Hey there.”

“How long have I been in a shutdown?” I lifted one finger to stop his response. “Hey.”

My delayed politeness intensified his smile. “Welcome back. You’ve been out for almost three hours.”

This did not please me. Years of training my mind had helped in preventing and delaying shutdowns, but I had never been able to control the length of them. When my brain became overwhelmed with any form of stimuli, it shut down for as long as it needed to. Francine had once jokingly said that my brain was an entity on its own, working separately from me. Of course, I’d scoffed at that unscientific notion, but there had been plenty of times where I’d felt separated from my brain.

“Jenny.” Colin shook my hand gently. “Don’t go away again.”

“I’m here.” I inhaled deeply and lowered my legs to the floor. The next few minutes were undoubtedly going to be uncomfortable while blood circulation returned to my lower extremities. 

Blood. The word rushed through my mind and I remembered the reason I’d gone into the shutdown. My eyes jerked down to my hands and my shoulders slumped with relief.

“I cleaned them.” He took both my hands in his and looked pointedly at a bottle of disinfectant and a plastic bag filled with cotton swabs. “I am of the opinion that your hands have never been this clean. Heck, my hands have never been this clean.”

I blinked a few times and managed to stop myself from asking him why he would do such a thing. We had been together for three years, but Colin still surprised me with the utter selflessness and patience he exhibited with my non-neurotypical behaviour. “I love you.”

“Wow.” His eyes widened with pleasure, his smile soft. “I love you too.”

“Oh, for the love of all that is holy.” Manny pulled a chair closer and sat down hard. “Stop staring into each other’s eyes and tell me you’re okay, Doc.”

“I’m unharmed.” I turned back to Colin. “Vikings never wore horned helmets. That was fabricated by painters towards the end of the nineteenth century. You are too intelligent to... you baited me.”

Colin leaned forward and kissed my forehead. “It worked.”

Manny shifted in his chair. “Stop snogging, Frey. We have a murder to solve.”

“Did the medical examiner take the body?” I was glad that I’d missed the gruesome task of Otto’s body being loaded onto a gurney and zipped closed in a black body bag. As much as I loathed shutdowns, they did protect my mind from being even more overwhelmed.

“Yes.” Manny waved at the table. “The crime scene guys have also been here and took all the evidence.”

“Where’s Francine?” I wondered how she was dealing with having been so close to an assassination.

“She’s gone back to the team room.” Manny grunted. “I’ve never seen her so pissed off. Despite my dire warnings that I will arrest her, I’m sure she’s hacking everything and everybody to find out what that Pasquier person sent Ollie.”

“Otto.” I knew Manny purposely got names wrong, yet I couldn’t help myself correcting him. “Did Francine find the killer on the city street cameras?”

“We did.” Pink, the IT specialist for GIPN—the equivalent of the United States’ SWAT teams or Germany’s SEK teams—took a chair from a nearby table and sat down next to Manny. He looked me over. “How’re you feeling?”

“I haven’t spent any time analysing my feelings yet. I would rather use that time productively by getting as much information as I can about what happened.”

Pink smiled. “Okey-dokey. What do you want to know?”

“Has the killer been arrested? Did he say why he killed Otto? And who sent him?”

“Oh. Yeah.” Pink’s platysma muscles pulled his mouth into a grimace. “After Francine phoned Manny, she immediately got into the city’s CCTV system and searched for the killer. It didn’t take her long to find footage of him leaving the restaurant, but she lost him when he went into a street not covered by cameras. He must’ve known that and planned his exit from there. By the time she’d gone through all the cameras of surrounding shops and ATMs, I got here with the team.”

“Where’s Daniel?” I frowned and looked around the restaurant. Daniel Cassel was the leader of the GIPN team and had proven himself to be not only astute in reading people and situations, but also a great operational leader of his team. I respected him.

“Dan’s out of town. He’s running a course at some international exchange for emergency response teams.” Pink shrugged. “I’m second in command, so I’m wearing the leader hat at the moment.”

I looked at his uncovered head. “Where is it?”

“Where is what?”

