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STOLEN MASTERPIECES. Influencers. Algorithms.

In a world where perception can make or break a reputation, Doctor Genevieve Lenard and her elite team are drawn into a high-stakes investigation that could upend lives and expose devastating secrets. 

When a billionaire’s daughter stands accused of stealing three highly valuable paintings, the evidence against her seems irrefutable. Armed with her unparalleled expertise in nonverbal communication, Genevieve’s observations lead her to believe that the truth is far more layered with complexities that go beyond what meets the eye.

What begins as a straightforward case of a false accusation spirals into a perilous journey, exposing dark secrets and abuses linked to one of the internet’s most influential moguls. 

Never before have the team’s combined skills been so crucial in averting a disaster that could have a tragic ripple effect reaching both the highest as well as the darkest corners of the internet.
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Chapter ONE
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“Hmm...” Colin, my life partner of the last twelve years smiled. “I’m really curious why Phillip wants only the two of us.” 

We were in the elevator, going to the second floor of Rousseau & Rousseau, the high-end insurance company owned by Phillip Rousseau. I’d been delighted when he’d called me a few minutes ago. I’d been in my viewing room, going over footage of an interview with a suspect that the president of France wanted to ensure was telling the truth. He was.

Our investigative team’s office was on the top floor of the building next door, so it had been a quick journey here. When Phillip had asked me to come over immediately and bring Colin, I hadn’t asked any other questions. Phillip was the only true father figure in my life. I trusted him implicitly.

The elevator door pinged quietly and the doors swooshed open. I glanced at Colin before walking into the elegant reception area of Rousseau & Rousseau. “We’re about to find out.”

“Can’t wait.” He took my hand and smiled at the receptionist. Mireille had been the receptionist at Rousseau & Rousseau for the last five years. She was exceptional, not only in her job but also in human relations. I liked the elegant thirty-year-old. As did Colin. “Good morning, Mireille.”

“Morning, Colin. Genevieve.” Her smile was genuine. She nodded towards the hallway. “Phillip is waiting for you in the last conference room.”

It was the smallest and most luxurious of the three conference rooms where Phillip met with his clients. It was also the only conference room that had a private entrance that helped protect those who wanted to avoid being photographed doing something as banal as visiting an insurance company.

“Thank you, Mireille.” Colin squeezed my hand and I nodded my thanks to Mireille. 

I was intrigued. The tone in Phillip’s voice had alerted me to this meeting not being social, but that there was something important he needed to discuss. We made our way across the Persian runner rug on the bleached walnut floors to the last room and Colin knocked twice on the door before opening it.

“Come in.” Phillip got up from where he was sitting at the small round table, his smile genuine as he looked at me.

When Phillip had renovated these offices, he made this room into a striking blend of modern elegance and understated luxury. A stunning chandelier hung from the high ceiling, adding to the light streaming in from the large windows. The walls were adorned with rich, dark wood panelling, and carefully placed lights drew the eye to the four minimalist paintings that Colin had selected. 

Colin was one of the most well-informed people I knew when it came to art and artists. The extent of his knowledge often astounded me. When I’d first met him, he’d been a reluctant consultant to law enforcement. The last few years, he’d given up all attempts to hide his involvement in art crime investigations. Remarkably, he still maintained friendly contact with the criminals he’d worked with in the past.

Francine, my best friend and the white-hat hacker on our team, had helped Phillip set up state-of-the-art technology in this room. There were discreetly mounted screens and high-quality audio equipment that ensured Phillip had everything he needed at hand when meeting with a demanding client.

I assumed the man sitting in the plush armchair, studying me as I walked closer, was such a client. 

“Genevieve, please meet Conrad Jordan.” Phillip’s eyes narrowed when Mr Jordan only got out of his chair when Colin closed the door and joined me. 

“Please to meet you, Doctor Lenard.” His American accent was hard to place. I was not exceptionally good with all the different accents and their origins in the US. Maybe after he’d spoken more would I be able to place it. He shook Colin’s hand. “Colin Frey. A pleasure.”

Colin’s expression surprised me. He knew this man. Or at least, knew of him. I estimated Mr Jordan to be in his mid-sixties. There was no mistaking the air of sophistication and confidence that surrounded him. This was a man who was used to having power, money and people who did his bidding.

