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Dr. Genevieve Lenard is instantly wary when the First Lady of a European nation pleads for her help to find a missing woman. Convinced that her sister has been kidnapped, the First Lady trusts no one—not even her own husband, the President.

With the missing woman's health deteriorating rapidly, Genevieve and her team are racing against the clock. Yet as they delve deeper into the corporate environment surrounding the missing sister, they unravel a web of intrigue and hidden crimes, all strategically orchestrated to sway crucial legislation with devastating consequences. 

Can Genevieve uncover the truth behind the sister's disappearance? Will they find the First Lady’s missing sister before it’s too late? Or will powerful enemies, determined to keep their secrets buried, stop Genevieve before she exposes a truth that could shatter the nation's foundations? 
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Chapter ONE



[image: image]




“Post-Impressionism emerged in the late nineteenth century as a reaction against the limitations of Impressionism.” Colin smiled at the one hundred and twenty people watching him with rapt attention. Every person in this consulate was dressed in designer outfits, wearing exclusive jewellery and taking dainty bites of the expensive canapés. 

Most people had glanced around in slight boredom when Colin had been introduced, but within the first thirty seconds of his presentation, he’d had everyone’s undivided attention. I wasn’t surprised. Colin was not only my romantic partner, but his expert knowledge of art and unique insight made him a true asset to our investigative team. Whenever he spoke about art, he became animated and engaging in a manner that was impossible to ignore.

Colin leaned a bit forward, his nonverbal cues inviting the audience to listen closely. “Impressionism emphasised light, colour and the spontaneous atmosphere of a scene, as we can see in the works of Monet and Renoir. But, as always, there were artists who sought to push the boundaries and express themselves in a method different from what was expected and accepted at that time.”

Most people watched Colin with interest, awe or fascination, but one woman caught my attention. Her micro-expressions revealed fear as she studied Colin. Only once did I catch her glancing at me, but since then, she’d made a concerted effort not to look at me. 

I estimated her to be in her early forties. She was wearing a black and gold dress that looked even more sophisticated because of its simple design. Her curly shoulder-length brown hair was elegantly styled, the thin gold chain around her neck adding to the chic simplicity of her outfit. Apart from the brief nonverbal cue of fear that I’d nearly missed, her body language communicated relaxed confidence.

Colin fleetingly made eye contact with her, his smile widening as he looked at the rest of the crowd. “Instead of an entirely different art movement, Post-Impressionism expanded upon its predecessor. The artists wanted to break away from the limitations of Impressionism, which focused less on capturing fleeting moments. They wanted their art to explore deeper emotions, symbolism and personal interpretation.”

He turned to the paintings on the wall behind him. I narrowed my eyes at his micro-expression of discomfort as he pointed at a painting to his left. “Take this amazing work of Suzanne Valadon as an example. This captivating oil painting depicts four nude and semi-nude women in a natural landscape and a nude man watching them.” He paused when there were a few snickers. “We are used to nudity in art, so what makes this painting special? Well, firstly, it includes male and female nudes together. This was extremely daring for that time—1911 to be exact.”

He stepped closer and pointed at the four women on the left of the painting, on what looked like a grassy hill, with large trees surrounding them. “These women seem disconnected from each other.” He pointed at the man to the right of the painting. “He is completely separated from the women, which makes this painting even more significant. It challenges the traditional gender roles and the male gaze. In this painting, the women are not portrayed as objects of desire as so often seen in similar paintings in previous eras. Here, the women are shown as figures within nature. It is also significant because it toppled typical art themes of that era and offered a more ambiguous and complex view of human relationships and nature.”

He turned his full attention back to the people in the large room and smiled. “Post-Impressionism paved the way for modern art movements like Expressionism and Cubism. It moved beyond mere visual presentation to evoke introspection and a heightened sense of reality. It gave us artists like Valadon, Gauguin, Van Gogh and many others that the consulate is so perfectly displaying here for us to enjoy in this private exhibition.”

He smiled at the woman standing to his left. “Thank you for this wonderful exhibition and the opportunity to be here.”