“That hat?” I narrowed my eyes. “Daniel has never worn any head covering that indicated he was the leader.”

Pink laughed. “My bad. Sorry, Genevieve. I was speaking metaphorically. Daniel really is better at this than I am, so please be patient when I say something that’s not clear.”

He was right. From our first meeting, Daniel had shown uncommon sensitivity towards my non-neurotypical behaviour and had made an effort to eliminate metaphors from his speech. My intellect allowed me to learn and understand metaphors and colloquialisms, but my first inclination was always to interpret someone’s words literally. Trying to interpret a person’s true meaning by analysing the many nuances and hidden meanings required such immense effort that I often missed the rest of that person’s communication. 

“Supermodel and P... he weren’t able to find that killer anywhere.” Manny glared at Pink when he stumbled over using the GIPN member’s name. Manny frequently expressed his aversion to such a silly nickname. “And supermodel looked everywhere. That’s one of the reasons she’s so pissed off.”

“Francine really didn’t like the guy disappearing like that.” Pink nodded. “I agree with her that he has to be highly informed about all cameras in the area to vanish into thin air.” He winced. “I mean, appear to vanish into thin air.”

“I saw the footage of him leaving the restaurant and blending into the foot traffic on the street,” Manny said. “That bastard is good. The big guy thinks this killer is a pro.”

“Vinnie?” I didn’t like that I was slower than usual to notice the absence of my friends. “Where is he?”

“He went with Francine.” Something in Colin’s tone caught my attention. A sad smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “He’s extremely upset at what happened.”

“Why? Did he know Otto?”

Colin stared at me. “Really? Think a little bit more, my smart love.”

I did. I considered Vinnie’s personality and why he would be distressed. I sighed. “It’s not his fault.”

“You try to tell him that, Doc.” Manny snorted. “I thought he was going to pop a vein when he got here.”

Colin raised one hand. “Let me give you a quick rundown on what happened while you were out. Francine phoned Manny, who immediately phoned Daniel. Couldn’t get hold of him and phoned Pink. By that time the three of us were already in Vinnie’s pickup truck racing through the streets. Pink and his team arrived a few minutes after we did. The police a few minutes after that.”

“It took us a whole two minutes to secure the restaurant.” Pink waved his hand around. “A lot of the guests had fled the scene. A few others stayed out of morbid curiosity and Francine was ordering everyone to stay away from the table.”

“You were curled up on your chair”—Colin squeezed my hand—“and Francine was working like crazy on her tablet.”

Pink nodded. “I sent three of our guys to the last location where Francine had tracked the killer, but they came up empty... er, without any results. Then we got the crime scene guys in and the rest is history... er, a boring story.”

Colin chuckled. “A boring story?”

“Whatever, man.” A light shade of pink coloured Pink’s cheeks. “I’m trying.”

I didn’t like witnessing his embarrassment. I put my hand on the table, reaching for him. “Thank you, Pink. It might be simpler if you continue your usual vernacular and I’ll ask if something is unclear.”

“No.” He shook his head vigorously. “This is a good experience for me. It makes me consider my words better and makes me try harder to keep my explanations clear.”

“Do you want to hug or can we get back to the case?” Manny knocked on the table top. “We know absolutely nothing about this killer and we need to find out why he killed Otto.”

I turned to Colin. “Did you listen to the recording Francine made?”

“We did and that is why I disagree with Millard.” Colin looked at Manny. “We don’t have nothing on the killer. We have a possible motive. If what Otto said is true, then it could be Fradkov or Emad who ordered the kill. I can imagine they didn’t want us to know whatever it was that Otto was going to share with Jenny and Francine.”

“That’s conjecture.” I thought about this. “Although it’s a reasonable conclusion to draw.”

“We also know most of the killer’s physical appearance,” Pink said. “We have his height, his body type, his gait. What we don’t have is his facial features. He was wearing a cap, has a hipster beard and was wearing large sunglasses. This obscured too much of his face to get any metrics.”

“What’s a hipster beard?” How was that different to any other beard?