He stood tall in a meticulously tailored rust-coloured three-piece suit, a sharp white dress shirt and, instead of a traditional tie, a paisley silk neck scarf. His posture and ease of movement suggested a fitness level unusual for his age. His well-groomed grey hair and beard framed his striking features. He was undeniably attractive and the intelligence in his light blue eyes only added to that.

“Please sit down.” Phillip gestured at the two available chairs at the table. “We have a lot to discuss.”

I nodded, but still didn’t say anything. This man had triggered Colin’s interest and respect. I had never heard of a Conrad Jordan and was curious why such an obviously affluent man would have such deep sadness clearly showing on his face.

“Phillip, if you would allow me.” Conrad Jordan waited for Phillip to nod before looking at me. “I know that your team works exclusively for the president of France and for cases that usually involve the security of nations and more important people than me. I’d consider this a personal favour if you were to agree to help me.”

“President Beaumont knows,” Phillip added. “He’s most likely already talking to Manny about this.”

Colonel Manfred Millard was the only law enforcement official on our team. Formally, he was employed by Interpol, yet he worked exclusively with us, leading our team and answering directly to the President of France.

Conrad Jordan didn’t take his eyes off me. “I know that you are an expert at reading people, Doctor Lenard. I’m not prone to lying and now even less so. I freely admit that I’m using all my power, money and influence to gain your help.”

“If you don’t mind.” Colin raised one finger, glanced at me, then back at the older man. “I know who you are, but I don’t think she does.”

The micro-expression of surprise was genuine. And amusing. Conrad Jordan was not used to being unidentified. “Oh. Okay. Well, I’m the owner of numerous clothing store franchises. I’ve been fortunate in my business ventures and have become rather wealthy.”

“And obviously modest.” Colin laughed softly as he looked at me. “Mister Jordan is a billionaire. I think in the top twenty.”

“Top fifteen.” Conrad Jordan huffed a laugh and raised one hand. “That’s not important. Well, I suppose it is. But firstly, please call me Conrad.” He waited until Colin and I nodded. “Good. Like I said, I’m using everything in my power to help my daughter.”

The moment he mentioned his daughter, several emotions flashed across his face. What could cause this man such anger, sadness and deep concern?

He lifted a tablet from the table between us and swiped the screen. 

When he turned the screen for us to see, Colin gasped. “Oh, my.”

“You recognise this.” It wasn’t a question. Conrad looked pleased.

“Of course, I would recognise the amazing work of Katsushika Hokusai.” Colin took the tablet from Conrad, studied the painting for a second, then narrowed his eyes as he looked at Conrad. “I’m not an expert though. Japanese art is not one of my strengths, much to my regret.” He looked down at the tablet. “It’s something I should remedy.”

“You know art.” Conrad looked at me. “And you know people. That is why I need your help.”

Colin put the tablet in front of me and I looked at the painting. At first glance, I would describe the painting as ghostly. An ethereal woman with flowing hair and a haunted expression was emerging ominously from a well, her translucent form contrasted against the dark blue background. It was beautiful.

“My daughter is accused of a few things. Firstly, that she stole and illegally sold the original paintings. Secondly, that she ordered forgeries of the paintings to replace the originals.”

“Paintings? Plural?” Colin asked.

“Yes. She was gifted three Hokusai paintings.” His masseter muscles contracted to clench his jaw, his depressor anguli oris muscles turning the corners of his mouth down in anger.

“Who gave her such valuable gifts?” Colin asked.

“Her ex-boyfriend.” Conrad’s lips tightened into a thin line. He pulled at the cuffs of his jacket. “I never like that man. I don’t want to taint your investigation of him, so I’m not going to tell you my full opinion. If you are interested at a later stage, let me know and I will gleefully share.”

He straightened, the powerful businessman coming to the fore. “Over the period of around eighteen months, this man gave Laura—my daughter—three paintings. When she finally saw the light and left him, she kept the gifts. That was three months ago. A week ago, she was served with papers that she’s being investigated for forgery, theft, fraud and a list of other crimes.”

I held up my hand to stop him. “Your nonverbal communication tells me that she didn’t finally see that light. How did she leave him?”