“We are the ones to thank you, Mister Frey.” The Romanian First Lady took a step closer to Colin when the crowd applauded warmly. Milera Popescu was a petite woman in her mid-fifties, her long brown hair fell in soft waves down her back. Her smile lifted her cheeks as she took her time to look around the room. “It is our honour to have every single one of you join us here.” She turned back to Colin, her smile widening. “Thank you again for your fascinating presentation. I’m sure everyone will agree that you made it much easier to understand these paintings and Post-Impressionism.”

The audience applauded again, many people nodding their heads. 

Milera Popescu turned back to her guests, then smiled at the woman I’d noticed earlier. “I would like to thank First Lady Victoriya Kostadinova from Bulgaria for joining us tonight. She so kindly organised for the Suzanna Valadon painting to be part of our exhibition.” She clapped her hands twice. “Enough talk. Let’s enjoy the rest of the evening. The tables with the food and refreshments are in the next room. Eat, drink, chat and have a lovely evening.”

After another round of applause, Colin and the First Lady walked into the crowd. I stood to the side, watching as numerous people stopped Colin to chat about his presentation. He had been extremely surprised to receive the invitation to speak at the Romanian consulate tonight, especially since the invitation had come in the form of an order from the President of France himself.

Our team investigated crimes that mostly had strong connections to the art world and we worked directly under the president. In the twelve years we’d worked as a team, we’d not yet received an order like this. Colonel Manfred Millard headed up our team and had been extremely suspicious, yet he’d given Colin no choice but to be ready to give an impressive presentation. Manny had also insisted that I attend. He wanted me to use my expertise in nonverbal communication to figure out why Colin specifically had been asked to be the one to address this exclusive group of individuals.

Once again, I looked at the people milling about as they evaluated everyone around them and decided whom to approach. Most of the interactions were professional, controlled and calculated. The industry leaders, politicians, millionaires and billionaires attending had come mostly for the opportunity to network. They were willing to dig deep into their pockets to pay for this opportunity.

Only when we’d arrived at the Romanian consulate here in Strasbourg had I learned that tonight’s event was a fundraising effort for disadvantaged and disabled children. First Lady Mirela Popescu had proudly presented the organisation she’d taken over when her husband had become president. 

She had passionately shared her determination to change the notorious legacy of institutional care in Romania. Too many children were still living in underfunded orphanages or unregulated foster care. Since she’d taken control, much had already changed, and the funds from this event would provide hundreds of children with education opportunities, mental health support and stable living conditions. I applauded her goals.

Colin finished talking to a couple in their late sixties and made his way to me. His expression softened when he saw me watching him. He kissed me gently on my forehead as soon as he reached me. “Still okay?”

I nodded. “It’s easier now that more people are moving to the food in the next room.”

“Should I find some bottled water for you?” Colin looked at the two unopened bottles on the table and smiled. “Okay, maybe not.”

For some reason, my germaphobia was at a heightened level tonight. The thought of the many hands that had touched those bottles and the glasses next to them sent renewed shudders down my spine. “I’m not dehydrated and we’ll be home soon enough.”

“I hope.” Colin leaned a bit closer and lowered his voice. “Did you see anything or anyone that might’ve given you a clue as to why we are here? Has Manny maybe sent you some intel?”

“Mister Frey.” First Lady Mirela Popescu walked towards our table, her smile not as relaxed as before. “Thank you again for coming on such short notice.”

Colin turned to face her and place his hand over his heart. “This was truly my pleasure. I will rudely grab with both hands any excuse to talk about art.”

Her smile softened slightly, but still didn’t reach her eyes. The orbicularis oculi muscles beneath her eyes were contracted with tension. She turned her attention to me. “Doctor Lenard, it’s truly a pleasure to meet you. I attended one of your lectures about seven years ago and it changed my life in the best way possible. It has empowered me to understand people’s communication so much better.”

I nodded once. “If more people understood the subtleties of body language, I believe there would be fewer misunderstandings.” I raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. “Of course, life would be much easier if we were honest and frank, but that is not how most people communicate.”