“A stupid big beard.” Manny rubbed his stubbled jaw. “It’s not important, Doc. What is important is that we need to find this killer-for-hire and we need to find out who hired him.”

“How can you be so convinced that he is a killer-for hire? That he didn’t kill Otto for another reason?” I frowned. “Did you find evidence you haven’t told me about yet?”

“No, Doc. This is just the most logical conclusion. And don’t give me that look. Of course we will consider all possibilities, but my gut tells me that Fradkov and Emad are behind this.” Manny scowled at Colin. “Now are you going to share with the class what you know about this Otto criminal?”

Colin smiled and winked at me. “Millard feels slighted because I didn’t want to tell him until you could also hear.”

“Hear what?”

“What I know about Otto. And what I was able to find out in the last two hours.”

“Did you have any dealings with him?”

“No.” Colin shook his head. “I’d never actually met the guy. I’d heard of him, yes, but our paths never crossed. Well, they kind of did, but not physically.”

“Oh, just get to it, Frey.” Manny shifted in his chair.

Colin ignored him. “Six years ago, Fradkov hired one of my aliases to authenticate a painting he’d bought. It was an Uccello that he’d gotten for about five percent of its market value. That in itself should’ve been enough warning for him, but he’d gone ahead and bought the painting.”

“You were the expert Fradkov used. And then he blackmailed Otto because you’d proven the painting wasn’t authentic.” I wasn’t surprised.

“Yup. It was me. The painting Fradkov had bought was for his Renaissance collection and I, as Professor Henry Vaughn, had a reputation for being an expert in this field. Especially if you wanted an off-the-books authentication. I’d agreed to meet Fradkov in Brussels and it took me less than thirty seconds to tell him the painting was a forgery. A brilliant forgery, but it was not a work done by Uccello’s masterful hands.”

Colin looked up and left—recalling a memory. “Fradkov was livid. He didn’t shout or become aggressive. He’s one of those quiet angry people. The most dangerous in my opinion. I asked him who’d sold him the painting and he told me it was Otto. I took my fee and left. As soon as I got home, I started looking into Otto.

“He was an art history graduate and really knew his work and his clients. The people I spoke to had a lot of respect for him. He’d mastered the skill of finding rare paintings for great prices. About half of these paintings were stolen or part of a disputed estate, but he also did a lot of legitimate deals. Yet he worked really hard to keep his name quiet. He didn’t want to be recognisable or searchable, which was a very smart decision.

“When I listened to Francine’s recording, it suddenly made sense why Otto started dealing more in Renaissance art after that incident. That must have been when he started working for Fradkov. Under duress, of course.”

“What did your contacts say about him?” Pink asked.

“Pretty much the same. He was good at his job. Because so few of the paintings he sold ever turned out to be forgeries, people were willing to take the risk of losing thousands of euros. They more often saved hundreds of thousands, if not millions, buying works from him.”

“Do you know where he found these paintings?”

“No, but I heard rumours that he had a list of art thieves he sourced artworks from. Apparently, he also had a list of the best Renaissance forgers. Well, it had been a rumour until Otto confirmed it on that recording.” Colin tilted his head. “I would really like to find that list.”

“Later, Frey.” Manny sat up. “We have a lot of other things to do first. We need to find that killer. We need to find out what the bleeding hell Otto was talking about when he said that Fradkov plans to start a war. Hell, we need to find Fradkov and throw his murdering arse in jail and then throw that key in the bloody ocean.”

Claudette Mécary, the only female member of Daniel’s team, walked towards us, holding my handbag. I was about to reprimand her for taking my property without my consent when I noticed the rust-coloured dots on the light brown surface. It was a faux suede bag, one that had been treated to resist most stains. It had been an important feature when I’d bought the bag. I never wanted to touch it again.

“Your phone’s been ringing for the last twenty minutes.” Claudette held my bag out for me to take. “The crime scene guys finished photographing and swiping it. We were able to convince them to give it back to us only until you removed everything inside. They still want the bag though.”

I leaned away from the handbag, my eyes locked on the blood spatter. “I don’t want it.”