He looked away and swallowed. His nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply. Only when he regained some calm did he face me again. “I forced her to leave him. I’m not ashamed of it. I hate the way I did it, but it was...” His shoulders slumped and for a moment, all I saw was a terrified dad. “I didn’t know what else to do. She’s all I have. Her mom died when Laura was seventeen, her last year of high school. From the day she was born, we were close. I knew that my wife’s health wasn’t going to allow another child, so we settled in and enjoyed having this precious bundle in our lives. 

“Laura was our everything. She still is my everything. We’ve always been close.” He pressed his lips together and looked away. “I hated seeing what happened to her in the last fifteen years. But this?” He looked back at me. “This I cannot allow.”

“What exactly is this?” I wasn’t sure of his true motivation for requesting our help. He’d been talking a lot, yet said very little.

“Honestly?”

“Of course.” What else?

“I don’t know.” Helplessness and frustration flashed over his face. “I need you to find out what this is.” He straightened in his chair. “I suspect that it’s much more complex than my baby girl being falsely accused.”

“You’re convinced of her innocence?” Colin asked.

“Absolutely.” Conrad’s laugh was a combination of frustration, arrogance and humour. “I’m the fourteenth richest man on the planet. My daughter doesn’t need to steal paintings worth less than I make in an hour.” He closed his eyes, then opened them on a sigh. “I apologise for sounding arrogant and entitled. It is the truth though. Laura has absolutely everything she could ever want. Her trust fund more than provides for her living expenses, she stays in my home in Andorra and, for the last few years, has prided herself on living frugally. Forgery? Fraud? Theft? Not Laura.”

“Where are the paintings?” Colin looked pointedly at the tablet. “The forgeries.”

“In my home in Andorra.” His furrowed brow and downturned lips revealed his internal struggle. “On the advice of my legal team, Laura is not leaving the country in case someone views it as fleeing.”

My eyebrows shot up. “You want us to go to Andorra?”

“My private jet is ready to take you. The flight is less than two hours.” He leaned forward, his eyes pleading as he looked at me. “Everything I have is at your disposal. I will spend every last cent I have to prove my daughter didn’t do this.” He sat back. “To have her find her way back to happiness.”

It was quiet for a moment. I didn’t want to change my routine yet again. Two months ago, we’d moved into a new home and I loved being there. It was on the outskirts of Strasbourg and after many years of apartment living in the city, I revelled in looking out of my windows and seeing an extensive lawn, watching the Eurasian wrens scavenging for food and watching as the kids played in the snow.

Colin cleared his throat. “How did you, or Laura, determine that the paintings she has are forgeries?”

“She took them to be authenticated after she ended her relationship. It took them less than a minute to declare all three paintings fakes.” Again, his focus turned to me. “Doctor Lenard, I’m not above begging. Please help my Laura. Please find the truth.”
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Chapter TWO
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“Hokusai?” Nikki’s eyes shot wide open and she adjusted the newborn sleeping in her arms. “Oh, I’m so jealous. Wow.”

“I might need to pick your brain.” There was no mistaking the pride on Colin’s face. “Who would’ve thought the scrawny teenager who burst into our lives, is not only a beautiful mother of two now, but she also knows more about Japanese art than me.”

“Oh, I do not feel beautiful or clever at all.” Nikki dropped her head forward dramatically, then looked up with a most outrageously fake sad expression. “I’m tired.”

“You have a brand-new baby. Being tired is normal.” Doctor Roxanne Ferreira rubbed Nikki’s shoulder before returning to the Parmigiana di Melanzane Vinnie, my male best friend, had prepared for dinner. It was most impressive that he prepared the layers of fried eggplant, tomato sauce, mozzarella and Parmesan cheese perfectly every single time. I had just finished my second helping.

We were sitting at the large dining table in the spacious downstairs area of the main house. It hadn’t taken me long to settle into our cottage. Nikki had been the first to call the four self-contained units attached to the main house cottages. The word stuck.

Colin and I had decided to use the second bedroom as our private library. We’d installed bookshelves along all the walls and filled them with mostly my books. Colin’s collection took up less than a third of the space. Although most of our purchases now were ebooks, we both loved sitting in the plush chairs, reading while surrounded by all the paper books we’d bought before going paperless.