She narrowed her eyes, her smile now genuine and relaxed. “I suspect that you are always frank and honest.”

“She is.” Colin returned her smile. “It’s very refreshing to always know where I stand.” He grinned at me. “Figuratively, not physically, love.”

“Hmm.” I’d seen that quip coming and smiled. “I don’t communicate like neurotypicals and it’s sometimes a challenge for me to filter through the many nuances.” I grew serious. “But it is easy for me to see that there is something very distressing on your mind.”

“Not here.” She straightened, a professional smile replacing her genuine expression of unease. “There is someone I would like for you to meet and I think a private setting might be the best.”

Colin took my hand and squeezed lightly. “Lead the way.”

The First Lady nodded in relief and led us away, talking about the kitchen preparations and how proud she was of the renovations, which modernised the kitchen while preserving the atmosphere of this late nineteenth-century building. Even though she didn’t raise her voice, she spoke loudly enough for anyone who overheard to assume she was going to show us the finalised project.

We walked into the silent kitchen and I exhaled in relief. Bright lights showed off a functional kitchen with gleaming steel surfaces, two large gas stoves, a walk-in fridge and every other amenity that would have Vinnie in ecstasy. Not only was Vinnie my best male friend, but he was also the protector of our team and had a passion for cooking that we were all grateful for.

Movement from the back door caught my attention and the woman who’d been looking at Colin with fear walked towards us. First Lady Victoriya Kostadinova was nervous, but the determination on her face made me wonder just how bad this situation was.

“I will get back to my guests.” First Lady Popescu looked at her Bulgarian counterpart with compassion. “I hope you find her, Victoriya.”

First Lady Kostadinova rushed over and hugged the Romanian first lady. “Thank you for doing this, Mirela. Thank you.”

First Lady Popescu tightened her arms around First Lady Kostadinova for a second, then stepped back. “Let me know when you find her.”

“I will.” First Lady Kostadinova watched the other woman leave the kitchen and turned to us. “First of all, please call me Victoriya. Tonight, I’m not the First Lady of anything. I’m a desperate woman needing help.”

“How...” Colin stopped when Victoriya raised both hands, her eyes wide.

“I don’t think we should talk here.” She closed her eyes for a second, fear flashing across her face. “Tell me where and I’ll meet you there in thirty minutes.”
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Chapter TWO
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“Have you heard anything?” Colin asked the moment Manny was within earshot.

Manny’s lips tightened as he shook his head. “I phoned the president again and he only told me that we should use our discretion. He would like for us to go to Bulgaria, but I think he bloody wants something else.”

“Did you ask him what he wants?” 

Manny glared at Colin. “Of course, I did.”

Vinnie joined us, his gaze constantly moving to take in the busy street. “The old man was told to just do his job.” Vinnie grinned. “He didn’t like that.”

Manny grunted. “Something is going on here and I don’t like being in the dark.” He turned to me. “You better have your face-reading glasses on, missy. I don’t want to walk into some kind of bloody mess.”

I blinked a few times, then pressed the tips of both my pinkies hard against my thumbs, but I couldn’t stop myself. “There are no such glasses.”

Colin chuckled and took my hand. “Just do what you do, love. We need to know if this woman is trustworthy.”

“Her fear was genuine.” I suppressed a shudder as I recalled the real terror that had flashed across her face. “We need to know what she’s so afraid of.”

“Then why the bloody hell are we standing out here?” Manny waved around the street. “Where the bloody hell are we?”

We were on Rue des Dentelles, in the heart of Strasbourg’s Petite France. I usually avoided this area because it was often crowded with rowdy tourists. Fortunately, on a Tuesday evening at the beginning of May, there was almost no sign of tourists. The pedestrian street was beautifully illuminated, highlighting its half-timbered houses and quaint cobblestone paths. 

Quite a few diners braved the cooler evening temperatures to enjoy their meals outside the numerous restaurants, their soft chatter filling the air. The scent of fine cuisine filled the air and I looked at the Michelin-star restaurant, which was Colin’s favourite. We were on a side street that was blissfully empty. Couples and food enthusiasts strolled by, ignoring this darker alley.