The familiar ringtone of my phone sounded from my bag. Claudette shook it lightly. “There it goes again. You might want to take this. I think it might be important, especially since it hasn’t stopped for twenty minutes.”

Colin reached over and took my bag. He looked at me. “May I?”

I nodded and watched as Colin took care not to touch the outside of the bag. As soon as he unzipped it, he reached in and lifted out my phone. He knew where to find it. I always kept my phone in the same place in my handbag. Now I was going to have to find another handbag and get used to everything being in different places. I hated change.

The phone stopped ringing just as Colin held it out to me, but started again immediately. I took the phone and looked at the screen. I didn’t recognise the number and was tempted to decline the call. Yet I swiped the screen and lifted the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

“Doctor Lenard.” A familiar male voice sighed in relief. “I’ve been trying really hard to get hold of you.”

I still couldn’t place his voice. “Who is this?”

“Oh, sorry. It’s Alain Vernet.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise. Alain was Emad’s adoptive father. For more than two decades he’d been on the UN’s advisory boards. When we’d confronted him with Emad and his biological son Claude’s illegal activities seven months ago, he’d been horrified, but not surprised. He’d helped us in our case and I’d witnessed his internal battles as he’d betrayed his sons to do the right thing. After that case, he’d resigned and I’d not been in contact with him since. This call was a surprise. And suspicious in its timing. “Please hold. I’m with my team and am putting you on speakerphone.”

“Even better.” He paused a moment. “Can I speak? Can everyone hear me?”

I placed the phone on the table. “Yes.”

“Manfred Millard here.” Manny leaned towards the phone. “What’s the problem, Alain?”

“I received a painting.” His voice shook and I focused my attention. My speciality was in nonverbal communication, but sometimes I was able to glean clues from listening to people’s tone of voice. Alain’s conveyed fear. “And I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Colin Frey speaking, sir.” Colin also leaned towards my phone. “What kind of painting?”

“I... I think my son painted this.”

“Emad?” Manny’s question came out loud. He cleared his throat. “You think Emad painted this? Did he deliver it? How did you receive it? When did you receive it?”

“A courier dropped it off an hour ago. I was surprised because I didn’t order anything and wasn’t expecting any delivery, but it was clearly addressed to me.” He paused. “I can’t be sure it’s Emad. The address is printed out and the return address is a mailing service. I checked. I... I just have a feeling.”

I needed to see his face. And I needed to see the painting. I was sure Colin would be able to tell more than I could from analysing the painting, which made this conversation moot. “Bring the painting to Rousseau & Rousseau. We’ll meet you there in twenty minutes.”

“Please, sir.” Colin winked at me. “We can do a better job understanding this if we can look at the painting.”

“Sure. Yes. Sure.” Alain inhaled deeply. “I just want this nightmare to end. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
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The elevator doors to Rousseau & Rousseau’s foyer opened, but Colin, Manny and I couldn’t exit. The door was blocked by Vinnie’s large frame. “Jen-girl! Why did it take you so long to get back here? I’ve been waiting for hours.”

Manny grunted and pushed Vinnie out the way. “We’re here now, big guy. Stop being such a girl.”

Vinnie ignored him. He stared down at me as I exited the elevator. I stepped in front of him and looked up to study his expression. And I saw exactly what Colin had described. The scar that ran down the left side of Vinnie’s face was more pronounced. It always gained colour when he experienced strong emotions. The contractions of the muscles around his mouth and eyes revealed a myriad of emotions, the dominant of which was guilt. But it was the underlying relief that I would focus on. “I’m safe, Vinnie.”

“Now you are.” Fear flashed over his features. “A few hours ago you weren’t.”

“That is true. It would, however, be a foolish loss of time to agonise over what could’ve happened.”

Vinnie lowered his chin and stared at me for a second. Then he nodded. “Gonna hug you.”

That was all the warning I got. Clearly Vinnie had determined that I was managing the stimuli well enough for him to add to them. I forced my body to relax as he embraced me tightly, almost lifting me off my feet. Vinnie was very kinaesthetic, something I found hard to deal with.