Our bedroom was larger than the one we’d had in our flat, so we’d added a small seating area by the bay window, overlooking the garden. The bathtub in our ensuite had, at first, been too big for my liking. After the first awkward attempt to relax in the large tub, I’d realised how wonderful it was to stretch out and soak in that lavishness. I still preferred a quick shower, but after a tough day, I now loved the tub.

We’d decided to use the sofas that had been in my flat here in the shared living area. Colin and I had bought a new corner sofa for our private downstairs living room. It had been exhausting to find something that I loved, but the effort had been worth it. 

Manny and Francine had also spent a lot of time arranging their cottage, as did Lieutenant Daniel Cassel and Doctor Yasmine Abidar. Daniel was the team leader of a RAID team—an elite tactical unit that frequently assisted us on our cases. Yasmine, Daniel’s fiancée, worked in a task force for Europol. Not only was she a top authority on organised crime, but she was a highly skilled law enforcement official.

Phillip occupied the fourth unit. I had been fascinated watching the change in him when he’d moved in with us. Three months ago, his energy levels, as well as his mood, had made him appear older than seventy-three. Right now, he was sitting with the kids at their table, debating which movie they were going to watch. 

It had become a ritual for Papa—as the kids called him—to watch a movie with them after dinner. He’d become quite the expert on the newest and trendiest children’s films to watch. The biggest change I’d noticed in Phillip was how often he laughed now. He also seemed much more energetic, often going for walks with the kids outside. After a snowstorm three weeks ago, he’d even had a snowball fight with them. He’d laughed so much, that he’d sat down on the snow. The kids had piled on top of him and they’d all toppled over, lying in the snow, giggling.

Now there was another addition to the family. Vivi was five weeks old, a calm baby with watchful eyes that recently started following us. I was completely captivated by her and loved observing her daily development. Eric was such a proud older brother. Nikki had come into my life when she’d still been a teenager. A strong bond had developed between us almost immediately, and she now called herself my daughter-sister-best friend. Every time she did that, warm emotions filled my heart. I’d been completely overwhelmed when she’d decided to name her daughter after me. Eric had been the first to call the newborn Vivi. Soon, we’d all used the name as beautiful and precious as that tiny human being.

Nikki was a wonderful mother and a great partner to her husband, Pink, who was the cyber and tech expert on Daniel’s team. They lived in one part of the main house. This large mansion had easily been divided into three sections. We shared most of the ground floor—the open plan kitchen, dining room and living room areas, as well as the movie room and the gym in the basement. 

The two floors above were divided into two almost identical family residences. Each one had their own smaller living areas as well as three bedrooms and two bathrooms. Pink and Nikki had loved arranging and decorating their space for their young family.

Vinnie and his wife Roxy lived on the other side with their adopted twins. Julian and Bianca took their roles as Vivi’s honorary big brother and big sister very seriously. 

I’d grown up in a home devoid of affection, focused only on achievement and prestige. As a neurodivergent child, I’d been a great disappointment to my parents. I loved watching these children grow up in a loving environment that taught them to value each other and to live lives of integrity and compassion. I loved even more that I was a part of it. 

Sitting around the table while we discussed Conrad Jordan’s visit today brought to my mind the incredible privilege I had of being surrounded by these people and of knowing that this was a safe space. The most astounding was that this had become my normal.

“Okay, so what do you want to know?” Nikki lifted her fork to her mouth, turning to the side so that no food would fall on Vivi in case something spilt.

“I’m done, Nix.” Roxy held out her hands and wriggled her fingers. “Give that little angel to me, then you can eat.”

“Oh, thank you.” Nikki handed Vivi over to Roxy and smiled when the baby settled without waking up. She looked back at Colin. “What do you know about Hokusai?”

“Ah, a test.” Colin rubbed his palms together. “I planned to read up on him tonight, so you are getting my rawest basic knowledge. Okay. So... I know that he’s a highly respected artist who was shockingly prolific. How many thousands of artworks did he create?”

“Thirty thousand.” Nikki smiled when everyone around the table reacted. “I know, right? His work includes paintings, sketches, woodblock prints and illustrations for picture books. He worked until he died at the age of eighty-eight.”