“We’re going in the back door of Yves’ restaurant.” Colin pointed to a door further up the street to our left.

“And who is this Yves?” Manny glared at the door.

Colin rolled his eyes. “You were grunting and groaning while Vin and I talked about his new restaurant.”

“Dude’s right.” Vinnie shrugged. “We talked about it twice and both times you were there doing your grumpy thing.”

“My what?” Manny swung around to glare at Vinnie, who laughed. “Bugger off, all of you. How much longer are we going to stand here?”

As soon as we’d left the consulate, Colin had phoned Yves to find out if his private dining room was available. Then he’d phoned Vinnie and told him to bring Manny and join us as soon as possible.

Colin glanced at the door again. “We’re waiting for Yves to open the door.”

“Then why are we standing so far from the bloody door?” Manny started walking deeper into the street and snapped his fingers. “Don’t make me ask twice.”

“You didn’t even ask once, old man.” Vinnie laughed again when Manny swore, but also made his way to the door.

Colin and I followed. No sooner did we reach the door than it opened. 

“Colin! Ooh, you brought Genevieve!” Yves’ bearded cheeks lifted with a genuine smile. He wore a deep purple chef’s jacket with his restaurant’s logo embroidered on the front pocket. His brown hair was in a buzz cut and his black-framed glasses were riding low on his nose. 

He was a mediocre artist whose optic nerves had been damaged when he’d suffered a minor stroke. He’d decided to give up his ambitions of becoming a renowned artist and, instead, focus on his other passion—cooking. The first time he’d met me, he’d been devastated that I didn’t want to have a bite of the soufflé he’d just taken out of the oven. His smile was wide and genuine when he looked at me. “I can’t wait to show you the improvements in the kitchen. I know you will love it and feel safe to eat anything and everything I prepare.”

When I’d seen his genuine interest in finding out why I was hesitant to eat food from an unknown kitchen, I’d explained how my neurodiverse mind would only relax once I knew the condition and hygiene of the kitchen, the quality of the ingredients and the hygiene of any human working with the food. He’d loved my feedback and had decided to break down the wall separating the kitchen from the diners and replace it with a glass wall.

“I will come at a later date.” I nodded at him. “Then I might order the soufflé.”

“It’s a date.” He looked at Manny, then focused on Vinnie. “You are Vinnie, the famous chef-friend. Finally, we meet in person.”

Vinnie’s smile lifted his cheeks. “Not a chef, dude. A friend, yes. Good to meet you, Yves. I will also join the party and try your food, including the soufflé. For now, we need to get to that private room of yours before this old man gets any more annoyed with us.”

Manny’s lips tightened, then he exhaled and nodded at Yves. “Thank you for giving us the room at such short notice.”

“Totally my pleasure.” Yves stood aside and waved us in. “I wouldn’t be standing here if Colin hadn’t given me that last push to start this adventure.”

Colin raised one eyebrow in a slight warning, but Yves just smiled. They had signed an agreement that included a clause preventing Yves from revealing that Colin had invested heavily in this venture. In the three times I’d met Yves, he’d made subtle references to his gratitude for Colin’s faith in him. 

We walked past him into the back hallway. The charcoal-grey floor tiles were illuminated by trip lights recessed in the skirting boards. A faux-crystal chandelier in the centre of the hallway added to the soft lighting, creating an intimate and very elegant atmosphere. This private entrance to the dining room was a non-negotiable as far as Yves had been concerned. He wanted to have a safe space for people who valued their privacy, whether they were celebrities, politicians or business leaders.

Vinnie led the way to the second door on the left. He’d studied the plans and had given his opinion about improving security for the restaurant. He held the door open and we entered the spacious room. The round table in the centre of the room was set for eight people. The starched beige tablecloth and napkins blended perfectly with the olive-green walls and cream-coloured crockery. 

“Can I bring you something to eat or drink?” Yves stood in the doorway, his expression eager.

“For now, just water.” Colin smiled when Yves pouted. “I promise we’ll come for a full dinner very soon.”