Yet I knew how important physical contact was for him. He held me even closer and whispered in my ear, “I’m glad you’re okay, Jen-girl. I was terrified.”

On a calming inhale, I put my arms around his wide shoulders and hugged him back. “Me too.”

“Okay, you big wuss.” Manny’s voice sounded rough—the way it did when he witnessed something that touched him emotionally. “Let go of Doc before you crush every bone in her body. We’re going to need her to solve this case.”

Vinnie exhaled a slow and steady breath before letting me go. I took a small step back and resisted the urge to step behind Colin. Instead I stood next to him and reached for his hand. He squeezed mine lightly and an immediate calm pushed away the panic that had been building while in Vinnie’s embrace. 

Seeing the same calm now on Vinnie’s face pleased me. It had taken a while to fully understand that something as simple as a hug could give that to my muscular friend. That was why I was willing to deal with the panic of being touched.

“Oh, for the love of all the saints!” Manny waved his hand in front of my face. “Doc! Can we go now?”

“Yes.” I turned towards the reception area. “Where is Timothée?”

The heavy wooden desk was as neat as always, fitting in well with the rest of the affluent décor of the high-end insurance company Rousseau & Rousseau. Phillip Rousseau, the founder and owner of this company, had become the father figure I had never had. Not only was he a stable presence in my life, but his intellect, integrity and compassion were qualities I both respected and valued highly.

“I’m here...er, Genevieve.” Timothée Renaud walked towards us from the kitchen, carrying a tray of coffee mugs. He’d been working as Phillip’s personal assistant for the last three years and I’d watched him mature in that time. He had always been stylish, but a distinguished elegance now combined with his usual sense of fashion to give him a more confident and worldly appearance.

He had taken a long time to get used to my unconventional ways and only in the last three months started calling me by my first name. Most times it was preceded by hesitation, but I respected his attempt to treat me the same as he did Phillip and Colin. He was still uncomfortable around Manny and pretended to be brave around Vinnie. It was amusing to observe.

“I have another magazine for you.” Tim glanced towards his desk. “Remember to pick it up before you go back to your viewing room.”

“Thank you.” I was pleased with this news. These journals were intellectually superior to most reading material available.

Tim nodded towards the large conference room. “Phillip and Monsieur Vernet are in there. I made coffee for everyone.”

“I don’t drink coffee, boy.” Manny glared at the mugs and walked past Tim. 

The younger man rolled his eyes and pulled up his lip while staring at Manny’s back. Then he turned to us. “Colonel Moanfred Millard’s disgusting milky tea is also on this tray.”

Vinnie burst out laughing. “I’m going to call the old man that forever. Good one, dude.”

Tim’s chest pushed out and he flushed at Vinnie’s praise. He tried to change his expressions to nonchalance as he turned and followed Manny to the conference room, but without success. Even Colin had seen his delight at being called ‘dude’. I didn’t know if Vinnie knew how hard Tim had been trying to gain the large man’s approval. It certainly didn’t seem so as the three of us made our way to the conference room.

Many an interview with suspects and victims had taken place in this space, many secrets revealed. I stepped through the door and as usual my eyes first went to the paintings lining three of the four walls. I had an uncontrollable need to adjust any paintings hanging at an incorrect angle, no matter how small. 

Phillip periodically rotated the paintings in the conference rooms, something that I’d gotten used to, but still found jarring. No form of change was easy for me. Today three of the paintings from the smallest conference room were on the far wall, one of which I recognised as the Monet Phillip had purchased last year.

Once I’d reassured myself the paintings were all aligned, I looked at the two older men sitting at the end of the table. Phillip was wearing a bespoke charcoal suit, the wine-red handkerchief in his pocket matching his silk tie. Concern marred his usually confident features. He got up as soon as he saw me and came around the table.

“I’m so sorry, Genevieve.” He stopped in front of me. “No one should ever have to experience that.”

“I’m unharmed.” I didn’t know what else to say as Phillip studied me.

He appeared to come to a conclusion and rolled his shoulders lightly to remove the tension that had built up. “I can see that and I’m relieved.”