“His most famous work is The Great Wave off Kanagawa.” Colin reached for his phone and, within three seconds, held the phone for us to see the screen. “This is a polychrome woodblock print that recently sold for two-point-eight million dollars.”

“Bloody hellfire.” Manny leaned in and squinted at the image on the screen. Then he shrugged and returned to his food.

I looked at Colin’s screen. This was a beautiful work of art. A massive, cresting wave dominated the foreground, with three small boats precariously navigating the turbulent waters beneath it. In the far background, a mountain that I assumed was Mount Fuji, appeared quite small in perspective.

Colin turned the phone back and stared at the image before showing it to me again. “See how the bold blues and whites convey the dynamic movement of the ocean, contrasting with the muted tones of the mountain. Such a striking visual composition.”

“He was a true master of the traditional Japanese ukiyo-e techniques,” Nikki said.

“The what now?” Yasmine blinked a few times. “Man, there is so much I don’t know about art. When I’m around you guys, I feel like such a pleb.”

Nikki laughed. “Should we then call you Doctor Pleb? Just because you don’t know about one thing, doesn’t make you stupid or ignorant.”

“Well, it does make her ignorant.” I shrugged when Nikki glared at me. “The definition of ignorance is having a lack of knowledge, understanding or awareness about a particular subject or issue. I’m ignorant about many things.”

“Hah.” Nikki rolled her eyes in disbelief. “Name one.”

I raised my hand and counted off my fingers. “Astrobiology, viticulture and oenology, puppetry arts, esotericism, memeology. Is that enough? Should I name more?”

By this time, half the people around the table were grinning widely, the other half looked confused.

“Uh.” Pink raised his hand as if in school. “I would argue that you’re less ignorant than me on most of those things. I don’t even know what they are.”

I leaned back in my chair. “My point exactly.”

“Girlfriend.” The expression on Francine’s face disconcerted me. She was about to say something aggravating. “Did you just commit your own unpardonable sin by taking our conversation off track?”

Chuckles filled the air.

I sighed, then smiled and nodded. “Touché.”

“I’ll bring us back on track.” Daniel had his phone in his hand. “Professor Google tells me that uk...i...yo-e. Damn, that’s not easy to say. Anyway, that technique is characterised by intricate line work and a focus on natural elements.”

“Gold star!” Nikki winked at Daniel. “So, Hokusai started his artistic journey in the late eighteenth century and worked nonstop until 1849 when he died. Throughout his career, he changed his artistic name a few times, which reflected the different stages of his career and his personal beliefs.”

“I know that his influence reached far beyond Japan,” Colin added. “He had a significant impact on Western artists during the Japonisme movement in the late nineteenth century.”

“Exactly.” Nikki put her fork down on her empty plate. “He was incredibly innovative and combined traditional Japanese aesthetics with elements from Western art, such as perspective and shadowing. Van Gogh and Monet were inspired by this synthesis.”

“Hmm.” Daniel was still looking at his phone. “It says here that he had financial problems throughout his life and often lived in poverty.”

“It’s a sad truth.” Nikki nodded. “Too many artists, in all creative fields, suffer financially while trying to build a career. Today, Hokusai is revered as one of Japan’s most celebrated artists and his works are highly valued. His ability to capture the essence of nature and human experience through his art is the legacy that he left behind.”

“That and thirty thousand works of art.” Phillip got up from the kids’ table and walked over to us. “Anyone else wants to watch a movie with us?”

“Not yet, thanks.” Nikki dished up another serving. “I’m in need of more sustenance.”

“I’ll join you guys in a few minutes.” Roxy mock-glared at Phillip. “You’re not allowed to be the only one watching fun movies.”

Phillip squeezed her shoulder and walked down the hallway to the movie room. It was another unexpected discovery when Nikki had bought the house. The movie room had theatre seating for twelve people and a large area in front where the kids had mattresses and blankets to cuddle into when they watched movies.

“Oh...” Francine looked up from her phone and stared at me. “Oh, girlfriend. Do you have any idea who you talked to today?”

Of course, I did. “Conrad Jordan.”

She grunted. “I mean, do you know-know who he is? Who his daughter is?”