“I’m keeping you to that.” Yves glanced towards the front of the restaurant. “I’ll bring your guest when she arrives.”

“Thank you, Yves.” Colin pulled out a chair and waited for me to sit before he took the seat next to me.

Manny waited until the door closed before he sat down. He slumped in the chair. “This better be bloody worth it. I was in the middle of an important meeting.”

Vinnie burst out laughing. “You were watching Moana 2 with Phillip and the kids.”

“It was important.” Manny pushed his hands into his trouser pockets.

A few months ago, we’d all moved onto the same property. The upper levels of the main house were divided into two sections. Vinnie, his wife, Doctor Roxanne Ferreira and their two adopted children lived in one part. Nikki, the young woman who called herself my sister-daughter-bestie, her emergency response team husband, Pink and their two young children lived in the other part. We shared most of the ground floor—the kitchen, living area and especially the movie room.

Colin and I lived in one of the attached cottages, Manny and Francine, his life partner and my female best friend, in another cottage. The third cottage was occupied by Phillip, the man who’d been the only real father figure in my life. He was also the owner of a high-end insurance company. The final cottage was taken by Daniel and Yasmine. Daniel was the team leader of France’s elite emergency response team, RAID. Doctor Yasmine Abidar worked for Europol, her specialisation in organised crime a true asset to the organisation.

Manny turned to me. “Tell me more about this woman, Doc.”

“There isn’t much to tell. In the short time we spoke, her nonverbal cues were all genuine.” I turned to Colin. “What was wrong with the painting?”

Colin’s eyebrows rose and he smiled at me. “Of course, you saw that.” He sighed. “I’m pretty sure Suzanna Valadon’s Joy of Life is part of a collection in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Why and how Bulgaria could loan this painting to the Romanian consulate for an exhibition is a question I want to ask Victoriya.”

“Is that her name?” Vinnie was still standing, his eyes on the door.

A knock on the door prevented Colin from answering. Immediately, the door opened and Yves smiled at us. “Your guest is here.”

He stood back and Victoriya entered the room, followed by a man. I’d noticed him at the event and had assumed he was one of the guests’ personal security. His alert gaze that took in everything and his body language that was always alert and ready for action had been the same as Vinnie’s, Daniel’s and Pink’s.

Vinnie straightened his spine and took a step closer to put himself between us and this man. “Thank you, Yves.”

The restaurateur’s eyes widened and he took a step back, then closed the door. 

Victoriya swallowed as she looked at Manny and Vinnie. “Who are you?” She looked at me. “Why are they here?”

“The same reason he is here.” Vinnie pointed at the other man. This newcomer was the same height as Vinnie and just as muscular. Their nonverbal cues were an exact mirror of the others.

Colin got up, both hands raised in a placating gesture. He took a step past Vinnie and looked at Victoriya. “You asked for our help, which means you know that we work as a team. It shouldn’t be a surprise to you that I asked more of our team to be here when you tell us what you need from us.”

She swallowed again and nodded. “I suppose that you also shouldn’t be surprised that I brought my own protection.” She tilted her head towards the man next to her. “This is Evgeni Traykov. He’s been my friend since childhood. We were neighbours and even then he protected me from the local bullies.”

Colin smiled warmly at Evgeni. “Pleased to meet you.” He stepped back and gestured at the table. “Let’s all sit down and chat.”

“Thank you.” Victoriya patted Evgeni on his shoulder. “This is not easy for me. Evgeni is the only person I trust at the moment.”

“Now even your husband?” Manny asked.

Victoriya’s depressor anguli oris muscles pulled the corners of her mouth down. She shook her head and sat down, leaving one chair open between me and her. She looked at me. “I wish I could say I trust him, but...”

“But what?” I waited. Her internal conflict was almost painful to witness. She wanted to confide, yet fear kept flashing across her face.

Colin leaned forward, his expression gentle. “You took a huge step already just by contacting the people you did to get us here. Tell us how we can help.”

Manny grunted, but didn’t voice any objection to Colin’s willingness to assist this woman.