“This is a shockingly bad copy of Uccello’s St George and the Dragon.” Colin was standing in front of an easel in the corner of the room and turned around. Distaste was evident in the way his levator labii superioris muscle raised his top lip. “The painting is inspired by a legend that goes back to tenth- or eleventh-century Cappadocia, where Saint George killed a dragon that terrorised a small town. This dragon had been poisoning the lake that provided the town with drinking water. The locals fed the dragon two sheep every day to stop it from doing so, but then ran out of sheep and started feeding it their children. 

“One day, the king’s daughter was chosen to be fed to the dragon. Saint George rode by when she was standing next to the lake awaiting her fate. Long story short, he injured the dragon very badly and took it on a leash into town. He then kindly offered to kill the dragon if everyone converted to Christianity and was baptised. 

“Thousands of people converted, including the king, and the manipulating saint killed the dragon. Uccello is only one of many masters who painted this legend. Raphael, Giovanni Bellini and Peter Paul Rubens are a few others. Of course it’s also been forged many times in various levels of mastery. But this?” He pointed at the painting behind him. “This is a bad copy.”

I walked towards the painting, but stopped when I was next to Alain Vernet. He was looking at the painting, emotional pain and grave concern clear on his face. He looked older than when I’d met him seven months ago. Lines formed by the corrugator supercilii and frontalis muscles because of frowning were deeper, his hair significantly greyer. Combined with the dark shadows under his eyes, I concluded that he had not experienced a lot of inner peace since his biological son had been killed and his adopted son had turned against his country and against his father.

I thought of how Phillip would approach this and took a deep breath. “Hello, Monsieur Vernet.”

“Doctor Lenard.” He pushed himself out of his chair. “Thank you for responding so quickly. I really don’t know what to do about this.”

“What makes you think Emad sent this to you?”

“A feeling.” His smile was sad and resigned. “Just a silly old man’s feeling.”

“You’re not old.” I didn’t even try to hide the stern tone in my voice. “And you’re not silly. You’re sad because your sons betrayed their country and everything you taught them.”

“Genevieve.” Phillip’s soft warning brought even more sadness to Alain’s face.

“No, Phillip. She’s right.” He sat back down. “Emad might not be my blood son, but he’s all I have left. Yet I know that I lost him many years ago. Most likely when he became a spy for France. He was such a great child. Such a happy child.”

No one spoke. Alain’s sadness affected everyone, even Manny. Vinnie reacted as usual to situations that distressed people, especially the vulnerable—he became angry. His nostrils flared and his stance widened. With effort he unclenched his fists and leaned against the doorframe, his attempt to appear relaxed not successful. 

“He was a gentle child,” Alain said softly as if to himself. “He was devastated when his mother died and his biological father’s family didn’t want him. When Claude and I arrived, he immediately took a liking to Claude and they played for hours with the action figures Claude had brought with him. Emad’s family never gave him any toys. And when he came back with us, he was so happy to have his own room, play with Claude and be wanted.”

Alain blinked and a tear rolled down his cheek. He angrily wiped it away with the back of his hand. “Claude was always the difficult one. When you found out that he was smuggling goods and he was involved in that radiation threat, I wasn’t surprised. How many times did I bail him out of jail? Too many times. He never learned any lessons. 

“But my Emad? He was such a good boy. And a brilliant lawyer. Brilliant enough for the CIA to take note and recruit him to spy for them. I often wonder if that was his undoing or whether he was also just a bad seed. Does the fault lie with me? Did I fail as a parent and now I’m suffering the consequences?”

No one answered his question. I considered it rhetorical, but the desperation around his eyes propelled me to answer. “There are many unanswered questions about the outcome of child rearing. There have been countless cases of children suffering from emotional and physical neglect and abuse, yet they grow up to be psychologically balanced individuals who rise above their circumstances and become great successes. 

“The converse is also true. Children who grow up in emotionally and physically safe and stable homes can grow up to become abusive or even ruthless killers. The range in between is wide and fraught with variables. It is without a doubt that you made mistakes as a parent, but my research has shown me that there is no guaranteed outcome to raising children.”
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