“There is no such term as ‘know-know’.” I shook my head at her. “Please be clear.”

“Fine.” She huffed. “Conrad Jordan is Laura Jordan’s father.”

“Wait...” Nikki turned to look at Francine with huge eyes. “Laura Jordan as in Hazell Jordan?”

“The one and only.”

“Oh, my goodness.”

“That’s amazing.”

“I love her.”

“Who the holy hell is Gazelle Jordan?” Manny glared at the women who’d reacted so strongly to the name.

“Hazell, honeybuns.” Francine raised her eyebrows at me and when I shook my head, she gave me a dirty look. “I can’t believe you don’t know who she is.”

“For the love of all that is holy, woman. Just tell us already.”

“Hazell is an Oscar-winning actress.” Roxy smiled at Manny, then looked at me. “She started acting in her late teens and quickly became one of the top actresses in Hollywood. After she won the Oscar, she retired and completely disappeared.”

“She didn’t disappear.” Colin’s face was slack with shock. “I can’t believe we’re talking about that Laura. I think it was maybe two years after she retired that she started posting about art on social media. I know her as @artwithlaura-j. I follow her channel and love watching her videos. She posts short videos three times a week and every two weeks, she’ll post a long-form video about a specific artist or exhibition. She’s hugely popular.”

“I also follow her.” Nikki looked at Roxy. “When did she retire from acting?”

“Ooh, I think it was about nine years ago.”

“I knew she was an actress, but I haven’t seen any of her movies and was never really interested in any of that.” Nikki looked at Colin. “I also love her social media videos. She’s making art accessible to the everyday person. But wasn’t there some scandal about her behaviour late last year?”

“I’m looking at it now.” Francine scrolled on her phone. She flinched. “Ooh, this is ugly.”

“What happened?” And why had Conrad not told us about this? If his daughter had been involved in a scandal, it might make the case much more complicated. It might also bring into question her credibility. 

“Hmm... I’ll have to have a proper look, but from my three seconds of researching this, it looks like interview videos of the past came back to bite her in the butt.” Francine tapped her manicured index finger on her lips. “Ooh, I’ll have to dig deeper. This article says that she pretends to live a simple life and to have this passion for art, but she’s actually a horrid bitch who made enemies everywhere she went in Hollywood. Apparently, many directors and other actors refused to work with her.”

“That sounds like tabloid fodder.” Roxy’s top lip curled in disgust. “I hate these speculative articles from an ‘inside source’.” She put the last two words in air quotes and shook her head. “I think you should speak to her and find out the real truth. Not the tabloid truth and definitely not the social media truth.”

“I wish I could join you.” Nikki sighed dramatically and looked at Colin. “You have to tell her that she has the biggest fan unable to travel because my body has been kidnapped by this sleep thief.” She gently touched Vivi’s foot. “My little cuddle bandit, diaper dynamo, tiniest punk.”

“Tiniest, but with a mighty voice.” Vinnie chuckled. “I’ll send you photos from Andorra.”

“Ooh yes, please.” Nikki looked at me. “Where are you staying?”

“In the billionaire’s bloody mansion.” Manny pushed his empty plate away. “He insisted.”

“And you agreed it was the best option.” Colin gave Manny an exasperated look, then his eyes narrowed and I knew he was going to say something to irritate Manny. “I’m on to you, Millard. It took me more than a decade, but finally, I know the truth. I understand you.”

Manny dropped his napkin on the table and raised one eyebrow. “Well, don’t let me bloody sit here and grow old. Honour me with your insight.”

Colin leaned forward, his lips twitching. “Grumbling, grunting, moaning, complaining? That is your love language. Am I right or am I right?”

“You’re a bloody idiot, that’s what you are.” Manny failed in suppressing the smile pulling at his lips as everyone laughed. “Don’t you have some packing to do? Anything else, anywhere else?”

“Nah.” Colin leaned back in his chair. “You’re stuck with me.”

“Bloody hell.” Manny got up. “I will go watch a movie with the kids.”

He kissed Francine’s cheek before walking away from all the laughter at the table. Manny wasn’t wrong. Not only did I need to pack for our trip tomorrow morning, but I also wanted to do some research into Laura Jordan, who was known as Hazell Jordan.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter THREE
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“I’m officially impressed.” Francine was in the third row of the large SUV that had waited for us at the airport. “This car is fabulous. Hey honeybuns, maybe we should get one of these.”