Victoriya glanced at Evgeni and waited until he sat down next to her. 

He sighed and studied Vinnie standing at the door with his arms crossed for a few seconds, then looked at Manny before nodding to Victoriya. 

Her chin wobbled for a second before she pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin. She inhaled and held her breath for a long moment. “My sister was kidnapped and I don’t know if or how my husband is involved. I don’t know if I can trust him because I saw him shake the hand of a person who is suspected of many crimes in my country. If I don’t find my sister within the next twenty-two hours, she will die.”
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Chapter THREE
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“Bloody hellfire.” Manny’s eyebrows shot up.

Vinnie mumbled a swear word, uncrossed his arms and walked over to the table. He sat down next to Manny, compassion softening his gaze.

“That is a lot to unpack.” Colin was taking control of the conversation and I didn’t mind. I trusted him to ask the right questions, giving me the opportunity to observe and process everyone’s nonverbal cues. His expression softened even more. “Let’s start with your sister. Why do you think she was kidnapped?”

“I heard it happen.” Victoriya’s voice broke and she swallowed. “Vera phoned me this afternoon, about three hours before the event at the consulate.”

“Vera is your sister?” Colin asked.

She nodded. “She’s two years younger than me.” Her voice broke and she pressed her lips tightly together. After taking two slow breaths, she nodded. “We’ve always been best friends. I studied architecture, but then decided to specialise in interior design. She studied fashion design, but then decided to start her own fabric weaving company. She’s grown it from one hobby loom in our aunt’s garage to employing over sixty people and buying her own property to build a small factory. I’m so proud of her.”

Again, her voice broke. This time, it took a bit longer for her to compose herself.

“Why are you here in Strasbourg?” Manny asked.

“I’ve been friends with Mirela even before our husbands became presidents. We followed much the same path. Her husband was also mayor of the capital before he was elected, same as my husband.”

My eyebrows rose slightly at the expression of distaste on her face when the word ‘husband’ left her mouth. 

She cleared her throat. “When Mirela told me that their consulate here in Strasbourg was going to have a private exhibition to raise funds for disabled and disadvantaged children, I was more than happy to help in any way I can.”

“So you organised for that beautiful painting to be part of the exhibition.” Colin took a moment to school his expression, succeeding mostly in masking his cynicism. “Where did you get the Valadon?”

“It’s from a prominent businessman’s private collection.” Her top lip curled ever so slightly. “He’s a huge supporter of my husband and was delighted to donate this work for such a worthy cause.”

“Hmm.” Colin’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Don’t worry, I also don’t trust that he’s really such a wonderful businessman. He gives me a bad feeling.” She shrugged. “But I didn’t really care. I used the opportunity to take a short break and enjoy your beautiful city. And I was really enjoying it up until my sister called.”

She pressed her fist against her mouth and blinked a few times. “I was telling her about the quaint little street I was on when she told me something bad was about to happen.”

“Tell us everything she said.” Manny narrowed his eyes as he studied her. “Word for word.”

“She phoned me because she wanted to meet me the moment I landed in Sofia. There was something in her voice that worried me, but she said she was okay. She just wanted to show me something. I could hear she was being evasive and didn’t blame her. I’ve long suspected that my calls are being monitored.”

“By whom?” Colin asked.

She raised both shoulders. “I don’t know and haven’t asked. Vera also believes her calls are intercepted, but we decided not to do anything about it. Not yet.”

“Why not yet?”

“Firstly, because I have nothing to hide. I don’t discuss important business decisions with my clients over the phone. I keep those conversations general and non-specific. My sister is my best friend. My other three friends also know not to share anything important on the phone. We meet often enough in person and whenever I meet with anyone, my phone goes into a bag Evgeni gave me.”

“It blocks all wireless signals and radio frequencies.” Evgeni looked at Vinnie while he explained. “When a device is in that bag, it cannot send or receive any data.”

“Good choice.” Vinnie nodded. “My police buddies also used those pouches. It prevents hacking, location tracking and even access to microphones and cameras.”
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