“The day hell freezes over.” Manny had refused to join Francine in the back. He was sitting in the spacious second row behind me, Vinnie next to him.

“Come on, old man. You can cart all of us around.” Vinnie had told Colin he was allowed to drive us to the Jordan’s home, but the next trip was Vinnie’s turn to drive. Not only did this SUV have a luxurious interior, but it also had a powerful engine and, according to Vinnie, was surprisingly fuel-efficient. 

They continued to discuss the luxuries inside this vehicle, but my attention was on the stunning landscapes around us. We were halfway through the thirty-five-minute drive to the Jordan house. It had amused Vinnie that we’d landed in Spain because the country we were going to didn’t have its own airport.

The Pyrenees mountains surrounding us made it nigh on impossible for a plane to land. The road we were on wound through rather rugged terrain. We passed steep slopes and rocky outcrops that raised concern in my mind about avalanches and rockslides. Colin slowed down around another sharp bend in the road and I winced at how narrow it was. The surprisingly high number of cars and buses sharing this road with us did nothing to ease my mind.

There was no denying the breathtaking beauty of the snow-covered mountains and valleys below. All along the route, quaint houses dotted the landscape. I hoped they were effectively insulated and that the central heating in these traditional stone and wood structures functioned well. I’d read two articles about this small principality and was now looking at the sloped roofs mentioned in said articles. These roofs were designed to withstand heavy snowfall and with the amount of snow around us, this design appeared to be functional and successful.

I also read up on Laura AKA Hazell Jordan, but had given up after the third article. There had been far too much speculation and ‘reliable source’ material. We were about to meet her and I decided to gain the truth from her. Even the articles from traditionally reputable media sources were rife with speculation. Hence my decision to rather read up on the area I’d not visited before.

We were approaching Andorra la Vella, the capital and largest city of this sovereign landlocked country. The president of France and the Bishop of Urgell in Spain were jointly the heads of state, the co-princes of Andorra. The prime minister served as the head of the government and played a crucial role in the administration and governance of the country. It was the sixth-smallest state in Europe, with a population of less than eighty thousand people. London was three hundred and thirty-three per cent larger than Andorra, New York City sixty-eight per cent larger in area. 

Nestled between Spain and France, it was interesting to note that Andorra was not a member state of the European Union. Tourism was an obvious strength of Andorra’s economy with more than eight million tourists visiting per year, mostly for winter sports. The financial and insurance sectors generated the second-largest revenue inflow. Since Andorra had introduced a business tax of ten per cent, this small country had become a tax haven.

The architecture of the houses next to the road was now a blend of contemporary and traditional styles. There were numerous signs giving directions to ski resorts, but it was the colourful banners that caught my attention. It appeared that we arrived on the first day of a three-day major international ski competition.

“Almost there.” Colin turned off the main road leading into the city centre. We drove up a steep side street and stopped in front of a wrought iron gate. A stone wall blocked our view into some of the property, but most of the mansion was deeper into the estate, against the mountain. It was huge and I had no doubt that the view from those large windows was spectacular.

Colin opened the window to press the intercom button and I pulled my coat closed. It was cold. The gate started opening without as much as a greeting or a request to identify ourselves. Colin shrugged, closed the window and drove up the rather steep driveway. It levelled out to a large, paved area in front of the house. 

We parked close to the front door and soon were walking to a large wooden door that swung open before we could ring the doorbell. A middle-aged man in a dark blue suit stood straight, his hands behind his back, taking a moment to study us.

“Good morning.” He lowered his head in a single, controlled nod. “I’m Albert Morales, the Jordan’s butler. Please come in.”

He stood aside and gestured for us to enter. 

“Pleased to meet you, Albert.” Colin held out his hand, which surprised the butler. He quickly recovered and shook Colin’s hand. “I’m Colin.”

“Mister Frey.” Again, Albert gave a single, slow nod. “I’ve been expecting you.” He looked at me. “Doctor Lenard, Colonel Millard, Ms Francine and Mister Vinnie.”
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